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Preface 

Let me begin by frankly acknowledging that I have come to this
project as an amateur, in all senses of the word. “Amateur,” for one
thing, suggests a lack of professional expertise. Many of the texts

I consider in this book might properly be classified as “philosophical
dialogues,” and, as an English professor with a Ph.D. in Comparative
Literature, I indeed lack formal training in philosophy. Furthermore, my
academic specialization in medieval English and French literature has been
only tangentially relevant to most of the texts considered here, linking as
they do ancient Greece and Rome with early modern Italy, Enlightenment
France, twentieth-century America, and several modern European cultures,
as well as with the high Middle Ages. Important as professional specializa-
tion undoubtedly is in the modern academy, however, I would also argue
that the academy should always make room for educated amateurs, for
those willing to step outside their “areas” and try to see a bigger picture.

And “amateur” also means “lover”; it is as a lover that I come to these
texts. I read Plato’s Symposium and Phaedrus seriously for the first time
when I encountered them on the Brown University Comparative Literature
department’s list of “set books” for graduate students, and it was love at
first sight. Fusty and old-fashioned as it must seem to a younger generation
of queer scholars, Plato helped me, like Oscar Wilde, André Gide, 
E. M. Forster’s Maurice, and Mary Renault’s Laurie, come to terms with my
own sexuality. And it is as a modern gay man—all terms I use deliberately—
seeking to unite my private and professional lives, my love and my work,
that I first envisioned this project. My hope is that the positive qualities of
the amateur may outweigh the deficiencies, and I have included through-
out the following chapters references to recent professionals in these differ-
ent fields for the benefit of those who wish to follow up some aspect of my
argument—or argue against it—in greater detail.

A note on languages: I am a native speaker of English, and have studied
several of the other languages in which these texts were originally written
in a formal classroom setting: French and German as an undergraduate,
Latin in graduate school. In others, Greek and Italian, I am self-taught.



In the following pages, I quote English translations of non-English texts,
but in every case I have consulted editions—often more than one—in the
texts’ original languages as well, and I discuss specific word choices with
some frequency, as is required by my primarily descriptive method, which
is heavily dependent upon close readings.

Several friends and colleagues have read all or part of this book in man-
uscript form, and I have greatly benefited from their comments; in partic-
ular, I wish to thank in this regard Ed Johnson, Catherine Loomis, and
Miriam Youngerman Miller. Marlena Corcoran first made me think
I might have something to say about Plato, and her continued encourage-
ment and enthusiasm for this project have been immeasurably important
to me.

I also wish to acknowledge the important contributions that my home
institution, the University of New Orleans, made to the research for this
book: consistent travel funding, a sabbatical in the spring of 2002, and a
University Research Professorship beginning in the fall of that year pro-
vided the mobility and the time off essential to the completion of such a
project. Specifically, I thank John Cooke, Rick Barton, Shirley Laska, Bob
Cashner, and Miriam Youngerman Miller. I also gratefully acknowledge
the extraordinary efforts of the Earle K. Long Library’s Interlibrary Loan
department in tracking down obscure and far-flung research materials.
Special thanks must go to my colleagues over the years in the team-taught
University Honors course on ancient Greek culture, Arts and Sciences
1119, in which I first began seriously thinking about Plato: Ed Johnson,
Richard Katrovas, Dana Criswell, Mike Mooney, Joyce Zonana, and Catherine
Loomis.

Portions of this book in an earlier form have been presented as lectures
and conference papers, and I am grateful to those who helped arrange these
presentations, as well as to their audiences, whose questions and comments
were most helpful in the laborious refinement of my ideas; I thank espe-
cially Robert L. A. Clark, Gina Psaki, Caroline Jewers, István Bejczy, the
graduate student audience at the Catholic University of Nijmegen, John
Gery, Patricia Roger, and—yet again—Catherine Loomis and Miriam
Youngerman Miller.

My final and deepest thanks are reserved for my partner—and, by the
time this book is published, spouse—Charles James Davidson, for his
unfailing kindness and patience during my five-year obsession, and not
least for his utter indifference to philosophical dialogues.
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Introduction 

Yesterday, around midnight, they brought us our friend Remon,
who’d been wounded in a taverna fight.
Through the windows we left wide open,
the moon cast light over his beautiful body as he lay on the bed.
We’re a mixture here: Syrians, migrated Greeks, Armenians, Medes.
Remon is one of these too. But last night,
when the moon shone on his sensual face,
our thoughts went back to Plato’s Charmidis.1

—“In a Town of Osroini”

The homosexual Greek poet C. P. Cavafy’s great poem of 1917, “In a
Town of Osroini,” reminds us that Plato, who wrote his philo-
sophical dialogues in the fourth century B.C., has continued to

influence writers many centuries later. At first glance, however, this poem
appears to be inspired less by Plato’s philosophy than by the male–male
desire that is the motive force behind some of those dialogues: it is the sen-
suality of Remon’s face, illuminated by the moon, that makes his (pre-
sumptively male) friends think of Plato, and what they think of specifically
is a character in one of the dialogues, Plato’s uncle Charmides (as the name
is usually spelled in English). Charmides was, in his youth (when the dia-
logue is imagined as taking place), famous for his beauty, “the handsomest
young man of the day,”2 and Plato imagines that Socrates’ discussion of the
virtue of sophrosune was inspired by the sight of Charmides’ “beautiful
body” and “splendid face.”3 Other translations of Cavafy’s poem suggests
that it is Remon’s “amorous” or “erotic,” rather than “sensual,” face that
reminds his friends of Charmides.4 It is thus the male–male eroticism of
Plato’s dialogues that inspires the modern homosexual poet as Charmides
inspired Socrates: “I saw inside his cloak and caught on fire and was quite
beside myself.”5



But there’s more to Cavafy’s poem than homoeroticism, important as
male–male desire is throughout his work. The speaker of the poem is a
member of a community of exiles, as is the beautiful Remon: the events
recounted here are imagined as having taken place in the ancient
Mesopotamian kingdom of Osroini,6 and neither Remon nor the poem’s
speaker nor their friends are at home there, belonging as they do to a “mix-
ture” of alien nationalities. Nevertheless, all these different men (and it
seems to be a community of men that is imagined here) are reminded of
the same thing when they look at Remon’s beauty: they all differ from one
another as well as from the dominant culture in which they find them-
selves, and yet they are also and simultaneously united, not only by their
admiration for Remon, but by the recollection of Plato that Remon’s
beauty inspires in all of them. They are part of, and even define, the mixed
culture of Osroini even as they acknowledge that they are outsiders; they
are simultaneously different from and the same as one another. What unites
these dissimilar men is their membership in the larger culture, their
desire—and Plato.

Cavafy’s poem describes a scene in which no words are spoken, but it
refers to a scene of dialogue: “Plato’s Charmidis” refers to the name of a
character, but also to the title of the Socratic dialogue in which he appears;
in recalling one, Remon’s friends are necessarily also recalling the other.
Charmides is one of Plato’s early, so-called Socratic dialogues, in which
Socrates and his interlocutors try out various definitions of the subject
under discussion, in this case sophrosune, without arriving at any satisfac-
tory conclusion; thus Cavafy’s reference to “Plato’s Charmidis” recalls both
the virtue under discussion in it and the Socratic elenchus—the philosoph-
ical method involving questions and discussion rather than resolution—as
well as desire between men.

This book maps the same territory explored by Cavafy’s poem: the
relationship between male same-sex desire and the genre of dialogue—
especially as this genre is historically conditioned by some of Plato’s
works—in different periods of Western culture. This is a previously unex-
plored relationship that has nevertheless persisted throughout Western cul-
tural history from the Greeks to the late twentieth century, as “In a Town
of Osroini” suggests. The dialogue, in fact, in at least some of its manifes-
tations, has proven to be a remarkably hospitable and attractive form for
the discussion of male–male desire as it exists at all points on the homosocial–
homosexual continuum, from competition to friendship to erotic passion.
The relationship between desire and dialogue is not, however, an unchang-
ing or ahistorical one; both the form of the dialogue itself and its treatment
of male–male desire have been constantly reworked and modified over the
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centuries in a reflection of more general cultural–historical changes. This
book, then, in its examination of selected dialogues from Plato to the 1990s,
attempts to contribute to an understanding not only of the dialogue genre,
but also of the changing, culturally specific constructions of desire between
men, and the place of such desires within various Western cultural contexts.

My method is primarily descriptive, and employs close readings of the
various dialogues and some related texts in order to outline the historically
changing shape of these relations without losing sight of the unique speci-
ficity of each author’s contribution to them. I attempt no grand overview
of the history of either male–male desire in the West (an unwieldy project,
which in any case has already been admirably attempted by David
Greenberg7) or of the dialogue as a genre, nor do I make any claim to dis-
cuss every dialogue concerned with male–male desire. I limit myself instead
to the examination of several distinctly observable literary–philosophical
traditions in which the changing relations between dialogue and male–male
desire are adumbrated with particular clarity. Neither do I intend to make any
overarching theoretical claims about this relationship: obviously most dia-
logues are not directly concerned with male–male desire (though I argue
that perhaps more dialogues share this concern, at least implicitly, than has
been generally recognized), nor does a culture’s interest in, or anxiety about,
male–male desire always find expression in the dialogue form (though I also
argue that some texts not traditionally considered dialogues nevertheless
draw productively on the dialogue genre and its traditions). But the rela-
tionship between the two has been persistent enough in Western culture
since Plato to deserve closer investigation and description.

Why should the dialogue genre and male–male desire be linked? One
answer is that the relations between them exist in a specifically Platonic
tradition: Plato is perceived throughout subsequent Western history as the
first and most productive investigator of male–male desire (whether this
aspect of his work is embraced or disavowed), and his investigations are car-
ried out in dialogue form.8 Later writers in the dialogue traditions that
I examine thus usually invoke Plato, approvingly or disapprovingly, as an
apologist for male–male desire. It is this explicit or, less frequently, implicit
presence of Plato that makes the relationship between dialogue and this
form of desire a recognizable tradition.

Or, as we shall see, several traditions. Every age constructs, and responds
to, a different version of Plato, and while these versions or traditions over-
lap in time, changing cultural concerns bring different Platonic texts into
prominence in different historical periods. While a number of Plato’s dia-
logues (Charmides, Laws, etc.) deal to some extent with male–male desire,
I examine the traditions initiated by three of them in particular. One line
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of influence, implicitly or explicitly acknowledged by each of the authors in
it who follow Plato, leads from Plato’s Lysis through Cicero’s De Amicitia to
the medieval dialogues on Christian friendship by Aelred of Rievaulx and
his followers, and concerns friendship, variously defined. Another tradition
moves from Plato’s Symposium to the Italian humanist and French
Enlightenment dialogues that deal with the varying relations between phys-
ical and spiritual love, a line of influence again more or less explicitly
acknowledged by such authors as Marsilio Ficino, Baldassare Castiglione,
Tullia d’Aragona, Antonio Vignali, Antonio Rocco, Denis Diderot, and the
Marquis de Sade. A third version of Plato, implicit throughout the history
of the Platonic dialogue, emerges as especially significant in modern cul-
ture: this is the Plato of the Phaedrus, concerned explicitly with the rela-
tionship of desire to discourse, and Phaedrus is the dialogue appropriated
most often by modern authors from Oscar Wilde and André Gide to
Thomas Mann, E. M. Forster, Mary Renault, and Robert M. Pirsig.9 The
three traditions have certain concerns in common, and I will be particularly
interested in how all these texts understand the relations of sameness and
difference,10 but they also address distinct concerns of special cultural rele-
vance in different periods. My conclusion takes up the postmodern appro-
priation of Plato in John Cameron Mitchell’s Hedwig and the Angry Inch
and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s A Dialogue on Love, and the interrogation of
the very concept of “male–male” desire in these two texts.

Like the three Platonic dialogues, Cavafy’s poem is also concerned with
sameness and difference and with the possibility that the two can coexist:
Remon’s friends are described as being simultaneously different (from the
culture in which they live and from one another) and yet united (as exist-
ing within that alien culture and as desiring, Platonic subjects). This rela-
tionship of simultaneous sameness and difference is what I call “deviance,”
though in doing so I emphasize difference; the term “proximity” also arises
at certain points in this book to denote the same phenomenon, but with an
emphasis on sameness. In both cases what interests me is a sameness that is
not identity, or a difference that is not opposition.

One way of understanding deviance and deviation that I have found
compelling in the context of male–male desire is Jonathan Dollimore’s in
his book Sexual Dissidence. Dollimore suggests that “deviance” does not
properly suggest a binary opposition to a cultural straight and narrow path,
but only a “deviation” from it. This is to say that the deviant relation to the
normative is one of proximity or even inclusion rather than opposition, as
Remon’s friends, though aliens, are nevertheless also included in the culture
of Osroini, and even give it its mixed identity. Deviance implies a sameness
that includes or contains difference. The dialogues that address male–male
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desire, I argue, invariably understand it as deviant from (or proximate to)
the dominant culture in this sense, though this deviance is differently con-
structed and differently valued according to the specific society and histor-
ical period in which the norm is established, and also according to the
values, whether normative or oppositional, of the individual writers who
respond to these cultural norms.

Writing admiringly of Oscar Wilde’s erotic and discursive transgressions
and their relations with the dominant discourses of his culture, Dollimore
points out that

it is because and not in spite of this shared cultural dimension that Wilde can
enact one of the most disturbing of all forms of transgression, namely that
by which the outlaw turns up as in-law, and the other as proximate proves
more disturbing than the other as absolute difference. That which society
forbids, Wilde reinstates through and within some of its most cherished
and central cultural categories. . . . At the same time as he appropriates
those categories, he also transvalues them through perversion and inversion,
thus making them now signify those binary exclusions . . . by which the
dominant culture knows itself. . . .11

“Deviance” in this definition is related to the Lacanian concept of
“extimité,” intimate otherness, that which in psychoanalytic theory ques-
tions the opposition between what is within and what is without, indeed
questions the very difference between inside and outside, self and not-self.12

This concept has recently been linked in medieval studies both to
Dollimore’s “deviance” and to the postmodern term “queer,” “both secret
inside and forbidden exterior to all that is straight and normal.”13 Far from
being a phenomenon limited to late-nineteenth-century England, this
deviant or resistant transvaluation of cultural categories thus has a long his-
tory, at least where the categories of gender and sexuality are concerned:
“One kind of resistance, operating in terms of gender, repeatedly unsettles
the very opposition between the dominant and the subordinate. I call this sex-
ual dissidence.”14 Cavafy, too, elsewhere suggests something of this specifi-
cally homosexual deviance, the “deviate, sensual delight” that also has its
place in defining the dominant culture’s vigor through its poetry: “But how
the life of the artist has gained. / Tomorrow, the next day, years later, the
vigorous verses / will be composed that had their beginning here.”15

This sort of deviance marks the dialogue genre whenever it addresses
male–male desire, and indeed the dialogue turns out to be perhaps the
genre best suited to the exploration of deviance. A dialogue is precisely not
a quarrel or disagreement between opposing points of view, but a form in
which deviant views are allowed a voice in conversation with the cultural
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dominant, and in which men (and sometimes women) can also explore
their deviations from, as well as their proximity to, one another. The rela-
tion between Socrates and his interlocutors in Plato’s dialogues is one of
proximity rather than opposition, and while the dissident voices in such a
dialogue may ultimately be subsumed in or contained by a dominant
voice, the dominant could not exist without the deviant. The classic exam-
ple would be Diotima’s speech in the Symposium, which is presented as the
one true response to the question of the nature of love that has been
debated by multiple voices throughout the dialogue. Socrates condemns all
the other speeches as false answers, but his recollection of Diotima’s teach-
ings nevertheless includes elements of all of these rejected deviant voices.16

And Diotima’s speech, recommending the repression of physical desire,
itself deviates from the Athenian cultural norm (more tolerant of the phys-
ical expression of male–male desire), which is expressed in Phaedrus’ speech
in the same dialogue. The Symposium thus creates a new cultural ideal, from
which later writers may themselves deviate.

Indeed, although Dollimore nowhere discusses the dialogue as a genre,
some of his reflections on “sexual dissidence” could almost serve as defini-
tions of it:

this concept of the perverse dynamic denotes certain instabilities and
contradictions within dominant structures which exist by virtue of exactly
what those structures simultaneously contain and exclude. The displace-
ments which constitute certain repressive discriminations are partly enabled
via a proximity which, though disavowed, remains to enable a perverse
return, an undoing, a transformation.17

The proximity of, say, Rameau’s nephew to the narrator of Diderot’s
dialogue is indeed disavowed, but the dialogue form—conversation rather
than binary opposition—makes the perverse return and transformation
almost inevitable. One might say the same of Mann’s Aschenbach reimagin-
ing the Phaedrus. It is also possible to argue that certain dialogues—Plato’s
Lysis, for example—can be understood as “pure” deviance (i.e., dialogues in
which no single perspective is established as the dominant), as we shall see
in chapter 1.

Dollimore is concerned with the deviance of male–male desire from a
cultural norm. I also focus on the other kind of deviation suggested in
Cavafy’s poem, the difference-within-sameness that defines the participants
in a desiring relationship themselves, as Remon’s friends are united in their
Platonic desire for him. The definition of same-sex desire as essentially
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narcissistic has not been an uncommon form of homophobia in our own
period: modern conservative philosophers like Roger Scruton have sug-
gested that homosexuality represents not only a desire for sameness, but
also a fear of otherness, a narcissistic refusal to engage with what is not like
oneself.18 While, on the one hand, one might not wish to disavow the myth
of Narcissus too quickly,19 the dialogues I examine in this book also suggest
just how crude a distinction it is that defines sameness and difference
exclusively by genital type. Differences in age and/or status, sometimes also
expressed as the difference between the insertive and receptive roles, also
appear as essential components of desire—both friendly and erotic—
in many of the texts discussed here, and indeed in this situation genital sex
may not even be understood as the primary marker of difference: for many
ancient writers, and indeed their followers in later periods, women and
boys might be equally differentiated from adult men, and hence equally
desirable. Within the erotic dynamic of the male–male relationship itself, as
well as in the cultural relations discussed above, desire between men is thus
almost always a matter of deviation, of various differences existing within
an overarching similarity of (genital) type.20 This kind of deviance, that
which occurs within the dynamic of the male–male erotic relationship
itself, is addressed explicitly in such humanist texts as Vignali’s and Rocco’s,
and reappears in such modern dialogical novels as Mann’s and Forster’s.

Two theorists of dialogue and the dialogical also stand in the back-
ground of this book, M. M. Bakhtin and Martin Buber, as do the more
recent reinterpretations of Bakhtin by Julia Kristeva and of Buber by
Emmanuel Levinas. While Bakhtin is known primarily as a theorist of the
novel, and his notion of dialogism as a way of understanding a novelistic
author’s relations with his or her characters and readers, he also regularly
addresses non-novelistic genres, including the dialogue itself. Although a
line of dialogue, according to Bakhtin, “may well refer to the object with-
out any mediation,” more often it is “oriented toward another speech act,
one . . . which the line of dialogue reflects upon, or replies to, or antici-
pates.”21 In this dialogical situation,

Every utterance, while focused on its referential object, at the same time
displays an intensive reaction to another utterance, either replying to it or
anticipating it. . . . Once the counterstatement (Gegenrede) is taken into con-
sideration, certain specific changes in the structure of dialogic discourse
come into play: dialogue becomes an arena of events within itself and its very
topic of discourse is seen in a new light, disclosing new facets inaccessible to
monologic discourse.22
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Kristeva’s reading of Bakhtin goes further, and understands the dialogism of
the Socratic dialogue as a carnivalesque plurality of voices:

Nietzsche accused Plato of having ignored Dionysian tragedy, but Socratic
dialogue had adopted the dialogical and defiant structure of the carniva-
lesque scene. According to Bakhtin, Socratic dialogues are characterized by
opposition to any official monologism claiming to possess a ready-made
truth. Socratic truth (“meaning”) is the product of a dialogical relationship
among speakers; it is correlational and its relativism appears by virtue of the
observers’ autonomous points of view.23

The dialogues I consider in the remainder of this book demonstrate
these qualities to different degrees: not all texts that are dialogical in form
avoid monologism, and those authors who are primarily interested in
expounding a particular philosophical point of view tend to eliminate the
truly dialogical in Bakhtin’s sense, reducing their interlocutors to mere foils.
Where male–male desire is concerned, “dialogues” that support a dominant
cultural norm, whatever it may be, thus tend to be less genuinely dialogi-
cal in spite of their form: Marsilio Ficino’s commentary on the Symposium,
for example, though structured as a dialogue, is entirely monological in its
condemnation of male–male desire, at least in its physical expression. But
dialogues that question the norm may also turn monological: the Marquis
de Sade’s La Philosophie dans le boudoir is undoubtedly set in opposition to
several cultural norms, but tends toward the monological in its obsessive
solipsism. It is those authors most fully committed to the genuinely
dialogical possibilities of the genre as defined by Bakhtin—Plato, Aelred,
Tullia d’Aragona, and others—who seem most willing to embrace deviance;
it is in their works that male–male desire as a “topic of discourse” comes to
be seen “in a new light.”

What makes a dialogue more or less genuinely dialogical? If Bakhtin is
the twentieth century’s great literary theorist of the dialogical, the great
modern theologian of the dialogical is Martin Buber. The radical rethink-
ing of relationality in his I and Thou takes encounters with the other out of
the realm of knowledge and experience, because relating to the other as an
object of knowledge or experience reduces the other, Thou or You, to a pos-
session of the self, to It. Relationality for Buber occurs in the space between
I and You, in the primal encounter that does not appropriate the other to
the self. This in-between space is the space of the “primal actuality of dia-
logue,”24 which is initiated in uttering the basic “word pair I–You.”25

Dialogical language is for Buber the special province of life with other
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human beings, which is also characterized by “eros”:26

Here language is perfected as a sequence and becomes speech and reply. Only
here does the word, formed in language, encounter its reply. Only here does
the basic word go back and forth in the same shape; that of the address and
that of the reply are alive in the same tongue; I and You do not only stand
in a relationship but also in firm honesty. The moments of relation are joined
here, and only here, through the element of language in which they are
immersed.27

Authentic language—in which both participants are immersed, rather than
possessing it, as Buber insists28—must be dialogical in its encounter with
the other. As in the case of Bakhtin’s dialogism, Buber’s is reproduced to
varying degrees in the dialogues I examine: those dialogues that allow for
the possibility of becoming an “arena of events within itself ” and thus for
understanding male–male desire “in a new light,” to use Bakhtin’s terms,
are also those that use language to stage this authentic encounter with the
other—whether they represent such an encounter as taking place within the
dialogical text itself or encourage the reader’s own encounter with the text. It is,
in fact, this relationship of “honesty” in Buber’s sense, the encounter with
another in his (or her) otherness, that determines how genuinely dialogical,
in Bakhtin’s sense, a text may be.

For Buber, Socrates as represented in Plato’s dialogues is the best repre-
sentative of the honest dialogical use of the first person: “It is the I of infi-
nite conversation. . . . This I lived in that relation to man which is
embodied in conversation. It believed in the actuality of men and went out
toward them. Thus it stood together with them in actuality and is never
severed from it.”29 As we shall see, Socrates in Plato’s dialogues engages in
this dialogical relation not only with his represented interlocutors, but
within himself,30 and perhaps most importantly with the readers and
writers who follow him: later writers’ dialogues with Plato’s Socrates in the
traditions that Plato initiates may be as “honestly” dialogical—or not—as
the dialogues represented in their texts.

Buber’s concerns were primarily theological; for him, human relational-
ity is metaphorical: “[t]he relation to a human being is the proper metaphor
for the relation to God.”31 This approach may also be helpful for readers in
a secular age in understanding the importance of dialogue to earlier writers
who address the divine as well as the human. “Now we may say that God
carries his absoluteness into his relationship with man. Hence the man who
turns toward him need not turn his back on any other I–You relationship:
quite legitimately he brings them all to God and allows them to become
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transfigured. . . .”32 From Socrates’ invocations of the Greek gods in Plato
to Aelred’s Christian prayers to the humanists’ neoplatonic ascent to
Wilde’s sense of sin to the renewed evocations of Dionysus in Mann’s and
Forster’s fictions to Hedwig’s multicultural divinities and Sedgwick’s
Buddhist explorations, the majority of the dialogical texts considered here
situate dialogue in some religious context, and the changing nature of that
religious context, too, will condition the relations between dialogue and
male–male desire.

The recent reinterpretation of Buber’s thought in several essays by
Emmanuel Levinas stresses the same notion of “proximity”—to the divine
or to the human interlocutor—that I have linked to deviance above:

Persons who speak to one another confirm one another, unique and
irreplaceable. In this there is a faithfulness on Buber’s part to a tradition char-
acteristic of Jewish mysticism itself. The mystic never speaks to himself in the
second person as if he had entered into God, as if the moth that circled the
fire were burned by the fire. Never coincidence, always proximity.33

Dialogue for Levinas here is precisely that which does not appropriate or
identify itself with the other, but only approximates or allows the speaker
to stand beside the other in that relationship of similarity without identity,
difference without opposition, that I call deviance. “[H]uman spirituality—
or religiosity—lies in the fact of the proximity of persons, neither lost in the
mass nor abandoned to their solitude.”34

As the examples above demonstrate, my working definition of
“dialogue” is reasonably loose without being all-encompassing. All dia-
logues balance the philosophical with the fictional to some extent, and
I have not hesitated to use those in which the fictional predominates, and
which are generally classified as “fiction” (Der Tod in Venedig, Zen and the
Art of Motorcycle Maintenance) or even as “musical” (Hedwig and the Angry
Inch) as well as those conventionally labeled “philosophy” (Plato’s dia-
logues, De Amicitia). Most fall into the gray area in between (Aelred’s and
Wilde’s dialogues, La Philosophie dans le boudoir, Corydon). As Bakhtin sug-
gests, dialogism—the interplay of dissident voices—is a novelistic impulse,
perhaps the defining characteristic of the novel;35 I therefore prefer not to
draw excessively rigid boundaries between or among the genres.

The wide historical range also suggested in the preceding paragraphs—
from Plato to the late twentieth century of Hedwig and the Angry Inch—
is justified, of course, by the texts themselves: virtually every dialogue
discussed in this book refers to some historically distant precedent.
Nevertheless, I have tried to emphasize that this convenient continuity
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needs to be tempered by historical consciousness: what constitutes the
“dominant discourse” changes radically over time. Obviously, the Platonic
privileging of a certain form of male–male desire was not the dominant dis-
course of Ficino’s period, or Wilde’s (or even, exactly, of Plato’s). And if, as
Foucault suggests, it is the dominant discourse that constructs the minor-
ity or dissident discourses within it,36 they too must change over time. This
study seeks, in its examination of the three separate traditions, each emerg-
ing as particularly relevant in a different historical period, to understand the
changing nature of deviance—the proximate relation of dominant to dissi-
dent, of same to different, of self to other—in changing historical contexts,
through an exploration of those dialogical texts in which such relations
appear with particular clarity.

Despite the historical distance between us and most of the dialogues to
be discussed in this book, it is my hope that the reader can also experience
some sense of this proximity to at least some of them as well, as I have in
reading and writing about them. While we may not legitimately identify
historically distant forms of desire between men with our own modern con-
cepts of “homosexuality” or “gayness,” there would be no reason, beyond
antiquarianism, to interest ourselves in that aspect of these dialogues, if
they did not also speak to us of male–male desire as we encounter it now.
In this regard, I have found Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s term “reparative read-
ing” inspirational.

In the introduction to a collection of essays entitled Novel Gazing,
Sedgwick described the theoretically unsophisticated response of a queer
child encountering a literary text that appears to validate her or his queer
existence: “a kind of genius loci for queer reading,” suggests Sedgwick,

is the interpretive absorption of the child or adolescent whose sense of
personal queerness may or may not ( yet?) have resolved into a sexual speci-
ficity of proscribed object choice, aim, site, or identification. Such a child—
if she reads at all—is reading for important news about herself, without
knowing what form that news will take; with only the patchiest familiarity
with its codes; without, even, more than hungrily hypothesizing to what
questions this news may proffer an answer. The model of such reading is
hardly the state of complacent adequacy that Jonathan Culler calls “literary
competence,” but a much more speculative, superstitious, and methodolog-
ically adventurous state where recognitions, pleasures, and discoveries seep in
only from the most stretched and ragged edges of one’s competence.37

The image of the queer child reading hungrily for information about her-
self and her relation to the cultural world she inhabits must be a resonant
one for any reader who has ever been such a child. Rather than critical
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competence, or a critical theory, or even an understanding of basic literary
and historical codes, such a reader has instead her desire for recognitions
and discoveries that may be pleasurable, and that may assist her in gaining
knowledge of her own erotic aims, sites, identifications. It is in this spirit
that at least some of the authors I examine in this book read and appropri-
ate their predecessors, identifying with them across historical divides and
inviting future readers to make similar identificatory leaps. I take up the
question of past history’s current relevance again in my conclusion, and
I hope that my own readings are not historically naïve, but I also hope that
they may provide some of the pleasures of recognition and identification
for which I myself continue to read.
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1. Erotics of Friendship: 
From Plato’s Lysis to
Aelred of Rievaulx 

In this chapter, I describe the intersection between one particular form
of male–male desire and the philosophical-dialogue genre. It occurs in
the line of influence extending from Plato’s early work Lysis through the

philosophical dialogues of Cicero—primarily On Friendship (Laelius de
amicitia) and the Tusculan Disputations (Tusculanae disputationes)—to
certain medieval dialogues: the Spiritual Friendship (De spiritali amicitia) of
Aelred of Rievaulx and the epitomes of Aelred’s work by his adaptors,
Thomas of Frakaham and Peter of Blois. This line of influence is clear-
cut: Cicero’s debt to the Lysis (by way of Aristotle, Xenophon, and
Theophrastus) in his own writings on friendship (and on other relations
between men) is widely acknowledged,1 and Aelred in turn discusses his
own debt to Cicero directly (while Thomas and Peter essentially rewrite
Aelred). These works continued to be read and to exert an influence long
after the Middle Ages, but the specific tradition I am concerned with
here—that which can be traced to Plato, and in which the dialogue form is
used to discuss friendships between men—is most potent in this direct line
from Greece to Rome to the European Middle Ages.

“Friendship” is the term most often used to describe the subject matter
of these dialogues: its Latin equivalent appears in the titles of Cicero’s,
Aelred’s, and Peter’s works, and even Plato’s Lysis is traditionally subtitled
“on friendship” (peri philias [περí φιλíας]). In none of these cases, however,
can it be assumed that such terms refer exactly to the modern notion of
friendship, which is usually understood to exclude the erotic. Indeed,
David Konstan demonstrates that even in classical Athens, the term philos,
“friend,” designates “a party to a voluntary bond of affection and good will,
and normally excludes both close kin and more distant acquaintances”2—
which does not sound very different from the modern understanding.



But for Plato in the Lysis, philia, usually translated “friendship” but also
including other forms of bond or affiliation, to some extent also implies
eros, or desire, which can include erotic desire in the modern sense, as
Konstan recognizes: “[in the Lysis] Socrates casually collapses the difference
between philia, erōs, and epithumia . . . and the discussion moves freely
among cases of parental affection, erotic attraction, attachment between
friends, and even the appeal of inanimate objects. . . . In this respect, the
inquiry begun in the Lysis is completed by the investigation of erōs in the
Symposium.”3 Friendship and the erotic thus coexist, in the Lysis, on a con-
tinuum of male–male relations. And while Cicero and Aelred both go out
of their way to exclude the erotic from their accounts of friendship, in
Aelred’s case, at least, it reappears in only slightly disguised forms. What
friendship potentially means for these writers in their different cultural
contexts must be investigated separately for each, even as we simultaneously
recognize their transhistorical connections. (My own continued use of
“friendship” to translate philia should be understood to include the various
other bonds described above.)

The Lysis is usually considered one of Plato’s early dialogues:4 in it, he
shows Socrates using the elenchus—the famous “Socratic method” of ques-
tions and answers—to investigate the nature of friendship, or philia. He
arrives, after trying out various approaches to the problem of friendship, at
the negative conclusion (also typically associated with the elenchus) that
neither he nor those with whom he is speaking truly can say what philia is.
This structure is typical of Plato’s “Socratic” dialogues, so called because
they are often taken to represent the manner in which the historical
Socrates led his real-life interlocutors to an understanding, not of a positive
doctrine, but only of their own ignorance. It is because Plato does not
advance any philosophical doctrine of his own in these dialogues—the
famous “Theory of Forms” that he pursues in some other dialogues, for
example, is notably absent from them—but rather follows closely the neg-
ative method of his predecessor Socrates that they are considered by many
to be early writings. These dialogues are, however, of considerable interest
in their own right, and not merely as representations of the negative
Socratic elenchus or as forerunners of the Theory of Forms: in its specific
dialogic structure, the way it constantly shifts from one approach to
another, the Lysis, like a number of other Socratic dialogues, exemplifies a
constant process of deviation, a pure deviance without any sign of a straight
and narrow philosophical path that might give these deviations a center, or
even an attainable goal. The various approaches to the problem of friend-
ship, and the possible solutions to which they lead, are all different, yet
related; they deviate from one another, not from a central doctrine.
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In terms of this dialogue’s form, then, friendly or erotic relations between
men, like the topics discussed in the other Socratic dialogues, exist here as
a set of propositions constantly differing from one another, none of which,
in Socrates’ opinion, turns out to be exactly right (or at least he claims, at
the end, not to know what can be truly said about friendship or philia).

In content, the Lysis also introduces the themes of likeness and unlike-
ness, or sameness and opposition, along with the theme (also present in
the dialogue’s form, as we have seen) of what I call here deviance—difference
without unlikeness, that which is neither identical nor opposite but some-
where in between—which will remain influential through the Middle Ages
and, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, beyond. Relations between men
are seen at certain points in the Lysis (i.e., in certain of the propositions on
friendship that Socrates tentatively advances) to depend upon a likeness
between them, at other points upon an unlikeness, and at still other points
upon that which is neither one nor the other, or perhaps even upon that
which includes elements of both. The ever-deviating structure of the Lysis
is thus a reflection of the recurring themes of likeness, unlikeness, and
deviation from likeness. These observations should become clearer as we
proceed.

The Lysis tells the story of how two of Socrates’ acquaintances,
Hippothales and Ctesippus, draw him into a discussion of friendship with
two boys, Lysis and Menexenus, who are themselves close friends. After try-
ing out various approaches to a definition of friendship, or what it means
to be a friend, in conversation with the boys, Socrates admits that he does
not know what can be truly said on this subject. The boys are eventually
taken home by their attendants, even though Socrates and the others try to
drive these slaves away.

The story begins, literally, with a departure from the straight and narrow
path. Socrates, the first-person narrator of the frame story in which the dia-
logue is embedded, is walking along the road that leads from the Academy
to the Lyceum. (These institutions, two gymnasia or exercise fields outside
the walls of Athens, would become the locations respectively of Plato’s and
Aristotle’s schools, but were already school sites in Socrates’ period.5) In his
opening words, Socrates emphasizes the directness of the path he wishes to
follow, and this emphasis is echoed at several points early in the dialogue.
Socrates begins by stating, “I was on my way from the Academy straight
[euthu (ε	θù)] to the Lyceum, along the road outside the wall and close
under the wall itself ” (p. 17, 203a).6 The Greek term euthu (ε	θù),
“straight,” suggests a kind of single-minded determination to arrive at his
goal as quickly and directly as possible, with perhaps a moral connotation
of “straightforward” as well.7 When Socrates encounters his acquaintances
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Hippothales and Ctesippus and they ask him where he is going, he repeats
the same formula: “I’m on my way straight [ε	θù] to the Lyceum” (p. 17,
203b). He is quickly diverted from his original path, however: Hippothales
uses Socrates’ own “straight” words to tempt him away from the straight
road: “ ‘Come here, then,’ he said, ‘straight [ε	θù] to us’ ” (p. 17, 203b).
After some discussion, Socrates does leave his path and accepts the young
men’s invitation. The repeated use of the same adverb, euthu, three times in
a few lines, suggests a heavy emphasis on directness, rapidity, straightness in
Socrates’ original intention—as well as the abandonment of these qualities
when he is led to turn aside from his literal road, a physical turning that
will also lead him into discourses that are anything but straightforward,
quick, or direct.

In fact, the dialogues that Socrates eventually holds with the two boys,
Lysis and Menexenus, are quite different from the road he originally
intended to take: just as he abandons his literal path, so he repeatedly aban-
dons the various philosophical paths that he tries out in his attempt to dis-
cover the nature of friends and friendship. For instance, having logically
eliminated “those who love” ( philountes [φιλοvντες], suggesting affection-
ate rather than passionate love), those who are loved, and those who both
love and are loved as worthy of being called friends, Socrates and his young
interlocutors agree to abandon this path of inquiry:

And I said, “Lysis, in my opinion what you say is true, that if we had been
examining correctly, we would never have wandered [eplanometha
(�πλανẃµεθα)] so. But let’s not go in that direction any longer, for indeed
that examination appears to me like a quite difficult path. Instead, we need
to go on, in my opinion, from where we turned aside . . .” (p. 34, 213e)

The philosophical discourse is itself a path (hodos [�δòς]), here likened to
the original, literal road: in both cases Socrates is unable to stay on the
straight and narrow (aimless wandering having now replaced straightness),
and in neither case is he able to reach his goal, at least not within the text of
the dialogue. For Socrates’ attempts to return to the straight philosophical
path are regularly foiled; the next approach to a definition of friendship, an
attempt to show that those who are alike in goodness would properly be
considered friends, also leads him to a dead end: “Consider, then Lysis,
where we have gone astray [parakrouometha (παρακρουóµεθα)]” (p. 37,
215c). The discourse continually strays and wanders from the straight road
that might lead to its goal. And since no goal is ever attained, there seems,
in fact, to be no straight road at all, only multiple deviations from it.
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Late in the discussion, Socrates, as he is suggesting yet another approach
to the problem, declares that the entire argument has made them all drunk:
“ ‘Do you wish, then,’ I said, ‘since we are drunk [methuomen (µεθúοµεν)],
as it were, from the argument, for us to grant and to declare that what is
akin is something other than the like?’ ” (p. 51, 222c).8 The sober straight-
forwardness of Socrates’ original intentions has dissolved into the intoxi-
cating pleasures of the dialogue itself, argumentation that continually
subverts its own original goal-direction in the exploration of endlessly pro-
liferating, though attractive, byways, wrong turns, and dead ends.

At the end of the dialogue, Socrates says he had hoped to set off in a new
philosophical direction with his older acquaintances: “But as I said these
things, I already had in mind to set in motion [kinein (κινεrν)] something
else among the older fellows” (p. 52, 223a). The dialogue concludes, how-
ever, with the two boys being taken away in a physically new direction,
toward home, by their attendants, even though Socrates and his interlocu-
tors have tried to drive these slaves away; the attendants were as drunk on
wine as Socrates and his interlocutors were on discourse, and could not
be resisted. As they moved off (apionton [�πιóντων]) on their new road, he
tells us, Socrates had to admit that they had not discovered what a friend is
(p. 52, 223b). Neither the literal nor the philosophical road has yet come
to an end; both remain in process.9

One might speculate that Socrates’ willingness to continue pursuing his
philosophical goal suggests that a single, true solution to the problem of
friendship might eventually be found, if only the dialogue could go on long
enough and include participants of the right sort.10 But the dialogue itself
emphasizes instead its own constantly diverging twists and turns, its logical
byways and new directions, which are reflected in the literal paths, of
Socrates and of the two boys, that begin and end the text.

The dialogue’s content, as I suggested earlier, parallels (even constitutes)
this constantly shifting form. In examining it, we might start by asking
what exactly tempts Socrates off his straight road to begin with. How is it
that Hippothales and Ctesippus are able to overcome his initial resistance
and turn him away from his original goal? And what new goal does he
substitute for it?

The definition of friendship eventually becomes the new philosophical
goal, but it is not what originally engages Socrates’ attention. When his
acquaintances first hail him and suggest that he come “straight to us” rather
than to the Lyceum, they are inviting him to join them in the palaestra or
wrestling school, where, they say, Socrates will find “a great many others—
good-looking ones [kaloi (καλοí)], too” (p. 17, 203b). The first temptation,
then, is handsome young men, though Socrates responds more warmly to
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the promise of speeches or discourses (logois [λóγοις]) a few lines later
(204a). He quickly returns, however, to the question of these handsome
young men, asking Hippothales whom he considers the good-looking one;
Hippothales’ blushes reveal that he is in love with one of the boys present
(204b), as Socrates recognizes, having the god-given ability “to recognize
both a lover and a beloved [eronta te kai eromenon (�ρlντá τε καì

�ρẃµενον)]” (p. 18, 204c). The dynamics of this relationship are in line
with the pederastic ideals of classical Athens: the young adult male,
Hippothales, is hoping to assume the role of what modern scholars,
following K. J. Dover, usually call an erastes (though that term is not used
here), or lover, while the boy he loves, Lysis, is classified as his eromenos, or
beloved, though he has not, it appears, yet accepted Hippothales’
advances.11 If the erastes receives erotic gratification from such a relation-
ship, the eromenos ideally receives initiation into the adult world of Greek
citizenship, and must therefore choose his lover wisely for the potential
benefits he may receive. Daniel H. Garrison has recently provided a con-
venient description of this institutionalized, and idealized, form of ped-
erastic male–male desire in ancient Athens, one that emphasizes not only
the participants’ sex but, equally important, their social status and sexual
roles:

the most celebrated variety of homoeroticism was a traditional social
construct long before the Classical period began. It was something men of
the better class did together apart from women of the better class. As often
in sexual relationships, there was an understood distinction of roles; the older
partner, the initiator and aggressor, the active “lover,” or erastes, dominated
the younger, passive, modest eromenos. The role of the erastes was to comport
himself with moderation and restraint, whereas the young eromenos was to
display no sexual desire of his own, reciprocating his lover’s eros with simple
goodwill, philia. If he accepted a lover’s attentions he was perceived to “grat-
ify” (kharizesthai ) his suitor out of gratitude (kharis) rather than sexual
desire, but the gratitude was less for love gifts (never for money) than for the
elder man’s time and attention. In return for being “gratified” through inter-
crural sex . . . the older man would introduce the younger boy to adult soci-
ety and social skills; through this means the eromenos would take his place in
the male world of wellborn aristocrats, the “beautiful and good” kaloka-
gathoi. For the adolescent boy, it was both an education in the customs of his
class and a rite of passage to privileged society.12

Garrison, like other recent scholars, emphasizes the power relations implied
in this relationship, both those that exist between the two lovers (the older
partner possessing the social power accorded to an adult male citizen, the
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younger the power of accepting or rejecting his advances), and those dis-
seminated more widely in Athenian society (the pedagogical aspects of the
relationship ensuring the passage of social and political power from older to
younger male members of the same class).13 The issue of power and status
will also play its role in Socrates’ discussion of philia—which, as Garrison
suggests, cannot be separated from eros, but is implicated in it as the emo-
tion with which the younger partner responds to the elder’s erotic desire.

Male–male erotic desire is thus the original topic of Socrates’ discussion
with Hippothales and Ctesippus, and in some sense it remains the hidden
agenda of much of his following dialogues with the two boys. The dis-
courses on friendship that Socrates initiates, first with Lysis and later with
Menexenus, which will take up most of the text, are originally intended as
an example of how Hippothales should approach the boy he loves in order
to ensure success in his pursuit. Indeed, the rhetoric of eros is of consider-
ably more interest to Plato than its physical manifestations. Not only the
Lysis, but the other dialogues I am primarily concerned with in this book,
the Symposium and Phaedrus, as well, focus on how one may most appro-
priately speak about eros, whether in defining it, analyzing its dynamics, or,
as here, pursuing it.

Hippothales, it transpires, has been going about his courtship of Lysis in
precisely the wrong fashion. Ctesippus complains that he has not only been
speaking, but also composing poems and songs, in praise of the boy and his
family (205b–d). Socrates perceives, first, that such compositions are really
in praise of Hippothales himself: if his pursuit is successful, the virtues of
the boy he has been praising will redound to himself (though he also
runs the risk of appearing more ridiculous if it fails). Second, and more
important for the rest of the dialogue, Socrates also suggests that beautiful
boys “are filled full with proud thoughts and bragging whenever someone
praises and exalts them” and therefore become “harder to capture” (206a).
Hippothales’ praise of Lysis is thus ensuring his erotic failure. But how
should he proceed instead?

This is precisely the reason Hippothales diverted Socrates from his orig-
inal path to begin with: “ ‘But it’s because of these things, Socrates, that I’m
consulting with you. And if you have anything else, give your advice as to
what to say in conversation or what to do so that someone might become
endeared to his favorite’ ” (p. 21, 206c). The temptation of looking at
handsome young men was, as we have seen, the first inducement offered to
Socrates for diverting him from his path, and the second was that of par-
ticipating in discourses or speech-making. Here Hippothales combines the
two: Socrates is invited to talk about how to talk to these desirable youths,
an invitation Hippothales apparently believes he must find irresistible.
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Hippothales phrases his request as a general one: he wants advice on how
anyone might successfully proceed in his circumstances. But he is also ask-
ing how he himself might best approach one specific boy who has already
been identified as exceptionally beautiful, and one whom Socrates has
apparently already noticed for this reason: according to Ctesippus, “ ‘I
know well that you’re far from ignorant of the boy’s looks; indeed, he’s capa-
ble of being recognized just from that alone’ ” (p. 19, 204e). Responding to
Hippothales, Socrates says that it would be difficult to offer the general
advice the latter is requesting. However, he then takes this opportunity to
engage the beautiful Lysis in conversation for himself: he will, he tells
Hippothales, in his own discussion with Lysis, give a concrete example of
how Hippothales should court his beloved: “ ‘But if you were willing
to make him enter into discussion with me, perhaps I might be able to dis-
play for you what you need to say to him in conversation instead of
the things which these fellows assert that you say and sing’ ” (p. 21, 206c).
A. W. Nightingale points out that Socrates’ elenchic method is intended to
encourage self-knowledge and is therefore opposed to the empty praise of
the encomium: Socrates demonstrates the pedagogical duty of a true erastes
that Hippothales’ approach ignores.14

But in the context of the Lysis’ plot, Socrates is also volunteering to act as
Hippothales’ stand-in in the latter’s erotic pursuit of the beautiful Lysis.
The ensuing dialogues on friendship thus take place in a highly eroticized
context, as Hippothales learns how he may successfully pay court to the
boy, allowing Socrates to act as his proxy. The fact that the first dialogue
will prove unflattering to Lysis’ sense of his own value is presented not only
as pedagogical in intent, but also as part of the strategy of seduction. But
once again, the focus is on the seductive philosophical argumentation that
is to lead to Lysis’ acceptance of Hippothales as his lover, not on the phys-
ical relations that may eventually ensue: in order to conform to the
idealized pederasty of classical Athens, Lysis must come to recognize the
virtue of his prospective lover, and therefore his worthiness to be accepted,
that is, the intellectual and spiritual benefits he can offer. For Socrates, at
least, this understanding can come about only in conversation, that is to
say, in dialogue, which Socrates explicitly contrasts with the speeches,
poems, and songs that Hippothales has been offering (“the things which
these fellows assert that you say and sing”). The true eros, that which
offers something of value to the beloved, can be pursued, it appears, only
through dialogue. And Lysis would seem to be the ideal partner: “ ‘he is
exceedingly fond [philekoos (φιλ�κοος)] of listening’ ” (p. 21, 206c). Lysis’
“fondness” for listening is related etymologically to the topic about to be
discussed, philia (φιλíα) or friendship, and suggests a cooperativeness or

20 Dialogue and Deviance: Male–Male Desire



willingness to follow his interlocutor’s lead—a desirable quality in the
eromenos as well.

In the course of this first dialogue, Socrates leads Lysis to an under-
standing that “ ‘if you become wise, my boy, all will be your friends and all
akin to you—for you will be useful and good’ ” (p. 29, 210d), using ter-
minology that will be discussed further in the following dialogue that
includes Menexenus as well as Lysis. But, unlike Hippothales, whose
extravagant praise of the boy threatened to make him proud and thus
“harder to capture,” Socrates also leads Lysis to an understanding that he
lacks wisdom as yet, and still stands in need of a teacher. If praise made
Lysis less susceptible to Hippothales’ advances, humbling him in this way
will presumably make him more receptive, especially since the terms in
which he is humbled—the admission that he needs a teacher—might be
understood as implying the necessity of accepting an older man’s love in the
ideal pedagogical sense discussed above:

“Now is it possible, Lysis, for someone to think big in regard to those matters
in which he’s not yet thinking?”

“How could it be?” he said.
“And if you require a teacher, you’re not yet thoughtful.”
“That’s true.”
“Therefore, your thoughts are not [too] big, if indeed you’re still thoughtless.”
“No, by Zeus, Socrates, not in my opinion.” (p. 29, 210d)

If by this point we have forgotten that this first attempt at understand-
ing friendship has been taking place in the context of Hippothales’ erotic
courtship of Lysis, we now receive an explicit reminder. Having led Lysis to
this point, at which his need for a teacher has been admitted, Socrates feels
that he has satisfied Hippothales’ original request, and is on the verge of
telling him so in Lysis’ presence:

And when I heard [Lysis] I looked over toward Hippothales and almost
committed a blunder. For it came over me to say, “This, Hippothales, is how
one needs to converse with his favorite [paidikois (παιδικοrς)], by humbling
him and drawing in his sails instead of puffing him up and spoiling him, as
you do.” But then I caught sight of him in agony and disturbed by what had
been said, and I recalled that though he was standing near Lysis he wished
to escape his notice. And thus I recovered myself and held back from the
speech. (p. 29, 210e–211a)

We are abruptly brought back to the first dialogue’s hidden agenda, that in
which Socrates is acting as Hippothales’ proxy in the courtship of Lysis. His
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point has been made: Lysis has been humbled in their conversation, and
should now be more receptive to Hippothales’ advances. But Hippothales
does not appear to be satisfied with this outcome: he is instead “in agony”
over what he has heard, for reasons that are not immediately clear. David
Bolotin suggests that Hippothales is disappointed because Socrates has
simply shown how a lover might encourage his beloved to become wiser,
rather than directly encouraging the latter’s acceptance of the former’s
love; Socrates has failed “to leave room in the argument for the exclusive love
which he desires from Lysis,” and may also seem to Hippothales to have humil-
iated the boy.15 But Lysis, though humbled, does not appear to have been
humiliated; he has instead enthusiastically agreed with Socrates’ points
about his own lack of wisdom and need for continued instruction, swear-
ing his agreement by Zeus (literally “by the God,” Ma Dia [Μà ∆íα]). And
Socrates’ encouragement of Lysis toward wisdom, as we have seen, does
leave room for a pedagogical/pederastic relationship between Lysis and an
erastes, who might well be Hippothales, though he has not been named;
none of this seems like a sufficient cause for Hippothales to be “in agony”
(agonionta [�γωνιlντα]).

Socrates implies, though he does not explicitly state, a different reason
for Hippothales’ disturbance when he gives his reason for withholding the
comment he had been about to make: Hippothales, though standing
nearby with some other listeners, wished not to be noticed by Lysis; when
Lysis was first introduced, we learned that “Hippothales, when he saw
rather many of them standing near by, screened himself behind them and
approached to where he supposed Lysis wouldn’t see him, for he feared to
incur his hatred. And in this way he stood near and listened” (pp. 22–23,
207b). Hippothales fears rejection, presumably if Lysis discovers his plot to
use Socrates as a seducer by proxy; the plan’s success, after all, depends upon
Lysis being deceived. The later implication of Hippothales’ agony, then,
seems to be, not that his specific pursuit of Lysis has been ignored, but that
the discussion might seem to be pointing too clearly toward Hippothales as
its instigator (and as the pedagogue of whom Lysis stands in need), when
he would prefer that its hidden agenda not be made so obvious. Socrates
therefore refrains from revealing the dialogue’s ulterior motive; indeed, he
appears here as a conspirator with Hippothales in the (verbal) seduction of
Lysis, and in the conspiracy’s cover-up, as well. Menexenus, in any case,
arrives at this fortuitous moment, and distracts the participants from the
direction in which the first dialogue was heading, at least for the time
being.

We have not, however, heard the last of this dialogue’s underlying erotic
motivation. Socrates continues probing into the problem of philia, now in
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conversation with Menexenus as well as with Lysis, and once again it may
appear that Hippothales’ courtship has been forgotten. This second dia-
logue is much longer than the previous one between Socrates and Lysis
alone, and forms the greater part of the Lysis as a whole. It is in this dia-
logue that the question of who can be considered friends is introduced, and
in which the various approaches mentioned above are tried out, one after
another. We shall take a look at these different approaches shortly; but to
place them in their proper context, we must first examine one further
moment in the dialogue that reminds both the participants and the reader
of its erotic component.

Socrates now successively introduces the possibilities that those who love
(philein [φιλεrν]), those who are loved, those who both love and are loved,
those who are alike, those who are unlike, those who are intermediate
between the good and the bad, and those who are akin as candidates for
friendship, critiquing each possibility in turn. Near the end of the dialogue,
in the course of their discussion on kinship, Socrates seems to spring a sur-
prise on the two boys, and perhaps on the reader as well. First, he reintro-
duces erotic love into the discussion of philia, suggesting that desire too
plays a role in friendship, and Menexenus agrees: “ ‘Now is it possible for
one who desires and who loves passionately [eronta (�ρlντα)] not to love
[as a friend, philein (φιλεrν)] that which he desires and loves passionately?’
‘Not in my opinion, at any rate’ ” (p. 49, 221b).16 Erotic love is understood
here as including friendship; the true lover (as opposed, presumably, to one
whose desire is purely carnal—this distinction will be drawn more explic-
itly at 222a) must by definition also love his beloved as a friend, though the
reverse is not necessarily the case. Eros and philia thus are not entirely
separate experiences, but exist together on a kind of continuum of desire.
And for Socrates, desire is always—again, by definition—for that which
one lacks:

“Now surely,” I said, “that which desires [epithumoun (�πιθυµοvν)] desires
whatever it is in want of. Isn’t that so?”

“Yes.”
“Is what is in want, therefore, a friend of that which it is in want of?”
“That’s my opinion.”
“And it comes to be in want of whatever it is somehow deprived of?”
“How could it not be?”
“It appears, then, Menexenus and Lysis, that passionate love, friendship,

and desire happen to be for what is akin, as it seems.”
They [both] assented.
“You, therefore, if you are friends to each other, are by nature in some way

akin to each other.”
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“Just so,” they [both] said.
“And therefore,” I said, “if someone desires another, boys, or loves him

passionately, he would never desire, nor love passionately, nor love [as a
friend] [ouk an pote epethumei oude era oude ephilei (ο	κ �ν ποτε �πεθúµει

ο	δè �ρα ο	δè �φíλει)] unless he happened to be akin in some way to his
passionately beloved—either in his soul, or else in some character of his soul,
or some of its ways, or some aspect of it.”

“Very much so,” said Menexenus. But Lysis was silent. (pp. 49–50,
221d–222a)

In this rich and complex passage, Socrates suggests that true, or natural,
kinship is kinship of the soul, implying, as Bolotin points out, that it is not
necessarily that of the family.17 Further, the concept of “what is akin”
(oikeiou [ο�κεíου]) is derived logically from that of desire: one desires only
that which one lacks. And further still, one lacks only that of which one has
been deprived: desire, then, is produced—at least for the purposes of this
discussion—by the lack of what one once possessed. This is why Socrates
can make the leap that defines “what is akin” as the object of friendship: it
is akin because it was once one’s own (hos eoiken [�ς �οικεν]). Both the
term for what is akin (oikeiou) and that for what is one’s own (eoiken) are
etymologically related to oikos (ο�κος), referring to one’s house, household,
and possessions; the implication is that one is a friend to that which one
desires as one desires lost goods or absent family members, though, as we
have seen, a family relationship is not necessary to this natural kinship of
the soul. And since friendship has in this instance already been included by
definition within erotic desire, Socrates can also make the claim that eros
operates in the same way, on a continuum with philia; we may say, follow-
ing Garrison, that the erotic desire felt by the erastes and the friendly affec-
tion felt by the eromenos are to this extent similar and reciprocal.18

Menexenus agrees to all the steps in Socrates’ speculative argument; but
Lysis at this point falls silent. This is not unusual: Lysis prefers listening,
as we have already been told, and he allows Menexenus to respond on his
behalf throughout much of this second dialogue. What is unusual is for his
silence to be emphasized as it is here. He seems to see, perhaps better than
Menexenus, where Socrates’ discussion is heading, and withholds his assent
for that reason.19

For Socrates is about to spring a trap on his two young interlocutors.
Following out his reasoning to its logical conclusion,

“Well,” I said, “it has come to light as necessary for us to love what is akin
by nature.”

“It seems so,” he said.
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“It is necessary, therefore, for the passionate lover who is genuine, and not
pretended, to be loved by his favorite(s).”

Now [both] Lysis and Menexenus, with difficulty, somehow nodded yes,
but Hippothales radiated all sorts of colors as a result of his pleasure. (p. 50,
222a–b)20

Hippothales’ reaction at this point is the opposite of his earlier response: he
feels pleasure rather than agony. Even if the dialogue’s ulterior, erotic
motive is again in danger of being exposed at this point, the discussion has
also led the boys—and Lysis in particular, who breaks his former silence to
agree with Socrates, however reluctantly—to the logical necessity of accept-
ing the kind of genuine erastes that Hippothales apparently considers him-
self to be. His goal in drafting Socrates as his proxy has seemingly been
achieved: Lysis, whose very reluctance to acquiesce demonstrates the desir-
able qualities of modesty and good breeding, has nevertheless agreed to
the logical necessity of reciprocating the love of a true erastes such as
Hippothales presumably fancies himself to be.

My purpose in dwelling on the erotic components of this dialogue,
which, after all, constitute a relatively small portion of the Lysis as a whole
(as opposed, e.g., to the Symposium and Phaedrus, where they occupy a
much more prominent position) is not to suggest that Plato (or, indeed,
Socrates) is in some way endorsing or promoting the physical aspects of
male–male eros. Such a case could, perhaps, be made: while Plato’s late
dialogues, notably the Laws, forthrightly condemn erotic activity between
men,21 others usually dated earlier—like the Symposium and Phaedrus, as
we shall see—are more playful and ambiguous, even flirtatious. Dover
points out that in those two works “Plato takes homosexual desire and
homosexual love as the starting-point from which to develop his meta-
physical theory,” speculating that his social status as an aristocrat who
“moved in a section of society which certainly regarded strong homosexual
desire and emotion as normal,” or even his own “homosexual” desire,
might account for the importance he accords it.22 Dover also focuses on the
importance of the dialogue form in this respect:

it is of particular importance that he regards philosophy not as an activity
to be pursued in solitary meditation and communicated in ex cathedra
pronouncements by a master to his disciples, but as a dialectical progress which
may well begin in the response of an older male to the stimulus afforded by a
younger male who combines bodily beauty with “beauty of soul.”23

This formula seems particularly applicable to the Lysis, in which Socrates
initiates a dialogue, in an explicitly erotic context, with a boy described as

Erotics of Friendship 25



“someone worth being spoken of not only for being beautiful, but because
he was beautiful and good” (p. 22, 207a). Physical attraction, however, in
Plato’s subsequent works, must yield ultimately to a spiritual eros
transcending individual bodies and directed at the eternal Forms, until in
the Laws it is to be suppressed entirely, at least as in its physical mani-
festations between men. And we have already seen, even in the early Lysis,
that it is the pleasure of discourse that Socrates finds intoxicating more
than the boys’ physical beauty, and the verbal argumentation used in erotic
pursuit that interests him more than the physical outcome of that pursuit.

And yet the Lysis does, like the Symposium and Phaedrus in Dover’s
description, ground its philosophizing in the erotic desire of an older for a
younger man: Plato contextualizes the dialogue in such a way as to suggest
that there would be no dialogue without Hippothales’ desire for Lysis, or
Socrates’ agreement to act as his stand-in. Furthermore, friendship, the
main topic of discussion, cannot be disentangled from erotic love. And at
each stage of the dialogue we are reminded that success in male–male
courtship is its reason for being, from Socrates’ willingness to demonstrate
how Hippothales should verbally conduct his pursuit of Lysis at the begin-
ning, to his repressed boast that he has brought Lysis to a more agreeable
frame of mind at the end of the first dialogue, to Hippothales’ final satis-
faction near the end of the second. The erotics of dialogue itself may be
temporarily obscured by the discussion of friendship, but they remain
consistently in the foreground of Socrates’ framing narration.

This is not to suggest that Hippothales finally reaches his erotic goal; in
fact, his satisfaction at the apparent outcome of the dialogue is premature
at best. Appropriately in a dialogue in which all goals, whether literal or
metaphorical, are regularly deferred in favor of further byways, what may
appear to be a satisfactory conclusion to the framing narrative turns out not
to be the conclusion at all. While the boys’ agreement that the acceptance
of a true erastes is logically necessary may satisfy Hippothales, their agree-
ment is reluctant at best (though Bolotin suggests that Lysis is probably “at
last confessing to love [Hippothales] in return”24). And Socrates himself is
unsatisfied with this conclusion as well: after taking note of Hippothales’
pleasure, he relentlessly takes the argument in yet another new direction,
suggesting that their conclusion about kinship actually falls into the logical
errors they have already refuted (a point we shall return to below). In refus-
ing to accept the former conclusion, he is also in effect retracting the logical
necessity for Lysis to accept Hippothales: if Lysis has been forced into this
position through argumentation, the following refutation of the argument
must release him from his reluctant agreement.

It is at this point that Socrates declares, “I no longer know what to say”
about friendship (p. 52, 222e). And the dialogue draws to an end, as we
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have seen, with Lysis and Menexenus being dragged off physically in new
direction—away from Hippothales and his friends, significantly, and
toward their homes and families—while Socrates considers further argu-
mentation with the older men. It ends with an admission of defeat: “. . .
what he who is a friend is we have not yet been able to discover” (p. 52,
223b). The former conclusion is taken back, as it were, and whatever tri-
umph Hippothales felt earlier must yield to this new development. Indeed,
what is suggested at the end of the dialogue is the need for further dialogue,
that desire of Socrates “to set in motion [kinein (κινεrν)] something else
among the older fellows” (p. 52, 223a). The Lysis is ultimately true to its
own endlessly deviating structure in its refusal to allow Hippothales erotic
satisfaction. On the other hand, even that refusal is hardly definitive:
Dover, using an example drawn from Socrates’ contemporary Aristophanes,
points out that the term kinein (κινεrν), to move, was also “a slang equiva-
lent of binein, ‘fuck,’ used in the active voice or in the passive according to
whether the subject is the sexually active or the (male or female) sexually
passive partner.”25 Given the homoerotic context of this dialogue, Socrates
may here be jokingly imagining himself as the erastes of the “older fellows”
themselves, as he turns his attention to them both erotically and philo-
sophically. The pun sums up nicely the close connection between philo-
sophical dialogue and male–male desire: here they become, if not identical,
certainly inseparable.

If it endlessly deviates in its structure, as I have suggested, the Lysis also
thematizes this deviation in what it has to say about love between men,
whether friendly or erotic. I would next like to examine its philosophical
terminology of likeness, unlikeness, kinship, and so on for clues about how
Plato is conceptualizing these relations.

Before Socrates and his young interlocutors embark on the dialogues
proper, they engage in some preliminary banter that serves to introduce the
theme of friendship and to link it with the concepts of likeness and unlike-
ness. The passage is worth examining because we are to be reminded of it
later, at several key moments in the dialogues themselves. Menexenus is the
first to sit down with the older group around Hippothales and Ctesippus,
and Lysis then joins his friend, along with the nameless others behind
whom Hippothales conceals himself from Lysis’ view. Socrates immediately
engages the two boys in a series of questions about their similarities and dif-
ferences, though the answers he receives don’t actually provide this infor-
mation:

And then I looked toward Menexenus and said, “Son of Demophon, which
one of you is older?”

“We dispute about that,” he said.
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“Then there would also be strife,” I said, “about which one is nobler
[gennaioteros (γενναιóτερος)].”

“Very much so,” he said.
“And likewise, indeed, about which one is more beautiful.”
Here they both laughed.
“But I won’t ask,” I said, “which one of you is wealthier. For you [two] are

friends [philo (φíλω)], aren’t you?”
“Very much so,” they [both] said.
“Well the things of friends are said to be in common, so you [two] won’t

differ in this respect, if indeed you [two] are speaking the truth about your
friendship.”

They [both] assented.
After that I was attempting to question them as to which one was juster

and wiser. But in the middle of this, someone came up to fetch Menexenus,
saying that the gymnastic master was calling him. (p. 23, 207b–d)

Socrates here introduces the issues, not only of sameness and difference, but
of that difference within sameness which I have been calling deviance. For
Lysis and Menexenus are assumed to be basically alike—both boys, both
about the same age, both from good families of similar (upper) class back-
grounds, both well-to-do in terms of wealth. (Their laughter, on the other
hand, suggests perhaps that they are unlike in physical beauty: Lysis’
uncommon good looks have already been established, and the boys seem to
acknowledge his superiority in this area, jokingly.) Socrates also hopes per-
haps to establish their similarity in justice and wisdom—that is, given what
will shortly transpire with Lysis alone, he may be hoping to establish that
they are similar in lacking these virtues and in needing instruction.

The boys, in other words, seem to be similar in most of the ways that
count to Athenian citizens: gender, age, family, possessions, and personal
virtue are all significant categories of identity, and Lysis and Menexenus
are roughly the same in each case; they are similar enough to be able to dis-
pute which of them stands higher in each of these hierarchies. However, in
the very act of establishing hierarchies—in the very act of asking which is
older, nobler, more beautiful, and so on—Socrates demonstrates their dif-
ference as well, a difference that is apparently most pronounced in their
looks. These differences do not exactly make them unlike each other, but
exist within their overall similarity; the boys do not differ so much as they
deviate from each other. They are, we might say, akin without being
identical.

The point may seem obvious: no two individuals are ever exactly
the same, but everyone can nonetheless be situated in various categories
along with others who are roughly similar. It will not, however, remain as
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obvious when Socrates discusses likeness and unlikeness more directly: the
possibilities of absolute identity and absolute difference will arise shortly,
and they should remind us of this earlier brief discussion.

In the first dialogue with Lysis alone, Socrates focuses on the acquisition
of virtue and wisdom and, as we have seen, on Lysis’ current inability to
claim either for himself and on his continuing need for instruction. Here,
too, he introduces the same categories of sameness and difference—class,
age, and so on—as part of his first attempt to understand friendship. Lysis’ par-
ents are the initial examples of friendship, that is of those who “love you
very much” (p. 23, 207d). The verb “love” here is philei (φιλεr), the first
time this important term appears: parental love is thus covered by the same
terminology as friendly love. Despite their love, or friendship, and their
ensuing desire for Lysis’ happiness, they do not allow their son to do as he
pleases, but set various limits on his behavior: for example, despite being an
upper-class male, he is subject to both a slave, the attendant who accom-
panies him and who will force him to go home at the end of the Lysis, and
a woman, his mother, who will see that he gets a beating if Lysis touches
her weaving (pp. 25–26, 208c–e). Lysis understands that these limitations
are not really due to class or gender differences; at first he believes that it is
only his age difference that makes them necessary, protesting that all these
limits are imposed on him “because I’m not yet of age” (p. 26, 209a).
Socrates quickly leads him to see, however, that because he is allowed to do
those things he knows how to do well, it is not age, but wisdom, that really
makes the difference:

“Then will we be friends to anyone and will anyone love us in regard to those
matters in which we’re of no benefit?”

“Surely not,” he said.
“Now, therefore, not even your father loves you, nor does anyone else love

anyone else insofar as he is useless.”
“It doesn’t seem so,” he said.
“Then if you become wise, my boy, all will be your friends and all akin to

you—for you will be useful and good. But if you don’t, no one else will be
your friend, and neither will your father, nor your mother, nor your own
kinsmen.” (pp. 28–29, 210c–d)

The term “kin” (oikeioi [ο�κεrοι]) is introduced here, and will, as we have
seen, return toward the end of the second dialogue.26

Friendship is here seen to be contingent upon usefulness, and usefulness
upon the acquisition of wisdom; one who is wise will be useful, and there-
fore everyone will be his friend (philoi [φíλοι]) in the sense that they will
make him the object of their friendly love. Similarly, everyone will also be
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akin (oikeoi [ο�κεrοι]) to him in the same sense. Such friendships will not
necessarily be reciprocal: only those who benefit from these relationships,
not the benefactors, are here considered friends. Difference is thus a condi-
tion for friendship: those in need of such benefits are by definition differ-
ent from those who can supply them; but difference alone is not sufficient
for friendship, since the benefactor is not, as benefactor, here considered a
friend.

This approach to friendship undergoes further examination in the
second, longer dialogue that includes Menexenus as well as Lysis. Lysis,
who, as we have seen, considers himself not only a friend, but a friendly
rival of Menexenus, wishes Socrates to “chasten” the latter as he himself has
been chastened (p. 30, 211c). Socrates agrees, but he conceals the plan to
humble Menexenus (pretending instead that Lysis has asked that
Menexenus clarify a difficult point for him) just as he concealed
Hippothales’ plan from Lysis.

At this point Socrates declares that he has always wished for a friend as
a desirable possession, rather than “the best quail or cock to be found
among humans and indeed, by Zeus, for my part, rather than a horse or a
dog” or even than “the gold of Darius, and rather than Darius himself ”
(p. 31, 211d–e). He also declares that he does not know how to go about
acquiring such a possession, and hopes that Menexenus, who considers
himself and Lysis to be friends, can enlighten him. In the previous dialogue
Socrates has, of course, already arrived at the conclusion that if one becomes
wise, everyone will be his friend, and the following return to the concepts
introduced there suggests not that he is now rejecting that formula in itself,
but rather that he is not completely satisfied with it as it stands, and that it
needs some refinement or further investigation. He first addresses the prob-
lem of reciprocity, and leads Menexenus to reject approaches to the defini-
tion of friendship that are based on the distinction between those who love
and those who are loved. As Bolotin points out, this line of questioning
does not eliminate all those who love, who are loved, or especially who both
love and are loved as friends (though Menexenus appears to think it does);
however, it does not reveal any “determining principle which would include
all those that are friends while excluding all those that are not. Thus, the most
plausible suggestion—that friends are those who both love and are loved—
has been rejected for its failure to include the entire range of friendly
love.”27 For example, Socrates suggests that one may feel a friendly love for
animals, or wine, or gymnastics, or wisdom itself, and therefore in some
sense be a friend to that which by definition is unable to reciprocate (p. 32,
212d). Similarly, neither the definition of “friend” as one who loves nor as
one who is loved without reciprocation is acceptable “because they would
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compel one to count as friends some who clearly are not.”28 Someone
might be defined as a friend to his enemy, for example (p. 33, 213a–b).
A satisfactory—that is, all-encompassing—definition of “friend,” then,
cannot result from this approach.

Socrates and the boys (specifically, it is now Lysis’ turn) next try an
approach through a different set of categories, those of like and unlike. (It
is at this point that Socrates invokes the metaphorical path on which they
are wandering.) Like, suggests Socrates, may necessarily be friend to like (to
homoion toi homoioi [τò !µοιον τo �µοí"], p. 35, 214b). The term homoios
(!µοιος) suggests resemblance or similarity, but Socrates tends to use it in
an absolute sense: insofar as two individuals are like each other, they are
identical. This point becomes clear when Socrates (with Lysis’ agreement)
suggests that in discussions of friendship, those who are alike must be alike
specifically in goodness, since those who are bad are “never alike, not even
themselves to themselves” (p. 35, 214c–d). Those who are alike in goodness
are, insofar as they are good, also self-sufficient: “ ‘How then, would such
things be treasured by each other, if they held out no help to each other as
allies? Is that possible?’ ‘No it isn’t.’ ‘And how would what was not treasured
be a friend?’ ‘There is no way.’ ‘But then he who is like is not a friend to his
like’ ” (p. 36, 215a). For Plato’s Socrates, those who are alike must be iden-
tical in goodness, and therefore unable to confer, and not in need of receiv-
ing, those benefits already deemed, in the previous dialogue, necessary to
the existence of friendship. In this system, love cannot arise from identity.

If this is the case, once again, as Socrates points out, “we have gone
astray” (p. 37, 215c). It would seem that some difference is a necessary con-
dition of friendship and love, and Socrates therefore moves on to a discus-
sion of “unlikeness.” As in the case of likeness, it is absolute unlikeness that
concerns him: insofar as two individuals are unlike each other, likeness
or unlikeness is by definition absolute, otherwise they would include
their opposites, a logical impossibility. The term Socrates uses, therefore, is
enantios (�ναντíος), meaning not just “unlike” or “different,” but “opposite,”
or even more extremely, “most opposite [enantiotaton (�ναντιẃτατον)]”
(p. 38, 215e).29 “[W]hat is opposite is most a friend to its opposite” (p. 38,
216a). This proposition, however, also leads to the same dead end as the
approach through the question of reciprocity: a friend would have to be a
friend to his enemy, the just a friend to the unjust, and so on. Niether those
who are alike nor those who are opposite may, then, be considered friends.

Socrates and his companions now turn to another new approach,
considering the possibility that “whatever is neither good nor bad” (mete
agathon mete kakon [µ�τε �γαθòν µ�τε κακòν]) may “at some times become
a friend of the good” (p. 39, 216c).30 The category of “neither good nor

Erotics of Friendship 31



bad” allows for a mixture of the two that Socrates could not logically coun-
tenance when discussing the good and the bad, the like and the opposite,
in themselves. The presence of an evil might corrupt the good, but what-
ever has not yet been corrupted will, precisely because it recognizes the
presence of an undesirable evil, desire the good. “Then whenever it is not
yet bad, though an evil is present, this presence makes it desire [epithumein
(�πιθυµεrν)] good” (p. 42, 217e). This formula points us for the first time
toward deviance: the individual being described in these passages deviates
from the good because of the presence of some evil; it will therefore desire
the purely good, that from which it has deviated, as long as it has not been
wholly corrupted by the presence of evil. This is neither absolute likeness
nor absolute opposition, but deviation, and it is now understood as the cir-
cumstance in which love or friendship can arise. It should also be noted
that this approach emphasizes the role of desire in friendship, though in
this case the term is epithumia (�πιθυµrα), a longing that is not necessarily,
but may be, erotic.

This approach, as by now we might expect, also proves unsatisfactory to
Socrates. After some lengthy argumentation, it appears that the problem
lies in the very lack of absoluteness in this definition of friendship: the
desire for the good is here seen as dependent on the presence of the bad.
Evil, in this view, is necessary to friendship toward, or love and desire for,
the good. If the bad were eliminated, the need for the good would also dis-
appear, and with it the desire/love/friendship that depended upon it. The
good is therefore not, in this view, loved for itself, and the attachment to it
cannot be considered true love or friendship. “[I]f what is bad were a cause
of a thing’s being a friend, and it ceased to be, nothing would be a friend
to another” (p. 49, 221c).

On the other hand, Socrates simultaneously establishes another
possibility: that some desires, neither good nor bad in themselves, are for that
reason not dependent on the presence of evil: as we have already seen, erotic
desire is the example Socrates chooses. If the bad ceases to exist, he suggests,

“There will be, then, whatever desires are neither good nor bad, even if the
things which are bad cease to be.”

“It appears so.”
“Now is it possible for one who desires [epithumounta (�πιθυµοvντα)]

and who loves passionately [eronta (�ρlντα)] not to love as a friend [philein
(φιλεrν)] that which he desires and loves passionately?”

“Not in my opinion, at any rate.”
“There will be, then, as it seems, some [things that are] friends, even if

evils cease to be.”
“Yes.” (p. 49, 221b–c)
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Epithumia, longing, is now linked firmly to eros, erotic desire, and both are
potential preconditions for philia, friendship.

Refining some of the terms and arguments rejected earlier, Socrates now
returns to desire, and thus friendship, as a longing for what one does not
have. This longing is no longer caused by the presence of an evil, however,
that approach to the problem having just been found wanting; instead,
Socrates proposes more simply that “that which desires [epithumoun
(�πιθυµοvν)] desires whatever it is in want of [endees (�νδεèς)]” (p. 49,
221d–e). Rather than the presence of an evil, it is now proposed that an
absence causes desire. And for Socrates, it appears, one must be familiar
with something in order to feel its absence as desire:

“Is what is in want, therefore, a friend of that which it is in want of?”
“That’s my opinion.”
“And it comes to be in want of whatever it is somehow deprived of

[aphairetai (�φαιρfται)].”
“How could it not?”
“It appears, then, Menexenus and Lysis, that passionate love, friendship,

and desire happen to be for what is akin, as it seems.”
They [both] assented. (p. 50, 221e)

The adjective endees (�νδεèς), meaning “deficient” or “lacking,” is now
defined further as implying aphairetos (�φαιρετóς), meaning “able to be
taken away” or “separable.” That is to say, it now implies not merely a lack,
but a lack of something formerly in one’s own possession, a deprivation of
something of one’s own.31 It is this subtle shift in meaning that allows
Socrates to find that the three terms he has already brought together on a
continuum—passionate love (eros [�ρως]), friendship (philia [φιλíα]), and
desire (epithumia [�πιθυµíα])—may all have as their object “what is akin”
(tou oikeiou [τοv ο�κεíου]), that is, belonging to one’s household or oneself.
It should be added that this understanding of love, including erotic desire,
as springing from the loss of what was formerly one’s own, which when lost
becomes the object of longing, anticipates the famous speech of
Aristophanes in the Symposium, where, however, the emphasis is placed
exclusively upon the erotic: there, human beings long for, and pursue, the
missing other halves of which they have been deprived, and the nature of
the missing half determines the nature of the desire to which one is subject,
males for males, females for females, or males and females for each other.

The notion of kinship returns, also, to that of difference within a larger
similarity, or deviance. Kinship suggests a family resemblance without
equivalence, a variation without opposition, individualities that deviate

Erotics of Friendship 33



from a common ground without abandoning it. In the overall context of
the Lysis, kinship in this sense must be seen as a middle ground between the
absolutes of likeness and unlikeness that have been rejected as logically
impossible grounds for friendship and love; it is a likeness that is not
absolute, and an unlikeness that includes a degree of similarity. Socrates
appears to recognize this point when he asks the boys whether they would
agree that “what is akin [oikeion (ο�κρεrον)] is something other than the
like [homoiu (�µοíου)]?” (p. 51, 222c).32

An element of similarity is necessary, then, to the existence of desire and
hence love and friendship, as is an element of difference. We are reminded
here that this point was implied when Menexenus and Lysis first sat down
with Socrates, and were induced to discuss their friendship in terms of their
similarities and differences; we are also reminded that the sort of kinship
under discussion is of a higher, more natural form than kinship within
families: “You, therefore, if you are friends to each other, are by nature in
some way akin to each other” (p. 50, 221e). We are also reminded of what
is at stake erotically, for if genuine erotic love is derived from kinship, the
true lover, as we have already seen, must be loved in return (p. 50, 222a);
this is the result that makes Hippothales rejoice.

As we have also seen, however, Socrates does not allow this apparently
satisfying argument to end the dialogue.33 Continuing his examination of
what is actually akin, he eliminates the possibility that kinship between the
bad can lead to friendship, on the same grounds that friendship between
the bad was earlier deemed impossible (p. 51, 222d; cf. 214c–d). Kinship
can thus exist only between the good, but it has also already been demon-
strated that the good cannot logically be friend to the good (p. 51, 222d;
cf. 215a–b). It is here that Socrates declares that he no longer knows what
to say, and that the conversation is interrupted before he can engage the
older youths in further argumentation.

Although the dialogue as a whole thus seems to come to a dead end,
some modern philosophers find that it does indeed reach a satisfactory con-
clusion. David Bolotin, for instance, takes Socrates’ final comments as an
invitation to the reader to engage more directly with the philosophical
arguments, and, pursuing their implications for himself, points out that in
returning to the question of good and bad in friendship, and eliminating
kinships between the bad and the good as its source, Socrates neglects the
intermediate beings, those who are neither good nor bad—the very beings
who have just previously provided the most productive approach to friend-
ship. Of such intermediate beings, Bolotin suggests that, following
Socrates’/Plato’s own logic, “[t]he being who is good, we can say, insofar as
he is deficient, is a friend who loves the good that is his own, and insofar
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as it is good, it is a friend which “accepts the friendship” (cf. 219a4) of itself
as a living and needy being.”34 This solution, that intermediate beings can
be friends only in some sense to themselves, leaves no room for the reci-
procity that we normally expect of friendship, and indeed can hardly be
termed “friendship” in any ordinary sense. Accordingly, Bolotin also asks
how these self-sufficient beings might be related:

Might not some of them, at least, be one another’s friends, if only in a
limited sense? For even without needing one another, and without longing
for one another in order to become whole (cf. 215b4), they might still, being
kindred, desire and enjoy one another’s company. And if this were so, their
friendly feeling for one another might be in a sense exemplary. For their
affection would be free of the illusions which deceive the most generous or
erotic of human friends. And it would also be free of the selfishness at
the root of all human desire for useful friends. Therefore, some of the self-
sufficiently good might enjoy with each other among the purest, if not the
deepest, of “friendships.” Moreover, if any of them have become good in the
course of time, they might also be akin to others of their kind who are still
becoming so. And their affection toward these “youths,” though conditional
upon the others’ desire and ability to improve, would be similarly pure.35

Bolotin’s solution, even here, radically devalues not only friendship, but all
forms of relationality. In fact, the quotation marks around the word
“friendship” indicate that, pure as his examples may be, their admitted lack
of depth may not really qualify them for this term as it is normally under-
stood. Bolotin also devalues its erotic component, as indeed he tends to do
throughout his commentary: in his discussion of the intermediate as friend
of the good, for instance, he elides Plato’s use of the terms derived from eros
in favor of phrases like “friendly desire.”36 Here, he rejects the longing for
wholeness that characterizes Socrates’ discussion of kinship, and thus the
similarity between this section of Lysis and Aristophanes’ speech in the
Symposium noted above, in suggesting that these friends will not experience
any such longing. He also is concerned to assert the “purity” of true friend-
ship between older and younger men or boys, though Socrates himself
never rejects the physical expression of eros in this dialogue. In engag-
ing with Plato’s dialogue, Bolotin goes perhaps too far beyond what it
actually says.

More helpful for our purposes here is Hans-Georg Gadamer’s essay,
“Logos and Ergon in Plato’s Lysis.”37 Gadamer, too, finds that Plato does
supply a true doctrine of friendship, or at least that the engaged reader can
discern such a doctrine. In his reading, Socrates’ interlocutors are simply
too young and inexperienced to understand the nature of friendship, and

Erotics of Friendship 35



can only be pointed in the right direction (this, according to Gadamer, is
why Socrates is preparing to shift his attention to the older youths at the
end of the dialogue).38 For Gadamer, reciprocity—de-emphasized by
Bolotin—is the key to friendship, not the utility that is emphasized earlier
in the Lysis. The concept of that which is akin, oikeion, provides the model
of this reciprocity:

Socrates uses oikeion and its semantic field to say that there is a need in me
of das Zugehörige, a need of that which pertains to me. And that is a need
which does not cease when it is met, and that in which the need finds
fulfillment does not cease to be dear to me. That which pertains to me and
to which I belong, is as reliable and constant for me as everything in my
household. Socrates concludes that when someone loves another as a friend,
his longing is directed to the other person in such a way that the former
fulfills himself in his longing. Ultimately what he seeks is that quality in the
other which pertains to him and which gives his longing legitimacy.39

Gadamer’s reading does not devalue friendship as Bolotin’s does, and
remains considerably closer to what Plato’s text actually says, though it too
requires that the reader look beyond Socrates’ own claim that this approach
is inadequate. Gadamer does, however, like Bolotin, tend to undervalue the
erotic component in the relationships under discussion here. Elsewhere he
places the term “friendship” in quotation marks, not, like Bolotin, to indi-
cate a lack of depth, but rather as a reminder that there is more to this
friendship than modern usage normally allows;40 however, he quickly
assimilates the erotic to “friendship,” and does shy away from its more
physical implications (he declares that Hippothales’ pursuit of Lysis
“was the custom then,” placing friendship’s erotic aspect in a historical
margin41).

Nevertheless, Gadamer’s belief that reciprocal kinship is the correct
definition of friendship remains useful for our purposes, because it leaves
room for simultaneous similarity and difference: “he who feels friendship
for someone sees in the other something which he himself is not, but the
thing which he sees, which he is not, is more like something which has not
yet been achieved in himself, something more like a potential in himself,
which leads him to look for a model in another.”42 From this perspective,
desire, friendly or passionate, is derived from the recognition of one’s own
deviance, deviance not only from the good one perceives in another but
also, once that good has been perceived, deviance even from one’s own
potential self. The desire for the good in oneself and that for the good in
another are not truly separable, as Bolotin would have it; and, as the
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previous quotation suggests, if the good in another is also oikeion, one’s
relation to it will remain “reliable and constant.”

Gadamer’s position shifts somewhat by the end of his essay, where he
seems to be interested in eliminating difference and thereby deviance:

The reader might notice that the answer, “to oikeion,” contains the deeper
meaning of what was meant by “the same” at an earlier stage in the discus-
sion, and very likely it will not be lost on him that what is called “oikieion”
and “the same” can also be called “good”. . . . sameness and difference, long-
ing and fulfillment, growing intimacy with others and with oneself, are all
one and the same thing.43

Whereas earlier, difference, that “which he is not,” was essential, here
difference has been assimilated to sameness, a move that Socrates claims
logically invalidates this whole approach to friendship, as we have seen.
I prefer, with the earlier passage, to preserve both sameness and difference
in a relationship of deviance, both from others and from oneself. I also pre-
fer Socrates’ own open ending, which allows the dialogue its own contin-
ual deviation, to the tidier and more conclusive solutions proposed by
Plato’s modern readers.

Certainly Socrates demonstrates this internal self-deviation throughout
the Lysis, producing a kind of internal carnivalesque, to use Bakhtin’s and
Kristeva’s terminology, in which multiple perspectives clash. It is what leads
him constantly to re-evaluate the directions in which his discussion is lead-
ing both him and the boys. There are a number of points at which Socrates
believes he has arrived at the truth concerning friendship, and just as regu-
larly he finds himself questioning his own inner conviction, especially after
the questions concerning likeness and unlikeness have been introduced into
the discussion. When he has reached the conclusion that those who are
alike in goodness must be friends, for instance, he declares to Lysis that
“we’ve gotten hold of who are friends” (p. 36, 214d–e). Immediately, how-
ever, he also finds that he is “uneasy about something” in this opinion,
necessitating further investigation (p. 36, 214e). Socrates does not merely
pretend self-doubt as a way of leading the boys into a deeper analysis: the
same sequence of belief and doubt recur at a later point, this time clearly
indicated as an internal division not immediately enunciated to his inter-
locutors. When they have agreed that “whatever is neither bad nor good is
itself, because of the presence of an evil, a friend of the good,” Socrates says
that “I rejoiced greatly myself, as if I were a hunter and had, to my satis-
faction, what I had been hunting [for myself ]. But then some most strange
suspicion came over me—from where, I don’t know—that the things we
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had agreed to were not true” (p. 43, 218c), and again further investigation
is called for. Finally, after finding that the doctrine of kinship makes it
necessary for an eromenos to love a true erastes, and witnessing both
Hippothales’ delight in, and the boys’ reluctant acceptance of, this con-
clusion, Socrates still, he tells us, found himself “wishing to examine the
argument [for myself ]” (p. 50, 222b).

This continual self-doubt, the constant internal movement away from
every apparent conclusion or goal, is entirely consistent with other aspects
of the Lysis. Like the original, physical walk “straight to the Lyceum” that
opens the dialogue and never reaches its goal, the path of argument as
Socrates and the boys pursue it continually turns aside, and this refusal to
conclude the conversation comes about because of Socrates’ own inner self-
deviations. The pattern of pure deviance—the process of constant differen-
tiation without any central doctrine—is thus characteristic of nearly all
aspects of this dialogue, from the philosophical argumentation to the nar-
rative structure to the characterization of Socrates himself. It is deviance as
différance (to adopt Derrida’s term44), a differentiation that is also a defer-
ral of the goal or conclusion. This différance is most significantly for our
purposes here a characteristic of male–male desire itself, whether friendly or
passionate, philia or eros: while the last definition of the source of such
desires leaves us with deviance, a differing of the self from another that is
also akin or similar, that definition like the others remains subject to further,
open-ended scrutiny. A true definition or doctrine of male–male desire is
indefinitely deferred.

One area in which this process of constant differentiation or deviance
may seem incomplete is the relationship between Socrates and his inter-
locutors. While Lysis and especially Menexenus sometimes resist or ques-
tion Socrates’ approaches to the issues at hand or offer definitions of their
own, they, like many of Socrates’ interlocutors in other Platonic dialogues,
are consistently led to ultimate agreement with him: each time Socrates
believes he has solved the problem, the boys think so too, until he leads
them off in a different direction. In the long run of the dialogue as a whole,
Plato does not allow their views to differ from his. Socrates, internal self-
deviation and all, remains in control, and leads the boys to an understand-
ing of his and their own ignorance. The entire dialogue, then, may also be
seen as a demonstration of what Lysis learns in its first movement, that he
is not yet wise and remains in need of a teacher—in this case Socrates him-
self. (From this perspective, the Lysis appears to be an example of Buber’s
category of pedagogical dialogue, which, though dialogical, “is incompati-
ble with complete mutuality.”45) As we have seen, Socrates himself under-
stands this lesson at least partly in erotic terms, and must restrain himself
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from explaining that it should serve Hippothales’ desire to make Lysis
his eromenos. But in the ensuing dialogue, it is not Hippothales who
instructs Lysis, but rather Socrates himself who continues to do so: Socrates
thus becomes the true figure of the erastes, his philosophical argumentation
being perhaps as seductive to Lysis as it will later be to Alcibiades in the
Symposium. It should be remembered that, although Hippothales appar-
ently believes he will do so, Lysis never accepts Hippothales as his erastes,
but merely falls silent (p. 50, 222a) before Socrates’ argument.

Socrates, of course, is an erastes with a difference, seeking the betterment
of Lysis without the typical accompaniment of physical pleasure. And even
the betterment he seeks for the boy is atypical: rather than initiating Lysis
into his proper place in Athenian society and showing him his role in
appropriate power relations within Athenian society, Socrates stages a little
rebellion at the end of the dialogue and encourages Lysis to defy the
authority of his father’s representative, the slave who, it has already been
established (pp. 25–26, 208c–209a), is exercising appropriate power in loco
parentis: when the slaves insist that Lysis and Menexenus come home, “at
first, we and those standing around tried to drive them away,” but, the
slaves having been made belligerent by drink, “we were therefore defeated
by them, and we broke up our group” (p. 52, 223a–b). The form of the
dialogue both demonstrates the boys’ need for an instructor/erastes in
Socrates himself, and also suggests that Socrates, as a new kind of erastes,
will locate the betterment of his charges not within traditional power rela-
tions, but in the development of their own power of thought, specifically
in the recognition of what they do not know. (We might also recall how the
use of the verb kinein suggests Socrates’ role as philosophical erastes to
Hippothales himself and his older companions.) And this recognition may
well, as Socrates’ accusers ultimately decided, lead finally to a criminal devi-
ation from what Athenian society would deem proper treatment of its
youth.46

One author upon whom the Lysis exerted a noticeable influence is
Cicero, whose own dialogues on friendship and desire between men allow
considerably less room for any sort of deviation than does the Lysis. The
particular dialogue form adopted by Cicero, indeed, all but eliminates the
truly dialogic: in both the Tusculan Disputations and Laelius: On Friendship,
the main speaker dominates the discussion to the near-elimination of his
interlocutors, and even of the dramatic setting. Even if Socrates’ interlocu-
tors in the Lysis generally follow his lead, they are nevertheless necessary to
his thought: Plato represents their responses to Socrates’ questions and
their requests for clarification as that which allows Socrates to develop and
refine his arguments. It is also worth remembering that the boys’ agreement
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is at times reluctant, or assumed from their silence, which is to say that the
dramatic situation, the interplay of characters, is never forgotten, and plays
its part in the dialogue’s overall refusal of resolution.47 Even beyond his
relations with Lysis and Menexenus, Socrates is also, as we have seen, in a
dialogical relationship with himself: his own internal reflections suggest
an unresolved inner division in which his own voice regularly deviates from
itself. The very fact that no doctrine of friendship is ultimately offered as
true, itself implies the possibility of further dialogue, whether with the
older youths, as Socrates himself suggests, or with the reader, as critics like
Bolotin and Gadamer recommend.

Cicero, however, while introducing the dialogue form and the dramatic
setting much more deliberately and self-consciously than Plato does, also
eliminates precisely those dramatic elements of disagreement and deviation
that Plato emphasizes, and this elimination of the truly dialogical in terms
of form reflects a similarly single-minded doctrinal content as well as a
more authoritarian and hierarchical society than the Athenian polis, as
Pierre Grimal has argued: Plato’s dialogues are often conversations brought
about by chance encounters in the street, while Cicero’s are carefully com-
posed, patrician gatherings; Socrates chooses his interlocutors according to
their characters, Cicero’s speakers according to their social status.48 This
social setting is conducive to the more monological, authoritarian form.
The Tusculan Disputations provides a good example. Its five books are rep-
resented as dialogues between two speakers called “A” and “M” (possibly
“Auditor” and “Magister,” though their exact referents are unknown).
These dialogues are imagined as having recently taken place in Cicero’s villa
at Tusculum; they were composed in 45 B.C., that is, during the last years
of the Roman Republic, after Julius Caesar’s ascension to the dictatorship
had forced Cicero’s retirement from politics. They are, in fact, dedicated to
the Brutus who was about to assassinate Caesar. Cicero also makes reference
to the recent death of his daughter Tullia, and these dialogues function as a
kind of philosophical consolation in his troubles, as Cicero demonstrates to
his younger companion that death is not an evil, but a deliverance (Book I),
that pain is only an insignificant evil (Book II), that the right attitude,
achieved through philosophical reflection, can alleviate distress (Book III)
and other disorders (Book IV), and that virtue leads to happiness (Book V).

Clearly, these books are dialogical in only the most nominal way:
Cicero, or M, has specific conclusions in mind and they are clearly stated
with almost no input of any kind from A. Nor does M himself deviate in
any way from his foreordained conclusions. The dramatic setting, too, is
quickly forgotten as the brief initial discussions between M and A turn
almost immediately into M’s lengthy disquisitions.
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The introductory sections of each book prepare us for the authoritative,
monologic nature of the ensuing texts, as in the opening of Book I. Like the
other books, it begins not with the dramatic situation of the dialogue itself,
but with a long address to their dedicatee, Brutus, in which Cicero explains
his choice of the dialogue form. Having decided to dedicate his retirement
to philosophy, he tells Brutus (referring to his famous former career as an
orator) that

just as in my youth I used to be constantly declaiming speeches for the
courts—and no one ever did so longer—so this is now a declamation [decla-
matio] of my old age. I called upon my friends to put forward any subject
which any of them wished to hear discussed, and this I debated either as I sat
or walked about. The result is that I have put together into five books the
dissertations [scholas], as the Greeks term them, of as many days. The proce-
dure was that, after the would-be listener had expressed his view, I opposed
it. This, as you know, is the old Socratic method [vetus et Socratica ratio] of
arguing against your adversary’s position; for Socrates thought that in this
way the probable truth was most readily discovered; but in order that the
course of our discussions may be more conveniently followed I shall put
them before you in the form of a debate and not in narrative form.
(pp. 10–11, I.iv.7–8)49

It is significant that Cicero refers to this text as a declamatio, that is, as a
speech like those given by students of rhetoric as part of their training. It
is, by implication, not really a dialogue with interlocutors at all, but a
speech meant to persuade an audience of the correctness of his opinions.
While he declares that he will put this speech into the form of a debate or
discussion (agatur res), it also seems that it could just as easily have taken
the form of a monologic narrative (narretur), and indeed he also uses the
term scholas, with the implication of a lecture delivered to students.
Whether imagining himself as a student or a master, Cicero will be show-
ing off his own oratorical skill in persuading his listeners of the truth of his
views.

He takes this kind of rhetorical persuasion to have been the method or
system (ratio, suggesting a plan thought out in advance) of Socrates as well,
but despite his respect for Socrates and Plato, Cicero is generally unwilling
to represent the same sort of wayward, inconclusive, constantly deviating
thought process that we have observed in the Socratic dialogues such as
Lysis. His own method or ratio more closely resembles certain of Plato’s late
dialogues (e.g., Sophist, Statesman, Laws), in which one speaker (often
someone other than Socrates) takes he lead and appears to be expounding
some positive doctrine of Plato’s. In the Tusculan Disputations too, A’s few
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disagreements—and with them, the dialogue form itself—are immediately
eliminated, allowing M (i.e., Cicero himself ) to monopolize the remainder
of the text in arguing for his own dogmas, not only against A’s former
objection, but against other philosophers’ doctrines as well. The opening
dialogue of Book II is exemplary in this regard: “A. I consider pain the
greatest of all evils. M. Greater even than disgrace? A. I do not venture to
go so far as that and I am ashamed of having been dislodged so speedily
from my position” (pp. 160–161, II.v.14). No “dialogue” could be more
pro forma. Even when invited to comment, A declines: “A. Are you asking
me to interrupt you? I could not even entertain the wish to do so: so con-
ducive to belief do I find your words” (pp. 194–195, II.xviii.42). Arguing
his foreordained doctrine from the very first, Cicero leaves no more room
for internal than for external deviation; there is no encounter here, in
Buber’s sense, or dialogue, in Bakhtin’s.

Cicero’s editor suggests that his discussion of male–male erotic desire in
the Tusculan Disputations is a response to Plato’s Symposium and Phaedrus,50

but it reads much more like a rebuke to the homoerotic elements of the
Lysis, with which Cicero was also familiar. It occurs in Book IV of the
Tusculans, which is dedicated to demonstrating that all disorders of the soul
can be eliminated through correct philosophical reflection. Among these
disorders are distress (aegritudo), or excessive concern with present evils
(discussed in Book III), fear (metus), or excessive apprehension of future
evils, delight (laetitia), or excessive pleasure in present goods, and lust
(libido), or excessive desire for future goods. Among the subdivisions of
laetitia is love, including, but apparently not limited to, excessive sexual
pleasure: “In fact the whole passion ordinarily termed love [amor] (and
heaven help me if I can think of any other term to apply to it) is of such
exceeding triviality that I see nothing that I think comparable with it”
(pp. 406–407, IV.xxxii.68). (Cicero seems to be emphasizing both that
Latin lacks the multiple terms for this state found in the Greek language,
and that Latin’s lack of nuance is in fact appropriate and correct.51)
A further subdivision is “so-called love of friendship [iste amor amicitiae]”
(pp. 408–409, IV.xxxiii.70), the topic of the Lysis. Though he does not
mention the Platonic dialogue by name, the context suggests that it may
well be the one Cicero has in mind:

For what is the so-called love of friendship? Why is it no one is in love with
either an ugly youngster or a beautiful old man? For my part I think this
practice had its origin in the Greek gymnasia where that kind of love-making
was free and permitted. Well then did Ennius say: “Shame’s beginning is the
stripping of men’s bodies openly.” And though such loves be, as I see is
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possible, within the bounds of modesty, yet they bring anxiety and trouble
and all the more because they are a law to themselves and have no other
restraint. (pp. 408–409, IV.xxxiii.70)

This passage may be understood as a rebuke to the homoerotic elements of
the Lysis. The overall context of “love of friendship,” in particular, suggests
a connection with Plato’s dialogue “on friendship,” and in that context the
reference to exercising naked in the gymnasia as the origin of homoerotic
desire is reminiscent of that dialogue’s dramatic setting in a wrestling
school.52 Similar sentiments linking Greek culture to homoeroticism can be
found in other Roman writers, and Craig A. Williams notes that they
“imply a certain distance between Roman and Greek customs.”53

Cicero does not condemn male–male desire as in itself inferior to the
male–female variety; indeed, his remarks occur within a larger condemna-
tion of any excessive delight in sexual pleasure, and he admits that
male–male love may exist “within the bounds of modesty.” This suggestion
is in line with recent scholarly analysis of Roman representations of
male–male eroticism, for example that of John R. Clarke:

The Greek artists focused their romantic notions in scenes of courting; when
they depicted intercourse it was almost invariably . . . intercrural
coitus. . . . the Roman artists infused images of anal intercourse between
men with the same tender intimacy that pervades the images of male–female
lovemaking on the Arretine ware and the House of the Menander cups. The
artists went to great pains to make the male who is in the receptive position
as dignified and attractive as the insertive partner. Whereas representations
of rear-entry penetration of boys and women by males on Greek vases
emphasize male domination and power over his (unwilling) and often unat-
tractive partner, these Roman depictions make both males as attractive as
possible and show them mutually attracted to each other, even though in
most cases one is a man and the other a boy.54

Cicero does, however, simultaneously imply that erotics between men
may more often be even more excessive than those occurring within a legal
marriage, precisely because such male–male relations are not recognized as
a legal category, but “are a law to themselves and have no other restraint.”55

He suggests, in fact, that “nature has granted wider tolerance” to “the love
of women” (pp. 408–409, IV.xxxiii.71)—wider though not, as Williams points
out, exclusive tolerance.56 Cicero also rhetorically deconstructs “friend-
ship,” assumed here to take place exclusively between men, as no more than
a category of sexual pleasure, itself—when excessive—a subdivision of the
psychic disorder laetitia. Only modest loves or friendships—presumably
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those that do not include a component of physical expression—are rec-
ognized as possibly suitable for the virtuous man, and even those only mar-
ginally; the Platonic link between male–male erotics and philosophy is
rejected as part of Cicero’s overall response to the Lysis.

While the evidence from the visual arts may imply an idealized view of
male–male eroticism among the Roman elite similar to the Athenian ideal-
ization of paiderastia, Cicero’s apparent rejection of any physical expression
of such desire also finds support in another Roman construction of male–
male erotics, one found more frequently in written texts. As Marilyn B.
Skinner has pointed out, in Rome, unlike Athens, the seduction of a youth
of the citizen class, far from being idealized, was classified as the crime of
stuprum. Indeed, erotic relations with boys were, “in law, all but restricted
to slave concubines” because of the Roman cult of virility “that precluded
a prospective soldier or statesman acceding to the demands of another.”57

Romans constructed male–male desire in various ways, and Cicero, while
drawing on more than one of them, is primarily condemnatory.

This kind of condemnation leaves little or no room for the genuinely
questioning attitude of Socrates—either for the speaker’s self-questioning
or for the ongoing interrogation of the subject at hand.58 The Tusculan
Disputations, in their concern with the pursuit of Stoic resistance to excess,
do not pursue the possibility of even the more positive, “modest” emotional
relations between men, but eliminate discussion as well as debate and
disagreement: A has disappeared entirely from Book IV by it conclusion,
leaving only the monologic voice of Cicero’s M. In the same way, erotic
relations between men are now regarded as a deviation from the more
“natural” love of women (a question not addressed in the Lysis)—but such
deviations are no longer valued as they were for Plato.59

Laelius: On Friendship takes up the question of emotional bonds
between men at considerably greater length and in a more positive light,
though here too the erotic bond is undervalued, if less directly than in the
Tusculans. On Friendship for the most part simply eliminates any mention
of the erotic component of friendship or of the possibility that a continuum
connects friendly and erotic love, which, as we have seen, was so important
to Plato. Cicero does indeed include vague references to the misuse of
friendship that might be taken as another condemnation of male–male
erotics in the context of friendship, similar to that found in the Tusculan
Disputations: “People who believe friendship gives a good opportunity for
all sorts of laxity and crime [libidinum peccatorumque] are making a dan-
gerous mistake. That is not why nature gave us this blessing; she did not
give it in order to pander to our vices, but to help us behave decently”
(p. 217, xxii.83).60 The discourses of libido and of nature are reminiscent of
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the slightly earlier Tusculans (On Friendship is dated to 44 B.C.), but if
Cicero does have male–male erotics in mind here as an abuse of friendship,
his concern is expressed so indirectly as to be nearly undetectable; this is
typical of his elimination of the erotic from his discussion of friendship,
which indeed virtually rules out desire of any sort.

On Friendship resembles Plato’s Socratic dialogues, at least superficially,
more closely than do the Tusculan Disputations. Its fictional framework is
placed, like many of Plato’s dialogues, in the past, specifically in 129 B.C.,
and like Plato, Cicero (who was not born until 106 B.C.) does not represent
himself as a participant in the dialogue, but claims instead to have heard
about the discussion from one who was there, Q. Mucius Scaevola the
Augur. The dramatic situation is similar to that in Plato’s Symposium, for
example, which is remembered and recounted long after it is supposed to
have taken place, though this structure does not play the crucial philo-
sophical role that it does (as we shall see) in the Symposium. Scaevola and
another participant, C. Fannius Strabo, convince their father-in-law, the
distinguished orator C. Laelius Sapiens, to tell them about friendship, on
the occasion of the death of Laelius’ friend, Scipio Africanus the younger.
Like many of the characters in Plato’s dialogues, these are historical figures,
but Laelius’ speech is an exposition of Cicero’s own doctrine of friendship.

Cicero’s view of friendship is based on that sameness between two indi-
viduals that Plato causes Socrates to declare logically incompatible with
friendship. Friends, for Cicero, are similar to the point of identity:
“Friendship may be defined as a complete identity of feeling [consensio]
about all things in heaven and earth: an identity which is strengthened by
mutual goodwill and affection” (p. 187, vi.20). Consensio implies not just
agreement or consent (consentio), but a feeling-together or unanimity, and
Cicero shortly strengthens this identity of feeling even further, suggesting
that “[w]hen a man thinks of a true friend, he is looking at himself in the
mirror [exemplar aliquod intuetur sui]” (p. 189, vii.23). Exemplar actually
suggests not so much a mirror image as an exact copy or transcript; still, the
mutual similarity of friends is so close as to suggest identity—friends
cannot be differentiated.

Friendship, in fact, is for Cicero a form of self-love, and is therefore
natural in the same way; it is a much simpler thing for Cicero’s Laelius than
for Plato’s Socrates precisely because love of what is like oneself—or indeed
of what is identical with oneself—is natural, and thus in need of no further
explanation.

Birds and fishes and the beasts of the field, tame and wild—every living
being loves itself! The feeling is inborn in every creature. And inborn, too, is
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the need to find other creatures of the same species on to which they can
fasten themselves. The urge that impels them to do so bears some resem-
blance to human love. And indeed human nature engenders the same pair of
feelings [quanto id magis in homine fit natura]—with a special degree of
intensity. For they, too, love themselves; and they, too, search for a partner
whose personality they can unite so utterly with their own that the two are
almost transformed into one. (pp. 216–217, xxi.81)

Love of friends is the equivalent of love of self, and a friendship for Cicero
resembles the conventional modern view of marriage as a natural union in
which two become as one.

If friendship is this sort of natural union or identity, there can be no
question of the sort of longing for that which one lacks that Plato discusses
in the Lysis. Given that a friend in another self, “[e]ven when a friend is
absent, he is present [adsunt] all the same”; even in death, “he is still alive.
He is alive because his friends still cherish him, and remember him, and
long for him” (p. 189, vii.23). Note that longing here, unlike Platonic long-
ing, does not presuppose absence, but is actually a sign of the dead friend’s
continued presence in his survivors’ minds.61

Nor does the existence of friendship presuppose any sort of lack or defi-
ciency, as is assumed in the Lysis. Here again, in fact, Cicero seems to be
rebuking that assumption on Plato’s part. Laelius gives the example of his
own attachment to Scipio Africanus: “Did he need me? Of course he did
not. Nor, for that matter, did I need him. I was attached to him because
I admired his fine qualities; and he returned my feeling because he also, on
his side, appeared not to have formed too bad an opinion of my own char-
acter” (p. 193 [translator’s emphasis], ix.30). It is the presence of admirable
qualities, not the need for them, that brings friendship into being, and
these admirable qualities are the same in each of the two friends; again
the emphasis is on the naturalness of affection between similar beings,
“a wholly natural phenomenon” (p. 194, ix.32).

Because these feelings are stimulated by mutual admiration, only those
who are similar in goodness can truly be friends—another argument that
Socrates rejected early in the Lysis. This goodness, in fact, is what obviates
need: “the most generous and liberal friends are those who have the very
least need of anyone else, because they themselves already possess wealth
and power and, above all, goodness, which is the strongest resource a man
can command” (p. 204, xiv.51). In many ways, then, Laelius: On Friendship
seems like Cicero’s point for point refutation of the Lysis, and the result is
a monologic doctrine of friendship, represented as unerringly true, and
thus also opposed to the very errancy or deviance of Socrates’ discourse in
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the earlier dialogue. (Near the beginning of the dialogue, C. Fannius Strabo
directly compares Laelius to Socrates—“that one individual at Athens
who was specifically declared to be the wisest of men by the oracle of Apollo
himself ” [pp. 178–179, ii.7]—in wisdom.)

It is true that Cicero occasionally introduces the possibility of difference
into his doctrine of friendship, and along with difference the reader might
also expect a consideration of absence, need, desire, and so on. Laelius/
Cicero’s response to difference, however, is usually to attempt to erase it, as
in his strategy for dealing with the Roman social hierarchy:

A particularly important point between one friend and another is this. The
superior must place himself on an equality with his inferior. It often happens
that one man stands out among the others, as Scipio stood out in what you
might call our group. All the same, he never had the slightest desire to place
himself above Philus or Rupilius or Mummius, or even his other friends of
lower rank. (p. 211, xix.69)

Unlike Plato’s Socrates, who tries to situate Lysis and Menexenus in their
proper places on the social hierarchy, thereby emphasizing both their larger
similarity and their differences within it, Cicero’s Laelius here is caught in
the contradiction between, on the one hand, his major doctrine of identity
between friends and, on the other, the reality of differences in social rank.
It is a real difficulty for Cicero, who tries to resolve it with the superior’s
voluntary acceptance of the role of equal. Such social realities cannot, of
course, be so easily eliminated, and Cicero has Laelius propose a second,
and somewhat contradictory, resolution: “If an individual happens to be
superior in character or intellectual qualities or worldly wealth, it is his duty
to pass on this advantage to his kinsmen and friends, thus making sure that
the people who are closest to him have their share” (p. 212, xix.70). It
is thus up to the superior both to lower himself to his friend’s level and to
“lift the friend to his own level” (p. 213, xx.72)—which of course requires
the initial recognition of difference, need, and the absence of certain goods
in the inferior friend (and therefore of desire), problems that, as we have
seen, Cicero is generally unwilling to admit into his doctrine of friendship.
A bit later, therefore, the issue of advising friends provides another oppor-
tunity for the resolution of difference: while the very nature of advice
implies that one friend needs something from the other, and thus that the
other must be in some way superior, Cicero understands advice as a way of
bringing the friends back into unity, once again eliminating the difference.
While “it is an essential feature of genuine friendship both to offer advice
and to receive it” (p. 221, xxiv.91), it also “unites human hearts. But this
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cannot happen if one of the personalities involved fails to remain con-
sistently the same [unus animus erit idemque semper] . . .” (pp. 221–222,
xxv.92). Difference in this case can be satisfyingly resolved into sameness,
internal as well as external—and Laelius does not return to the more
intractable problem of social rank.

It is at least possible that Cicero’s discomfort with difference within
friendship, especially with hierarchical differences, is linked to the erotic.
Ellen Oliensis has suggested that “any asymmetrical relation between two
Roman men is conceivably also a sexual relation,” and that therefore “the
obsequium of a freeborn client can always be maliciously misconstrued as a
readiness to perform any service, including sexual service.”62 Cicero’s rejec-
tion of the asymmetrical patron/client model of friendship may also mask
a rejection of the homoerotic possibilities of friendship.

Age difference, too, at the end of On Friendship, is eliminated (and with
it any hint of Plato’s pederastic eroticism): friendship “shines brightest
when it is shared by persons of the same age,” and “the most satisfying
thing of all really is to reach the end of the race with the same companions
who were with you at the starting post” (p. 226, xvii.101).

It is tempting to interpret Cicero’s insistence on the necessity of same-
ness or identity to friendship in political terms, especially since so many of
his examples and metaphors of friendship are drawn from the political
sphere and indeed from Cicero’s own situation in 44 B.C. Konstan, in fact,
argues that Cicero’s view of friendship is shaped by politics: “. . . in the cri-
sis leading up to and following Caesar’s assassination, Cicero seems to have
been especially preoccupied with the relationship between friendship and
political allegiance.”63 A former Consul who had been proclaimed Pater
patriae, “Father of His Country” after violently suppressing the Catilinarian
conspiracy, Cicero was living in retirement by the time he composed
On Friendship, an unwilling retirement from public life made necessary by
Julius Caesar’s election as Dictator and the subsequent suspension of the
normal workings of the Republican government, with which Cicero had
been closely identified. (At this point, Cicero’s political “last hurrah”—his
Philippics in the Senate, directed against Mark Antony—was still in the
future.) It is likely, therefore, that his allusions to the difficulty of main-
taining both friendships and political power have a personal application. If
friendship requires the elimination of hierarchy, for example, “no one can
love the person he fears—or the person he believes himself to be feared by.
Tyrants are courted, naturally: but the courting is insincere, and it only lasts
for a time” (p. 204, xv.53). It is difficult not to find a lament over the break-
down of the Republican governmental forms and the ascension of Caesar
in lines like these.64
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Nevertheless, there is also something imperial—even imperialist—in
Cicero’s own language about friendship: “. . . a good man is attracted by
other good men; he wants to annex [trahat] them for themselves. This is
almost like an ordinance of nature, as if the two of them were bound
together by ties of blood. For nature has a greedy [rapacius] urge towards
everything that is in conformity with itself [similium sui]” (p. 203, xiv.50).
The verb traho carries a suggestion of violence that Grant’s “annex” captures
well: it means to draw after oneself or in one’s train, to take to oneself, and
in Cicero’s period could be used of plundering or despoiling. Indeed,
Cicero himself elsewhere uses it in precisely this latter fashion.65 This
choice of terms, then, situates friendship within the Roman tradition of
empire-building, seen here as greedy or rapacious, but also as entirely nat-
ural. This greed, like the longing for a deceased friend, is not really desire,
because it is directed only at that which one already naturally possesses, that
which one recognizes as one’s own and self-same. The friend, like Rome’s
conquered Italian neighbors being made citizens in the Republican period,
is annexed because of likeness—because he naturally belongs to oneself.
Despite the language of blood relationship, this is not the kinship we
encountered in the Lysis, which allowed room for both sameness and
difference, but rather a kind of conquest, the arrogation to the self (by
violence if necessary) of what is naturally self-identical. This sort of friend-
ship expands the self not qualitatively, through the addition of qualities
that it did not previously possess, but rather quantitatively, through the
incorporation of more of what one already has.

Friends can thus become possessions for Cicero’s Laelius as they never
were for Plato’s Socrates: Socrates would rather have a friend than posses-
sions like quails, cocks, horses, dogs, or gold (p. 31, 211e), but for Laelius
friends are qualitatively similar, though finer, possessions:

When a man is overflowing with wealth and goods and all kinds of abun-
dance, and has got hold of everything that money can buy—horses, slaves,
splendid clothes, expensive plate—he will be very foolish if he fails to add
friends to that list, since they are the finest equipment [supellectilem] that life
can offer. . . . Friendship, on the other hand, remains a firm and durable
asset [possessio]. (p. 205 [translator’s emphasis], xv.55)

Supellex literally means household furniture, while possessio suggests the
exclusive use or enjoyment of an object, sometimes of an estate. Laelius is
being ironic here—obviously friends are not possessions in the same sense
that slaves are—but the language is suggestive nonetheless, and what it sug-
gests is the same theme of appropriation of that which is naturally one’s own.
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An old friend is later compared to one’s own familiar horse (p. 211,
xix.68).66

The dialogue form, here as in the Tusculan Disputations, reflects this
imperialist doctrine of friendship. Rather than the dialogue-as-seduction
that we found in the Lysis, Cicero’s On Friendship presents dialogue-as-
coercion. Like the Tusculans, this “dialogue” is not truly dialogical; though
the term used is sermonem, discussion, the other discussants contribute
nothing beyond their deference to Laelius, whom the reader is clearly
intended to perceive as authoritative: “Somehow expositions of this kind
seem to carry special conviction when they are placed in the mouths of per-
sonages of an earlier generation, especially when these were eminent men”
(p. 177, i.4). His interlocutors, indeed, compete with each other to defer to
Laelius’ wisdom; when Fannius requests that Laelius speak about friend-
ship, Scaevola quickly adds his own plea: “If you will, I shall be quite as
delighted as Fannius. Indeed, when he asked you, I was just about to make
the same request myself ” (p. 185, iv.16). Later, this language takes on a
more violent tone than is ever found in the Tusculans. When the other two
insist that Laelius continue speaking, he jokingly responds that “[t]his is
really coercion! Your tactful choice of weapons does not change the situa-
tion at all—whatever may be said about your methods, they are violent
[cogitis]” (p. 191, viii.26). Cogitis suggests that his discourse is forced or
compelled; ironically, his listeners are so eager to defer to him that they
force him to take the lead.

The single-minded, monologic nature of the “dialogue” in On
Friendship thus reflects the unified, preordained doctrine of friendship that
it enunciates. In a discourse on friendship as self-identity, there can be no
disagreement, and in a doctrine that annexes others to the imperial self,
there can be no deviation from that self-sameness, neither external discus-
sion nor internal self-questioning. As Laelius himself says, “friendship is
something which inspires the same opinion in everybody” (p. 219,
xxiii.86). No dialogue, in short, is possible.67

And neither is erotic desire: in a doctrine of male–male relations based
on this notion of the self-same and the appropriation of what is naturally
one’s own, there is no room for the deviant, which, as we saw in the
Tusculan Disputations, is now to be condemned as merely unnatural.68 The
refusal of dialogue goes hand-in-hand with the refusal of same-sex desire.

Cicero’s Laelius: On Friendship, like his other works, was widely read and
admired in the Middle Ages. Pope Gregory I the Great, indeed, condemned
Cicero’s writings because their rhetorical charm distracted young men from
the study of scripture;69 ironically, Cicero, who condemned male–male
erotics as unnatural, becomes in this formulation himself a seducer of
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young men. At any rate, On Friendship’s influence on later medieval litera-
ture, including such authors as Jean de Meun, is considerable. Most signif-
icant for our purposes here is the influence it exerted on the twelfth-century
Cistercian theologian Aelred of Rievaulx, particularly in his dialogue on
Spiritual Friendship (De spiritali amicitia).

This influence is directly acknowledged at several points in Aelred’s text,
and On Friendship is cited throughout it. Far from being the seducer imag-
ined by Gregory the Great, in fact, Cicero is here imagined as having had
the potential to save Aelred from a life of sinful loves:

When I was still just a lad at school, and the charm of my companions
pleased me very much, I gave my whole soul to affection and devoted myself
to love amid the ways and vices [inter mores et uitia] with which that age is
wont to be threatened, so that nothing seemed to me more sweet, nothing
more agreeable, nothing more practical, than to love. And so, torn between
conflicting loves and friendships [amores et amicitias], I was drawn now here,
now there, and not knowing the law of true friendship, I was often deceived
by its mere semblance. At length there came into my hands the treatise
which Tullius wrote on friendship, and it immediately appealed to me as
being serviceable because of the depth of his ideas, and fascination [sic]
because of the charm of his eloquence. And though I saw myself unfitted for
that type of friendship, still I was gratified that I had discovered a formula
for friendship whereby I might check the vacillations [discursus] of my loves
and affections. (pp. 45–46, Prologue 1–3)70

Aelred presents himself here as a schoolboy—that is, in the all-male envi-
ronment of a school—participating in loves that were also “vices” [uitia].
Commentators such as John Boswell have understood this and similar pas-
sages in Aelred’s writings as indicating that “[t]here can be little question
that Aelred was gay and that his erotic attraction to men was a dominant
force in his life.”71 Most scholars would now reject Boswell’s essentializing
terminology along with his arguments that the medieval Christian church
was, before the thirteenth century, relatively tolerant of same-sex erotics,
and that a “gay” urban subculture flourished in the twelfth century.
Nevertheless, the evidence from Aelred’s writings does suggest a heavy emo-
tional investment in same-sex desire, even when the physical aspects of this
desire are sublimated into a purely “spiritual” friendship.72 (It is worth not-
ing that in describing his youthful infatuations, he distinguishes between
those he calls “friendships” [amicitias] and those he calls “loves” [amores].)
Cicero’s On Friendship appears in this passage precisely as the book that
allowed the young Aelred to imagine another kind of male–male relation-
ship than those in which he was then engaged. These youthful loves seemed
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to him, on the one hand, sweet and agreeable, but were also, on the other,
a source of conflict and vacillation [discursus]; Cicero’s text thus held out at
least the potential for stability in human relations, though Aelred appar-
ently was unable to give up the sweetness of his loves and apply Cicero’s
“formula” to his own life until he joined the Cistercian monastery. There he
found another source of “sweetness” in the Christian scriptures, and
decided to write his own treatise combining Cicero’s stability with the
sweetness of the Christian religion and specifically Cistercian monasticism
(p. 46, Prologue 4–5). The result is the Spiritual Friendship, a dialogue
begun around the time he became abbot of Rievaulx in 1147, but not com-
pleted until shortly before his death in 1167.73

Cicero’s dialogue is mentioned early in the first of the three books that
(along with the Prologue cited above) comprise the Spiritual Friendship, in
a conversation between Aelred and a monk named Ivo, a dialogue imagined
as taking place on one of Aelred’s visits to another monastic house depend-
ent on Rievaulx. Ivo seeks to learn about friendship from Aelred, who sug-
gests that the “laws and precepts” set forth by Cicero might suffice (p. 52,
I.5–6). Ivo, however, repeating Aelred’s own experience recounted in the
Prologue, finds, as a monk, that pagan writings lack the “sweetness” and
“authority” of Christian scripture, and requests instruction in friendship in
a specifically Christian context (pp. 52–53, I.7). Nevertheless, Aelred still
proposes that they accept Cicero’s definition of friendship: “Friendship is
mutual harmony in affairs human and divine coupled with benevolence
and charity” (p. 53, I.11; cf. Cicero, Laelius de amicitia V.20).

Despite his paganism, Cicero and the high medieval Christian church
were in agreement in at least one area, the condemnation of erotic relations
between men; historians and critics since Boswell (notably Mark D. Jordan
and Elizabeth Keiser) have paid considerably more attention to manifesta-
tions of the Christian hostility to nonprocreative sex, or “sodomy,” that
appeared in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.74 As we might expect both
from Aelred’s initial adoption of Cicero’s formula and from his position
within the church, Aelred too refuses to countenance the erotic within the
realm of true friendship75—though in a less direct manner than Cicero in
the Tusculans. One way of conceptualizing same-sex desire in the Middle
Ages is as the “unspeakable sin” or “unspeakable vice,” not to be discussed
directly (by a priest in the confessional, for instance) for fear of introduc-
ing the innocent to a hitherto unfamiliar sin.76 Aelred’s indirect references
to same-sex desire may be seen as part of this reticent tradition, but they
may be discerned nonetheless.

When in the first book, for example, Ivo asks Aelred to distinguish true
spiritual friendship from other sorts, he characterizes the other sorts by
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asking rhetorically “[h]ow many persons leading a worldly existence and
acting as partners in some form of vice [uitiis], are united [copulantur] by a
similar pact and find the bond of even that sort of friendship to be more
pleasant [deliciis] and sweet [dulcis] than all the delights of this world!”
(p. 58, I.33). The language of “vice,” “sweetness,” “delight,” and so on
implies once again that Aelred as author is using the figure of Ivo to recall
his own sinful youth and same-sex loves, as recounted in the Prologue.
Aelred initially rejects the relationships described by Ivo, as he has rejected
his own earlier loves, as one form of false friendship, because, as Cicero and
Plato also suggest, true friendship can exist only between those who are
good; in Judeo-Christian terms (quoting Psalm 10:6), “he does not love his
fellow-man who loves iniquity” (p. 58, I.35).77 This type of false friendship,
in fact, defined as “carnal friendship [amicitia carnalis]” (p. 59, I.38–39)
looms large throughout the remainder of Aelred’s dialogue: carnal friend-
ship, he claims, “is undertaken without deliberation, is tested by no act of
judgment, is in no wise governed by reason; but through the violence of
affection is carried away through divers paths [sed secundum impetum affec-
tionis per diuersa raptatur]” (p. 60, I.41). Again, we find here language that
combines violent affection with instability, as in the sinful loves of Aelred’s
youth. In rejecting such loves, Aelred is also rejecting same-sex erotics—
though, as we shall see, this rejection is ultimately more ambivalent than
appears at first glance. True friendship allows for a sense of security and
stability that for Aelred was missing in his youthful carnal loves, for “how
can there be any security in the love of him who is tossed about by every
wind, who consents to every counsel?” (p. 98, III.28).

If Aelred is similar to Cicero in his refusal to countenance male–male
erotic desire as a component of friendship, he derives much of his positive
doctrine of friendship from Cicero as well. Like Cicero in On Friendship,
Aelred finds in sameness—including, though not limited to, sameness in
virtue—the essential condition for true friendship, accepting Cicero’s doc-
trine without considering any other possibilities (such as those raised by
Plato). The “harmony” cited above in Aelred’s adoption of Cicero’s defini-
tion, in fact, is quickly reified as identity or sameness in Book I: “. . . those
who have the same [eadem] opinion, the same will, in matters human and
divine, along with mutual benevolence and charity, have, we shall admit,
reached the perfection of friendship” (p. 54, I.13). Identity of opinion and
will are necessary to friendship’s “perfection,” though this very formula also
implies the existence of lower degrees of friendship, in which this identity
is not complete, but which may deserve the name of friendship nonethe-
less. “Perfect” friendship, however, requires an identity of feeling now jus-
tified not by the political or historical examples that Cicero cites, but by
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scripture; citing Romans 12:15, for example, Aelred declares, “let him
rejoice with his friend in his joys, and weep with him in his sorrows, and
feel as his own all [omnia sua esse sentiat] that his friend experiences” (p. 55,
I.20). This sameness of will and desire, in fact, also characterizes the angels’
existence, making human friendship an image of an eternal, divine
relationality: “Among them pleasant companionship and delightful love
created the same will, the same desire [affectum]” (p. 63, I.56).

The theme of sameness as a specifically Christian value linking earthly
friendship with eternal life is developed further in Book III, composed
along with Book II some twenty years after the Spiritual Friendship was
begun. As Douglas Roby points out, the last two books are even more
clearly Ciceronian than the first: in terms of dramatic setting, for instance,
they reproduce the situation of On Friendship, with two interlocutors, now
the monks Walter and Gratian, asking a more venerable colleague (Aelred) to
discuss his views on friendship (Ivo is only a memory in Books II and III).78

As one might expect, the doctrine of sameness remains intact: though
Walter has experienced only lower forms of friendship, he agrees that the
goal is “out of many to make but one [ex pluribus unum facere]” (p. 113,
III.86), while Aelred himself echoes Laelius in finding in the friend an
image of oneself: “For friends ought to be so alike that immediately upon
seeing one another a likeness [similitudo] of expression is reflected from the
first to the second, whether he be cast down with sorrow or serene with joy”
(p. 130, III.131).

At the same time, however, the more specifically Christian reinterpreta-
tion of Cicero’s doctrine is also more fully developed, by means of refer-
ences both to Scripture and to the Fathers of the Church: “ ‘Indeed, among
dissimilar characters,’ as blessed Ambrose remarks, ‘friendship cannot
exist’ ” (p. 99, III.30); the Ciceronian sentiment is now justified as a
Christian rather than a pagan one. Similarly, Cicero’s doctrine of the friend
as an image of the self is also set into a Christian context: “Our Lord and
Savior himself has written for us the formula of true friendship when he
said: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ Behold the mirror. You love
yourself ” (p. 107, III.69).

If Cicero’s doctrine of sameness among friends is rooted in an imperial-
ist discourse of annexation and possession, Aelred’s is thus rooted in a
Christian ideology of monotheism—and of eternal life: “your friend is the
companion of your soul, to whose spirit you join and attach yours, and so
associate yourself that you wish to become one instead of two, since he is
one to whom you entrust yourself as to another self. . . . For friendship
should be stable and manifest a certain likeness to eternity [quamdam aeter-
nitatis speciem praeferre], persevering always in affection” (p. 93, III.6): as
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for Buber, proximity to the human other figures proximity to the divine.
References to the Christian afterlife as the source and fulfillment of human
friendship—like the reference in Book I to the angels’ mode of existence—
suggest something of the stability Aelred found in giving up his conflicting
and vacillating loves in favor of “spiritual friendship.”79

Indeed, friendship from this perspective is an image of the divine unity
itself, an idea anticipated in Book I:

He has willed, moreover, for so his eternal reason has directed, that peace
encompass all his creatures and society unite them; and thus all creatures
obtain from him, who is supremely and purely one, some trace of that unity
[unitatis]. For that reason he has left no type of beings alone, but out of
many has drawn them together by means of a certain society [societate].
(p. 62, I.53)

This is as close as Aelred comes to enunciating a social theory in the
Spiritual Friendship: human society as a whole is a reflection of the divine
unity itself, and friendship provides the bonds on which society is based; it
is therefore a divinely sanctioned and natural bond (like Cicero, Aelred sets
human social bonds in the context of animal societies, pp. 62–63, I.54–55;
cf. On Friendship xxi.81) in which human beings to some extent can even
participate in the divine mode of existence. This relationship is further
elaborated, in an even more specifically Christian context, in Book II.

And so in friendship are joined honor and charm, truth and joy, sweetness
and good-will, affection and action. And these take their beginning from
Christ, advance through Christ, and are perfected in Christ. Therefore, not
too steep or unnatural does the ascent appear from Christ, as the inspiration
of the love by which we love our friend, to Christ giving himself to us as our
Friend for us to love, so that charm may follow upon charm, sweetness upon
sweetness and affection upon affection. And thus, friend cleaving to friend in
the spirit of Christ, is made with Christ but one heart and one soul, and so
mounting aloft through degrees of love to friendship with Christ, he is made
one spirit with him in one kiss. Aspiring to this kiss the saintly soul cries out:
“Let him kiss me with the kiss of his mouth.” (pp. 74–75, II.20–21)

This remarkable passage, with its Christian neoplatonic ladder of love and
friendship, may remind the modern reader (coincidentally) of Diotima’s
speech in Plato’s Symposium, to be considered in the next chapter. Here its
interest lies in the way it relates human friendship to the Christian doctrine
of Christ’s divine love of humanity: if the exact identity between friend
and friend is an idea derived directly from Cicero, here it is understood as
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a product of the friends’ identity in Christian belief. It is cleaving together
precisely as Christian believers that is rewarded with the union of the
friends’ hearts and souls in that belief, a belief that ultimately brings them
into union with Christ as well. The language of this essential unification of
hearts and souls is derived from Scripture (Acts 4:32), as is, even more strik-
ingly, the language of unification with Christ: the quotation from the
beginning of the Song of Songs (1:1) referring to the kiss was commonly
understood in Cistercian thought as a metaphor for the union of the soul
with Christ.80 As Ivo suggested in Book I, only Christian doctrine—
ultimately Christ himself—can provide certain authorization for friendship
(p. 53, I.8); friendship may be, as Cicero claims, natural, but it also requires
regulation by Christian law (p. 64, I.61). The sweetness of Aelred’s unsta-
ble youthful loves has therefore by Book II been transformed into a spiri-
tual sweetness—but a sweetness that also retains, in Aelred’s quotation of
the passionate love song’s desire, some of the eroticism of those earlier loves.

Aelred’s Christian context, in fact, allows him to deviate considerably
from the pure Ciceronian doctrine of friendship; despite his respect for
Cicero’s text, which he cites (often without attribution) on nearly every
page of the Spiritual Friendship, Aelred also suggests, by the final book, that
Cicero in some cases does require correction by means of Christian revela-
tion. (His eventual deviation from Cicero is foreshadowed even in Book I,
when Aelred suggests that Cicero’s definition of friendship may contain
“too much or too little” and could be rejected [p. 54, I.17].) Nature, for
example, is no longer the primary source of value that it was for Cicero,
because Christian revelation exhorts human beings to transcend their
natures. Aelred can thus take a somewhat chiding tone toward his pagan
source, as in his discussion of the friendship between David and Jonathan
recorded in I Samuel. Whereas Cicero, according to Aelred, declares it
impossible that anyone would choose friendship over power because
“nature is too weak to despise power” (p. 117, III.95), Jonathan in I Samuel
23:17 provides an inspiring example of one who went beyond nature,
indeed “was found a victor over nature [uictor naturae], a despiser of glory
and of power, one who preferred the honor of his friend to his own, saying:
‘You shall be king, and I will be next after you’ ” (p. 117, III.95). Aelred is
here being unfair to Cicero, who claims that those who value friendship
over power are rare, not nonexistent (Laelius de amicitia 17.63–64), but the
unfairness is itself instructive: Cicero, whose definition in Book I provided
the starting point for a discussion of friendship, by Book III can in certain
instances be repudiated, as Aelred uses the Bible to distance himself from
his pagan source. Aelred thus represents Christian “spiritual friendship” as
a deviation from, and perfection of, pagan friendships.
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This Christian deviance from the norm that was established in Book I
also allows room for desire, which, as we have seen, was largely absent from
Cicero’s conception of friendship. The goal of a union in friendship that
cannot achieve its perfection until it also includes union in Christ is by def-
inition a goal that is always deferred in the course of human life, and which
is therefore also always desired; desire, far from being eliminated, is thus
actually instituted as a condition of friendship. The “aspiring” saintly soul
is in a state of desire for the kiss. This particular deviation from Ciceronian
doctrine is evident throughout the Spiritual Friendship. In fact, it is built
into the structure of the dialogue itself. Whereas Cicero emphasizes the vio-
lent coercion that leads to Laelius’ speeches, Aelred represents himself as
being led into dialogue as a response to desire. In Book I, he initiates the
conversation because he has perceived Ivo’s desire for himself: during a
discussion with the other monks, Aelred noticed that

you would raise your head and make ready to say something, but just as
quickly, as though your voice had been trapped in your throat, you would
drop your head again and continue your silence. Then you would leave us
for a while, and later return looking rather disheartened. I concluded from
all this that you wanted to talk to me, but that you dreaded the crowd, and
hoped to be alone with me. (p. 51, I.2)

Aelred has read these signs correctly; Ivo identifies his situation precisely as
a form of desire directed at Aelred himself:

That’s it exactly, and I deeply appreciate your solicitude for your son. His
state of mind and his desire [mentisque] have been disclosed to you by none
other than the Spirit of Love. And would that your Lordship would grant me
this favor, that, as often as you visit your sons here, I may be permitted, at
least once, to have you all to myself and to disclose to you the deep feelings
of my heart without disturbance. (pp. 51–52, I.3)

The very opening of the dialogue, then, suggests in its dramatic situation
the kind of spiritual friendship that will be formulated in more abstract
terms in the succeeding books: Christ inspires Aelred to respond to a
potential friend’s desire for intimacy, the sharing of feelings that character-
izes true friendship. Ivo wishes to be distinguished from the other monks
by Aelred’s friendship; as Aelred later points out, Christian love is to
be directed toward all, but intimate friendship is reserved for the few (see
pp. 112–113, III.83–84). Aelred responds to Ivo’s desire by providing
the opportunity for it to be fulfilled: his very first words to Ivo place this
desire in a Christian context, and suggest that they are already situated with
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regard to each other in such a way as to allow spiritual friendship to
develop: “Here we are, you and I, and I hope a third, Christ, is in our
midst. . . . Come now, beloved [carissime], open your heart, and pour into
these friendly ears whatsoever you will . . .” (p. 51, I.1). A very similar
scene opens Book II and introduces the new interlocutors Walter and
Gratian: once again Aelred has observed the signs that a monk, Walter,
desires him in the same friendly way that Ivo desired him earlier. Walter too
is distressed at the presence of other people, in this case from outside the
monastery (p. 69, II.1). And once again Aelred responds by fulfilling his
desire: “You know, ‘the best appetizer is hunger’; and neither honey nor any
other spice gives such relish to wine as a strong thirst does to water. And so
perhaps this conference of ours, like spiritual food and drink, will be more
enjoyable to you because of the intense longing preceding it [quo aestus
praecessit ardentior]” (p. 70, II.3). Desire, then, even desire of the particu-
larly seething or surging type suggested by aestus, is a precondition not only
for the relations between human beings and Christ, but for friendship
between men as well.

Cicero eliminated desire by eliminating difference, or tried to; despite
Aelred’s emphasis on the sameness of friends, his reintroduction of desire
suggests the reintroduction of difference as well. Friends, for instance, may
be united to each other, but still desire a higher good from which both
friends differ, and which therefore both friends lack. Friendship, in fact, is
imagined as that which unites friends in their shared difference from this
higher good, even among the angels, who are united, as we have seen, in
“the same will, the same desire” (p. 63, I. 56). The angels, as members of
the familiar celestial hierarchy of seraphim, cherubim, and so on, also
differ among themselves, and friendship for them is that which harmonizes
this difference: “Assuredly, since one seemed to be superior, the other
inferior, there would have been occasion for envy, had not the charity of
friendship prevented it” (p. 63, I.56). Hierarchy here is not eliminated
through the pretense of equality that Cicero suggested as a way to over-
come difference in social rank; rather, it is accepted and harmonized in the
shared desire that defines the angels’ friendship. Since Christian spiritual
friends share the same desire as well, their differences too can be harmonized
without being eliminated.

Once again the contexts of Christian doctrine and monastic life allow
Aelred a perspective that subtly deviates from the context of Roman polit-
ical experience found in Cicero’s On Friendship, and that allows room for
deviation within the identity of desire that constitutes spiritual friendship.
The kind of difference that is not eliminated, but accepted as part of the
friendship, would be foreign to Cicero’s Laelius, but can be tolerated and
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harmonized within the context of Christian monasticism—the more easily,
perhaps, because within the monastery there is relatively little at stake in
terms of the honors, riches, and power that for Laelius made friendship
such a rare (or, for Aelred, impossible) experience in the world of Roman
politics. Monastic poverty eliminates the competition for such prizes; with-
out such competition, difference is less problematic. Walter points out that
monks “are permitted to receive nothing and to bestow nothing” (p. 119,
III.100), though they do, as Aelred responds, have other resources: “to be
solicitous for one another, to pray for one another, to blush for one another,
to rejoice for one another, to grieve for one another’s fall as one’s own, to
regard another’s progress as one’s own” (p. 119, III.101).

The best examples of friendship that can include difference are
those drawn from Aelred’s accounts of his own friendships in Book III.
Aelred, discussing how one should select friends, suggests that certain vices
may be curable, and that persons subject to them, once “healed,” may
become eligible for friendship; among these curable vices are irascibility,
fickleness, suspicion, and garrulity (p. 94, III.14). Walter, however, imme-
diately objects that Aelred himself had a close friend who was never cured
of his irascibility, and even implies that Aelred chose not to chastise him for
his vice: “he was never hurt by you even to the end of his life, though he
often offended you” (p. 95, III.16). Aelred admits that some people are
naturally prone to such vices, which in that case may never be entirely
cured; in fact,

they may occasionally offend a friend by a thoughtless word or act or by a
zeal that fails in discretion. If it happens that we have received such men into
our friendship, we must bear with them patiently. And since their affection
toward us is established with certainty, if then there is any excess in word or
action, this ought to be put up with as being in a friend, or at least our admo-
nition of his fault ought to be administered painlessly and even pleasantly.
(p. 95, III.17)

The possibility of an ongoing difference within a friendship is at least tac-
itly acknowledged here; in other words, there is at least some room in
Aelred’s theory of friendship for relationships that are not based entirely on
the self-identity recommended by Cicero. It is friendship itself—the
offending friend’s acknowledged affection—that allows such differences to
continue, with or without an admonition. Friendship among men, as
among the angels, is that which harmonizes difference, not that which
eliminates it. Friendship in life, then, may be seen as a matter of deviance
within sameness, rather than as the perfect sameness recommended in the
more abstract discussions.
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This point is made even clearer in the ensuing discussion of a current
friend of Aelred’s described by Gratian as one whom “you prefer to all of
us” even though “you will not neglect anything that pleases him no matter
how trivial it may be, yet he cannot bear even trifles for your sake” (p. 95,
III.18). Once more Aelred admits that “since the wills of both did not fuse
into one, it was easier for me to yield my will than he his” (p. 95, III.20);
later he continues, “[i]f, indeed, as is sometimes the case, my feeling differs
[dissentiat] from his, we give in to each other so that sometimes he yields to
me, but generally I yield to him” (p. 100, III.38). Ideally, such differences
may be outgrown as the friendship progresses, as Aelred suggests happened
with his own closest friend, who began by pointing out their differences—
“what in me pleased him but little” (p. 128, III.123)—but with whom
Aelred eventually “attained that stage at which we had but one mind and
one soul” (p. 128, III.124). This resolution of difference into identity may
be the ideal spiritual friendship, mirroring the attainment of union with
Christ, but that fact does not prevent other kinds of friendship from hav-
ing their own genuine value, like Aelred’s friendships with the irascible man
or the one to whom he must yield. The friends’ wills in such cases do not
become one; this is not identity, but difference maintained and harmo-
nized, and this too produces a true spiritual friendship, even if not the ideal
one. There is for Aelred, in other words, room for deviance even within the
concept of true spiritual friendship itself.

The yielding of one’s own will to that of a friend also suggests the pos-
sibility of an internal deviation, one within the self: one may “yield” in
practice without giving up one’s own opinion internally. Aelred discusses
this problem explicitly in Book III by distinguishing the vice of “[s]imula-
tion [simulatio] . . . a kind of deceptive agreement, opposed to the judg-
ment of reason” (p.123, III.111) from “dissimulation [dissimulatio],” which
“is in a sense a dispensing with, or a putting off of punishment or correc-
tion, without interior approval, in consideration of place, time, or person”
(p. 123, III.112). This kind of self-division, a deviation in action from one’s
own internal disapproval, is a necessary component in friendships when the
friends are unequal or dissimilar, again suggesting that Aelred’s concept of
friendship leaves considerable room for difference despite the underlying
theory of sameness, and deviates from its own original Ciceronian defini-
tion of friendship. This yielding is necessary in friendships that have not,
or not yet, attained the ideal sameness of will and desire that characterizes
perfect friendship; as we have seen, such relationships are still genuine and
valuable spiritual friendships in their own right. In fact, Aelred develops a
rather neoplatonic hierarchy, or “ladder” of friendships that may not attain
the ideal unity but that may nonetheless prove to be productive stages
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leading toward it. If difference and desire imply each other, the lower forms
of friendship, characterized by difference, may also be where we might
expect to find desire, and indeed it is on the lower rungs of the ladder of
friendship that male–male desire returns to play its part in Aelred’s theory
of friendship. This idea is introduced indirectly in Book I, in the course of
rejecting “carnal” friendships in favor of the true “spiritual” ones:

Yet, since such great joy [dulcedo] is experienced in friendship which either
lust [libido] defiles, avarice [auaritia] dishonors, or luxury [luxuria] pollutes,
we may infer how much sweetness [suauitatis] that friendship possesses
which, in proportion as it is nobler, is the more secure; purer, it is the more
pleasing; freer, it is the more happy. Let us allow that, because of some
similarity in feelings, those friendships which are not true, be, nevertheless,
called friendships, provided, however, they are judiciously distinguished
from that friendship which is spiritual and therefore true. Hence let one kind
of friendship be called carnal, another worldly, and another spiritual. The
carnal springs from mutual harmony in vice; the worldly is enkindled by the
hope of gain; and the spiritual is cemented by similarity of life, morals, and
pursuits among the just. (p. 59, I.36–38)

It should be noted, first, that Aelred allows that these inferior, false friend-
ships are also the source of the experience of a great and presumably
genuine “joy,” sullied as they may be by “lust” and “luxury” as well as by
“avarice.” This passage may remind the reader that Aelred’s own youthful
loves, discussed in the Prologue, were themselves “sweet,” though unstable
and ultimately less satisfying than the sweetness of the monastery. The
pleasure of male–male “lust” (like that of another form of desire, avarice),
while it may be condemned, is not denied its own place in the hierarchy of
friendship. Indeed, these carnal relations are not denied the name of friend-
ship, though they, along with the avaricious worldly relations, are to be
carefully distinguished from the higher form of spiritual friendship; the
similarity of feelings in such friendships is thus acknowledged at the same
time that Aelred insists on their ultimate difference from the feelings
involved in the truest kind of friendship. Carnal friendships are thus a form
of deviance from spiritual ones: differing within similarity, or similar
despite difference. Even the friendship polluted by luxury or defiled by lust
is recognized as joyous; Aelred provides a particularly clear example of the
deviant as proximate, of the outlaw turning up as in-law, to use Dollimore’s
phrase.

A comparable hierarchy is reintroduced in Book II, in the discussion of
the kiss of Christ cited above. Here Aelred introduces another three-part
hierarchy. To begin with, all kisses are similar in that “in a kiss two breaths
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meet, and are mingled, and are united. As a result, a certain sweetness of
mind is born, which rouses and binds together the affection of those who
embrace” (p. 75, II.23). The language here is physical and even erotic, with
its union of two breaths, followed by arousal and embrace; the physical—
or carnal—thus provides the overall framework within which the three
different types of kiss are to be understood. “There is, then, a corporeal kiss,
a spiritual kiss, and an intellectual kiss. The corporeal kiss [osculum corpo-
rale] is made by the impression of the lips; the spiritual kiss by the union
of spirits; the intellectual kiss through the Spirit of God, by the infusion of
grace” (p. 76, II.24). While the corporeal kiss may be misused in lust 
(p. 76, II.25), it also has its legitimate place in the hierarchy, as a sign of
reconciliation, peace, or unity, “or as a symbol of love [dilectionis], such as
is permitted between bride and bridegroom or as is extended to and
received from friends after a long absence” (p. 76, II.24). (The under-
standing of friendship as the equivalent of marriage is further developed in
Books II and III, as we shall see below.) The spiritual kiss (osculum spiritale),
“made not by contact of the mouth but by the affection of the heart,” is
“characteristically the kiss of friends who are bound by one law of friend-
ship” (p. 76, II.26). It leads, as we have seen, to the highest kiss, the intel-
lectual “kiss of Christ alone” (p. 77, II.27). The latter two kisses, spiritual
and intellectual, are thus arranged not in a static hierarchy, but as rungs on
a ladder, the lower leading to the higher. Aelred does not explicitly suggest
a similar relationship between the corporeal and the spiritual kisses, and
indeed remains wary of physical desire throughout Book II (as in the
denunciation of carnal friendships, “rising like a mist from the concupis-
cence of the flesh” [p. 84, II.58], that shortly follows; nevertheless, he leaves
the reader sufficient room to understand the corporeal kiss itself as one that
might also lead up the ladder.81

This implication becomes more concrete in Book III, when Walter fears
that true spiritual friendship is beyond his capacity, and proposes instead a
harmless, pleasing, companionate friendship based on mutual goodwill and
tolerant of difference and disagreement (p. 113, III.85–86). For Aelred,
returning to the categories of friendship established in Book I, this kind
clearly “belongs to the carnal” [carnalium est] (p. 113, III.87)—but now the
carnal friendship can explicitly serve as an introduction to the spiritual
(which, as we have seen in Book II, leads to the ultimate kiss of Christ):

And yet this friendship except for trifles and deceptions, if nothing dishon-
orable enters into it, is to be tolerated in the hope of more abundant grace,
as the beginnings [principia], so to say, of a holier friendship. By these begin-
nings, with a growth in piety and in constant zeal for things of the spirit,
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with the growing seriousness of maturer years and the illumination of the
spiritual senses, they may, with purer affections, mount to loftier heights [ad
altiora] from, as it were, a region close by [quasi e uicino conscendant], just as
yesterday we said that the friendship of man could easily be translated into a
friendship for God himself because of the similarity existing between both.
(pp. 113–114, III.87)

By the end of the dialogue, then, Aelred is acknowledging that the carnal
friendship of Book I may indeed be a rung on the ladder leading to spiri-
tual friendship, and from thence to spiritual union with Christ.82 Once
again the relation is one of deviance: the lofty heights of spiritual love may
be reached from the lowlands of carnal friendship because the latter is “a
region close by”: not identical with the goal, but similar enough to provide
access to it under the right conditions. Those conditions include, undoubt-
edly, a rejection of the lustful, physical aspects of male–male desire; but the
desire that arises from human difference can still play its part in the human
desire, or friendship, “for God himself.” Aelred’s own friendships again
provide a model: one boyhood friend in particular—presumably from the
days of Aelred’s carnal loves—“devoted to me from boyhood [a puero] even
to middle age, and loved by me, mounted with me through all the stages of
friendship [per omnes amicitie gradus], as far as human imperfection
permitted” (p. 127, III.120) until “I deemed my heart in a fashion his, and
his mine, and he felt in like manner towards me. And so, as we were
progressing in friendship without deviation, neither’s correction evoked the
indignation of the other, neither’s yielding produced blame” (p. 129,
III.125). Deviation is ultimately to be eliminated; but the unstable, deviat-
ing loves of youth are the first step toward that perfect stability of eternity,
“a foretaste [portio] of blessedness thus to love and thus to be loved” 
(p. 129, III.127).

This passage also suggests another manner in which Aelred deals with
difference, including difference in social status within the monastery. At
certain points, it should be noted, Aelred encounters the same difficulties
that Cicero did when discussing social hierarchies. Whereas “a superior
must be on a plane of equality with the inferior” (p. 115, III.90), hierarchy
is no more easily eliminated in the medieval Christian world, or even in the
monastery itself, than in Roman society. Thus Aelred, as abbot, finds him-
self in a position of authority when it comes to the promotion of other
monks, despite his desire for equality (see pp. 124–125, III.115–118).
Aelred is forced to acknowledge the reality of difference in friendship,
sometimes seemingly against his will.83 At other points, however, Aelred
invokes a more flexible means of dealing with hierarchy, one that emphasizes
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the exchange of roles. From the beginning, Aelred expresses a certain
discomfort with the very concept of hierarchy. In Book I, for instance, Ivo
both requests Aelred’s instruction and refers to himself as Aelred’s spiritual
son, suggesting the deference that might be expected from a younger monk
toward the older abbot. Aelred himself, however, encouraging Ivo’s friend-
ship, suggests a more interactive relationship: “Speak freely, therefore, and
entrust to your friend all your cares and thoughts, that you may both learn
and teach, give and receive, pour out and drink in [profundas et haurias]”
(p. 52, I.4). The two are imagined here as exchanging the roles of precep-
tor and student, benefactor and beneficiary; given the context of Aelred’s
youthful loves just established in the Prologue, in fact, it seems fair to char-
acterize the relationship with the more loaded modern terms “active” and
“passive”; certainly the language of emitting and receiving fluids does noth-
ing to counteract this impression. (Ivo replies that his role as the inferior
partner in this friendship is only “to drink in, not to pour out” [p. 52, I.5].)
Hierarchy is not exactly denied here: the roles remain in place. But by
imagining friendship as a situation in which the occupants of those roles
are constantly shifting, Aelred rethinks the social hierarchy in a potentially
carnivalesque way, to use Bakhtin’s and Kristeva’s terminology, that suggests
a greater overall equality.84

Walter, at the beginning of Book II, adopts a similar procedure: on the
one hand, though Aelred refers to him as “brother [ frater]” (p. 69, II.1)
while he, like Ivo, thinks of himself as “your son [puero tuo]” (p. 70, II.6),
Walter also phrases their hierarchical relationship in such a way as to
suggest another exchange of roles. Complaining that Aelred had, that day,
neglected the monks in favor of outsiders, he asks “who could preserve his
patience through a whole day seeing those agents of Pharaoh getting your
full attention, while we, to whom you are particularly indebted [quibus
specialiter debitor es], were not able to gain even so much as a word with
you?” (p. 69, II.2). Aelred as abbot in some sense “owes” his inferiors his
attention, but the language of indebtedness places him in the position of
beneficiary in the monastery’s emotional economy. The same is true of
Aelred’s friendship with the irascible man of Book III: on the one hand,
Aelred must take the active role and can “restrain an outburst at any time
by a mere nod, even when it is already breaking forth into speech” (p. 100,
III.37). But on the other hand, it is apparently just as often that the
unnamed friend must take on this active role, and reprove or restrain his
monastic superior’s own anger or other inappropriate outburst:

How often has the nod of my friend restrained or extinguished the flame of
anger aroused within me and already bursting forth into public gaze! How
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frequently his rather severe demeanor has repressed the unbecoming word
already on my lips! How often when carelessly breaking into laughter, or
lapsing into idleness, I have recovered a proper dignity at his approach!
(p. 120, III.103)85

While the social hierarchy cannot really be eliminated, Aelred imaginatively
performs, in the dramatic course of the dialogue itself, the repositioning of
friends on different social levels recommended by Cicero’s Laelius. This
performative trying-out of active and passive roles allows that recommen-
dation to be embodied in a way that never occurs in Cicero’s text. While
hierarchical difference is acknowledged, it is used to play out the possibil-
ity of differences within the self—active/passive, benefactor/beneficiary,
and so on—as well. Cicero’s dialogues never allow for the kind of internal
self-deviation that we find in Aelred, as we do in Plato’s Socrates.

The modern reader is apt to find an element of gender in these perfor-
mative exchanges of role: an active superiority that takes authority, in the
Middle Ages as in Greco-Roman civilization, is likely to be gendered mas-
culine, while the passive partner who accepts his superior’s orders is lower
on the social hierarchy and is likely to be gendered feminine, a division of
roles justified medically and legally in the Middle Ages, as well as in popu-
lar opinion.86 From that perspective, the sequential performance of domi-
nance and submission by both Aelred and his monks in these passages
suggests as well a certain fluidity in gender identity. Certainly the tradition
of allegorical interpretation of the Song of Songs cited above allows Aelred
to identify himself with the Song’s bride, longing for “the kiss of his mouth”
(p. 77, II.27).

Both Plato and Cicero exclude the feminine from their discussions of
male–male desire, sameness, and difference: not only are no women actu-
ally present in these debates, but, perhaps surprisingly to a modern reader,
the very language in which their discussions are couched refuses femininity
in its examination of sameness and difference: the metaphors are of master
and slave, hunter and hunted, political opponents, and so on but never of
male and female or masculine and feminine. What for the modern reader
are the primary categories of difference—male/female—are excluded.
Aelred’s figurative language, referring though it does to the all-male world
of the monastery, brings gender to the discussion of sameness and differ-
ence, and it is the Judeo-Christian scriptures that allow him to do so, not
only the Song of Songs but Genesis and the Gospels as well.87

In a sense, the church’s literal condemnation of same-sex eroticism is
transformed by Aelred’s references to Genesis (and later biblical texts’
reinterpretations of Genesis), in which the monastery is reimagined as an
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all-male Garden of Eden, with masculine friends taking on the roles of so
many Adams and Eves. The theme is introduced in Book I, with a refer-
ence to the Gospel of John’s citation of Genesis ( John 15:16):

For spiritual friendship, which we call true, should be desired, not for
consideration of any worldly advantage or for any extrinsic cause, but from
the dignity of its own nature and the feelings of the human heart, so that its
fruition and reward is [sic] nothing other than itself. Whence the Lord in the
Gospel says: “I have appointed you that you should go, and should bring
forth fruit,” that is, that you should love one another. For true friendship
advances by perfecting itself, and the fruit [ fructus] is derived from feeling
the sweetness of that perfection. (pp. 60–61, I.45–46)

The references to fruit, whether desirable, as here, or forbidden, as in
Genesis, will recur throughout the dialogue, and serve as one of its unify-
ing images.88 Here Aelred cites, and reinterprets, the gospel’s previous
reinterpretation of the divine command in Genesis to “be fruitful and
multiply” (Gen. 1:28), but the fruitfulness in this case refers to spiritual
friendships among Aelred’s monks, rather than the original injunction to
sexual reproduction.89 In this move from Genesis to John to Aelred’s own
text, male–female sex thus becomes the sign of male–male friendships, the
spiritual sweetness taking the place of the fruits of physical reproduction,
that is, offspring. Monastic friends become the spiritual equivalents of
Adam and Eve in the Garden.90

The Genesis theme is continued more explicitly as Book I proceeds.
Speaking of the Creation (Gen. 2:18–22), Aelred again uses it to demon-
strate the divine origin of male friendship:

Finally, when God created man, in order to commend more highly the good
of society, he said: “it is not good for man to be alone: let us make him a
helper like unto himself.” It was from no similar, nor even from the same,
material that divine Might formed this help mate, but as a clearer inspiration
to charity and friendship he produced the woman from the very substance
of the man. How beautiful it is that the second human being was taken from
the side of the first, so that nature might teach that human beings are equal
and, as it were, collateral, and that there is in human affairs neither a superior
nor an inferior, a characteristic of true friendship. (p. 63, I.57)

The function of human sexual difference91 here is not reproduction, but
rather to provide a model of friendship. For Aelred, this difference does not
rule out similarity or even identity; indeed, that which scripture presents as
sex differences are to be decoded as symbols of spiritual sameness. It might

66 Dialogue and Deviance: Male–Male Desire



seem as if difference is simply being erased in passages like this, but the very
fact that Aelred chooses to use the moment of primal sex/gender differen-
tiation as his model of friendship is itself suggestive: the sameness of friends
is similar to, and in some sense based on, the difference between the sexes.
This passage also suggests the extent to which Aelred presents social hierar-
chies as cultural constructs rather than as inherent givens: the monastery
may have to live within conventional hierarchies, but they are not to be
mistaken for nature. This may, indeed, be precisely what allows Aelred and
his monks their performative exchange of roles.

For Aelred, the meaning of the passage just quoted is thus that “nature
from the very beginning implanted the desire for friendship and charity in
the heart of a man” (p. 63, I.58). Friendship and sex difference are here
imagined as, not exactly identical, but mutually productive of meaning.
Aelred returns to the Edenic imagery in Book III, when he asks Walter
whether, if he were in Adam’s position, his dominion over the creatures
could be enjoyed without a friend:

Let us imagine that the whole human race has been taken out of the world
leaving you as the sole survivor. . . . And consider yourself also as transformed
to that ancient state, having all creatures under your dominion, “all sheep and
oxen; moreover, the beasts of the fields, the birds of the air, and the fishes of
the sea that pass through the paths of the sea.” Tell me now, whether without
a companion [socio] you could enjoy all these possessions? (p. 110, III.77)

The quotation is drawn from Psalm 8:8–9, but the reference to having
dominion over the other creatures places it once more in the context of
Genesis, and specifically of Adam’s situation before the creation of Eve (Gen.
1:26). Once again the relationship of Adam and Eve is transmuted into an
image of monastic male–male companionship, the literal, sexual level of the
male–female reproductive function again being used as a figure for affection-
ate relations between men. This point is immediately made explicit.
Describing the monastery, Aelred again employs Edenic or paradisal imagery:

The day before yesterday, as I was walking the round of the cloister of the
monastery, the brethren were sitting around forming as it were a most loving
crown. In the midst, as it were, of the delights of paradise with the leaves,
flowers, and fruits of each single tree, I marveled. In that multitude of
brethren I found no one whom I did not love, and no one by whom, I felt
sure, I was not loved. (p. 112, III.82)

Eden has now explicitly become identified with the all-male world of the
monastery, its fruits, as suggested in Book I, taking not the forbidden form,
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but the ideal one imagined in Book I: they are the delights of monastic
friendship. This is Eden as it should be, the earthly paradise—a foretaste of
heaven, not the Eden corrupted by temptation and sin. This is perhaps
the dialogue’s ultimate example of the exchange of roles: the brethren
have become so many Adams and Eves, all equally loving and beloved.
The constant evocation of Adam and Eve as the model of friendship for
men accommodates both difference and similarity; indeed, they come to
seem mutually dependent, as even gender roles are constantly exchanged
and performatively tried out, rather than being rigidly policed. As each of
Aelred’s monastic friends, and Aelred himself, take on the roles of Adam
and Eve, dominant and submissive, masculine and feminine, the monastery
also comes to be seen as a refuge from the outside world’s hierarchical
norm. Aelred’s dialogue, in fact, is remarkable in its attempt to include
the feminine without introducing hierarchy (an attempt doomed to failure,
of course, in the dominant discourse of his medieval Christian environ-
ment). Friendship is again established as a relation of equals, though this
equality is more complex for Aelred than for either Plato or Cicero. For
Aelred it is a matter of performatively trying out these different roles in
different relationships rather than of assuming the equality of rigidly
unchanging social identities, and dialogue is the genre suitable to such a
performance: the Judeo-Christian scriptures allow Aelred a certain fluid-
ity in masculine status that a Roman writer like Cicero could not counte-
nance. It is also a fluidity that allows him to imagine himself and his
fellow monks as partners in the prototypical marriage of Adam and Eve,92

and that thus allows a certain male–male erotics back into his theory of
friendship.

Aelred’s best-known image of male–male marriage is drawn from his
earlier treatise entitled The Mirror of Charity (Speculum caritatis). While the
relationship of Jesus and the apostle John is invoked as the justification of
spiritual friendship, that relationship is itself characterized, in highly erotic
language, as a marriage:

Lest someone think that this very holy sort of charity should seem reproach-
able [improbandum], our Jesus himself, lowering (Himself ) to our condition
in every way, suffering all things for us and being compassionate towards us,
transformed it by manifesting his love. To one person, not to all, did he grant a
resting-place on his most sacred breast in token of his special love, so that the
virginal head might be supported by the flowers of his virginal breast, and
the fragrant secrets of the heavenly bridal-chamber [thalami ] might instill
the sweet scents of spiritual perfumes on his virginal attachments more
abundantly because more closely.93
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Boswell points out that thalamus must refer to marriage in twelfth-century
Latin,94 and suggests that “Aelred’s idealization of love between men was
a dramatic break with the traditions of monasticism, which had urged
since the time of Basil and Benedict that particular friendships of any
sort—especially passionate ones—were a threat to monastic harmony
and asceticism,” but that in Jesus, “he could invoke an authority higher
than that of Benedict, Basil, or even his hero Augustine.”95 To be
sure, the chastity of this male–male marriage is emphasized throughout;
nevertheless, it is a marriage—or spiritual friendship—based on passion-
ate love. In Dollimore’s terms, the dominant society’s most valued icon is 
here subject to a perverse transvaluation suggesting that the deviant—
the “reproachable,” as Aelred calls it—is already contained within the
dominant.

In a similar fashion, the Spiritual Friendship likens the corporeal kiss
between friends to that which unites bride and bridegroom, as we have
already seen, and uses the language of union usually reserved for marriage as
a way of discussing friendship throughout (e.g., p. 103, III.48). The
monastic life, and this eroticized male–male friendship, are thus repre-
sented as a highly desirable deviation from the external world’s dominant
male–female norm, while the condition of friendship itself, as in Plato, is
also construed as deviance: the loved one is neither identical nor opposite,
but can take on a variety of roles, including gender roles, and may there-
fore best be understood as another “region close by,” proximate, a deviation
from the self, which is also fluid in its own self-deviation.

The dramatic form of Aelred’s dialogue itself reflects this notion of
friendship as deviance. Unlike Laelius’ or even Socrates’ interlocutors,
Aelred’s play a genuinely dialogic role in his text; in Books II and III Walter
and Gratian even have their own relationship independent of Aelred, one
that is more fully developed even than that between Lysis and Menexenus.
Whereas the latter friendship is mentioned from time to time in Plato’s dia-
logue, it is not dramatically developed throughout the text as Walter’s and
Gratian’s is: joking, teasing, competing for Aelred’s attention—the modern
reader is tempted to say flirting—with each other, their friendship has a
mimetic plausibility that is of literary interest in its own right, regardless of
the dialogue’s philosophical component. They seem to be on one of
the lower rungs of friendship, in fact, in that they are not of one mind, and
yet perhaps also to be developing the higher form of friendship Aelred
recommends.

Thus Gratian’s first appearance in Book II immediately follows
Walter’s enthusiastic response to his reading of Book I; he also invokes
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the ladder of friendship:

Walter : . . . But what you said last, the statement which aroused me so
completely and almost carried me away from all earthly things,
I desire to hear developed more fully, namely that among the stages
leading to perfection friendship is the highest.

But see, here comes our friend Gratian, and quite opportunely.
I might rightly call him friendship’s child for he spends all his
energy in seeking to be loved and to love. It is opportune he came
along, since he might be too eager for friendship and be deceived
by its mere semblance, mistake the counterfeit for the true, the
imaginary for the real, the carnal for the spiritual.

Gratian: I thank you for your courtesy, brother. One not invited but rather
boldly imposing himself, you grant a place at the spiritual banquet.
But if you thought that I should be called friendship’s child in
earnest and not in jest, I should have been sent for at the begin-
ning of this talk, and then I would not have had to lay aside due
modesty and make a display of my eagerness. Nevertheless, Father,
continue where you began, and for my sake set something on the
table, so that, if I cannot be satisfied as he is (for after consuming
I know not how many courses, he summons me now to the rem-
nants of the banquet of which he has grown disdainful), I may at
least be able to be refreshed a little. (pp. 73–74, II.15–17)

The encounter’s joking tone, as Gratian points out, is also more than slightly
bitchy: Walter suggests that Gratian, as is implied by his name (derived from
gratia, charm or the quality of being pleasing), is somewhat promiscuous in
his pursuit of friendship among the monks, and may be too satisfied with the
carnal variety to be able to distinguish it from the spiritual. Indeed, from this
perspective Gratian (similar to Ivo in Book I) seems like the young Aelred, in
constant pursuit of unstable loves among the other young men with whom
he is associated. Gratian’s form of desire, if Water is correct, may be of the sort
Aelred must reject; but as we have seen, this carnal love may also be a rung
on the ladder leading to spiritual friendship. Certainly Gratian is eager to par-
ticipate in Walter’s conversation with Aelred, in part, perhaps, because of jeal-
ousy (his references to being fed the leftovers from Walter’s banquet suggest
hurt feelings beneath their jesting tone even as the metaphor suggests a liter-
ally carnal understanding of the spiritual conversation), but also because of
genuine eagerness for instruction in friendship. The two monks are on
friendly terms at the same time that they are rivals; it is, in other words, an
example of the friendship that includes deviance, which we also find illus-
trated elsewhere in the text. Nevertheless, as is also suggested elsewhere, this
kind of friendship seems to be included in the dialogue at this point precisely
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as an answer to Walter’s desire, aroused by Aelred’s Book I: Gratian’s entrance
is a dramatically meaningful one, suggesting a future for their relationship
despite, or even because of, their differences.

Gratian, indeed, believes that there are no limits to friendship, and
Walter’s better-informed disagreement leads to their next friendly
argument:

Walter : . . . I should like you to set up a definite limit for friendship,
particularly on account of Gratian here, that he may not, in accor-
dance with his name, be so eager to be gracious that he recklessly
becomes vicious.

Gratian: I sincerely appreciate your thoughtful concern for me; and if I were
not hampered by my eagerness to hear, I should, perhaps, take my
revenge on you now. (p. 78, II.31–32)

The (joking) accusation, again, is one of carnality and even vice: it is
difficult for the modern reader not to find in Gratian the representation of
a man who is overeager in his carnal affection for other men—and
one whose desires are treated with considerable indulgence, not only by
Walter’s teasing, but by the image of him recorded in Aelred’s text as well.
It is Walter’s difference from him—his further progress up the ladder of
friendship—as well as Gratian’s own eagerness for instruction from Aelred
that may lead Gratian himself to a higher understanding of friendship.96

This is to say that the dialogue form itself is crucial: its representation of
difference and of the productive interaction of a variety of voices (not just
the voice of Aelred the master) produces the possibility of change, as
opposed to the static, nondialogic self-identity of Cicero’s Laelius. Thus
Gratian himself is eventually drawn to an appreciation of spiritual friend-
ship, though his teasing rivalry with Walter never disappears.97

This is not to suggest that difference is eliminated. Indeed, as Walter and
Gratian draw closer together in their views, they start challenging Aelred’s
own argumentation, for example in pointing out his inconsistency as
regards the doctrine of sameness. As we have seen, the theory of friendship
as identity gives way before Aelred’s concrete examples of difference within
friendship, and Walter does not hesitate to point out the contradiction:
“your former friend has passed away, and this other has satisfied you,
although we do not see how [licet nos non uiderimus] . . .” (pp. 95–96,
III.21). Unlike Cicero’s On Friendship, and even unlike Plato’s Lysis, the
Spiritual Friendship does not insist on the interlocutors’ complete agree-
ment with the main speaker, or, therefore, on an ultimate univocality.

Indeed, Aelred stresses this point from the beginning: when Ivo in Book
I requests a specifically Christian theory of friendship to supplement or
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replace Cicero’s, Aelred declares “I confess I have been won over, but, not
knowing myself or the extent of my own ability, I am not going to teach
you anything about these matters but rather to discuss [conferam] them
with you. For you yourself have opened the way for both of us . . .” (p. 53,
I.9). Rather than Cicero’s declamatio, Aelred offers to “discuss” the issues,
and allows Ivo to set the agenda. In fact, this passage suggests that, as for
Plato, the pursuit of friendship requires by its very nature a multiplicity of
voices. It also implies a rebuke to Cicero: rather than the language of coer-
cion that Laelius employs in his agreement to discuss friendship, Aelred
prefers the language of persuasion or winning over. He also prefers the lan-
guage of desire, as we have seen: “this conference of ours, like spiritual food
and drink, will be more enjoyable to you because of the intense longing
preceding it.” Dialogue, like friendship itself, is a matter of desire. Aelred’s
own text, then, is itself in dialogue with Cicero’s, from whose supposed
truth it constantly, dialogically, deviates.

Perhaps it is not surprising that Aelred’s followers—those like Thomas
of Frakaham and Peter of Blois who in subsequent decades created imita-
tions and epitomes of the Spiritual Friendship—both removed the dialogues
from Aelred’s text and, in McGuire’s words, “castrated it,”98 leaving out
“individual and personal examples” and attempting “to make a theoretical
treatise out of what had been an artistic and spiritual whole.”99 In the
period of Peter Damian and Thomas Aquinas, the discussion of desiring
relations among the members of a monastic community may have seemed
more palatable the less it was personalized through dialogue, and the more
monological its authority became.
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2. Spiritual Erotics: From 
Plato’s Symposium to Sade’s La
Philosophie dans le boudoir

Philosophers and other writers obviously continued to address the
question of friendship after the twelfth century, and often did so with
particular reference to Plato and Socrates; Montaigne is a prime

example. However, after the important work of Aelred and his adaptors,
they did so less frequently, and less influentially, in the dialogue form.1 The
specific tradition examined in the preceding chapter—the dialogue
tradition initiated by Plato’s Lysis—was thus most influential in Roman and
medieval culture. Western European intellectuals of the early modern
period, as classical Greek became a more important focus of their
education, and as ancient Greek texts became more widely available in
printed editions, regained direct access to Plato’s works (as distinct from the
indirect transmission of his ideas by Latin authors such as Cicero), and
their preference for those Platonic works most amenable to neoplatonic
Christianization established certain of the dialogues—notably the
Symposium and the Republic—as Plato’s masterpieces, a valuation still
widely accepted.

The Symposium in particular, especially as interpreted by Marsilio
Ficino, had a profound influence on Renaissance thought, and its nach-
leben, as a recent commentator has suggested, “is very nearly as broad as the
breadth of humane letters in the West.”2 In this chapter I cannot attempt
an overview of this vast nachleben, nor shall I even attempt a “reading” of
the Symposium as a whole.3 But a number of Renaissance dialogues (espe-
cially those composed in sixteenth-century Italy), taking their cue from
Diotima’s speech in the Symposium, rethink the Platonic body/soul
hierarchy, and especially the question of the physicality or spirituality
of male–male erotic desire, in terms appropriate to their own cultural



circumstances. In this chapter, therefore, I examine these questions as they
are raised in the Symposium itself and subsequently reinterpreted in the
Italian Renaissance—and, later, in the French Enlightenment. I consider a
larger number of texts in this chapter than in the preceding one, and for
that reason I am unable to provide such close readings as I attempted there.
But the terms in which male–male desire was considered in the Lysis and
the dialogues derived from it—sameness and difference, body and soul,
deviation—remain to a large extent in place in the dialogues I examine
here, so that close reading may now profitably give way to a broader view
appropriate to the Symposium’s greater influence.

The Symposium, in some ways the most “literary” of Plato’s dialogues,
takes place at a drinking party held in the home of the tragic poet Agathon,
in celebration of his victory in the annual dramatists’ competition at the
festival of Dionysus.4 The dialogue consists, for the most part, of the
various guests’ speeches in praise of Love (or Eros, the god of love), and
their responses to one another’s speeches. Unlike the early Lysis, with its
constantly deviating structure of thought, which never alights on a final
true doctrine, the Symposium, probably written in the mature middle
period of Plato’s philosophical career,5 does propose, in Socrates’ speech, a
single doctrine of love that Socrates declares to be the truth, while the other
speeches are deemed false, or at least incomplete. Furthermore, in adum-
brating this true doctrine of love, Socrates—or Diotima, the woman whose
teachings on this subject Socrates claims to be quoting in his speech—also
outlines the more general Platonic Theory of Forms, making the
Symposium a cornerstone in our understanding of Plato’s middle-period
philosophy more generally. For the Symposium, like other dialogues com-
posed in this period, and unlike the earlier “Socratic” dialogues such as the
Lysis, enunciates Plato’s own theories rather than Socrates’, and turns
Socrates into a spokesman for his follower’s ideas.

The dialogue’s structure is even more complex than I have suggested so
far, because the dialogue presents the symposium, or drinking party, itself
to the reader at several removes: it is supposed to have taken place at some
point in the dialogue’s “past,” and in the dialogue’s “present” is being
described for the benefit of someone who wasn’t there. This point is impor-
tant for the establishment of the singular truth of Diotima’s doctrine.

Briefly, we are first introduced to a certain Apollodorus and his anony-
mous friend; the friend has asked Apollodorus for a description of
Agathon’s symposium. Apollodorus responds, not with a flashback to the
symposium itself, but rather by recalling a similar encounter he had a few
days earlier with another friend, Glaucon, who also asked for information
about the famous party, because his previous sources were unable to give a

74 Dialogue and Deviance: Male–Male Desire



clear description (172a–b). Apollodorus notes that the symposium in
question took place years earlier, when Apollodorus and his friends were
still children, and that Apollodorus himself had therefore not been present
at it; he has heard the story of the symposium from yet another, older
acquaintance, Aristodemus of Cydathenaeum, who was present at the
symposium, and whose version of the events was later corroborated by
Socrates himself (172b–173b). Apollodorus agrees to tell his friend what he
told Glaucon, which is what Aristodemus told him (173c–174a); the
remainder of the text recounts what Aristodemus remembered of the actual
symposium: some of the speeches he remembered clearly, others less clearly
(like that of Phaedrus [178a]), still others not at all (like those given
between the speeches of Phaedrus and of Pausanias [180c]). Most impor-
tantly, there is no indication that Aristodemus has forgotten anything of
Socrates’ speech, in which the latter invoked Diotima’s doctrine of love
(201d–212c).

Structurally, then, the situation is as follows: (1) Diotima’s speech (2) is
remembered and recounted by Socrates in his speech, which (3) is remem-
bered and recounted in the account Aristodemus gives to Apollodorus,
which (4) Apollodorus remembers and recounts in the account he gives
to Glaucon, which (5) Apollodorus again remembers and repeats to
the anonymous friend and hence to the reader. Diotima’s teachings, in this
somewhat diagrammatic view of the dialogue’s structure, thus appear as
the central and originary moment for the doctrine being presented here
as true, a doctrine that—unlike the ideas contained in the other speeches—
has been passed on unchanged through the years, from speaker to speaker
to speaker. As I suggested above, this strategy is important in establishing
the truth of Diotima’s teachings: if, as she says, eros is the desire for immor-
tality through “the procreation and begetting of children in the beautiful” 
(p. 151, 206e),6 then Diotima’s teachings are, unlike the other speeches that
Aristodemus has in whole or in part forgotten, demonstrably—precisely by
their survival through many years and in the memory of many different
speakers—among the progeny she describes as “more immortal
[�θανατωτéρων]” (p. 154, 209c) than physical children. The very structure
of this dialogue thus demonstrates the truth of one of its central doctrines,
eros as a path to immortality through the begetting of immortal “children,”
and the eternal truth of this doctrine, as proven by the dialogue’s structure,
is quite different from the Lysis’ constant deviations, both structural and
doctrinal.7 We shall return to Diotima’s speech shortly.

Despite the various other opinions expressed, then, the Symposium
demonstrates that there is a single, true doctrine of Love or eros; retrospec-
tively, the other speeches must therefore be understood as deviations from
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this truth. They are not, certainly, opposed to it, and yet they are not
identical with it either; as many commentators have noted, each of the
earlier speeches contains some portion of the final, true doctrine of love,
which will be transformed when placed in the context of Diotima’s teach-
ings and contribute to the final whole.8 (Ironically, one of these speeches—
Aristophanes’—has achieved greater immortality, at least in popular
culture, than Diotima’s.9) Before returning to Socrates and Diotima, I
examine, briefly, the preceding speeches in terms of what they may have to
contribute to our understanding of the place of male–male desire, deviance,
and dialogue itself, in Plato’s doctrine and in the dialogues written under
Plato’s influence. I then return to Socrates and Diotima to examine how
these preceding ideas deviate from Plato’s “true” doctrine.

As in the Lysis, Socrates, as Aristodemus recalls their encounter, is on his
way somewhere, namely to Agathon’s party, and as in the Lysis, he is initially
distracted from his goal. In some ways, however, the situation is now
reversed: whereas in that dialogue, Socrates was distracted from pursuing his
way toward the Lyceum by the promise of beautiful boys, and never did reach
either his geographical or his philosophical goal, in the Symposium he is dis-
tracted from the symposium’s pleasures of the flesh by those of the intellect:
he pauses in thought on the porch, a distraction his host perceives as the pur-
suit of wisdom (175d). In both cases, however, the physical pursuit of erotic
desire comes to be understood as a lesser goal than the pursuit of philosoph-
ical truth, a goal that, as I have suggested, Socrates does claim to reach in the
Symposium. Nevertheless, the speeches, including Socrates’, that make up the
greater part of the dialogue do, like the Lysis, take eros as their starting point.

One of the guests, Eryximachus, proposes that they should drink only
moderately and send away the flute-girl in favor of a more philosophical
form of entertainment, the aforementioned speeches in praise of the god
Eros, and also suggests that he originally got the idea for such speeches
from Phaedrus. This is an important moment, as R. E. Allen points out:
the speeches are not to be merely descriptive, but must be encomia to Eros,
a god who also had a dark and even destructive side in ancient Greek
culture.10 It seems possible that Eryximachus proposes this limit on the
speeches because he is himself in love with Phaedrus—he flatters Phaedrus
by calling him the “father of the discourse” (p. 117, 177d), and admits
that he wishes to “gratify him” (p. 117, 177c; the verb is charisasthai
[χαρíσασθαι], which will shortly be used by Pausanias to describe physical
gratification). As in the Lysis, discourse on the relations between men (for
the eros praised in these speeches is usually, though not always, of the type
that occurs between males) is initially understood as a mode of male–male
seduction. In any case, the other guests agree to Eryximachus’ proposal.

76 Dialogue and Deviance: Male–Male Desire



Phaedrus himself makes the first speech, or at least the first that
Aristodemus remembered, and it introduces the very concern with sameness
and difference that played such an important role in the Lysis. Phaedrus sug-
gests that Eros, being the oldest of the gods (according to Hesiod and oth-
ers), is also “cause to us of greatest goods. For I cannot say what good is
greater, from youth on, than a worthy lover [erastes (�ραστ%ς)], and for a
lover, a worthy beloved [paidika (παιδικá)]” (p. 118, 178c). The syntax,
though not necessarily the content, of this sentence suggests a kind of mutu-
ality or reciprocity that was not part of the typical Athenian social doctrine
of pederasty, in which only the elder party experienced erotic desire. This
impression is quickly confirmed: Phaedrus at first tends to emphasize the
likeness of erastes and eromenos rather than their differences, despite using
the term paidika, which emphasizes the beloved’s youthfulness: they tend to
respond to each other in the same way. Thus, in a famous passage,

I say then that a man in love, if discovered doing something shameful, or
suffering it from another and failing through cowardice to defend himself,
would not be so pained at being seen by his father or friends or anyone else as
by his beloved [paidikon (παιδικlν)]. We see this same thing too in the
beloved [eromenon (�ρẃµενον)], that it is especially before his lovers [tous eras-
tas (τοùς �ραστàς)] that he feels shame when seen in something shameful. If
then there were some device so that a city or an army might be made up of
lovers and their beloveds [eraston te kai paidikon (�ραστlν τε καì παιδικlν)],
it is not possible that they could govern their own affairs better than by abstain-
ing from all things shameful and vying for honor among themselves; fighting
side by side, men of this sort [hoi toioutoi (ο& τοιοvτοι)] would be victorious
even if they were but few among nearly all mankind. (p. 118, 178d–179a)

While Phaedrus does go on to discuss lovers alone, in this passage he seems
deliberately to refrain from distinguishing between the behavior of the
erastes and the eromenos or paidika. What would be true of the lover—his
feelings of pain if his beloved were to observe him either doing something
shameful or allowing it to be done to him—would also, we are told, be
equally true of the beloved, whose behavior in this sense is therefore indis-
tinguishable from that of the lover. Even more intriguingly, their imagined
behavior in a hypothetical army of lovers is also the same, and although
these imagined soldier-lovers are initially described according to their tra-
ditional roles of erastes and paidika, they are eventually assimilated to one
another in the collective term hoi toioutoi, translated here as “men of this
sort.” Love here seems to have the same effect on both parties; rather than
maintaining the strict division of erastes and eromenos so important to
aristocratic Athenian pederastic culture, they are made the same.
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While Phaedrus does also discuss what lovers (erontes [�ρlντες]) alone
will do—die for the one they love—he does so in such a way as again to
confuse the categories. His first example, oddly enough, is Alcestis, who
dies for her husband; for women as well as men can apparently be lovers in
this sense. The gods honored Alcestis for her “zeal and virtue concerning
Eros” (p. 119, 179c). Orpheus provides a negative counterexample, because
he went in pursuit of Eurydice while still alive, rather than dying for her,
and was duly punished. The third case considered is that of Achilles, like
Alcestis explicitly contrasted with Orpheus because he “dared choose to
help his lover [erastei (�ραςτi)] Patroclus and avenge him, not only dying
in behalf of but also in addition to the slain” (p. 120, 179e).

However, whereas Alcestis was imagined as the lover, Achilles is now the
beloved; Phaedrus has moved from praise of the lover’s self-sacrifice for the
beloved’s sake to praise of the beloved’s identical self-sacrifice for the lover’s
sake, again deliberately confusing the two roles, as he emphasizes at the end
of his speech:

Aeschylus talks nonsense in claiming that Achilles was the lover of Patroclus
[Achillea Patroklou eran (’Aχιλλéα Πατρóκλου �ρα̃ν)], when he was not only
more beautiful than Patroclus but doubtless than all the other heroes too,
and still beardless, since he was very much younger, as Homer tells. For
though the gods really do honor this virtue of Eros in the highest degree,
they marvel and admire and reward it still more when the beloved [eromenos
(�ρẃµενος)] cherishes the lover [erasten (�ραστ%ν)] than when the lover cher-
ishes the beloved. For lover is more divine than beloved: the god is in him
and he is inspired. That is also why they honored Achilles more than Alcestis,
and sent him to the Isles of the Blest. (p. 120, 180a–b)

Whereas Phaedrus initially claimed that only the lover would die for the
beloved, by the end of his speech he has reversed his position, and now sug-
gests that the beloved may die for the lover as well, and even that the gods
find this kind of self-sacrifice more worthy than the other: because the lover
is actually possessed by the god Eros himself, he is less responsible for his
own worthy actions than is the beloved. But, unaffected by the god’s dic-
tates, the worthy actions of the eromenos are entirely his own doing, and
therefore more deserving of the gods’ rewards in the afterlife. The roles of
erastes and eromenos are, thus, first distinguished from each other, with
greater favor going to the lover, who alone is capable of self-sacrifice for
love; the roles are then confused, as the lover Alcestis and the beloved
Achilles are equated, both in their self-sacrifice and in their difference from
the counterexample of Orpheus; finally, they are distinguished again: both
are capable of similar self-sacrifices, but now greater favor goes to the
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beloved. The overall effect of the speech as a whole, then, is to blur and
confuse the boundaries between erotic roles. After Phaedrus’ speech, they
seem harder to tell apart—that is, more alike—than at any other point in
the dialogue.

Phaedrus may simply be a logically confused character, as many com-
mentators claim;11 his speech may also be his, or even Plato’s, deliberate
attempt, at least for the sake of argument, to reduce the unlikeness of lover
and beloved, and thus to suggest that love, as is also suggested of friendship
early in the Lysis, requires—or in this case even produces—likeness. If the
themes of likeness and unlikeness were being explored in the Symposium as
they were in the Lysis, we might expect the following speeches to take
up the issue from other perspectives, and that is indeed what happens in the
next speech that Aristodemus remembers, that of Pausanias. Pausanias
emphasizes difference rather than sameness, drawing distinctions where
Phaedrus blurred boundaries.

For Pausanias, in fact, difference is built into the very nature of Eros, for
there are two Aphrodites, the Common (Pandemon [Πáνδηµον]) and the
Heavenly (Ouranian [O	ρáνιαν]), and thus two Erotes. (The god Eros is
sometimes understood as merely the agent of the goddess of sex, Aphrodite,
that is, as the one who carries out her general will in specific cases; but eros
may also refer to desire more generally, “something more than sex and
perhaps other than sex,” as Allen puts it.12) The Common Aphrodite
governs the desires of most men, who pursue both women and boys, desire
the body more than the soul, and therefore choose stupid partners who are
willing simply to provide physical pleasure. Their erotic lives are random,
good or bad according to chance (p. 121, 181a–c). Heavenly Aphrodite, on
the other hand, governs something like the idealized Athenian pederasty:
her followers are concerned exclusively with boys, and then only with those
of an appropriate age—“on the verge of getting a beard” (p. 121, 181d)—
and these relationships endure, in some unspecified form, throughout the
partners’ lives (pp. 121–122, 181c–d). Pausanias praises this form of eros,
perhaps because he is involved in a similar longstanding relationship with
Aristophanes. (Ongoing physical eroticism between adult males was
frowned upon, as one of them would have been imagined as necessarily
playing a subordinate role;13 it is, perhaps, for this reason that the precise
nature of this ideal lifelong relationship is not specified.)

Pausanias also draws a distinction among the practice of this form of eros
in various city-states: some consider that the “gratification of lovers is beau-
tiful” (kalon to charizesthai erastais [καλòν τò χαρíζεσθαι �ραςταrς]), oth-
ers that it is shameful (aischron [α�σχρòν]), while in Athens such judgments
are based on yet further discriminations (182a–b). The lover’s behavior is

Spiritual Erotics 79



encouraged if it is noble, that is, if the object of his pursuit is noble of soul,
regardless of looks; and while the beloved’s parents may discourage him
from gratifying a lover, this reluctance may be understood as a test of the
lover’s own nobility of soul (182b–184e): if he can contribute intelligence
and virtue to the beloved’s education, “it is beautiful for the beloved
[paidika (παιδικà)] to gratify the lover [erastei (�ραστi)]” (p. 125, 184e).

The partners in a love relationship, then, may be similar in terms of
their shared nobility of soul, but here, in opposition to Phaedrus’ speech,
the traditional distinction between the roles of lover and beloved is carefully
preserved, and further distinctions are added: those among the love cus-
toms of various peoples, those between the two Aphrodites and Erotes, and
most importantly the spiritual distinctions between their followers. Thus
the experience of love does not alter the nature of the soul, as it seems to
do for Phaedrus, but rather reveals the true nature of the soul as it already
exists. For Pausanias, the Heavenly Aphrodite includes pederasty and
excludes male–female desire and procreation, but not the physical expres-
sion of male–male desire, as long as the latter includes spiritual love. The
Common Aphrodite may include the physical expression of male–male
desire, but it also includes male–female sex and procreation, and excludes
spiritual love. It is thus a deviation from the norm established by the
Heavenly Aphrodite: it is in some sense like the Heavenly Aphrodite—both
inspire forms of erotic desire because both are, in fact, Aphrodite—but it is
also unlike the Heavenly Aphrodite in the crucial ways just discussed.
Pausanias, in sum, chooses to emphasize difference and deviance in his
encomium on love, where Phaedrus chose to emphasize sameness. As in
the Lysis, the problem of likeness and unlikeness remains at the heart of the
question of male–male desire. It is the desire between men and women that
is deviant for Pausanias, and, for the traditional Athenian, idealized ped-
erasty that provides the norm from which it deviates.

It ought to be Aristophanes’ turn to speak next, but he has the hiccups,14

and Eryximachus agrees to take his turn, with a speech that emphasizes eros
as universal harmony. He starts by invoking the notion of difference in
terms reminiscent of the speech of Pausanias:

For the nature of bodies has this twofold Eros; the health and sickness of the
body are admittedly different and unlike [heteron te kai anomoion (*τερóν τε

καì �νóµοιóν)], and what is unlike desires and loves unlike things. So the
Eros in the healthy body is one thing, that in the diseased body another. As
Pausanias just now said, it is beautiful to gratify what is good for men but
shameful to gratify the intemperate; so also among bodies themselves it is
beautiful to gratify what is good and healthy for each body, and it must be
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done, and this has the name of medicine, but it is shameful to gratify what
is bad and diseased, and it must not be gratified if one intends to be a real
practitioner. (p. 126, 186b–c)

One might understand Eryximachus’ speech as erasing human desire from
the discussion; here he turns instead to medical practice as a means of estab-
lishing likeness in the human body, and the rest of his speech suggests that
similar forms of harmony are the province of agriculture, music, astronomy,
and so on. But given his direct references to, and agreement with,
Pausanias’ speech, it seems more likely that his speech actually is an attempt
to establish the male–male desire praised by Pausanias as a model of uni-
versal harmony. For Eryximachus, though, it is not so much a question of
a hierarchy of norm and deviant as it is one of eliminating the deviant
entirely: health and sickness are presented as absolutes of good and bad,
and the function of medicine is to restore the good and get rid of the bad.
Sickness and evil are also associated with difference or unlikeness
(anomoion [�νóµοιóν]), which must thus also be purged in favor of the
harmony of like and like. Where Pausanias emphasizes difference and, as
we have seen, deviance at all levels as the nature of eros, Eryximachus
emphasizes the likeness and harmony of soul between partners as the model
of his definition of eros, universal harmony.15

Eryximachus also places the doctor in the role of eromenos, that is, of the
one who must choose between gratifying the “good and healthy” or the
“bad and diseased” as Pausanias suggested the eromenos might choose
between a spiritually worthy and an unworthy erastes. The job of the physi-
cian (or musician, or astronomer, or farmer) as eromenos is thus also to
eliminate the discordant elements and promote likeness; presumably the
same could be said of a literal eromenos. Where Eryximachus begins with
difference, then, he ends with eros as likeness.16

In all these discussions of likeness and unlikeness—both in the Lysis
and the later dialogues derived from it, and thus far in the Symposium—
what is for us in the modern West the primary category of difference,
anatomical sex, is for the most part left out of the discussion: for Plato
and for Cicero, and even to a great extent for Aelred (in spite of his
use of the metaphors of sex and gender difference), the assumption is
normally that the male sex is under discussion. Differences of class, age,
wealth, social status, personality, spiritual worth, and so on are always
assumed to be differences among men. The speech of Aristophanes intro-
duces sex differences into the discussion; however, even here they do not
prove to be the all-important categories that they have become in modern
culture.
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Aristophanes, having recovered from his hiccups, says that he will praise
the power of Eros by recounting a myth about “human nature and its con-
dition” (p. 130, 189d). His well-known story declares that human beings
were originally divided into three sexes, the male (children of the Sun), the
female (children of the Earth), and the androgyne (children of the Moon).
They were spherical beings, with two sets of genitalia (male for the males,
female for the females, and one of each for the androgynes), two faces, four
arms, four legs, and so on, apiece. They were such powerful beings that they
tried to displace the gods; therefore, in order to weaken them, Zeus cut
them all in two and eventually had Apollo rearrange the separate halves into
the form humans now take (pp. 130–131, 189d–191a). Zeus also, out of
pity, rearranged the genitals so that humans descended from the androgy-
nous sex may reproduce, and those descended from the males may find
erotic relief from their solitude, thus allowing them to “look after the other
concerns of life” (p. 132, 191c). Eros thus undertakes “to make one from
two, and to heal human nature.”

Each of us then is but the token [symbolon (σúµβολον)] of a human being,
sliced like a flatfish, two from one; each then ever seeks his matching token
[to hautou hekastos symbolon (τò α,τοv *καστος σúµβολον)]. Men sectioned
from the common sex, then called androgynous, are woman-lovers; the
majority of adulterers are from this sex, while on the other hand women
from this sex are man-lovers and adulteresses. Women sectioned from a
woman pay scant heed to men, but are turned rather toward women, and
lesbians [hetairistriai (-ταιρíοτριαι)] come from this sex. Those sectioned
from a male pursue the masculine; because they are slices of the male, they
like men while still boys, delighting to lie with men and be embraced by
them. These are the most noble boys and youths because they are by nature
most manly. Some say they’re most shameless, but they’re wrong: they don’t
do it out of shamelessness but out of boldness and courage and masculinity,
cleaving to what is like themselves [to homoion autois (τò !µοιον α	τοrς)]. A
great proof: actually, it is only men of this sort who, when they grow up,
enter on political affairs. When they reach manhood they love boys, and by
nature [physei (φúσει)] pay no heed to marriage and the getting of children
except as compelled to it by custom and law [nomou (νóµου)]; it suffices
them to live out their lives unmarried, with one another. So this sort
becomes wholly a lover of boys or a boy who loves having lovers, ever cleav-
ing to what is akin [suggenes (συγγενèς)]. (pp. 132–133, 191d–192b)

On the one hand, humans are here defined in part by their unique relation
to sexual differentiation: apparently unlike other creatures, humans are in
origin not sexually dimorphic, but trimorphic, and entirely self-contained;
Aristophanes does not discuss the Ur-humans’ capacity for reproduction,
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but apparently it is not sexual in nature, since sexual reproduction is
introduced only after they are split. Sex differences thus existed originally
in a wider variety, but less importance was attached to them, as they were
unnecessary to the propagation of the species. Eros, in fact, even after the
split, subsumes sexual difference within a larger sexual sameness: desire is
for the “matching token,” that is, the other half of the broken symbolon (an
object such as a knucklebone broken in half to make a contract, each party
keeping one of the halves), even in the case of the formerly androgynous
male–female couples; they, too, like the male–male and female–female
couples, are seeking “what is akin” (suggenes, suggesting both a congenital
similarity and a kinship), according to their original natures. As we saw in
the Lysis, kinship includes both sameness and difference: for male–female
couples, the sameness is in their androgynous origin, which insures that
they “match,” while their genital difference allows for reproduction; for
male–male couples, the sameness lies both in their origin and in their
genital sex (which, given the conventions of ancient Greek society, allows
them to focus on the nonreproductive aspects of existence, such as politics),
difference apparently being confined to age, as in traditional Athenian
pederasty. (The existence of “hetairistriai,” usually translated as “lesbians”
but perhaps more accurately as “female lovers of women,” is noted, but
their social role goes unexamined.) Difference or unlikeness thus has its role
to play—the two halves of the symbolon need not be identical, as long as
they fit together—but Aristophanes’ emphasis on “the desire and pursuit of
wholeness” (p. 133, 193a)—his definition of eros—inevitably values the
similarity of what “matches,” the fact that the halves of the symbolon are
halves of the same thing, over the elements of unlikeness within it.
Deviance—difference within similarity—for Aristophanes as for Socrates at
one moment in the Lysis, is essential to eros.

Aristophanes also introduces the idea of “nature” (physis) into the dis-
cussion, as the various forms this pursuit may take are ascribed to the orig-
inary natures of individuals. In addition, he agrees with Phaedrus and
Pausanias on the crucial spiritual component of true eros: “No one can
think that it is for the sake of sexual intercourse that the one so eagerly
delights in being with the other. Instead, the soul [psyche (ψυχ%)] of each
clearly wishes for something else it can’t put into words” (p. 133, 192c–d).
Both of these ideas will prove important in Diotima’s climactic speech.

However, one further speech remains before Socrates speaks of her.
Agathon’s encomium of Eros is preceded by his brief exchange with
Socrates, who tries to engage him in dialogue, but is prevented from doing
so by Phaedrus: “My dear Agathon, if you answer Socrates it will no longer
make the slightest difference to him how anything else turns out here, if
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only he has someone to converse with, especially someone handsome” 
(pp. 135–136, 194d). The scene is reminiscent of the Lysis: here as there,
logical argument is linked to erotic desire through sublimation. Socrates
delights in Agathon’s looks, but responds to them intellectually rather than
physically, once more, by implication, taking on the role of the true erastes.
While the Symposium’s speeches respond to one another, as we have seen,
true dialogue has been deferred, and is now deferred once more, though it
will reappear in Socrates’ response to Agathon’s speech, as will Socrates’ sta-
tus as the true lover.

In the meantime, Agathon is set up through his encomium as, in some
ways, a straw man for Socrates to demolish in the succeeding dialogue and
speech, though in other ways his speech, like the others, has something to
contribute to Diotima’s doctrine. Most commentators place it among the
weakest—as literature and as moral philosophy—of the Symposium’s
encomia.17 It is, rhetorically, a traditional encomium, filled with praise that
emphasizes corporeal beauty and youthfulness in “a singing heap of flatter-
ing adjectives.”18 For our purposes, it is most important to note that Agathon
defines the effects of Eros in terms of kinship, here opposed to “estrange-
ment”: “He empties us of estrangement [allotriotetos (�λλοτριóτητος)] but
fills us with kinship [oikeiotetos (ο�κειóτητος)], causing us to come together
in all such gatherings as these . . .” (p. 139, 197d). Here kinship is con-
trasted explicitly with allotriotes (�λλοτριóτης), estrangement, foreignness,
or alienation, rather than the enantiotes (�ναντιóτης) or anomoiotes
(�νοµοιóτης)—difference or unlikeness—that we have encountered in
Lysis and in the speech of Eryximachus. Allotriotes has a more specific
nuance of human relationality: whereas the other terms may be used of any
kind of difference, allotriotes is used of people’s relations with one another
(or with themselves). In this sense—although Agathon recognizes other
functions of eros similar to those raised by Eryximachus (197a–b)—when
it comes to our central concepts of like and unlike, he, like Aristophanes,
makes eros a matter of specifically human similarity and difference.
Whereas for Aristophanes, however, eros is that ancient identity that longs
to be reinstated, for Agathon eros creates new kinship in place of former
strangeness. Eros, that is, is itself—or himself—external to human beings
rather than an essential part of their makeup, a god rather than the univer-
sal impulse toward which both Eryximachus’ and Aristophanes’ speeches
tended to orient the discussion.

Socrates quickly dismantles Agathon’s “heap of flattering adjectives.”
Where Agathon praised the god as beautiful and good, Socrates returns to
the theme of eros or desire as lack familiar from the Lysis: “what desires,
desires what it lacks” (p. 142, 200b). Therefore, if Eros is the love of the
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beautiful and the good, it is precisely the beautiful and the good that it
must lack: “So if Eros is lack of beautiful things, and good things are beau-
tiful, he would also lack good things” (p. 143, 201c).

So much is quickly established in the dialogue following Agathon’s
speech; but the positive doctrine of love emerges not in the dialogue, but
only in the lessons of Diotima, remembered and recounted by Socrates in
his own speech. As I have suggested, and as many commentators have
noted, this speech draws on each of the former ones in formulating this
doctrine; indeed, this retrospective structure, in which Socrates speaks with
Diotima’s voice, which in turn “prophetically” includes the preceding
speeches, is perhaps the best example in Plato’s dialogues of Kristeva’s poly-
phonic, carnivalesque dialogism.19 As we have seen, the Symposium’s liter-
ary structure of memories within memories encourages a retrospective
reading, in which Diotima’s true doctrine is to be compared with the
others—now revealed as faulty or incomplete—that came before it. Such a
retrospective comparison, revealing as it does the partial truths as well as the
flaws in the preceding speeches, shows them to be deviations in the sense I
have been using this term: different from the singular truth revealed by
Socrates and Diotima, but also to some extent contained within it. The dif-
ferent is also, and simultaneously, the same; the unlike is also like. In this
sense, the philosophical structure of the Symposium as a whole is precisely
one of kinship, of differences that do not preclude a family resemblance,
similar to the kinship that often defines friendship and eros in the Lysis as
well as the Symposium’s earlier encomia.

Deviance also governs Diotima’s own doctrine of eros. Eros himself is a
deviant figure of the intermediate sort that helped define philia in the Lysis:
neither good nor beautiful, as we have seen, but, as Socrates remembers
Diotima telling him, “since you yourself agree that he is neither good nor
beautiful, do not any the more for that reason suppose he must be ugly and
bad, she said, but rather something between these two” (p. 145, 202b).
Eros at this point in the dialogue is an indeterminate figure, one that devi-
ates from all clear-cut definitions without occupying a clearly defined space
of his own: he differs from good and beautiful, bad and ugly, but he does
not differ absolutely. (This point is developed further in the myth of Poros
and Penia, 203a–e.) In fact, it transpires that Eros is also neither god nor
mortal, but intermediate between the two: “being in between both, it fills
the region between both so that the All [to pan (τò πãν)] is bound together
[sundedesthai (συνδεδéσθαι)] with itself ” (p. 146, 202e). The “All” or
“whole” (to pan) suggests a universal unity or harmony like that pro-
posed by Eryximachus, but it is a harmony composed of differences, in
need of eros to bind them: sundedesthai is a passive form of the verb 
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sundeo (συνδéω), to bind or tie different things together. Whereas
Eryximachus emphasizes the resulting harmony or unity itself, Diotima
places the emphasis on the necessary act of binding, allowing the deviations
that comprise the whole their continued existence along with the whole
itself. Eros is related to philosophy in the same way: not possessing wisdom,
but not so ignorant as to be unaware of his lack, he is thus a philosopher, a
lover of wisdom (203e–204c) and therefore of happiness and hence the
good (204c–205d). Here Diotima shows Aristophanes’ speech, too, to be a
deviation from her doctrine:

Yes, and a certain story is told, she said, that those in love are seeking the
other half of themselves. But my account is that love is of neither half nor
whole, my friend, unless it happens to be actually good, since people are will-
ing to cut off their own hands and feet if they think these possessions of
theirs are bad. For they each refuse, I think, to cleave even to what is their
own, unless one calls what is good kindred [oikeion (ο�κεrον)] and his own,
and what is bad alien [allotrion (�λλóτριον)]; because there is nothing else
that men love than the good. (p. 149, 205d–e)

Once again we should be reminded of Lysis: only the good may be con-
sidered lovers, as only the good may be considered eligible for friendship.
The kindred, oikeion (here opposed, as in Agathon’s speech, to the human
alien, allotrion), is what one cleaves to only if it is also the good; in fact,
goodness is an essential element of the truly kindred, since, as was suggested
in the Lysis, the bad cannot be akin even to themselves. Even so, the kin-
dred is not identical to the self, or it would not excite desire: it is what one
lacks, but not so completely that one cannot recognize it as that which one
lacks. Aristophanes’ speech, then, is itself lacking in this essential element;
in retrospect, it deviates from Diotima’s doctrine because it does not spec-
ify love of the good. But again, this deviation does not suggest complete
difference, either: Diotima does not exactly reject Aristophanes’ speech, but
implies that it may contain a partial truth, if the object of love is also
defined as good. Aristophanes’ speech is included in Diotima’s doctrine
even as it differs from it.20

Diotima’s metaphor for the “work” (ergon [�ργον]) of eros, the behavior
it actually incites, is drawn from conception and childbirth or begetting
(tokos [τóκος]) (p. 150, 206b), an image of women’s experience here
applied primarily to men. If eros is desire to possess the good, it must also
be desire to possess the good forever, since a noneternal possession would
be by definition less good (206a). Therefore, “Eros necessarily desires
immortality with the good . . . since its object is to possess the good for
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itself forever. It necessarily follows from this account, then, that Eros is also
love of immortality” (p. 151, 207a). Here “in the animal world,” as
Diotima says (p. 151, 207d), immortality can be achieved only through
begetting, “by giving birth, ever leaving behind a different new thing in
place of the old” (p. 152, 207d). Change is a characteristic of this world (as
distinct from the divine):

even in the time in which each single living creature is said to live and to be
the same—for example, as a man is said to be the same from youth to old
age—though he never has the same things in himself, he nevertheless is
called the same, but he is ever becoming new while otherwise perishing, in
respect to hair and flesh and bone and blood and the entire body.

And not only in respect to the body but also in respect to the soul [ten
psychen (τ%ν ψυχ%ν)], its characters and habits, opinions, desires, pleasures,
pains, fears are each never present in each man as the same, but some are
coming to be, others perishing. (p. 152, 207d–e)

The assumption of self-sameness “in the animal world” is replaced with a
radical self-difference not only of body, but even of soul: not merely the fact
of difference itself, but the continual process of differentiation rules this
world. Even here, this differentiation is imagined not as thoroughgoing
unlikeness or opposition, but rather as a deviation from an assumed norm
of sameness—“a man is said to be the same from youth to age”—but in this
case, it is the real difference within merely apparent sameness that is
emphasized. The longing for immortality—that is, the eternal continuation
of the same—is thus faced with the brute animal fact of change. Eros is
what counters change and allows for some kind of immortality.

But the immortality available to human beings is itself a form of
deviance. If giving birth is “leaving behind a different new thing in place of
the old,” mortals achieve immortality only through another process of dif-
ferentiation: “For it is in this way that all that is mortal is preserved: not by
being ever completely the same, like the divine, but by leaving behind, as
it departs and becomes older, a different new thing of the same sort as it
was” (p. 152, 208a–b). If the regular course of an individual human (or ani-
mal) life is one of constant differentiation from an assumed sameness, giv-
ing birth shifts the emphasis: it, too, produces something different, but
now it is the preserved element of sameness that is emphasized. In both
cases neither absolute likeness nor absolute unlikeness is at issue, but devi-
ation, sameness within difference or difference within sameness.

There are, of course, different sorts of immortality appropriate to dif-
ferent individuals, though what they have in common is desire “of procreation
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and begetting of children in the beautiful” (p. 151, 206c). Plato has
Diotima “prophetically” refer to the speech of Phaedrus by citing his exam-
ples of Alcestis and Achilles, whose immortality depends upon their having
begotten not human children but glory, “the fame of their own virtue
[athanaton mnemen aretes peri (�θáνατον µν�µην �ρετfς πéρι)]” (p. 153,
208d). (Again, a previous speech contributes to the true doctrine, but its
vision of eros is incomplete: here Alcestis and Achilles die not for love, but
for honor, as Allen points out.21) Diotima also “prophetically” draws upon
the speech of Pausanias in making this distinction between the eros involved
in pregnancy of the body and that of the soul, a distinction anticipated in
his differentiation of the two Aphrodites and Erotes. “Some men are preg-
nant in respect to their bodies, she said, and turn more to women and are
lovers in that way, providing in all future time, as they suppose, immortal-
ity and happiness for themselves through getting children” 
(p. 153, 208e). Although the noun “men” is not specified in the text, the
fact that they turn to women in order to have children demonstrates that it
is indeed the—pregnant—male sex to whom Diotima is referring here, and
the confusion of biological functions is interesting: as we have seen before,
sex and gender are not necessarily the primary cases of difference for
ancient writers as they are for moderns (perhaps because the power differ-
ential is so great that the male sex is always the default position, as it were,
even in cases of pregnancy—though the recurring example of Alcestis
would seem to suggest otherwise22). In any case, this assumption of male-
ness also argues that the following discussion refers to male–male eros in
particular, which would also follow from Pausanias’ distinction, though
again men are not initially specified. Those who achieve immortality by
begetting “practical wisdom,” including temperance and justice in particu-
lar, rather than human children, are pregnant in soul rather than in body
(208e–209a):

Others are pregnant in respect to their soul—for there are those, she said,
who are still more fertile in their souls than in their bodies with what it per-
tains to soul to conceive and bear. . . . whenever one of them is pregnant of
soul from youth, being divine, and reaches the age when he then desires to
bear and beget, he too then, I think, goes about seeking the beautiful in
which he might beget; for he will never beget in the ugly. Now, because he
is fertile, he welcomes beautiful rather than ugly bodies, and should he meet
with a beautiful and noble and naturally gifted soul, he welcomes the con-
junction of both even more, and to this person he is straightway resourceful
in speaking about virtue, and what sort of thing the good man [ton andra
ton agathon (τòν �νδρα τòν �γαθòν)] must be concerned with and his pur-
suits; and he undertakes to educate him. (p. 153, 209a–c)
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By the end, this passage is referring specifically to the male sex, andra
meaning “man” as opposed to “woman.” And the erotic relations under
discussion bear some resemblance to the traditional Athenian pederastic
ideal described earlier by Pausanias, though once more the earlier speaker’s
(and the Athenian tradition’s) understanding of eros is shown to have been
only partial. Whereas Pausanias allows erotic “gratification for the sake of
virtue” (p. 125, 185b), such physical relations are purely metaphorical for
Diotima: the “conjunction” that takes place here is between beautiful souls.
The eromenos metaphorically acts, not as a sexual partner in begetting the
lover’s educational discourses, but rather as the one who makes the delivery
possible. The soul of the erastes becomes pregnant on its own, because of its
own “divine” nature; the eromenos is simply the stimulus for the metaphor-
ical birth of the erastes’ discourses.

The process described here is reminiscent of the one we observed being
played out in the Lysis. There, as here, the initial stimulus is “beautiful
rather than ugly” male bodies—the youthful bodies of potential eromenoi.
And the process we observed in the Lysis, by which this initial physical stim-
ulus is transmuted into discourse, occurs even more quickly here in the pas-
sage from beautiful bodies to “speaking about virtue” in conjunction with
a beautiful soul.

The conjunction described here, in fact, is one of dialogue: it is the
exchange of words that will produce these immortal children of practical
wisdom, children who will be “more beautiful and more immortal” (p. 154,
209c) than human children. It also, it should be noted, assumes a spark of
the divine in the soul of the erastes, for it is the divine that causes the soul’s
pregnancy. The move from a physical desire to a conjunction that is verbal
and spiritual rather than physical is an example of the Socratic askesis
analyzed so productively by recent historians of philosophy from Foucault
to David Halperin and Alexander Nehamas. Askesis, for Foucault, is the
practice of self-discipline necessary to make “an ethical subject” of oneself,
and to make of one’s life a work of art.23 It does not, however, necessarily
include abstention, as the modern understanding of the term “ascetic”
might imply: for Foucault

[t]he moral reflections of the Greeks on sexual behavior did not seek to
justify interdictions, but to stylize a freedom—that freedom which the
“free” man exercised in his activity. This produced a state of affairs that
might well seem paradoxical at first glance: the Greeks practiced, accepted,
and valued relations between men and boys; and yet their philoso-
phers dealt with the subject by conceiving and elaborating an ethics of
abstention.24
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The tension between askesis as freedom and askesis as abstention is
explored more fully in Diotima’s discussion of the ideal spiritual love that
nevertheless has its roots in the physical. She further explores the relations
among beautiful bodies, beautiful souls, and divinity with the famous
image of “the ladder of love,” itself the exemplar of yet another form of dif-
ference within sameness: it is based on a hierarchy composed of different
rungs on the same ladder of love. Famously, Diotima (through Socrates)
presents eros as a series of stages, beginning with physical desire for a beau-
tiful, and, as usual, presumptively male, body. It is also a series of stages
leading to the brief perception of a divine unity from which difference is
ultimately eliminated.

The physical, however, is a necessary first step toward this goal, and the
physical is initially linked to difference: “It is necessary [dei (δεr)], she said,
for him who proceeds rightly [orthos (/ρθlς)] to this thing to begin while
still young by going to beautiful bodies; and first, if his guide guides rightly
[orthos (/ρθlς)], to love one single body [eros auton somatos eran (-νòς

α	τòν σẃµατος �ρα̃ν)] and beget there beautiful discourses” (pp. 154–155,
210a). The love of bodies is crucial to the process under discussion: the rep-
etition of dei (necessary) and orthos (rightly) make it clear that this stage
cannot be skipped. Equally important is to love—or desire (eran)—one
particular body. This is to say that the initial stage on the ladder is consti-
tuted by the discrimination among bodies, by recognizing difference. As
usual in Plato, however, the interaction between the two bodies in question
is not genital contact, but discourse: the erastes is led by “his guide” (iden-
tified as “Love” by some commentators25) to become himself the spiritual
guide for an eromenos.

On the next rung, the process of ascending from difference to unity
begins with the recognition that all beautiful bodies are the same insofar as
they are beautiful. “Realizing this, he is constituted a lover of all beautiful
bodies and relaxes this vehemence for one, looking down on it and believ-
ing it of small importance” (p. 155, 210b). The identity of beauty in all
beautiful bodies is now recognized; sameness replaces difference. The phys-
ical itself, however, remains essential—it is still the beauty of bodies being
recognized. And one might note also that, while the lover is not longer as
“vehement” in his love for the particular body, that love is not necessarily
eliminated: it may be a small thing, but not necessarily nonexistent.

Only in the following stages does the lover ascend from love of bodies to love
of souls. After this he must come to believe that beauty in souls [ psychais
(ψυχαrς)] is more to be valued than that in the body, so that even if some-
one good of soul has but a slight bloom, it suffices for him, and he loves and
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cares and begets and seeks those sorts of discourses that will make the young
better, in order that he may be constrained in turn to contemplate what is
beautiful in practices and laws and to see that it is in itself all akin to itself
[pan auto hautoi suggenes (πãν α	τò α,τo συγγενéς)], in order that he may
believe bodily beauty a small thing. (p. 155, 210b–c)

The process of discovering the sameness or self-identity of all beauty
continues: beauty of souls is “more to be valued,” and, as Diotima has
already suggested, begets the lover’s discourses. The “souls” in this passage
are plural, suggesting again the self-identity of beauty in all beautiful souls.
Interestingly, however, at this stage the physical has still not been aban-
doned: like the singularity of the desired body in the previous passage, here
physical beauty is “a small thing,” but it has not been erased. Indeed, at
least “a slight bloom” of physical beauty seems to be for the lover a neces-
sary adjunct of beautiful souls. The emphasis, of course, is not on these
small distinctions, but on the larger unity of beauty itself—all beauty,
whether in bodies, souls, or, in the next stage, of the “practices and laws”
that are apparently to be the subject of the lover’s discourses, is akin to
itself, unified and self-same.

This unity finally becomes the soul’s object of love in the next-to-last
stage, as the guide (or Love) leads the lover to a contemplation of the
beauty of various sorts of knowledge. “[L]ooking now to the beautiful in its
multitude [poly ede to kalon (πολù η0δη τò καλòν)],” the lover may

no longer delight like a slave, a worthless, petty-minded servant, in the
beauty of one single thing, whether beauty of a young child or man or of one
practice; but rather, having been turned toward the multitudinous ocean
[poly pelagos (πολù πéλαγος)] of the beautiful and contemplating it, he
begets many beautiful and imposing discourses and thoughts in ungrudging
love of wisdom, until, having at this point grown and waxed strong, he
beholds a certain kind of knowledge which is one, and such that it is the fol-
lowing kind of beauty. (p. 155, 210c–d)

At this point, the love of singular bodies—and souls, practices, and so on—
is finally transcended, and in that transcendence is freedom: only slaves and
servants remain bound to love of the singular. (We might recall here
Socrates’ famous claim, in Xenophon’s Memorabilia, that even one kiss can
cause instant enslavement to desire.26) Further discourses, themselves beau-
tiful, result, until he is ready for the final vision of beauty itself. Even at this
point, that final vision has not been achieved: beauty remains multiple,
many-sided, as the repetition of poly suggests; it is still characterized by
difference.
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It is only in the lover’s ultimate, fleeting vision—one that in its very
fleeting nature reminds the modern reader of Buber’s encounter with the
divine Other—that beauty achieves complete self-identity, though, para-
doxically, it is also at this stage that Diotima reminds Socrates, and he
reminds his audience, of its basis in the love of boys: again as for Buber and
Levinas, proximity to the divine is figured in human proximity:

First, it ever is and neither comes to be nor perishes, nor has it growth nor
diminution.

Again, it is not in one respect beautiful but in another ugly, nor beautiful
at one time but not another, nor beautiful relative to this but ugly relative to
that, nor beautiful here but ugly there, as being beautiful to some but not to
others.

. . . [I]t exists in itself alone by itself, single in nature forever [auto kath’ auto
meth’ autou monoeides aei on (α	τò καθ’ α,τò µεθ’ α,τοv µονοειδèς �εì ο0ν)],
while all other things are beautiful by sharing in that in such manner that
though the rest come to be and perish, that comes to be neither in greater
degree nor less and is not at all affected.

But when someone, ascending from things here through the right love of
boys [orthos paiderastein (/ρθlς παιδεραστεrν)], begins clearly to see that,
the Beautiful, he would pretty well touch the end. (pp. 155–156, 211a–b)

The vision of the Beautiful is thus also a vision of self-sameness, of
that which is eternally only itself, “single in nature.” The play of otherness that
has tempted the other speakers is here seen clearly as only one or another
of the stages that lead to this eternal vision, which, Socrates has declared,
alone can constitute true happiness, fleeting though it may be. Desire is
ultimately for the contemplation of this transcendent unity, a
contemplation with the potential to unite the lover with the divine (“If
any other among men is immortal, he is too” [p. 157, 212a]). But just as,
rhetorically, various aspects of the preceding speeches have been combined
with Diotima’s own wisdom to produce this climactic speech, which
thus transcends them without, paradoxically, leaving them behind, so even
in this final vision the audience is reminded of the earlier stages in
Diotima’s own speech (in 211c), and is specifically reminded that the
original basis for achieving this vision is orthos paiderastein, to love boys
in the right way. Even the true doctrine of eros thus contains what it
might seem to transcend or disavow, and male–male desire—though only
of the right sort, that is, physical desire sublimated into discourse—returns
as the necessary foundation on which the ladder of eros is built. “Small
thing” though it may be, it is also a thing that cannot be eliminated even
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in its disavowal:

It is there, if anywhere, dear Socrates, said the Mantinean Stranger, that
human life is to be lived: in contemplating the Beautiful itself. If ever you see
it, it will not seem to you as gold or raiment or beautiful boys and youths,
which now you look upon dumbstruck; you and many another are ready to
gaze on those you love and dwell with them forever, if somehow it were
possible, not to eat or drink but only to watch and be with them.

What then do we suppose it would be like, she said, if it were possible for
someone to see the beautiful itself, pure, unalloyed, unmixed, not full of
human flesh and colors, and the many other kinds of nonsense that attach
to mortality, but could behold the divine beauty itself, single in nature? 
(p. 156, 211d–e)

This is a powerful disavowal of the human attachment to individuals and to
bodies: Plato’s famous distaste for the body and preference for the invisible
world of the Forms seems to stand exposed here in full force. In fact, the
truly human is now located precisely in the contemplation of the Form of
Beauty, which also turns out to be “the truth” (p. 157, 212a), and in a con-
templative transcendence of the flesh’s “nonsense.” But this transcendence is
more in the nature of a sublimation—in its literal sense, a making-
sublime—of male–male desire than it is an elimination of it; indeed, the
desire to “gaze on those you love” is apparently the best comparison Diotima
can think of to convince Socrates that gazing on the Beautiful is preferable.27

It’s only a comparison, to be sure, not to be confused with the real thing; but
neither Diotima nor Socrates—nor Plato—can ever quite leave it behind (at
least in the Symposium), nonsensical though it may be. This little thing, the
nonsense of male–male desire, is still the only possible basis for the true doc-
trine of eros: once again that which has, in Dollimore’s terms, been outlawed,
returns perversely as that which defines the law itself.28

One might well ask, at this point, why Plato feels it necessary to include
male–male physical desire in his philosophical scheme at all, even as an
early stage to be sublimated. The question might be considered along with
that of why the true doctrine of eros is put into a woman’s mouth, or more
precisely into the mouth of a man quoting a woman. The two questions
together raise the issue of difference and sameness from yet another
perspective: David Halperin suggests, in answer to the second, that
Diotima is made a woman precisely in order to eliminate sex differences as
they were understood in classical Athenian society.29 Having made Diotima
a woman, however, also raises the question of heterosexual reproduction, a
question that appears to render difference itself necessary to human life, in
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opposition to Plato’s own valorization of an ideal of self-sameness achieved
in the contemplation of an ideal Beauty and Truth. Pederasty, then, in some
form, however sublimated, must remain an idealized alternative to
male–female reproduction precisely in order to promote this supposedly
higher ideal of sameness, even of sexual sameness, as the first step toward
the contemplation of higher forms of sameness.30

It is perhaps for this reason also that the Symposium does not end with
this climactic speech. Socrates concludes his recitation of Diotima’s doc-
trine with a dramatic peroration (212b–c), and it seems like a fitting
conclusion—but, of course, it isn’t the conclusion at all. The drunken and
beautiful Alcibiades famously crashes the party at this point in order to
crown the day’s dramatic victor, Agathon (212e–213b), and then delivers
one final, and even more carnivalesque, encomium, the “satyr play,” as
Socrates calls it (222d), to the evening’s dramatic speeches. Alcibiades
brings physical desire back to the table, as it were, and his participation
allows a final consideration of the relationship between the desires of the
body and of the spirit.

Alcibiades, having crowned Agathon, realizes that Socrates is present,
and immediately begins a flirtation that is simultaneously funny and
serious: he notes that Socrates has contrived to lie next to the beautiful
Agathon (213c), and Socrates wittily responds by casting himself in the role
of erastes to Alcibiades’ eromenos. Alcibiades appears, however, not as the
ideal, chaste eromenos, but as one who has been seized by madness: “I very
much tremble at his madness and his love for having lovers” (p. 159, 213d).
In their topsy–turvy relationship, it is the supposed erastes who is chaste,
and the eromenos who is pursuing him, which is to say that the strict erotic
roles are deliberately broken down. Alcibiades also, in a sense, breaks down
the rules of the symposium itself, first by being a gate-crasher, and then by
the nature of his speech. Invited to join the others by making a speech in
praise of eros, he declares that he can praise no one but Socrates—the sup-
posed reason being Socrates’ own jealousy, which flirtatiously recasts
Socrates in the role of erastes; as in Aelred of Rievaulx, the sequential
trying-out of different erotic roles suggests a degree of sameness between
Socrates and Alcibiades, though in this case it is their differences that will
be emphasized. Eryximachus, as master of ceremonies, agrees that
Alcibiades may speak about Socrates instead of eros (214c–d), and
Alcibiades insists that what he (unlike the ironic Socrates) says will be “the
truth”—with Socrates himself as the guarantor of his truthfulness:

I’ll tell the truth [talethe ero (τ�ληθf ε’ρl)]. Just see if you allow it.
Why certainly I allow the truth, he said, and I insist you tell it.
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I can hardly wait to start, said Alcibiades. But you must do this: if I say
anything untrue, interrupt me right in the middle, if you wish, and say that
I said it falsely; for I won’t willingly say anything false. (p. 160, 214e)

This interesting exchange has two different effects. First, it suggests that a
discussion of Socrates can fulfill Eryximachus’ condition that Alcibiades
should, like the symposium’s other attendees, deliver an encomium of love.
This is not to say that Socrates is Eros, but that he can, at least structurally,
hold the same place in Alcibiades’ encomium that Eros held in the other
speeches; praise of Socrates must in some way involve praise of eros.
Second, this speech—like that of Socrates himself—will be “the truth”
(aletheia [�λ1θεια]): because Socrates never does accuse Alcibiades of lying
(he eventually accuses him of having ulterior motives [222c–d], not of
falsehood), and hence vouches for his accuracy, what Alcibiades proposes in
his speech may be regarded as true in the same sense that Diotima’s doc-
trine is true, and even as a kind of supplement to it.

When Alcibiades delivers his speech, he gives himself rather than
Socrates the role of Eros—it is he who, like Eros in Diotima’s doctrine,
desires what he lacks, and who declares that at one point in his pursuit of
Socrates he even, like Eros, “loosed my arrows, as it were, and I thought I’d
wounded him” (p. 165, 219b). Socrates represents that which Alcibiades,
again like Eros the philosopher, knows he lacks.

What Eros lacks and desires, however, is wisdom, and wisdom is not
exactly what Alcibiades pursues, because his desire is mediated by the desire
for a human being, Socrates himself. His desire, in other words, is for that
which Socrates desires, rather than for wisdom itself. For this reason his
desire takes the form of a physical poison like snake’s venom, or of a
Dionysian frenzy, rather than the form of rational discourse: in hearing
Socrates’ philosophizing,

I’d been bitten by something more painful, and in the most painful place one
can be bitten—in the heart or soul or whatever one should name it, struck
and bitten by arguments in philosophy that hold more fiercely than a ser-
pent, when they take hold of a young and not ill-endowed soul and make
him do and say anything whatever—but again, I see here people like
Phaedrus and Agathon, Eryximachus and Pausanias and Aristodemus and
Aristophanes; and what should be said about Socrates himself and the rest of
you? For you have all shared in philosophical madness and Bacchic frenzy
[baccheias (βακχεíας)]. (p. 164, 218a–b)

Alcibiades’ imagery suggests that, for him, philosophy is precisely irra-
tional and a physical rather than a spiritual experience: the term baccheias
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in the plural can signify not merely “frenzy,” but “Bacchic orgies.”31

Socrates appears here as a figure not of Eros but of Dionysus, as earlier in
the speech he was compared a statue of Silenus, which contains figures of
the gods (215a–b), or to the satyr Marsyas, whose music “causes possession”
(p. 161, 215c). For Alcibiades, then, philosophy is erotic madness because
it is mediated by his physical desire for Socrates.

This is not, of course, Socrates’ understanding of philosophy, as
Alcibiades’ speech also makes clear when he recounts his own attempts at
convincing Socrates to become his erastes. He offered, he says, the physical
pleasures of his beautiful body in return for Socrates’ help in becoming
good (218c–d). While the relationship he proposes resembles the Athenian
pederastic ideal, it is unusual in that the prospective eromenos is here
engaged in courtship of an erastes, rather than the other way around, which
suggests both the excessively physical nature of Alcibiades’ desire and the
exchange of erotic roles we have already witnessed between these two.32

And Socrates refused, as in the Lysis, to become the typical erastes:

[Y]ou intend to take no slight advantage of me: on the contrary, you are
trying to get possession of what is truly beautiful instead of what merely
seems so, and really, you intend to trade bronze for gold. But please, dear
friend, give it more thought, lest it escape your notice that I am nothing. 
(p. 165, 218e–219a)

In refusing the typical erastes’ physical pleasure, Socrates emphasizes, as we
might expect, the difference between the merely physical pleasure
Alcibiades offers and the genuine value of the goodness Alcibiades thinks
he perceives in Socrates, but he also emphasizes his own true nothingness—
a reminder that Alcibiades’ desire is for precisely the wrong sort of thing,
not for wisdom and goodness themselves, which Socrates does not claim to
possess, but for Socrates’ desire for these goods. For this reason, Alcibiades
finds that he cannot separate himself from “the animal world”—in his case,
as a political leader and general, from the world of Athenian public life—
except when he is in Socrates’ physical presence: “Before him alone I feel
ashamed. For I am conscious that I cannot contradict him and say it isn’t
necessary to do what he bids, but when I leave him, I am worsted by the
honors of the multitude. So I desert him and flee, and when I see him I am
ashamed by my own agreements” (p. 162, 216b).

If Diotima’s doctrine emphasized the links among the rungs on her lad-
der of eros, the manner in which the love of individual physical beauty can,
properly understood, lead ultimately to a vision of nonindividuated beauty
itself, Alcibiades’ speech suggests what may happen when those links are
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severed, when the lover cannot transcend or sublimate his love for an
individual. Alcibiades loves the beauty of Socrates’ soul rather than his
body, and the philosophical discourses produced there; he also loves the
beauty of the public practices that Diotima places on the third rung of her
ladder (210b–c) along with this disdain for bodily beauty. But Alcibiades
can progress no further: he cannot transcend his love for the “one single
thing” that is Socrates. The other attendees understand this, and regard
Alcibiades’ speech as a self-deprecating confession: “After Alcibiades said
this, they laughed at his frankness, because he seemed still in love with
Socrates” (p. 168, 222c). As Foucault suggests, “[t]he Socrates of the
Symposium was . . . the one everybody wanted to be near, everybody was
enamored of; the one whose wisdom everybody sought to appropriate—a
wisdom that manifested and proved itself precisely in the fact that he was
himself able to keep from laying hands on the provocative beauty of
Alcibiades.”33 Askesis is necessary only because the body is so insistent in its
desires.

Socrates, too, laughs off Alcibiades’ confession as a comic “satyr play—
or rather your Silenus play” (p. 1679, 222d), and responds with further
flirtation, pretending to think that Alcibiades’ motive was to drive a wedge
between himself and the supposed object of his own affection, Agathon,
whom he invites to take Alcibiades’ place next to him with the promise that
he will next deliver an encomium to Agathon (222e–223a).

But the Symposium concludes before he can make good on this promise,
with the entrance of more Dionysian revelers, leading to further drinking
until Aristodemus passes out. On awakening, he finds Socrates still engaged
in discussion with the tragic poet Agathon and the comic poet
Aristophanes (223b–c); he is arguing the claim that “he who is a tragic poet
by art is a comic poet too” (p. 170, 223d). Following so closely on
Alcibiades’ speech, this scene suggests that what the symposium’s partiers
saw as comical in it might from another perspective look tragic: the inabil-
ity to transcend love of the particular is also Alcibiades’ tragic truth, and the
reason Socrates does not contradict his speech. If Socrates and Diotima
speak for the ideal of unified, undifferentiated love, Alcibiades speaks for
the more common human experience of love for what is different and
particular, a love both comic and tragic for deviance itself.

Eros in the Symposium, then, is a matter of both sameness and difference,
a lower “animal” difference that may, ideally, guide the lover to an ideal
sameness, or, tragicomically, remain fixed at a lower love of individual dif-
ference. Even in this lower form of love, individual differences are also sub-
sumed within male–male sexual sameness, as Diotima’s speech suggests.
This is to say that human love as experienced by Alcibiades is a matter of
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deviation, of difference within sameness even at the level of the individual
love relationship. It is also a deviation from the true, idealized love of
beauty in its self-identity. Only at that highest level of contemplation is dif-
ference finally eliminated altogether—but since, for Socrates, eros is by def-
inition desire for what one lacks, that highest stage of contemplation comes
close to eliminating eros itself as well, or rather, it remains erotic only
insofar as the lover does not fully identify himself with the object of his
contemplation.34 (Socrates seems to recognize this point when he admits
that his discourse might not in the long run really be concerned with eros
as it is normally understood: “Consider this speech, then, Phaedrus, if you
will, an encomium to Eros, or if you prefer, name it what you please” 
[p. 157, 212c].) Properly speaking, then, eros, even for Socrates, must
always be a matter of deviance—and for that very reason must be valued
less highly than the undesiring self-identity of the beautiful.

Each of the alternate doctrines of eros proposed earlier individually values
various forms of deviance, various balances between sameness and difference,
as we have seen. As a group, too, they represent an overarching, carnivalesque
deviance, a likeness within unlikeness, that structures the dialogue as a whole,
each of them contributing to Diotima’s speech even as they all differ radically
from it. In some sense, the Symposium is more truly dialogic than the Lysis,
despite the relative dearth of actual dialogue to be found in it as compared
with the earlier text. The other speakers rarely serve, as they so often do in the
Lysis, simply to confirm Socrates’ intellectual explorations of a problem.
Instead, each of them is given an opportunity to develop his own conception
of eros fully, without rebuttal from Socrates (except in the case of Agathon—
and even there, the question of how thorough his rebuttal really is remains a
matter of debate35). While it is undoubtedly true that, as most commentators
agree, Plato intends Socrates’ speech to be understood as true,36 merely agree-
ing with him to the exclusion of the other views expressed here would be a
poor response to the dialogical complexities of the Symposium.

As I suggested earlier, the Symposium’s influence on subsequent Western
culture has been incalculable. In the remainder of this chapter, I limit
myself to brief discussions of a number of texts that directly discuss
male–male desire, that use the dialogue form to do so, and that are demon-
strably indebted to Plato’s Symposium. Perhaps the earliest such response is
another Symposium composed by Plato’s approximate contemporary,
Xenophon, after Plato wrote his.37 Xenophon also wrote other Socratic dia-
logues, often taken to reflect the real Socrates better than Plato’s, that dis-
cuss male–male desire, in particular the Memorabilia, as we have seen.38 But
his Symposium in particular seems to refer directly to Plato’s, and provides
a revealing alternative perspective on Socrates’ views of eros.
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The setting is, as in Plato, a party given in honor of the victor in a
competition, in this case a “boy [ paidos (παιδòς)]” (p. 227, I.2)39 named
Autolycus, who has won the boys’ pancration in the Great Panathenaea
festival. The party is given by Callias, a young man in love with Autolycus,
as we are informed at the outset (I.2). The atmosphere is, then, one
conducive to expressions of male–male erotic desire—though, since
Autolycus’ father is also a guest, Callias’ expressions of his desire are to
remain within modest boundaries. While the guests discuss many different
topics (the subject of their conversation is not erotics, but rather what each
participant is “most proud of” [p. 236, III.4]), the text both begins and
ends with eros. The beginning, in fact, suggests a positive view of eros on
Xenophon’s (or the narrator’s) part: in discussing the guests’ response to the
beauty of Autolycus, he suggests that

There was not a man there whose feelings were not moved at the sight of
him. Some became more silent, and the behaviour of others underwent a
sort of transformation. Possession by a god always seems to have a remark-
able effect. Those who are influenced by other gods tend to become more
intimidating in their appearance, more truculent in their speech and more
aggressive in their conduct; but those who are inspired by discreet Love [tou
sophronos Erotos (τοv σẃφρονοζ 0Ερωτος)] wear a kindlier expression, speak
in a gentler tone and behave in a way more befitting a free man. (p. 228, I.10)

“Discreet” love—sophronos, suggesting temperance and moderation—of
the modest type being practiced here by Callias is presumably to be distin-
guished from the kind of erotic madness described by Alcibiades, and
perhaps has more in common with the spiritual and philosophical eros
promoted by Socrates, which also tends toward moral improvement; still,
it is a kind of possession, and Eros is a god, not the Platonic “daimon” of
Diotima’s doctrine—a god whose influence need not result in the violent
suffering often depicted in Greek culture,40 and indeed one whose influ-
ence is gentler than that of the other gods. Nevertheless, physical eroticism
remains, for Xenophon’s Socrates as for Plato’s, a temptation whose very
pleasureableness is a moral danger. In IV.10–18, another guest, Critobulus,
boasts that he is most proud of his good looks, also taking the opportunity
to praise the beauty of his own beloved Clinias, invoking the same image
of a temperate love inspired by male beauty as a rationale for the pride he
takes in it (IV.15). Socrates, however, critiques his infatuation with Clinias,
and disclaims responsibility for it (IV.24). Kissing, the physical expression
of eros, presents a moral danger: “It’s an insatiable thing, and it produces a
kind of delicious anticipation. That’s why I say that anyone who wants to
be able to behave responsibly ought to refrain from kissing the young and
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attractive” (p. 244, IV.26). Strict askesis, here meaning self-control to the
point of abstention, is the only ethical response to physical erotic
pleasure—precisely because it is such a delicious, even addictive pleasure (as
in the passage from the Memorabilia cited above). Indeed, physical contact
is a pleasure to which even Socrates is not immune, as Charmides points out:

“I’ve seen you yourself, I swear, with my own eyes, when you were both in
the school-room searching for something in the same book, touching
Critobulus’ head with your head and his bare arm with yours[.]”

“Dear me!” said Socrates. “So that’s why I had a sore arm for more than
five days, as if some wild beast had bitten me, and felt a sort of ache in my
heart. . . .”

In this way they combined joking with seriousness. (p. 244, IV.27–29)

Xenophon regularly points out the joking tone of this symposium, though
it is often, as here, unclear exactly which aspects of the conversation are
intended as jokes and which are serious.41 Presumably Socrates’ warning
against physical expressions of eros is serious, while his claim of physical
injury is a joke—but is Charmides’ accusation itself only a joke, or are we
to understand Socrates as truly susceptible to the beauty of which
Critobulus has been boasting? It should be noted that when in the follow-
ing chapter Critobulus and Socrates engage in their mock beauty contest,
it is Socrates who decides that the judges—the beautiful boy and girl who
have provided the evening’s entertainment—reward the victor not with
garlands, but precisely with kisses (V.9): Socrates here leads himself into
temptation. In either case, Xenophon’s portrait of Socrates is even more
flirtatious than Plato’s, and tends humorously to subvert the austerity of his
doctrines.

Indeed, the metaphor Socrates chooses to express the characteristic 
on which he prides himself is the profession of “pimp [mastropou
(µαστροποv)]” (p. 249, IV.57). It is certainly no more than a clever
metaphor for “a man who is able to recognize people who are likely to ben-
efit each other, and who can make them desire each other” (p. 251, IV.64),
as Socrates does philosophically—but here again, Xenophon’s Socrates
remains in touch with physical reality to a degree that Plato’s does not.
Xenophon and his Socrates are, that is to say, more representative of typi-
cal Athenian attitudes toward male–male erotics than is the somewhat
eccentric Plato.

Even so, when Socrates finally comes to discourse on love directly (VIII),
he defends a view of eros in accord with that which he enunciates in Plato’s
Symposium, at least in its broad outlines if not in every particular. He praises
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Callias for the good qualities of his love-object, including “self-discipline
[sophrosunen (σωφροσúνην)]” (p. 258, VIII.8); he speculates about the dou-
ble nature of Aphrodite familiar from Pausanias’ speech in Plato’s dialogue—
but now the distinction is the more Socratic one between “physical love” and
“love of the mind” (p. 259, VIII.10); he rebukes the notion, derived from
the same speech of Pausanias, of an army of lovers united by physical passion
(VIII.32–34); and so on, all in service of the idea that “love for the
mind [psyches (ψυχfς)] is much better than physical love [tou somatos eros
(τοv σẃµατος �ρος)]” (p. 259, VIII.12–13). Xenophon’s Socrates may find
physical pleasure irresistible, but like Plato’s he suggests that it must ideally
be transcended. Like Plato’s, too, he idealizes male–male desire—but only as
the basis of spiritual love, physical love being consigned to the female: “All
the mortal women whom Zeus loved for their physical beauty he left mor-
tal after he had had sex with them, but all those men who won his regard by
their nobility of mind he made immortal” (p. 262, VIII.29).

Xenophon’s Socrates also discusses likeness and unlikeness in his dis-
course on love, and finds that likeness characterizes the true “love for the
mind,” while physical love is characterized by unlikeness. Love of the mind,
for Xenophon’s Socrates, is at variance from traditional aristocratic
Athenian pederasty not only in that it eschews the physical, but also in that
it is reciprocal: the eromenos can return the erastes’ love precisely because it
is of the mind and not of the body:

In the first place, who could hate a person by whom, he knows, he is con-
sidered truly good, and secondly who, he can see, is more concerned about
what is good for his favourite [paidos (παιδòς)] than what is pleasant for
himself, and moreover whose affection, he trusts, could not be diminished
even by the calamity of a disfiguring disease? Must not those whose affection
is mutual look at each other and converse in amity; must they not trust and
be trusted, be considerate to each other, share pleasure in their successes and
sorrow if anything goes wrong . . . ? Aren’t all these characteristics filled with
Aphrodite’s charm? (p. 260, VIII.17–18)

Having already established that the erastes himself has a comparably noble
nature (VIII.16), Socrates now describes an eromenos who is equally good;
this noble identity of character in turn allows the kind of mutuality or rec-
iprocity of “affection” (ten philian [(τ%ν φιλíαν]) in which the active and
passive roles are shared—both lovers must “trust and be trusted” (pisteuein
de kai pisteuesthai [πιστεúειν δè καì πιστεúεσθαι]). Furthermore, this kind
of love, despite the deliberate use of the term philia, is not just friendship:
it is characterized by “Aphrodite’s charm” (epaphrodita [�παφρóδιτα]) as
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well—presumably that of the Heavenly Aphrodite, invoked elsewhere in
the speech, whom Socrates associates with nonphysical desire.

Love of the body, on the other hand, is plagued by unlikeness, and
therefore cannot be reciprocal. The lover “whose attachment is physical”
(p. 260, VIII.19) cannot expect his eromenos to return his affection, and
indeed an eromenos motivated by the physical is quickly assimilated to the
figure of the prostitute, “one who sells his youthful beauty for money”
(p. 260, VIII.21). In the absence of likeness of mind, the unlikeness of
body between the partners can lead only to contempt:

Certainly, the fact that he is young and his partner is not, or that he is
beautiful and his partner is so no longer, or that he is not in love and his
partner is—this will not stir his affection. A boy does not even share the
man’s enjoyment of sexual intercourse as a woman does: he is a sober person
watching one drunk with sexual excitement. (pp. 260–261, VIII.21)

Here, too, Xenophon’s Socrates departs from the idealized view of Athenian
pederasty: the eromenos is imagined as a prostitute, and one who is moti-
vated only by material benefits is both contemptible and contemptuous of
the older man. In itself, this attitude is similar to the one that idealized
male–male desire as primarily a pedagogical relationship. But in the context
of the rest of Socrates’ remarks, which condemn physical contact outright,
his own ideal appears to eliminate all physical expression of eros, a step
which does differ from the traditional point of view. Difference is assigned
to the realm of the physical—and at this point male–male differences in age
and beauty even outweigh male–female sex differences.42

Xenophon is not a Platonic philosopher, and never addresses the
primary problem that Plato associates with love between those who are the
same, namely, how can one desire what one already possesses? For him,
likeness is unproblematically of the mind or spirit, and the primary char-
acteristic of his ideal eros, whereas difference characterizes the physical,
which must be transcended. Nevertheless, Xenophon’s Socrates, more than
Plato’s, also recognizes and even participates in the physical aspects of eroti-
cism, which remains the deviant outlaw in his attempt to sublimate physi-
cal desire, too. It is the dialogue form rather than the content of Socrates’
speeches that illustrates this aspect of Socratic male–male desire: as we have
seen, the flirtatious teasing among the participants in Xenophon’s sympo-
sium to some extent offsets the Socratic doctrine itself. It should also be
noted that while Socrates is declared a “truly good [kalos ge kagathos (καλóς

γε κ�γαθòς)] man” (p. 265, IX.1) near the end of the dialogue, his doctrine
does not claim the same kind of truth-status here that Diotima’s does in
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Plato’s text: Xenophon’s Socrates is more tentative, using such phrases as
“[o]ne might guess” (p. 259, VIII.10), “it seems to me” (p. 263, VIII.35),
and “I imagine” (p. 264, VIII.36) to approach an understanding of eros.
Certainly, Socrates’ views are given pride of place, but the Socratic refusal
of true knowledge also allows more room for other, deviating ones such as
those of Critobulus and Charmides; in this sense Xenophon’s dialogue is
more truly “dialogic,” at least in Bakhtin’s sense, than Plato’s—and since
dialogue requires more direct interaction among the participants than does
the Platonic lecture series, it is also perhaps more erotic.43

If Plato is, as I and others have suggested,44 eccentric, for fourth century B.C.
Athens, in his desire to sublimate male–male physical desire to such an
extreme extent, he may also be said to anticipate the tendency that Foucault
discerned in certain Greek writers of the Roman era,45 and specifically in a
pair of dialogues, one, the Dialogue on Love, by Plutarch (A.D. 45–120) and
the other, the Affairs of the Heart (early fourth century) falsely attributed to
Lucian.46 Both refer to Plato, and specifically to the Symposium. Both debate
the respective merits of male–female love and pederasty, Plutarch’s deciding
in favor of the former, Pseudo-Lucian’s—ironically, as Foucault points
out47—in favor of the latter. Nevertheless, both signal, in Foucault’s view,

the effort to constitute a unitary erotics, very clearly organized on the model
of the man–woman, and even husband–wife, relationship. In comparison
with this single love (it is supposed to be the same, whether it is directed to
women or to boys), the pederastic attachment will in fact be disqualified, but
without a rigid line of demarcation being drawn, as it will be later, between
“homo-” and “heterosexual” acts.48

This “unitary erotics” is developed in terms of the reciprocity of erotic
pleasure: because the idealized Athenian model of pederasty precluded the
possibility of a respectable younger partner experiencing such pleasure, it can
be devalued when and if mutuality and reciprocity—that is, the qualities that
came to be associated with heterosexual marriage—become more highly val-
ued. Foucault argues that marriage was, in fact, for a variety of reasons, reeval-
uated in the Roman period, as one aspect of the emphasis on self-discipline
whose growth he describes in the second and third volumes of The History of
Sexuality: “A stylistics of living as a couple emerges from the traditional pre-
cepts of matrimonial management: it can be observed rather clearly in an art
of conjugal relationship, in a doctrine of sexual monopoly, and in an aesthet-
ics of shared pleasures.”49 The dialogues—or perhaps more properly, the
debates—on eros dating from the Roman period, then, frame their topic in
terms of the differences between boy-love and, specifically, conjugal love.50
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Framed by the story of an older woman’s desire to marry a younger man,
the debate in Plutarch’s Dialogue on Love takes place in two stages: in the
first, the young man, Bacchon, asks the advice of two of his male admirers,
Anthemion, who favors marriage, and Pisias, who believes Bacchon should
remain unmarried and devoted to male love; Anthemion’s position is argued
primarily by his “advocate” Daphnaeus, Pisias’ by Protogenes. Plutarch
himself is to judge (the story is ostensibly being recounted by his son
Autobulus). In the second, the lady having decided the matter for herself by
abducting Bacchon, Plutarch renders his judgment in favor of marriage. In
the first segment, Protogenes draws on Plato in defense of male–male love,
notably in a section (p. 375, 760d) devoted to the mutual inspiration of
lovers on the battlefield, a section comparable to Phaedrus’ speech about the
army of lovers in the Symposium. Protogenes also makes several arguments
against the love of women, most importantly that it is a merely natural urge
to procreation (which thus links humans with beasts) and that because it
cannot be detached from pleasure it also fails to achieve the philosophical
detachment necessary to virtue (pp. 314–319, 750b–751b). Daphnaeus
turns these arguments back against him, claiming that behavior in accor-
dance with nature is itself a virtue, and that boy-lovers are hypocrites: how-
ever much they may claim to exalt philosophy and virtue, in fact their desire
is for physical pleasure as well (pp. 320–325, 751b–752b); in addition, boys
who allow themselves to be possessed in this way are guilty of “weakness and
effeminacy [malakiai kai theluteti (µαλακí3 καì θηλúτητι)]” (p. 23, 751d).

As Foucault points out, Plutarch’s decision in this case—couched in the
form of an encomium on Eros similar to those that make up Plato’s
Symposium—draws its arguments from “the traditional erotics of ped-
erasty,”51 but they are applied, at first, equally to the love of boys and to
married love: female beauty is as conducive to love of the soul as male
(pp. 412–415, 766d–f ), and a man can feel friendship for his wife as well
as for another male (pp. 426–427, 769a–b). In fact, while it is never denied
that spiritual love can properly exist between males, the exclusive conjugal
union is ultimately judged to be the only true friendship, on the basis of
reciprocal sexual pleasure: “There can be no greater pleasures [hedonai
(4δοναì)] derived from others nor more continuous services conferred on
others than those found in marriage, nor can the beauty of another friend-
ship [philias (φιλíας)] be so highly esteemed or so enviable” (pp. 432–433,
770a). This is true precisely because its exclusivity demands a virtuous self-
restraint, while its conjugality allows sexual pleasure to both parties: only
marriage can conjoin friendship and physical pleasure.52

Heterosexual marriage is emerging here as the straight and narrow path
from which male–male desire is an inferior deviant: it is no longer a question
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of whether or not a man should take physical pleasure in his relationship
with a boy, but whether he should engage in a relationship in which
pleasure is mutual—which is to say marriage—or one-sided.

Man and woman are not by any means treated here as social equals, but
within the erotic bond, “each partner is, from the standpoint of Eros, always
an active subject.”53 Sexually, husband and wife can mirror each other in a
way that is not available to male couples, at least as long as one partner in
such a relationship is imagined as necessarily taking a subjected position
that precludes pleasure. From this perspective, the difference in social sta-
tus between husband and wife is what allows an erotic sameness or mirror-
ing in sexual pleasure, while the social sameness of two freeborn men
supposedly disallows this erotic reciprocity. Erotic sameness or reciprocity
requires a gendered difference in social standing. In other words, the gen-
der identity of two men also creates a social identity which makes the
deviance necessary to desire impossible; gender difference is now essential
to desire precisely in its linkage with a difference in status. And if gender
difference becomes the essential form of difference in erotic relations,
male–male desire will necessarily be relegated to a position not only of
deviance, but abjection. This has not yet happened in Plutarch’s dialogue,
but as Foucault suggests, “one sees, in Plutarch, a new stylistics of love
being formed.”54

The potential for the abjection of male–male desire, at least in its
physical expression, is reflected also in the debate form that Plutarch
adopts. Rather than the easy give-and-take of Xenophon’s Symposium or
even the more informal sections of Plato’s, Plutarch’s debaters exhibit an
irascibility that cannot really be harmonized: “During [Daphnaeus’s]
speech, it was obvious that Pisias was full of anger and indignation against
Daphnaeus; hardly had the latter ceased when Pisias exclaimed, ‘Good lord,
what coarseness, what insolence!’. . .” (p. 325, 752b). This is not the kind
of “proximity” imagined by Levinas in his commentary on Buber, but
rather a clear-cut opposition (perhaps more easily assimilated to Bakhtinian
theory). Only a decision declaring one the winner and the other the loser
could bring this debate to an end: Plutarch’s decision in favor of
male–female marriage, in fact, silences the advocates of pederasty as no one
else is silenced in the dialogues we have examined previously. Despite his
advocacy of reciprocity between men and women, no real reciprocity
between men is visible in Plutarch’s text; his manipulation of the dialogue
form as well as its content leaves little room for alternative erotics.

Pseudo-Lucian’s later dialogue Erotes, usually translated as Affairs of the
Heart, is a similar debate: Theomnestus, a man widely experienced in the
love of both boys and women, asks Lycinus to judge between the two; Lycinus
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in turn recounts an earlier debate between Charicles, a lover of women, and
Callicratidas, an Athenian boy-lover, in which Lycinus himself was the
judge. Charicles and Callicratidas in their remembered debate use many of
the same arguments already familiar from Plutarch: male–female procre-
ation is natural (whether this is regarded as good or bad), boy-love is more
spiritual and conducive to virtue, and so on Once again, the two men serve
primarily as reifications of their erotic tastes, here seen even more clearly
not as complements but as opposites (dieireto [(δι1ρητο]) (pp. 158–159,
ch. 5): Charicles loves women exclusively, Callicratidas loves only boys, and
their argument is pursued with passionate commitment, despite Lycinus’
own attempts to see it as mere amusement; he says that he has agreed to
Theomnestus’ request for a decision “because I’ve known it to be far from
a laughing matter ever since the time I heard two men arguing heatedly
with each other about these two types of love” (pp. 157–159, ch. 5). As in
Plutarch, it would seem that there is no possible harmony or even coexis-
tence of these views, but, while Lycinus does declare a winner, he does so
without suggesting abjection for the loser: “. . . all men should marry, but
let only the wise be permitted to love boys, for perfect virtue grows least of
all among women. And you must not be angry, Charicles, if Corinth yields
to Athens” (p. 229, ch. 51). Here marriage is still the norm, and the love of
boys—understood as exclusively spiritual—a deviation. In this case, how-
ever, it is the winner of the debate: not an abjected deviation, but one
included in the norm and superior to it because of the superior virtue and
spirituality of the male. The decision is not so clear-cut as in Plutarch, and,
appropriately in this more ambiguous situation, the dialogue form is more
flexible as well: rather than ending with Lycinus’ decision, the debate con-
tinues in the dialogue’s “present,” when Theomnestus argues, similarly to a
position we have already observed in Plutarch, that the spiritual under-
standing of boy-love is mere hypocrisy: rather than being truly spiritual,
boy-lovers engage in it for the physical pleasure it provides (ch. 53–54).

There is thus no sense of real resolution at the end of the Affairs of the
Heart, and Foucault suggests that it should be read not as a triumph for
boy-love, but as “a fundamental objection to the very old line of argument
of Greek pederasty, which, in order to conceptualize, formulate, and dis-
course about the latter and to supply it with reason, was obliged to evade
the manifest presence of physical pleasure.”55 The spokesman for this eva-
sion in the classical period, is, of course, Plato’s (and Xenophon’s) Socrates,
and Pseudo-Lucian addresses his relationship with Alcibiades, as depicted
in Plato’s Symposium, directly. Callicratidas first invokes them as a model
of his virtuous pederasty: “One should love youths as Alcibiades was
loved by Socrates who slept like a father with him under the same cloak”
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(p. 227, ch. 49); this reference comes at the end of Callicratidas’ speech,
and Lycinus’ decision in favor of this virtuous boy-love follows immedi-
ately. Theomnestus’ coda to the debate, however, invokes Socrates in the
opposite sense, as one of his philosophical hypocrites: “Socrates was as
devoted to love [erotikos (ε’ρωτικòς)] as anyone and Alcibiades, once he had
lain down beneath the same mantle with him, did not rise unassailed”
(pp. 234–235, ch. 54). Socrates here becomes as ambiguous as the dialogue
form itself; no longer necessarily or exclusively the spokesman for “virtu-
ous” boy-love, he now appears also and equally as a representative of its
physical expression, a role in which he will resurface in the Renaissance. As
Foucault notes, Pseudo-Lucian “demonstrates the essential weakness of a
discourse on love that makes no allowance for the aphrodisia and for the
relations they engage.”56

Gender difference plays a greater role in Pseudo-Lucian’s dialogue than
in Plutarch’s. Charicles, in fact, characterizes male–male desire as effemi-
nacy, and even as castration. The traditional Athenian assumption that
allowing oneself to be penetrated outside the socially controlled upper-class
pederastic relationship was a sign of lower status or effeminacy is here
brought even within that relationship in an image of shocking violence.
Originally, says Charicles, men obeyed the natural laws of procreation.

But gradually the passing years degenerated from such nobility to the lowest
depths of hedonism and cut out strange and extraordinary paths to enjoy-
ment. The luxury, daring all, transgressed the laws of nature [physin (φúσιν)]
herself. And who ever was the first to look at the male [to arren (τò �ρρεν)]
as though at a female [hos thely (�ς θfλυ)] after using violence like a tyrant
[tyrannikos (τυπαννικlς)] or else shameless persuasion? The same sex [physis
(φúσις)] entered the same bed. Though they saw themselves embracing each
other, they were ashamed neither at what they did nor at what they had done
to them, and, sowing their seed, to quote the proverb, on barren rocks they
bought a little pleasure at the cost of great disgrace.

The daring of some men has advanced so far in tyrannical violence as even
to wreak sacrilege [hierosulesai (&εροσυλfςαι)] upon nature with the knife. By
depriving males of their masculinity they have found wider ranges of pleas-
ure. But those who become wretched and luckless in order to be boys for
longer remain male no longer, being a perplexing riddle of dual gender
[physeos (φúσεως)] . . . (pp. 182–183, ch. 20–21)

This passage combines a number of discourses against male–male desire in
a way that, as we shall see, will also be invoked by other, later authors. Such
desires are, to begin with, against nature: physis, which suggests both the
natural order of things and a particular being’s own natural kind, gender,
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or sex. They are also tyrannical (tyrannikos): the political as well as the
natural order is invoked to suggest that male–male desire is always a mat-
ter of unjust, and undemocratic, domination. The religious order is
invoked as well with the term hierosulesai, referring specifically to violence
against the gods—nature, or the order of gender, is here given divine status.
Most importantly, the order of sex and gender is made to march alongside
these other orders of authority: not only are slaves and enemies feminized
by penetration, feminization is now a function of any male–male physical
eroticism. Physical expressions of desire between males are always and
invariably identical with gender confusion, and thus with the loss of social
status. Sex-sameness is now inscribed as the primary characteristic of
male–male desire, a sex-sameness which is intolerable because it confuses
gender roles. This form of deviance—this sex-sameness that contains the
potential for gender difference—is, for Charicles, a violation of all legiti-
mate forms of authority. Callicratidas may argue that male–male desire is
truly spiritual, but Theomnestus’ coda to the debate reminds us that what
Callicratidas and Lycinus are defending can now also be understood in a
new, and purely physical, light. We have come a long way from the Platonic
assumption that spiritual love may be assumed to exist only between males:
with the promotion of faithful marriage, male–female relations take on an
element of spirituality, those between men an element of carnality. Plato,
indeed, now appears as the cultural dominant for both Plutarch and the
Pseudo-Lucian, and as such is himself subject to Dollimore’s perversion and
inversion, as that which he disavows returns as supposedly the true basis of
his thought.

This vision of male–male desire as an unauthorized and unnatural gen-
der confusion is replayed throughout the Middle Ages in debate poems
such as “Ganymede and Helen”57 and in Alan of Lille’s influential twelfth-
century dialogue De Planctu naturae, or The Complaint of Nature. While
the latter does not mention Socrates or refer to Plato directly, and therefore
falls outside the scope of this chapter, it is a dialogue (between the narrator
and the allegorical figure of Nature) representative of the medieval
Christian condemnation of same-sex desire, and specifically of the confu-
sion of gender roles, here expressed in terms of grammatical gender. The
narrator’s opening salvo is reminiscent of the constellation of discourses just
observed in Pseudo-Lucian:

Nature weeps, moral laws get no hearing, modesty, totally dispossessed of her
ancient high estate, is sent into exile. The active sex [actiui generis] shudders
in disgrace as it sees itself degenerate into the passive [passiuum] sex. A man
turned woman blackens the fair name of his sex. The witchcraft of Venus
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turns him into a hermaphrodite. He is subject and predicate: one and the
same term is given a double application. Man here extends too far the laws
[leges] of grammar.58

Men like these, who refuse Genius his tithes and rites, deserve to be
excommunicated [anathema merentur] from the temple of Genius.59

Here, some eight centuries after Pseudo-Lucian, we may find the same set
of authoritative discourses employed there to condemn male–male physical
eroticism: the language of nature, of law (here grammatical law) [leges], of
religion (excommunication, anathema, here from the allegorical temple of
another natural, procreation-related figure, Genius), and most importantly
of gender (here metaphorically grammatical as well as sexual), still figure as
parts of the same nexus of condemnation. The context, of course, is now
Christian: despite Alan’s allegorical use of pagan figures (and a certain anti-
clericalism), he was at some point in his career a monk and wrote on
Christian theology, pastoral care, and scriptural interpretation;60 the lan-
guage of excommunication itself places him in the twelfth-century
Christian tradition. Nevertheless, the concerns are the same as Pseudo-
Lucian’s: male–male erotic desire leads to gender confusion, and thus a
confusion in social status, and is also a form of rebellion against authority.61

The difference is that the Christian Alan can offer no alternative praise of
this form of desire, but can only attempt to eliminate it.62 In this Christian
context male–male desire can no longer have even an element of spiritual-
ity (though we might compare Aelred’s creation of a somewhat different
Christian context), but is thoroughly carnal.

In early modern Italy, as Virginia Cox has demonstrated, the dialogue
became in some ways the preeminent form for the philosophical discussion
of all manner of topics, love included. Cox draws formal distinctions
among the Renaissance Italian dialogues along different axes. One is the
monological/dialogical or open/closed axis, classical models for which Cox
finds in Plato and Cicero, respectively. As we have seen, in such works of
Plato as the Lysis and the Symposium, the endlessly deviating dramatic form
of the dialogue itself is essential to its meaning, as is the dialogical relation-
ship it sets up with the reader, while Cicero’s Tusculans and De amicitia for
the most part dispense with dialogue in favor of a master’s monological lec-
ture. Cox finds both types of dialogue in the Italian Renaissance, but points
out that in the late Cinquecento, “the concept of authority carried great
prestige,” that “didacticism had no negative connotations,” and that the
authoritative, Ciceronian model dominated at certain points;63 Jon R.
Snyder, indeed, finds in Italian Renaissance theories of dialogue a steady
development away from a dialectical model and toward one in which “the
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art of questioning, doubting, exploring the lateral paths and possibilities of
thought . . . is definitively banished from the scene of speaking and is at last
lost to sight.”64

The reason for this reverential attitude toward authority may be found
in Italy’s unique political circumstances in the sixteenth century. In contrast
to Tudor England, for example, with its centralized court and system of
patronage, in Italy, according to Cox,

where no such real political nucleus existed, this same cultural role was per-
formed by a far more fluid and intangible ideal “court” or “academy,” united
across political boundaries by a shared language and literary heritage. . . .
This was an entity which existed, of course, only as a generous figment of the
collective imagination, and it is hardly surprising under the circumstances
that the Italian cultural elite showed such an anxiety for self-definition.65

This anxiety about self-definition is expressed in the reverence for authority—
political or religious—that provides the agenda for many humanist
dialogues. And this reverence for authority is sometimes expressed specifi-
cally as the suppression or denunciation of male–male desire; while
drawing on Plato, many humanist thinkers also draw on the medieval
Christian tradition in obscuring or disavowing classical Athenian pederas-
tic culture: rather than a means of initiating young men into their society’s
power structures, male–male desire, at least in its physical expression, is
now regarded by mainstream thinkers as a subversion of political and
religious authority. And as we might expect, following Dollimore’s model,
other thinkers outside the mainstream reveal this disavowed desire to be the
basis of the very culture that prohibits it.

Cox also distinguishes among Italian Renaissance dialogues along the
axis history/invention. Authority is at issue in this distinction as in the
dialogical/monological one, and again Cicero and Plato provide Cox’s
models: “. . . if the vital persuasive mechanism of auctoritas is to work, it is
necessary for the reader at least to suspend disbelief in the documentary
character of the dialogue.”66 While Plato set his dialogues among historical
figures, the casualness—and indeed the homoeroticism—of their mise-en-
scène made them seem less suitable as models for dialogues set in
Renaissance courts than Cicero’s sobriety.67

Humanist thinkers such as Marsilio Ficino had, or themselves made
possible (with printed editions and translations), more direct access to the
classical Greek authors than was available to most readers in the medieval
Latin West. Ficino, in fact, was an early translator (for his patrons from
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1462 to 1473, the Medici family) of Plato’s works into Latin, and later into
Italian. He was also an early interpreter of Plato from a Christian perspec-
tive, in his Platonic Theology (1482) and in his Commentary on
Plato’s Symposium on Love (De amore, 1484),68 itself a dialogue—at least
technically—in which several speakers expound the hidden meanings of the
various speeches in the Symposium. This new access to classical writers, in
particular Plato, had its effect on early modern attitudes toward male–male
desire—as did the continuing Christian tradition in which these writers
were conducting their investigations.69 But in Ficino’s Latin text we may also
observe the reverence for authority—the Church’s in particular—that Cox
discerns (in a more secular context) in later vernacular dialogues.

Ficino, for example, in his Commentary, attempts a neoplatonic reading
of the Symposium that will not be offensive to the Church (“as if to test the
religious orthodoxy of his work, he sent copies of it to two members of the
clergy: a Hungarian bishop named Joannes Pannonius [1434–1473] and
Cardinal Francesco Piccolomini of Siena [1439–1503]”70). What he finds
attractive in Plato’s Symposium is, then, its account of the soul’s ascent to a
divine unity—that is, one important but small portion of one speech,
Socrates’/Diotima’s—rather than the dialogue’s literary drama, the dialogic
contrasts among the doctrines of its various speakers, or, in particular, the
desire between men that informs and structures those doctrines, including
Diotima’s.71 Sears Jayne summarizes Ficino’s argument as follows:

[T]he cosmos consists of a hierarchy of being extending from God (unity) to
the physical world (multiplicity). In this hierarchy every level evolves
from the level above it in a descending emanation from God and desires to
rise to the level above it in an ascending return to God. This desire to return
to one’s source is called love, and the quality in the source which attracts this
desire is called beauty. The human soul, as a part of the hierarchy of being,
is involved in this same process of descent from God and return to God; in
human beings the desire to procreate inferior beings is called earthly love,
and the desire to rise to higher levels of being is called heavenly love.72

We are here clearly in the realm of Plato’s commentators rather than of
Plato himself, and in fact relatively little of Ficino’s “commentary” addresses
Plato’s Symposium at all. Instead, Ficino uses the Symposium as a pretext for
working out his own mystical theology/philosophy, more heavily influ-
enced by the neoplatonic philosophers Pseudo-Dionysius, Proclus, and
Plotinus than it is by Plato’s text: while the doctrine of emanations, for
instance, may ultimately be derived from other Platonic dialogues, it plays
little or no part in the Symposium itself. Nevertheless, the basis of Ficino’s
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doctrine in the relationship of unity to multiplicity is relevant to the themes
I have been pursuing: the two terms are neither opposed to each other nor
likened; instead, multiplicity is understood as a derivation of unity, that is,
as a deviation or difference contained by sameness. Human love—spiritual,
not physical—in the world of multiplicity is therefore understood in a pos-
itive light because “in both of its phases, descending and ascending, it is
part of a natural cosmic process in which all creatures share.”73 Human love
in its multiple desires is itself a matter of deviation from the divine unity.

However, although Jayne emphasizes the positive valuation of human
love, in fact Ficino devotes considerably more attention to the desire for,
and achievement of, unity with God; the deviation of human love must
ultimately be absorbed into the complete self-identity of the divine:
“Certainly above every multiplicity of a composite thing [super omnem rei
composite multitudinem] must be the one itself, simple by nature [unum
ipsum simplex debet esse natura]. . . . But above the One, that is, God
Himself, we cannot place anything because the true One is devoid of all
multiplicity, of all compositeness” (VI.15, pp. 137–138; pp. 231–232).
Multiplicity must in the long run be sacrificed for unity as human love,
however good it may be on its own level, must give way to heavenly love.
Physical expressions of eros, in particular, are understood as hatred, illness,
and destruction.74

The nature of correct human love itself, in its very refusal of the physi-
cal, suggests the same movement away from multiplicity:

Therefore those who, as we have said, are born under the same star are so con-
stituted that the image of the more beautiful of them, penetrating through
the eyes into the soul of the other, matches and corresponds completely with
a certain identical image [consimili cuidam simulacro] which was formed in
the astral body of that soul as well as in its inner nature from its creation. The
soul thus stricken recognizes the image before it as something which is its
own. It is in fact almost exactly like the image which this soul has long
possessed within itself, and which it tried to imprint on its own body, but was
not able to do. The soul then puts the visual image beside its own interior
image, and if anything is lacking in the former as a perfect copy of the Jovial
body, the soul restores it by reforming it. (p. 114, VI.6; p. 206)

This is one of several instances in which Ficino explains physical erotic
attraction—or explains it away—by decorporealizing it, rendering erotics a
matter of images within the soul rather than of bodies themselves.75 To be
sure, the continued existence of these images requires the continued pres-
ence of their source, “a beautiful body”—but this requirement is only proof
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of the “poverty” of the physical eye (p. 115, VI.6; p. 207). The love of such
bodies is, significantly, a matter of deviance: the soul’s image of the body of
the beloved is “almost exactly”—but not exactly—like its own internal
image. This deviance, however, is quickly erased as the soul refashions the
beloved’s image to conform with the divine image it carries within itself:
even in the correct form of human love, decorporealization allows unity to
replace multiplicity. Likeness, in fact, is regularly assumed to be a require-
ment for love throughout the Commentary;76 this passage merely serves to
explain how that likeness comes to be.

Since this likeness is most significantly a likeness of souls and images
rather than of bodies, sex and gender differences are of relatively little con-
cern to Ficino.77 Spiritual human affection can exist between men as well
as between men and women (as we might expect, love between women
does not arise as an issue): the first speech, a commentary on Phaedrus’
speech in the Symposium, thus illustrates virtuous, that is, nonphysical, love
with Phaedrus’ three couples, Alcestis and Admetus, Orpheus and Euridice,
and Patroclus and Achilles (p. 42, I.4). Such an allowance for male–male
desire is virtually unavoidable in a commentary at least purportedly on
Plato’s Symposium—but Speech I merely mentions these relationships,
eschewing Phaedrus’ discussion of their precise nature.78 Indeed, all physi-
cal expressions of male–male desire are condemned as violently as in Alan
of Lille, perhaps as part of Ficino’s effort to satisfy his clerical critics that
pagan philosophy may indeed be adapted to Christian ends without a corol-
lary adaptation of pagan erotic practices. Thus Speech II, the commentary
on Pausanias’ encomium, turns the latter’s enthusiasm for Athenian ped-
erasty into a purely spiritual eros, and condemns, among other condemna-
tions of the physical expression of eros, that which goes “against the order
of nature with men” (p. 54, II.7; p. 155).79 More violently, Speech VI, the
commentary on Diotima’s doctrine, cites Plato’s later dialogue the Laws to
associate the physical expression of male–male erotics with murder:

But it should have been noticed that the purpose of erections of the genital
part is not the useless act of ejaculation, but the function of fertilizing and
procreating; the part should have been redirected from males to females.

We think that it was by some error of this kind that that wicked crime
arose which Plato in his Laws roundly curses as a form of murder [homocidii
spetiem]. Certainly a man who snatches away a man about to be born must
be considered a murderer no less than one who takes from our midst a man
already born. He who destroys a present life may be bolder, but he who
begrudges light to the unborn and kills his own unborn sons is more cruel.
(pp. 135–136, VI.14; pp. 229–230)80
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We may find several purposes being served in such passages. Nature is once
again invoked, explicitly in Speech II and, in the form of reproductive
physiology, implicitly in Speech VI, with the effect of legitimating sexual
intercourse between men and women at the same time that it removes legit-
imacy from the physical expression of male–male erotics. By invoking (not
quite correctly) the Laws as well as the legal category of murder, the second
passage also identifies men who engage in such expressions as criminals,
and in particular as “bold” rebels against civic authority, as well as against
the intellectual authority of Plato himself. The constellation of effects is
similar to those we observed in Pseudo-Lucian and Alan of Lille, and serves
the same purpose of policing erotic expression, here as in Alan to a far
greater extent than in their ancient predecessors.

Most importantly, Ficino’s Commentary essentially eliminates Alcibiades
altogether: In Speech VII, which we might expect to be a commentary on
Alcibiades’ speech, including his attempt to seduce Socrates, these aspects
of Plato’s text are simply ignored, except for a defense of Socrates from hav-
ing “polluted himself with a stain so filthy” (p. 155, VII.2; p. 242). The
Christian language of sin is also invoked specifically in this speech, with
regard to what sounds like a neoplatonic understanding of Athenian ped-
erasty (“an older man who is inclined toward the likeness of a younger”):
“Hence they are driven to do many sinful things together” (p. 163, VII.6;
p. 251). We are not allowed to forget that Ficino’s Neo-Platonism is also
Christian in its emphasis, and that references to pederasty or other forms of
male–male desire—except the most purely spiritual—also require the invo-
cation of the discourse of sin as an automatic response.

The dialogue form used by Ficino is perhaps—along with Cicero’s—the
least truly dialogical we have observed; though comparatively early, Ficino’s
Latin dialogue thus shares the authoritative quality of the later vernacular
dialogues and theories discussed by Cox and Snyder. Since Ficino is prima-
rily interested in developing his own singular vision of divine unity and
how it may be achieved, the speeches that comprise his Commentary are
similarly unitary. The speakers are virtually indistinguishable from one
another, and the dramatic setting is almost nonexistent: the speakers
are brought together by Lorenzo de’ Medici because he wished to “renew the
Platonic banquet”; Plato’s Symposium is read aloud, its various speeches are
divvied up for commentary among the participants, and the dramatic
frame disappears.81 Instead, Ficino provides a steady working-out of his
own theories, in which the speeches agree with, and build upon, one
another. This is neither Buber’s moment of contact nor Bakhtin’s dialogism.
A very superficial difference thus produces a profound likeness; as in the
theory itself, deviation is ultimately to be absorbed into unity of effect, as
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physical desire between men—though less necessarily between men and
women—is to be sublimated into spirituality.

Subsequent humanist authors writing in the Italian vernacular(s) used
the dialogue form more flexibly, whether reproducing Ficino’s attitudes or
questioning them. Numerous such dialogues were produced throughout
the sixteenth century, far more than can be discussed here. Vernacular dia-
logues on love written in Ficino’s wake, not surprisingly, were dismissive of
male–male desire, the most influential being Leone Ebreo’s Dialoghi
d’amore (1501), Pietro Bembo’s Gli Asolani (1505), Baldassare Castiglione’s
Il Cortegiano (1518), and Sperone Speroni’s Dialogo d’amore (1542).82 But
even as these dialogues rejected the physical expression of male–male desire,
some of them, notably Ebreo’s and Speroni’s, influenced as much by
Aristotle as by Plato, were less hostile to the body and its pleasures than
Ficino had been.83 Meanwhile, humanism itself came to be associated in
the cultural imagination with homoeroticism, as Leonard Barkan has
demonstrated in a discussion of Ariosto’s early “proper usage” of the term
“humanist,” umanista: in a verse epistle addressed to Bembo, the “absolute
human embodiment” of humanism, Ariosto declares that “few humanists
are without that vice which did not so much persuade, as force, God to
render Gomorrah and her neighbor wretched!”84 For Barkan, “Ariosto is
designating in a new way a term for scholar-and-poet. And the defining
context for this new man is homoerotic.”85

Barkan finds in Renaissance representations of the myth of Ganymede
a coded expression of this relationship between humanism and the “homo-
erotic.”86 Some humanist writers, however, perhaps more Aristotelian than
purely neoplatonic in their critical attitudes, provide a more direct, and
more sympathetic, consideration of male–male erotics in their dialogues,
and are thus more pertinent to the concerns of the present study. These dia-
logues include Gian Paolo Lomazzo’s Il libro dei sogni (ca. 1568), Antonio
Vignali’s La cazzaria (1520s), and Tullia d’Aragona’s Dialogo della infinità
d’amore (1547), as well as Antonio Rocco’s seventeenth-century L’Alcibiade
fanciullo a scola (1651).87

The different city-states of sixteenth-century Italy each constructed its
own version of male–male desire that is reflected in that city-state’s dia-
logues, but certain overall patterns may nevertheless be discerned. In some
ways the ancient pederastic construction was renewed, with men primarily
in their twenties pursuing adolescents, and with sodomy regarded primarily
as the fruit of youthful ardor: age difference thus was understood as a typ-
ical, if not necessary, aspect of male–male desire.88 The ancient Athenian
class similarity of erastes and eromenos, however, was less typical: sodomiti-
cal relations crossed class as well as age boundaries, another signal that the
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power structure of sodomy was quite different in the Italian Renaissance
than in classical Athens (one that may suggest a further reason for the
attempts at suppressing it in all the Italian city-states).89 Not being officially
sanctioned in any form, sodomy for that very reason may have been less
restricted in its expression than it had been in ancient Greece, where its
social relations were more carefully defined. Perhaps most important for
our purposes is this very aspect of male–male sodomy: it was harshly regu-
lated,90 yet widely practiced. As Michael Rocke suggests, “[s]odomy was an
integral facet of male homosocial culture.”91 The paradox of this official
disavowal of what was nonetheless an important social practice is evident
in the vernacular texts to which I shall now turn.

I would like to examine a few representative dialogues that place
themselves in the Socratic/Platonic tradition and that deal with male–
male desire, both those that agree and those that disagree with Ficino.
Representative of, and perhaps best known in, the first category is
Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (Il Cortegiano), first published in 1518
and immensely popular. It purports to record several conversations at the
court of the Duke of Urbino in 1506, in which a group of real-life notables
discuss their ideas of the ideal courtier and court lady.

Like Ficino’s, Castiglione’s interest in male–male desire—indeed, in love
generally—is merely incidental to this primary concern. Nevertheless,
Castiglione’s debt to Plato’s Symposium is clearly acknowledged, and is of
interest for our purposes as much for what it does not say as for what it says.
Certainly Castiglione acknowledges the existence of male–male erotic
desire, and his tone in referring to it is not particularly condemnatory, as in
the pun recounted in Book II (which is largely concerned with the ideal
courtier’s wit) concerning a certain Beroaldo’s attraction to good-looking
young men. As Beroaldo starts to enumerate the “three counts” on which
he is obliged to travel to Bologna, his friend jokes that the three counts are
“ ‘first, Count Ludovico da San Bonifacio; second, Count Ercole Rangone;
third, the Count of Pepoli.’ Whereupon everyone laughed, because these
three counts had been pupils of Beroaldo and were handsome youths who
were then studying at Bologna” (p. 119, II.63; p. 207).92 The joke seems a
reasonably good-natured one, and is far in tone from the vituperation with
which Ficino treats similar desires. Perhaps less good-natured, but still a
joke, is the example, given in the same book, of jokes made by changing a
word in a line of verse:

And messer Geronimo Donato, while visiting the stations at Rome in Lent
[la Quadragesima] along with many other gentlemen, met up with a com-
pany of beautiful Roman ladies; and when one of the gentlemen said: “Quot
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coelum stellas, tot habet tua Roma puellas,” he replied at once: “Pascua quotque
haedos, tot habet tua Roma cinaedos,” pointing to a company of young men
coming from the other direction. (p. 116, II.61; pp. 202–203)

The first Latin quotation, from Ovid’s Ars amatoria (I.59), says that “as
many stars as has the sky does your Rome have girls”; the second, altering
it, means that “as many lambs as have the meadows does your Rome have
cinaedos.” The exact connotations of the term cinaedus have been discussed
at length by classical scholars; generally speaking, it suggests a man who
plays the receptive role in anal intercourse, and was used as an insulting
term in both Greek and Latin.93 Here again, the insult is a comical one:
while both of these jokes may well be understood as an informal way of
policing physical expressions of male–male desire, they also recognize its
existence with a certain degree of sophistication.94 Thus the discussion of
sexual continence in Book III cites, along with various examples of men
who mastered their desire for women, “Pericles, who on merely hearing
someone praise a boy’s beauty too emphatically upbraided him sharply”
(p. 178, III.39; p. 307) without drawing a distinction between them. The
combination of a sophisticated recognition of sodomy with a simultaneous
disapproving oversight of it is not unusual in the early modern Italian city-
states, as we have seen.

It might seem that male–male desire in Periclean Athens is too distant
to pose much of a threat, and that male–male desire can be safely acknowl-
edged there. However, when it comes to dealing directly with Plato’s philo-
sophically authoritative Symposium itself, Castiglione’s more typical
response to its implications of homoeroticism is—like Ficino’s response to
the implications of Alcibiades’ speech—to erase them from his text and to
substitute male–female relations for them. An interesting example arises in
Book III, which is concerned with describing the ideal court lady and the
ideal courtier’s relations with her. Referring to Phaedrus’ speech in the
Symposium, Cesare Gonzaga suggests that “if one could assemble an army
of lovers that would fight in the presence of the ladies they love, that army
would conquer the whole world, unless similarly another army of lovers
were to oppose it” (p. 188, III.51; p. 324). It is a close paraphrase of the
Symposium 178e, but Phaedrus’ army of male–male pairs of lovers fighting
side by side has been replaced by one of single warriors fighting to impress
their watching ladies. Male–male desire has simply been processed out of
the Christian humanist understanding of love.

This point is even clearer in Book IV, when Pietro Bembo concludes the
proceedings with a discourse on the true nature of love, a version of
Diotima’s ladder of love that differs significantly from its model in terms of

Spiritual Erotics 117



the stages that the lover undergoes and especially in terms of the object that
inspires it. (Another of Castiglione’s models is to be found in Book Three
of the real Bembo’s Gli Asolani.95) As usual (and as is true of Socrates’/
Diotima’s speech), he assumes that the desiring subject is male, but where
Diotima bases her ladder on the love of boys, Bembo at every opportunity
substitutes the love of women. For one example, even when the lover is
learning to reach beyond the love of bodies toward the love of souls, “the
Lady may in reason and without blame go even so far as to kiss” because “a
kiss may be said to be a joining of souls rather than of bodies” (p. 253,
IV.64; p. 430). Throughout, it is the lady who inspires the lover—in spiri-
tual as well as in physical desire.

Like Ficino’s speakers, Castiglione’s neoplatonic Bembo moves up the
ladder of love toward a divine unity, and that unity is achieved not, as for
Socrates and Diotima, through the contemplation of a beauty or beauties
external to the mind, but rather through the soul’s contemplation of
itself: “facing toward the contemplation of its own substance,” the soul
“rises to its noblest part, which is the intellect; and there, no longer dark-
ened by the obscure night of earthly things, it beholds divine beauty,” and
in the highest stage, “beauty guides it from the particular intellect to the
universal intellect” (p. 256, IV.68; p. 435). Castiglione’s Bembo makes
more explicit the inward turn already visible in Ficino’s neoplatonism: the
solitary self leads itself to the vision of universal intellect. The complex
Platonic unity, briefly glimpsed after passing through the love of the
universe’s beauty, which is never quite left behind, is reduced to a neopla-
tonic solipsism. Indeed, Bembo warns that it would be better not to desire
human beauty at all: at the first hint of desire (for a woman), the lover
“ought to administer a quick remedy and arouse his reason, and therewith
arm the fortress of his heart, and so shut out sense and appetite that
they cannot enter there by force or deception” (p. 251, IV.62; p. 427).
Ideally, the physical senses are not to serve as they do in Plato as a necessary
first step on the ladder of love; instead, they are to be shut down com-
pletely. The ladder of love, for Bembo, is only the second-best choice: “if
the flame is extinguished, the danger is also extinguished; but if it contin-
ues to live and grow, then the Courtier, feeling himself caught, must
firmly resolve to avoid all ugliness of vulgar love, and must enter into the
divine path of love, with reason as his guide” (p. 251, IV.62; pp. 427–428).
Either at the beginning or at the end of the process, the senses must be
closed down in favor of the inward turn toward intellect alone. Plato’s
distrust of the body is transformed into a wholesale rejection, his complex
deviations of body and soul, multiplicity and unity, into a simple set of
binary oppositions.96
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It is, perhaps, no accident that Castiglione’s Christianity is, at least in
Book IV, more explicit that either Alan of Lillie’s or Ficino’s: the discussion
concludes with a disagreement about whether the divine vision is equally
accessible to men and to women. Gasparo Pallavicino, asserting that it is
not, brings an explicitly Christian orientation to Bembo’s vision:

Thus, we do not read that any woman has had this grace, but that many men
have had it, like Plato, Socrates, Plotinus, and many others; and likewise
many of our holy Fathers, like St. Francis, upon whom an ardent spirit of
love impressed the most holy seal of the five wounds: not could anything
except the power of love lift St. Paul [san Paulo apostolo] to the vision of those
secret things whereof no man is allowed to speak; nor show St. Stephen the
opened heavens. (p. 259, IV.72; p. 440)

Gasparo here explicitly reorients the dialogue away from the classical tradi-
tion, concerned with the contemplation of beauty, with which he briefly
begins (Plato, Socrates, Plotinus), and toward a more extended considera-
tion of an explicitly Christian experience, not of abstract beauty, but of
divine grace as represented by the Christian saints and martyrs (St. Francis
of Assisi, St. Paul, St. Stephen protomartyr). It is a reorientation followed
by Giuliano de’ Medici, in his defense of women’s spiritual abilities: he
begins with Diotima, but quickly turns to St. Mary Magdalene and the
other female martyrs (pp. 259–260, IV.72; p. 440). Gasparo and Giuliano
have only made the Christianity implicit throughout Bembo’s discourse
more explicit, and the nuances of Plato’s thought give way before a mono-
lithic Christian value system. While alternatives to orthodox Christianity
were in plentiful supply in Renaissance Italy, none of Castiglione’s courtiers
gives them voice: Bembo’s discourse has the effect of shutting down all dia-
logue even as he recommends shutting down the senses: “everyone seemed
almost to feel in his mind a certain spark of the divine love that had
inspired the speaker, and all wished to hear more” (p. 259, IV.71; p. 439).

Up until this point, Castiglione’s is one of the most dialogical, even car-
nivalesque, of the dialogues, in Bakhtin’s and Kristeva’s sense, that we have
encountered: on all other subjects, the disagreements are wide-ranging and
pursued with a good-humored intensity.97 Each participant has his or her
own clearly delineated personality (quite unlike those in Ficino’s
Commentary)—Gasparo Pallavicino, for example, can be counted on to
enunciate the antifeminist position with some regularity—and the conver-
sation among them has an easy give-and-take that allows a positively
Bakhtinian multiplicity of perspectives on every issue raised: the relative
importance of the courtier’s various talents, his proper relationship to his
prince, the forms his wit should take, the relative merits of men and
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women, and so on. But the doctrine of love itself, precisely because it
cannot be disentangled from Christian orthodoxy, wins universal assent. As
a subject of Christian orthodoxy, male–male desire cannot be allowed a
voice in this dialogue: Bembo’s discourse becomes an object of knowledge
rather than the opportunity for a dialogical encounter, to use Buber’s
terminology; proximity (to other humans as to the divine) is eliminated in
favor of identity of thought.98 Where desire is concerned, Castiglione thus
reproduces within his own text the same movement from the dialogical to
the monological traced by Snyder in the wider history of Renaissance
theories of the dialogue genre.

The association of Christianity with a refusal of male–male desire is thus
more subtle in Castiglione’s urbane work than in Alan of Lille’s diatribes or
Ficino’s vituperation, but it is perhaps more insidious: rather than argue
with the ancient tradition of male–male desire, Castiglione—outside the
realm of the joke—simply silences it by ignoring it. No longer even a
deviant or abjected alternative, male–male desire is, elegantly, erased, along
with the value of the body in Bembo’s discourse and the dialogic nature of
the dialogue itself when its subject matter turns to the doctrine of
(Christian) love.

The Venetian Tullia d’Aragona, on the other hand, in her Dialogue on
the Infinity of Love (Dialogo della infinità d’amore, 1547) illustrates the link
between humanism and “homoeroticism” explored by Barkan. She follows
Leone Ebreo (here called “Filone” after the main speaker in his Dialoghi
d’amore) and Sperone Speroni (in whose Dialogo d’amore she had appeared
as a speaker) in restoring an element of the physical to neoplatonic doc-
trines of love. She also uses a woman’s voice to introduce the question of
sex and gender in love, and pays quite explicit attention to the physical
expression of male–male desire.99 Throughout her dialogue—primarily
between herself and the humanist scholar Benedetto Varchi—Tullia
d’Aragona seems less committed to preserving ideas of unity either in her
doctrine or in her use of the dialogue form itself, and more interested in the
real and irreducible differences among embodied humans. Indeed, the split
between the Christian neoplatonism of, on the one hand, Ficino, Bembo,
and Castiglione, and of, on the other, Ebreo, Speroni, and Tullia d’Aragona,
can be described in terms of the latter group’s Aristotelian deviation from
the neoplatonic norm: whereas for the former group, the knowledge of uni-
versal beauty is retrieved from within the soul, for the latter, knowledge
requires physical sense perceptions of the external world. The split may also
be associated with the difference between representations, based on the
concept of authority, of the world of the aristocratic courts (like the court
of Urbino eulogized in Castiglione’s Courtier) and those of the bourgeois
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cities, with their universities—and their “honest courtesans” such as Tullia
d’Aragona.100 It is significant that her text praises the theories of Ebreo and
Speroni, but not those of Ficino and Bembo (though she admires the
latter’s eloquence).

The characters Tullia and Varchi, in fact, do not accept even Plato’s own
authority, and this text at times is in dialogue with Plato’s Symposium itself,
for instance on the question of whether the lover or the beloved is nobler.
Whereas Plato’s Phaedrus defends the nobility of the lover (Symposium
179b), Tullia and Varchi work their way to a different conclusion; as Varchi
suggests, “the loved one is doubtless the agent, and consequently more
noble, while the lover is the passive recipient (il paziente), and therefore less
noble, despite the contrary view which the divine Plato appears to hold on
this distinction” (p. 70; pp. 202–203). The dialogue thus regularly ques-
tions all authorities, finding some more satisfactory than others. Tullia, in
fact, regularly claims to be speaking from her own life experiences rather
than on the basis of authority, despite her ability to cite other philosophers,
for instance in her initial claim—the main topic of discussion—that love is
not infinite:

Varchi: . . . Anyway, what reasons can you adduce to prove that love has an
end?

Tullia: No particular reason, but it is as I say.
Varchi: So you want me to bow [creda] to authority!
Tullia: No, Sir. I want you to bow to experience, which I trust by itself far

more than all the reasons produced by the whole class of philoso-
phers. (p. 71; p. 204)

The experience of a courtesan may be deemed as reliable as the theories of
the philosophers in a discussion of the nature of love: here, too, Tullia’s argu-
ments are based on observations of actual human behavior in all its change-
ableness and multiplicity. Such passages are also of interest in that they
demonstrate a genuinely dialogical style of argumentation: multiple posi-
tions may be expounded without necessarily being resolved, and Tullia does
not serve merely as a pretext for Varchi’s discourses. Even when she agrees
with Varchi, he reminds her that “[i]t is not enough to say ‘Yes, Sir’ like that”
(p. 60; p. 193)—unlike Socrates’ interlocutors in a typical Socratic dialogue
(e.g., Lysis). In fact, Tullia and Varchi exchange the roles of Socrates and his
interlocutor, sometimes one, sometimes the other taking the philosophical
lead—a point that is even made explicit with a reference to the Symposium:

Tullia: . . . To tell you the truth, I don’t seem to know anything, except that
I know nothing.
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Varchi: That itself would be no mean feat. You could compare yourself to
Socrates, who was the wisest and most virtuous man in the whole of
Greece.

Tullia: I didn’t mean that mine was the Socratic ignorance [in cotesto senso].
You are putting excessively subtle interpretations on what I say.
However, if Socrates was so wise and virtuous, why don’t you make
a practice of imitating him? For as you know, he discussed every-
thing with his friend Diotima and learned all manner of wonderful
things from her, especially concerning the mysteries of love.

Varchi: And what do you think I’m doing?
Tullia: Quite the opposite of everything that Socrates [egli ] did. Since he

adopted a learning stance, whereas you’re imparting lessons.
Varchi: No, you’ve got it wrong. Where do you think I derive my modest

utterances, if not . . .
Tullia: Come, come. Tone things down. Go back to the main subject. . . .

(p. 66; p. 198)

Both speakers in this passage are simultaneously identified and disidentified
with Socrates. Tullia lays claim to Socrates’ famous dictum that he knew
nothing except his own ignorance, but then disingenuously refuses to be
identified with Socrates when Varchi jokingly does so—only to identify
herself instead with Socrates’ own authority, Diotima. Varchi is told to be
more Socratic, and in turn indirectly lays claim to the Socratic identity in
response (“what do you think I’m doing?”); accused of being the opposite
of Socrates, he tries to reclaim the identification, only to be redirected to
the original discussion. And Socrates himself is here represented the one
who is both wise and ignorant: for Varchi he is the master, “wisest and most
virtuous,” and Tullia to be identified with him only in a joke, whereas for
Tullia Socrates is the student learning of love, whose “learning stance” they
should both emulate. In fact, she is scolding Varchi for being excessively
authoritative—even as she herself takes the reins of the dialogue and turns
it back from its deviant path into the original argument. Such complex
identifications and disidentifications simultaneously claim and disavow
authority, and thus allow for a genuine dialogism. The model here is the
discussion, not the lecture, and Tullia insists that the true dialogic, conver-
sational mode be followed—even if that insistence is itself, for the moment,
excessively authoritative: the roles of master and student remain dialogical
if they are constantly being exchanged.

Tullia’s opinions deviate not only from those of various authorities,
including Varchi, but also from her own: like the Socrates of Lysis, she
changes her mind about the nature of love by the time the discussion is
finished. Her initial opinion is that love “is nothing other than a desire to
enjoy with union what is truly beautiful or seems beautiful to the lover”
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(p. 69; p. 202), and that, as we have seen, “love has an end.” The notion of
union is, of course, neoplatonic insofar as it concerns what is truly beauti-
ful, though adding “seems beautiful” leaves room for a considerable diver-
gence from the truly neoplatonic spiritual love. Varchi initially suggests
that, as Tullia puts it, “while one loves, one does not love within limits. But
when one no longer loves, the issue simply doesn’t arrive. This logic is truly
manna from heaven!” (p. 74; p. 207). Tullia’s last comment seems sarcastic,
given that she is not satisfied with Varchi’s solution: reversing roles again
(“[n]ow let me do the talking for a while” [p. 75; p. 208]), she pursues the
question through several permutations until she reaches a conclusion that
includes both body and soul. “Honest love”

[h]as as its main goal the transformation of oneself into the object of one’s
love, with a desire that the loved one be converted into oneself, so that the
two may become one or four [un solo o quattro]. . . . And as this transforma-
tion can only take place on a spiritual plane, so in this kind of love, the prin-
cipal part is played by the “spiritual” senses, those of sight and hearing and,
above all, because it is closest to the spiritual, the imagination. But, in truth,
as it is the lover’s wish to achieve a corporeal union besides the spiritual one,
in order to effect a total identification with the beloved, and since this cor-
poreal unity can never be attained, because it is not possible for human bod-
ies to be physically merged into one another, the lover can never achieve this
longing of his, and so will never satisfy his desire. Thus, he cannot love with
a limit. . . . (p. 90; pp. 222–223)101

Tullia’s language at the beginning of this passage surprisingly suggests that
the movement toward greater unity may alternatively, and equally, be a
movement toward greater multiplicity: the two lovers aim to lose their
“twoness,” but what they achieve instead is just as likely, and less laudably,
to be “fourness” rather than “oneness”: if each lover transforms himself or
herself into the other, there may, spiritually, be only one being once that
process is complete, but there may also be four, if each partner is both self
and other. And while she agrees with the earlier neoplatonists that the love
in question is primarily spiritual—the physical senses of sight and hearing
being considered in most neoplatonic dialogues to be more spiritual than
the others—Tullia also stresses the corporeality of the lovers’ desire, which
is for physical as well as spiritual merging—a merger that can, as Tullia
points out, never literally take place on the physical level. It is thus, at least
by implication, physical desire that is infinite rather than spiritual. Tullia’s
theory of love is heavily invested in the world of physicality as well as of
multiplicity, and takes us far from the neoplatonic rejection of the body in
favor of spiritual unity. It should be noted that Tullia does not necessarily
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approve of the physical element—but experience teaches her that it must
be taken into account.

This passage, which contradicts Tullia’s earlier statement that love does
have an end, also demonstrates her own internal dialogism, the self-deviation
that we have also observed in the Socrates of Lysis. Varchi, too, manifests
this kind of dialogic self-deviation in his scholastic strategy of counterargu-
mentation, briefly demonstrating the ways in which both propositions—
love is infinite, and it is not—can be logically argued; to which Tullia
replies that she must now consider both propositions as true (pp. 87–89;
pp. 219–221), before going on to offer her own solution, quoted above.
The dialogue form’s potential is thus exploited here to its fullest extent,
with a variety of opinions being offered, and none accepted without further
discussion, a use of the form consonant with the world of multiple, irre-
ducible selves that Tullia, perhaps disapprovingly, imagines.

Even her proposed solution, though praised by Varchi, raises further
issues for discussion. He suggests that the physical desire for procreation,
which Tullia has not discussed, is an acceptable form of love; and asks, if
physical desire is acceptable, what Tullia thinks of pederasty. The point
seems to be that Tullia’s theory has not mentioned the procreative function
of sex. Therefore, first, she might not consider it to have any place in true
love; and, second, if physical desire can legitimately be nonprocreative, why
should male–male desire not be allowable? “I wonder what you would say
about those men who love boys [gioveni ], whose urge cannot obviously be
a desire to generate something similar to themselves” (pp. 93–94; p. 226).

The resulting discussion is complex and fascinating. Tullia agrees that
procreative love is natural and not to be blamed unless it becomes
“unbridled and overpowering” (p. 94; p. 226), suggesting again that her
recognition of physical desire requires self-control and, though not its
elimination, at least its subordination to the spiritual. In fact, the very
absence of the possibility of procreation also causes her to condemn
male–male erotics:

I consider that those men who entertain a lascivious love for youths are not
following the true dictates of nature, so they fully deserve the punishments
that canon and divine law have imposed on them, as well as the penalties set
up by man-made and civil justice. What is more, I can scarcely believe that
people who practice such an ugly, wicked, and hideous vice, whether an
artificial or habitual form of behavior, are real human beings. I shall be glad
if later on you could give me your own view on this, for I know full well
that in classical Greece [appresso i greci ] the opposite notion was common
and that Lucian wrote a dialogue in which he praised this vice, as did Plato.
(p. 95; p. 228)
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Tullia cites the conventional constellation of discourses on male sodomy
that we have observed before: it is unnatural (here because it is nonprocre-
ative), it is sinful in a Christian context and goes against civil authority, it
is an “artificial” or “habitual” action, which also suggests a deliberate rebel-
lion against authority. In addition, she adds an aesthetic component
(sodomy is ugly and hideous). She does not, however, cite the expected
argument that sodomy is a form of gender inversion, typically the main rea-
son given for its “unnaturalness” in the Middle Ages and Renaissance;
instead, she suggests that the sodomites’ transgression is even more funda-
mental: they trespass beyond the boundaries of the human itself. This is all
virulent enough for anyone; but then Tullia also adds that she might be
wrong, which is to say that the entire tradition on which she has based her
critique of sodomy might be wrong. In asking Varchi’s guidance she is again
inviting him to play the Socratic role, which in this case means to under-
take a defense of sodomy.

She could not be asking a more qualified individual. Benedetto Varchi
was widely believed in Florence to be a pederast himself, and had been
arrested for the rape of a male adolescent in 1545; he pled guilty. Varchi was
also beaten by Piero Strozzi’s followers for having allegedly seduced Strozzi’s
younger brother, an episode to which Tullia alludes near the end of the dia-
logue.102 According to Rinaldina Russell, Varchi actually used arguments
derived from Plato’s Symposium to justify his “amorous pursuit of young
pupils.”103 He takes a similar tack in the Dialogue, carefully distinguishing
between Pseudo-Lucian’s defense of sodomy and Plato’s own spiritual form
of male–male desire. He defends the latter by citing Diotima’s doctrine that
pederastic lovers ideally do generate “something similar to themselves,”
though in spirit rather than in body (p. 96; p. 229)—and adds that Tullia
should not be deceived by the behavior of modern sodomites (p. 97; p. 229).

Tullia is skeptical of Varchi’s spiritual defense of classical pederasty, and
inquires why, if such love was purely spiritual, “Socratic lovers [questi
socratici ] tend not to love those who are unprepossessing, or simply too
old?” (p. 97; p. 229).104 Varchi, in a long philosophical argument, defends
the typical neoplatonic notion that the beautiful are also predisposed to
goodness (pp. 97–100; pp. 229–232), but Tullia accepts his reasoning only
with her own qualification: “The followers of Plato also turn their love
toward those who are most beautiful, because they judge them to be the
best and most intelligent individuals, although they are enticed by their
beauty as well” (p. 100; my emphasis; pp. 232–233). This may well be
Tullia’s most radical statement: she accepts Varchi’s explanation of virtuous
male–male desire—it is a love of the morally good, and of the intellectually
superior—but she insists on retaining its element of physical desire, the
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enticements offered by beautiful bodies, as well. For Tullia, love always
deviates from the purely spiritual neoplatonic ideal, and this may be espe-
cially true of male–male erotics: no longer abjected, it is now allotted its
place in Tullia’s theory of love; but it is also, with its element of nonrepro-
ductive physicality, a deviation from the theory that requires its own sepa-
rate discussion and justification.

Tullia pursues the physicality of male–male desire by inquiring why the
classical pederasts preferred not only the physically beautiful, but the
youthful as well. Varchi responds by suggesting that such was not really
their preference: the spiritual “love” of youths “in time becomes friendship.
Once its name is changed, it no longer seems to be the same feeling, but
only then does love become truly perfect” (p. 100; p. 233). Tullia remains
justifiably skeptical, and after a lengthy argument gives in, not because she
is convinced, but only on the basis of Varchi’s authority:

Varchi: . . . When I say that this kind of love is far more complete, and,
consequently, far rarer than perhaps you think, you must believe me.

Tullia: Unfortunately [pur troppo], I do believe it, and more wholeheartedly
[più] than you can imagine: perhaps even more than you do. Indeed,
I do not deny that such love may exist. I admit it on your authority,
for I know you would hardly assert it if you did not at least believe it
to be true—I do not say “if it were true”—and also because I see no
reason to dissuade me that it is so. (pp. 101–102; p. 234)

Tullia’s agreement is interestingly equivocal. She accepts Varchi’s authority,
and agrees, not that such a spiritual male–male love actually exists, but that
it may exist. In fact, she will not even admit that Varchi’s declaration of its
existence is true, only that he is sincere in believing it to be true. From this
perspective—that of her third sentence in the passage just quoted—the
more positive first sentence of her response takes on a different cast: her
belief is, perhaps, in the rarity of this form of love rather than in its
existence—which is why her agreement is “unfortunate.” (Her implied
questioning of just how much Varchi really believes what he has just said
may also remind us of his own reputation for pederastic sodomy.) Again,
Tullia seems willing to accept the value of such a love, but unwilling to sep-
arate it from the physical—which, as we have seen, is for her an essential
component of all love. Christian dogma makes it impossible to admit
male–male desire into the mainstream, but Tullia also represents a certain
kind of humanist free-thinking that carves out its own deviant niche within
Christian orthodoxy, never denying its truth but also exploring the possi-
bility of alternate perspectives.
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The dialogue as a whole, as I have suggested, is remarkably open to
such alternatives: Tullia and Varchi are both willing to change their minds,
and Tullia, herself bringing an explicitly female voice to these debates (as in
her defense of women’s intellectual and spiritual capabilities), also shows
herself willing to be guided by Varchi’s sodomitical voice. Despite her
neoplatonic sympathies, Tullia d’Aragona continually implies the possibility—
even the necessity—of multiple perspectives in the world of irreducible
physical difference that she inhabits, perspectives that remain in dialogical
tension with one another to the end. She thus provides a resistant alterna-
tive to the authoritative, Ciceronian mainstream of the Cinquecento dia-
logue form.

Even more resistant are the dialogues that praise sodomy, Antonio
Vignali’s earlier La cazzaria, composed in Siena in the 1520s, and Gian
Paolo Lomazzo’s later Il libro dei sogni, a Florentine text from 1568. Best
known for the allegory of recent Sienese politics that occupies its second
half—in which the city is symbolized by a body politic both highly sexual-
ized and in disarray, the various parties represented by the Cunts, Assholes,
Big Cocks, Little Cocks, and Balls105—La cazzaria also includes, in its first
half, a spirited defense of sodomy. Not surprisingly in the city of
Bernardino of Siena, the fifteenth-century Franciscan who in the 1420s
had preached a series of vitriolic antisodomy sermons in Florence,106 La
cazzaria was originally composed for private circulation among Vignali’s
humanist friends in the Accademia degli Intronati,107 though it had been
published by the 1530s.

A dialogue of seduction between the older Arsiccio (Vignali’s own
Academic pseudonym, and the name under which La cazzaria was eventu-
ally published) and his younger colleague Sodo, La cazzaria also places
itself directly in the Platonic tradition initiated by the Symposium, as
Arsiccio offers two different glosses on the speech given by Aristophanes in
that text. First, he rejects one that he claims was offered by Bembo:

Rejecting the opinion of Plato in the Symposium, Pietro Bembo holds that
the cock and the cunt [il cazzo e la potta] were created together in the fol-
lowing manner: When God had created man and woman from clay, to
measure whether or not they were the same size, He placed the man on top
of the woman, and—being freshly made—they stuck together. Seeing this,
the Master wanted to repair them quickly, and without realizing it, in His
haste he left the woman upright on her feet, which—because she was still
fresh and soft—caused her weight to slide downward. And so it is that most
women are fat and disproportioned below the waist, because the matter
that made up her widest part slipped and created this disproportion.
(pp. 110–111; p. 79)108
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Vignali’s reference is not to the speech of Socrates/Diotima, but to that of
Aristophanes, which has regularly appealed to the popular imagination
more than the other, and which is here taken to represent Plato’s own opin-
ion. In a parody of Christian neoplatonism, the contemporary neoplaton-
ist Bembo is understood as rejecting Aristophanes’ account of creation in
favor of one that conflates the biblical accounts in Genesis 1–2 (man and
woman are made of clay, as in Gen. 2:7, but are created simultaneously, as
in Gen. 1:26–28); indeed, the mythological, nonbiblical additions—the
measurement, the slippage of clay—come close to parodying the Bible itself
as well as Christian attempts to assimilate Plato. (Needless to say, Bembo
nowhere makes the claim attributed to him here, though he does give the
Aristophanic myth a purely heterosexual interpretation in Gli Asolani.109)
And whereas Aristophanes’ myth posits three originary types of human
(male, female, hermaphrodite), which are used to explain erotic preferences
after Zeus splits these originary creatures (men who desire men, women
who desire women, women and men who desire each other), Bembo is here
represented as explaining the origins of only two sexes and their external sex
characteristics.

Bembo’s gloss having been rejected because “if it were true, it would nat-
urally follow that the pussy would be no bigger than the cock,” Arsiccio
tries out various other myths, all more or less comically misogynous, to
explain the origins of genital difference: when the first humans were
divided, “all the earth that now is the cock remained stuck to the man’s
crotch; and as it leaped from the woman, it left behind the hole that today
is the cunt”; or, a bent stick was mixed into the original clay, and “in the
pulling it tore a little, as can be seen from the largeness of the cunt”; or, “the
balls would have been torn out along with the cock, and if they went into
the pussy too the hole would not seem so big”; and so on (pp. 111–112;
pp. 79–81). One ancient book supposedly even concludes that “all these
accounts are fairy tales and foolishness” (p. 112; p. 81). All the explanations
offered suggest that the sexes were originally one sex, an observation that
supports Thomas Laqueur’s view that a “one-sex” physiological theory
dominated Western medical thought before the seventeenth century.110

This view implies, of course, that desire is in some sense always same-sex
desire, since sex differences are accidental rather than essential.
Nevertheless, Arsiccio does discriminate between same-sex and other-sex
desire, declaring in a passage full of double entendres that his own contri-
bution will focus on anal sex: he will in future “give my attention to the ass-
hole [culo]. Having some experience of that subject, I will go to great
lengths [mi distenderei ] to demonstrate how much more I can bring to it”
(p. 113; p. 82). And this form of pleasure is one he takes with boys: he has
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begun writing his work in Latin “to protect the virtue of women, which I
have always valued so highly that, if the greatest necessity had not con-
founded me, I would never have wanted to fuck around with them at all.
And thus I’ve acquired the reputation of a buggerer who prefers boys and
follows them around [e andar loro dietro]” (p. 114; p. 83). This self-description
may also hark back to Aristophanes’ speech in the Symposium, in which the
men split off from women “run after women,” though here it is transposed
to a homoerotic context. In any case, glossing Plato eventually leads
Vignali’s spokesman to male–male desire, a process that itself parodies
Renaissance neoplatonism and its association with male–male erotics. In
fact, La cazzaria itself in some ways turns out to be the book in praise of anal
penetration that Arsiccio promises to write; thus, Arsiccio cannot believe
“that the nectar and ambrosia in Paradise is so sweet as the sweetness that a
cock feels in a tender, white young asshole” (p. 93; pp. 60–61). And this is
by definition a male–male activity, because women’s assholes “cannot strictly
be called assholes, but belong to the cuntish species” (p. 91; p. 58).

In addition to parodying Christian neoplatonism, La cazzaria attacks
the Church itself, and the fraternal orders in particular, as the source of
hypocrisy with regard to male–male anal pleasure (perhaps Vignali has the
friar Bernardino of Siena himself in mind here):

they want us to give up buggery [il bugerare], so that it may belong entirely
to them, and make us take up again the cunts they have rejected and dis-
dained. And they go on arguing that it is better to fuck your mother, your
sisters, your nieces, and daughters—and fuck them in the most vicious way
possible—as long as it is a cunt you are fucking and you are not buggering
anyone. And they justify this by saying it is because when you fuck someone
up the ass you waste human seed, and thus human generation may be dimin-
ished, in contradiction of the commandment, “Be fruitful and multiply.”
Stupid cows! They can’t see that they themselves contradict it com-
pletely. . . . in choosing to be friars and fleeing the inconvenience of wives
and the annoyance of children, they have chosen the way and the method to
end and annul the human race. . . . why do they not prohibit fucking
women up the ass? For no other reason than because women’s assholes are
not assholes. . . . (pp. 89–90; pp. 56–58)

Arsiccio’s furious denunciation of Christian, fraternal doctrines concerning
sodomy is, of course, inaccurate, but it does suggest a cultural–critical way
of thinking about the religious prohibition, here comically understood as a
specific and limited social construction resulting from the friars’ own sacri-
legious scorn for the biblical injunction. If the association of male–male
sodomy with pleasure can be taken as a defense of its naturalness, a position
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that will be argued explicitly by Antonio Rocco in the next century, Vignali
appears to be attempting a refutation of the typical constellation of com-
plaints against sodomy, that it goes against both religion and nature. The
third term in this constellation, law, is also taken up in La cazzaria:

If you want to see just how much dignity the asshole has, take care to read
the civil law code. . . . For no other type of assault does it prescribe a greater
penalty than for assault on the asshole: it commands that whoever violates
an asshole should immediately be burned at the stake, believing that such a
person is not worthy of remaining in the world, dead or alive. (p. 95; p. 63)

Perhaps more accurate than his description of fraternal doctrine, Vignali’s
understanding of the civil laws regulating it is even more comically
inverted.111 Laws against anal sex are here understood as guaranteeing
respect for the anus; since the context is a defense of male–male anal
sodomy, and since the asshole is a metonym for male–male sodomy
throughout the text, the laws against sodomy are understood, to comic
effect, as actually guaranteeing its protection. It is not too much of a stretch
to see in such texts as Vignali’s, and later Rocco’s, a transgression compara-
ble to that which Dollimore ascribes to Wilde:112 they not only reinstate
that which their culture disavows, they transvalue cultural law itself
through a process of inversion. The outlaw turns up as in-law.

Nature, religion, and law are thus all reinterpreted in support of
male–male sodomy in a cultural critique that anticipates Rocco’s and Sade’s
more sophisticated ones—though in this case the object of parody may be
as much the neoplatonists’ association with homoeroticism as it is the cul-
tural prohibitions on sodomy. Sodo, though he initially mounts a vigorous
dialogical objection to Arsiccio’s praise of the asshole, is eventually
converted—or seduced—to Arsiccio’s way of thinking: in a successful dialogue
of seduction, the seducer’s “philosophy” is ultimately assimilated and, in
Buber’s terms, becomes an object of knowledge rather than truly Other;
Levinas’ “proximity” is reduced to sameness. But the dialogical relationship
between the text and its dominant culture remains in place, subverting
prohibition from within.

One further sixteenth-century dialogue that should be mentioned in
this context is Lomazzo’s Il libro dei sogni, in which Leonardo da Vinci him-
self is questioned about his well-known preference for boys: asking about
Leonardo’s apprentice Salai, the questioner inquires, “did you play the game
from behind [di dretto], which the Florentines love so much?”113 Rocke
argues that love between men, “l’amore masculino,” is defined in this text as
not only sodomitical, but “one of the threads that helped to create and
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reinforce bonds between males and to fashion the texture of their collective
life.”114 Sodomy here is not merely natural, but a positively useful social
virtue; as in La cazzaria, the outlaw is an in-law, and the deviant is made
proximate.

Another link between the free-thinking humanist dialogues of the six-
teenth century and the French Enlightenment of the eighteenth is provided
by Antonio Rocco’s scandalous satirical dialogue L’Alcibiade fanciullo a
scola, published in Venice in 1651.115 Exactly what Rocco is satirizing, how-
ever, is open to question. The dialogue concerns the erotic education of an
adolescent Alcibiades at the hands, not of Socrates, but of one Filotimo, his
schoolmaster and, in the course of the dialogue, seducer. Rocco takes for
granted the truth of what Pseudo-Lucian’s Theomnestus says, and what
Tullia d’Aragona implies, of male–male desire: that it is not exclusively or
even primarily spiritual, but that it is, most importantly, physically pleas-
urable. Expressed as anal sex between an adult man and an adolescent boy,
in fact, male–male desire is, at least according to Filotimo (and he is sup-
ported in this by the narrator) physically pleasurable for both parties. One
might perhaps, then, understand the Alcibiade as a satire of pederasty’s
classical claims to a spiritual and pedagogical function, represented by
Filotimo’s sometimes sophistical arguments, his misogyny, and his own
physical interest in seducing Alcibiades. But his arguments also provide in
many instances a cogent response to the Christian and neoplatonic abjec-
tion of the physical in male–male desire, such that the dialogue as a whole
may be read equally well as a critique of neoplatonic, and even Christian,
ideology, a critique that revalues pleasure—which is what makes the
Alcibiade scandalous.

The beautiful and desirable Alcibiades, in the first half of the dialogue,
raises the traditional objections to Filotimo’s desire, which “offends honor,
and repudiates both law and nature” (p. 48):116

it’s an infamous vice, abominated by nature and called the vice against nature.
Our laws prohibit it. Athena, the great patroness of Athens, abhors it; and
they say that the gods punished certain cities, soiled by this crime, with fire,
sulfur, and brimstone, and that they destroyed and submerged them. . . . And
remember that the punishment doesn’t stop at temporal pains, but that the
soul itself, when separated from the body, is subjected [nell’animo separate si
essercitino] to incomprehensible, eternal torments. Wouldn’t you wish me to
abhor it? And that it should terrify and repel me? (p. 50)

Alcibiades’ constellation of objections to sodomy includes the familiar
ones: it goes against nature, it is against the law, and it is, of all sins, the one
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most repugnant to God—or, in ancient Athens where the dialogue is
ostensibly set, to the gods. That the setting is only ostensible is of consid-
erable importance in this dialogue: despite the pseudo-Athenian décor,
Rocco’s, and hence Filotimo’s, real argument is with the Christian ideology
here expressed. It is seventeenth-century Venice’s laws, not those of ancient
Athens, that forbid sodomy, it is Judeo-Christian culture that perceives it as
unnatural, and it is the Judeo-Christian scriptures that, at least in the
medieval and Renaissance ideological reading, describe the destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah as a punishment for this sin.117

Filotimo, in a remarkable passage, is quick to point out the ideological
underpinnings of this set of beliefs regarding sodomy, and does so in a way
that also parodies neoplatonic thought. Sodomy, to begin with, is an eso-
teric exercise, for initiates only, like neoplatonic philosophy itself:

if your mind were capable of such important mysteries, I would seriously
discuss them with you, and would have you understand that those of elite
intelligence [giudiziosi ] have spread a veil of horror over these celestial pleas-
ures in order to render them inaccessible to the vulgar, in order not to con-
fer these treasures upon everyone. Precious things are prized because they are
rare; sacred things are venerated because they are mysterious. (p. 50)

Sears Jayne has demonstrated that some of the difficulties of Ficino’s
Commentary, for example, are derived from this esoteric intention, the
desire to keep the philosophical mysteries of neoplatonism hidden from the
vulgar majority incapable of understanding them.118 Here, however,
sodomitical pleasure itself is the philosophical mystery. Rather than subli-
mating pederasty into philosophical pedagogy as earlier authors might have
done, Rocco (or Filotimo), to an even greater extent than Tullia d’Aragona,
embraces Theomnestus’ accusation that pederastic philosophers express
their desires physically, and indeed makes physical pleasure itself a central
esoteric doctrine. His seductive education of Alcibiades, too, parodies the
Platonic/neoplatonic ascent up the ladder of understanding: “But in order
not to neglect my duty, I am going to open and habilitate your mind as
much as possible, and, proceeding in an orderly fashion, to make you able
and cognizant of all things” (pp. 50–51). The truth in this case is sodomit-
ical truth, and the Platonic understanding is not an understanding of
Beauty, but a true view of sodomy.

Anal sex, to start with, is “against nature” only because the anus (il fiore)
is, anatomically, positioned over against the “cunt” (la fica) (p. 51), which is
conventionally called “nature” because human beings are born from it; this
arbitrary linguistic convention, however, says nothing about the genuine
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naturalness or unnaturalness of a given act, precisely because of its arbitrari-
ness. In fact, “those acts to which nature inclines one are natural” (p. 51):

If, therefore, it is a natural inclination to look at handsome boys, how could
it be against nature? And if nature makes nothing vain or useless, if she does-
n’t begin anything she doesn’t plan to finish, having created in boys this
beauty that excites hearts to love and adore them, would she leave their lovers
up in the air? Do these beauties exist for nothing? Are they vain, useless? No,
no, they are delightful objects made to satisfy desire, which, tending always
toward its own good, has pleasure as its goal. (p. 51)

Nature, then, underwrites men’s desire for boys: simply by making boys
desirable to men, she implicitly legitimizes the goal of the desire they excite.
The implied teleological view of nature allows no sublimation, either: the
single goal of physical desire is its natural conclusion in physical pleasure,
not the sublimated philosophical or pedagogical motive promoted by ear-
lier authors. Beauty exists to excite desire: thus handsome boys are “charm-
ing objects,” with the emphasis on their status as objects of desire as well as
on their charm. Erotic desire in turn exists to be satisfied. “Nature,” a cul-
tural ideal in this context at least since Alan of Lille, is here subjected to the
inversion/perversion familiar from Dollimore: it is defined by the very
activities it was alleged to disallow.

The governing assumption is that such desire is natural in the first place,
and the following paragraph justifies this assumption in the familiar terms
of likeness and unlikeness that continue to govern the discussion of homo-
erotic desire.

Has not this same nature established love between the most similar beings?
Now, is there not a greater resemblance of masculinity between man and boy
than between male and woman? By giving to boys the characteristics of girls,
does she not imply the conversion of one enjoyment to the other? (p. 51)

This is an odd and seemingly contradictory passage: On the one hand, love
exists between those who are more similar in preference to those who are
less similar (presumably why love tends to exist within rather than between
species), and the anatomical genital similarity of boys and men is now taken
to be the one that counts. But on the other hand, it is equally the likeness
of boys to girls that signals their desirability: gender difference is a simulta-
neous component of erotic desire, alongside anatomical similarity.
Rocco seems not to notice what looks to the modern reader like a glaring 
self-contradiction—perhaps because the concept of deviance is familiar to
him from earlier philosophical accounts. Boys and men are both, and
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simultaneously, same and not-same; it is precisely the simultaneity of
genital similarity and gender difference, likeness without identity, that
creates desire. Furthermore, the androgyny of boys is itself deviant: boys
possess the gender traits of girls (including breasts—“small ones, it’s true,
but more beautiful and precious for that very reason” [p. 69]) without
being identical to them, either.119

For Filotimo, indeed, excessive similarity precludes love. He recognizes
the existence of erotic activity between adult men, for instance, but rejects
it, both as a matter of his own personal (and classical) taste in positions and
penises (p. 67), and as a more general rule: “ ‘Age modifies the form and
nature of amorous experience,’ said the master: ‘a kid’s meat is delicate; that
of a buck is most fetid; but those who go for billygoats are renegades of
love, wild beasts, corrupt creatures. Male love is youthful’ ” (p. 75). Love
between adult men implies a hypermasculine savagery or wildness; again,
true love is for that which deviates, neither for the self-same nor for the
completely different. By the same token, the love of adult women is also
condemned in a number of unattractively misogynous passages, such as this
one following a description of the pleasures of male–female intercourse:

I would give credit to women for everything, if I did not find superior advan-
tages in boys. If this nest of love, the unique and singular charm of boys in
love, lacks the heat of that of women, it has a temperate warmth, a refresh-
ing attraction for the flames of passion: this fire is mitigated and made gentle
by coolness rather than more intense heat. (p. 66)

Adult women, too, unexpectedly enough, are in some sense too much like
adult men to provide the partial unlikeness necessary to love. Their heat
recapitulates the heat of adult male passion, and therefore intensifies desire
uncomfortably, when what is really required is a dissimilar, and satisfying,
coolness (and note the manner in which the boy’s original similar “warmth”
is transmuted into a dissimilar “coolness” by the end of the sentence).

Boys, however, are not so dissimilar that they cannot share the man’s
erotic pleasure. If, as Foucault suggests, the late antique reevaluation of
marriage and abjection of pederasty, illustrated in the dialogues of Plutarch
and Pseudo-Lucian, was connected to the potential reciprocal pleasure
between husband and wife, Rocco, unlike most classical authors, suggests
that boys, too, can legitimately participate in such reciprocity. Alcibiades
himself, perhaps, as an allegedly Athenian youth, familiar with the tradi-
tional disbelief in a respectable boy’s ability to experience erotic pleasure,
raises the question of the boy’s pleasure directly, near the end of the dia-
logue: “. . . tell me sincerely what pleasure we may have, when we lend

134 Dialogue and Deviance: Male–Male Desire



ourselves [condescendere] to your wishes?” (p. 79). Filotimo’s long response
is an encomium to the mutual enjoyment of anal sex:

[The boys’] organs, watered with the seed’s sweetest warmth, experience an
incomparably sweet pleasure in this act; not counting the other pleasures
that they experience in their softer, venereal parts. This is the reason for the
pleasure they universally enjoy, which depends to a great extent on the lover’s
experience and skill . . . (p. 81)

Boys may experience, it appears, a double pleasure in sodomy, the incom-
parable pleasure of orgasm coupled with the pleasures experienced in the
anus itself. Both pleasures are made possible in part by the adult lover’s
erotic technique: his pleasure produces a reciprocal pleasure in the boy. It
also seems, however, that these pleasures are more accessible to some boys
than to others, according to their individual physiological natures:

As for why certain boys have more enjoyment than others, this come from
the fact that the parts of their “gardens” are linked more closely by nerves to
those of their “birds,” which facilitates the animal spirits’ communication,
and the immature excitement of the “little bird” leads, as it were, to that of
the “little garden,” so that some of them feel such a pleasure in being pinned
[nel farsi chiavar] that it makes them mad with desire, begging, even forcing
their lovers to satisfy them. These are the youths who are lively above all oth-
ers, because the abundance of these animal spirits [spiriti chiavarelli ] gives
agility to their movements and ardor to their actions . . . (p. 82)

Even the erotic pleasure of boys deviates from that of men: they experience
a similar orgasmic enjoyment, as well as the pleasure of passivity, of “being
pinned,” that is theirs alone. They are, once again, both like and unlike
their adult lovers, whose pleasure is (or at least should be, in Filotimo’s
view) limited to the penetrative: their anatomical similarity also includes a
physiological difference. The scientific tone of such passages, in which the
effects of certain practices are objectively (in style, at least) observed and
recorded, may also remind us that, in the second half of the seventeenth
century, Rocco is, in his own odd way, participating in the positivist scien-
tific revolution of his period as well as looking backward to medieval under-
standings of Aristotle.120 Rocco’s tone suggests that boys’ erotic pleasure is
an observable fact, regardless of what the classical—or the Christian—
tradition has to say about it.

For both these traditions are, as I suggested above, subjected to a rigor-
ous cultural critique in the Alcibiade, and are revealed as ideologies in a very
modern sense: as mystifications of material realities designed for the benefit
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of a particular social grouping. If sodomy is not, as Filotimo has demon-
strated, against nature, it may well be against law and religion, as Alcibiades
also claimed earlier. But in that case, the prohibitive civic and religious laws
are themselves against nature, which remains Filotimo’s standard of judg-
ment. As for Athenian law, Filotimo, or Rocco, claims, as we have seen, that
it prohibits sodomy—perhaps drawing on Plato’s prohibition in the Laws
rather than on the historical record; or, more likely, using ancient Athens to
comment on contemporary Venetian laws against sodomy.

That the laws of certain peoples, and in particular those of the Athenians, as
you have said, prohibit it, is not bad in itself. They adjust their laws to their
own interests; but they do not submit their interests to justice; this prohibi-
tion favors women, and it must please them, because it keeps them from
being left neglected and abandoned. . . . they have ordained this law with
care for the interests of the State and of politics rather than for the dictates
of reason or the inclinations of nature. (p. 56)

Procreation, in Filotimo’s view, must be rigorously enforced: men would
not freely choose to mate with women unless constrained to do so by the
force of law. If, as Filotimo suggests in the passage quoted earlier, “nature
has established love” between those who are more similar in preference to
those who are less similar, and boys are more similar to men than women
are, women, and hence the procreative function necessary to the continued
existence of the state, must be kept from falling into disuse. (This argument
and similar ones are not uncommon in the libertine literature of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries.121) Ideologically, the state must prohibit
sodomy, and can most effectively do so with the pretense that it is against
nature—when in fact, as we have seen, nature vigorously promotes
sodomy—and against religion—when religion itself may properly be
regarded as an ideological construct. Procreative heterosexuality may thus
be understood as an Ideological State Apparatus in Althusser’s sense.122

Religion functions in this way as well, in support of state interests, and
Filotimo’s ideological critique of the Christian understanding of the story
of Sodom and Gomorrah is the Alcibiade’s centerpiece. (Greek religion is
dealt with in the observation that the gods themselves are sodomites:
Jupiter with Ganymede, Apollo with Hyacinthus, Hercules with Hylas, and
so on [p. 57].) He suggests of political legislators that “in explaining by the
will of God that which is motivated by their own caprices, they have lent
credence to their decrees and their prompt execution. . . . making us, habit-
ually from our cradles, imbibe their doctrines with our mothers’ milk, so
that our souls are inseparable from them” (p. 58). As modern theorists of
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ideology like Althusser and Gramsci suggest, ideology falsely naturalizes the
value system most beneficial to the ruling class and to the self-perpetuation
of the state: the formation of the subject is precisely its subjection to this
ideological system from infancy.123

The Sodom and Gomorrah story is Filotimo’s prime example. The sup-
posed remains of the cities—the sulfurous lake beneath which they were
submerged, according to Alcibiades (p. 50)—is explained purely in terms
of natural science (pp. 59–60), while the story attached to it is explained as
Moses’ ideological fiction. Passing by this lake was for him a “happy oppor-
tunity to weave a fable both entertaining and useful for his purposes”:

There were more women in his band, all become ugly and noxious because
of their journey, more suited to the preservation of continence than to
inflaming desire; the soldiers, meanwhile, turned ardently to the convenient
enjoyment of boys, and completely abandoned that of women. The wise
leader, understanding this, and considering that in a short time his empire
would become extinct, or at least that it would not increase in the hands of
his successors, if procreation did not replenish the gaps, therefore prohibited
the enjoyment of boys, adding that this was the express order of God, and
that it was to punish it that the He had submerged five cities in sulfur and
fire, and that this was the vestige of divine vengeance. Under the urgent pres-
sure of circumstances, by means of this vague allusion, the discreet legislator
made laws against the delights of boys. (p. 60)

Filotimo does not blame Moses for having recourse to this fiction: it was
both expedient and politically necessary in his specific circumstances as
leader of a state that was still under construction. But the invocation of
God’s will to police his soldiers’ procreative sexual intercourse had drastic
and unforeseen consequences: in itself against nature because it prohibited
one natural outlet for the male sexual drive, it also, taking the form of
divine scripture, caused the subsequent unnatural deformation of sexual
behavior that Alcibiades himself has wrongly been raised to believe natural.
A political fiction designed to address a circumscribed social need got out
of hand and became naturalized as a governing ideology. That Filotimo
finds the story almost comically bizarre reinforces his status as defender of
objective scientific observation: implicit in his tone is the assumption that
modern rationalism can and should refuse such fantasies in favor of the
truly natural pleasures of sodomy. The final sentence of the passage just
quoted also suggests that his observations on the development of erotic ide-
ologies may be generalized to include all laws: human law itself, including
most importantly religious prohibitions, must be regarded as more or less
unnatural expressions of ideology. Here as elsewhere, one of the dominant
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culture’s most sacred icons—the Bible itself in this case rather than the
book of Nature—is subjected to the process of inversion, as that which it
outlaws returns as an essential in-law.124

With Rocco’s dialogue we thus return to the use of the dialogue genre
itself as a form of seduction, a use familiar from Plato’s Lysis. Here, how-
ever, as in La cazzaria, the philosopher employs dialogue on his own behalf.
Indeed, he invites Alcibiades to enter into the discussion precisely as a way
of overcoming his resistance: “It is the act of a reasonable person, my dear
Alcibiades, to do or refrain from doing, in accordance with reason, that
which pleases him. If you are such a one, as can clearly be seen in all your
actions, tell me, I pray you, what reason causes you to be so inexorable and
cruel against your very amorous master’s most ardent desire” (p. 49).125

Like Socrates’, Filotimo’s discussion will be based on reason, and he insists
that his interlocutor produce equally logical reasoning as a basis for his
behavior. Having shown that Alcibiades’ supposed reasons are in fact
merely ideological prejudices, Filotimo’s discussion seduces his student with
surprising rapidity. Only halfway through the text, Alcibiades admits that
he has “received complete satisfaction from your arguments” (p. 65)—but,
as is also true of Vignali’s La cazzaria, the dialogue continues for the sheer
pleasure that the student takes in hearing the master’s reasoning:

“Let’s give it a try, then, my dearest boy,” said the tumescent [incazzito] mas-
ter, “experience will teach you the truth better than discourses and glossing.”

“I wish noting else,” responded the boy, “but once the need to convince
me has passed, you may become more sober and unwilling to speak; there-
fore, continue with your argument, and don’t worry about the rest.” (p. 80)

As in the Lysis, erotic satisfaction is sublimated in discourse; but for Rocco,
the sublimation is only temporary: the seductive nature of the dialogue is
such that it must ultimately give way to physical pleasure—which itself, as
we have seen, is now understood as the philosophical goal, “the apparition
of these supreme wonders” (p. 85) to speak neoplatonically, or indeed
Platonically. “[T]he impassioned master, with the gentlest thrusts, contin-
ued to enjoy his charming student, so that in the end, when the latter did
not have his master’s cock up his ass, he did not know what pleasure was,
and did not believe that it would be possible for him to become as perfect
as his master by any other route” (pp. 86–87).

And yet the seductive philosophical dialogue is not abandoned until the
last possible moment: “You will be the earthly paradise, where living men
find their happiness. And if man is more perfect than a soul alone, you will
be even more glorious paradise, because in the first, only the souls are
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happy, while with you the bodies are, too” (p. 86). It would appear that
physical pleasure is incomplete without its verbal commentary, a libertine
tendency that, along with the education of the senses, we may also observe
in Sade. As in Vignali, the Other is in some sense converted into an object
of knowledge, yet here the sensuous encounter continues: hardly the kind
of encounter Buber envisioned, this dialogue nonetheless posits an ongoing
dialogical relationship between master and pupil. Sade will give this rela-
tionship its most extreme form.126

Sade should, in fact, be placed within the scientific/libertine tradition to
which Rocco also belongs, and, as a figure of the French Enlightenment, is
anticipated in some of his views by such figures as Denis Diderot. Diderot’s
brilliant scientific dialogues collected as Le Rêve de d’Alembert (Entretien
entre Diderot et d’Alembert, Le Rêve de D’Alembert, and Suite de l’entretien)
follow a train of scientific reasoning to reach conclusions about a number
of moral issues, among them same-sex erotic desires and acts. Diderot’s sci-
entific dialogues do not refer to Plato and therefore, strictly speaking, lie
outside the scope of this study, but the final one is, for the reasons just men-
tioned, worth discussing here briefly. So is the more celebrated literary/
philosophical dialogue Le Neveu de Rameau, or Rameau’s Nephew.

While this text does not, like the Suite de l’Entretien, discuss male–male
desire itself, it does refer obliquely to the Symposium in such a way as to
raise the issue without directly confronting it. Near the beginning of this
dialogue, between a narrator, “I” (“Moi”) and his interlocutor, the nephew
of the famous composer Rameau, “He” (“Lui”), the former uses Alcibiades’
description of Socrates to characterize the nephew:

I: Are you still in good health?
HE: Yes, usually, but not all that good today.
I: What? And you with a paunch like Silenus and a face—
HE: A face you would take for his behind [son antagoniste] . . . (p. 37; p. 399)127

This exchange immediately follows a brief direct reference to Socrates and
is itself followed by another a few pages later (pp. 37, 39; pp. 399, 401),128

suggesting that the reader is meant to understand this Silenus citation as a
comic inversion of the Symposium:129 whereas Alcibiades refers to Socrates
as a Silenus in order to discuss the spiritual goods concealed behind his ugly
exterior, the narrator and the nephew here refer to the latter’s body
exclusively. The nephew thus becomes a kind of anti-Socrates, an impres-
sion confirmed by his anti-Socratic attitudes throughout the dialogue: he
favors imitative art and is an expert mimic (thus opposed to Socrates’ and
Plato’s rejection of mimesis), and believes in multiple truths rather than a
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singular, ultimate reality (and thus opposes the Platonic Theory of
Forms).130

Toward the end of the dialogue the comparison (or contrast) is tacitly
renewed: when the narrator encourages the nephew to try and produce a
genuine work of art, the nephew comes close to doing so and uses the
childbirth metaphor familiar from the Symposium to express this experi-
ence: he thinks “there is something” in his head, declares “I feel something,
yes, I do indeed,” and “extemporize[s] speeches of anger, sympathy, hatred
and love”; “[t]hen he said: ‘That’s about it, I think. It’s coming. It shows
you what it means to find an accoucheur who knows how to stimulate and
induce labour pains and deliver the baby’” (p. 115; p. 481). The nephew
thus places himself in the position of the lover in Diotima’s speech, preg-
nant with discourses of which he can be delivered only in the presence of
the midwife/beloved: he is a sort of erastes to the narrator’s eromenos, though
now in the Symposium’s spiritual rather than any physical sense.

Diderot’s original inversion of the Symposium is itself to some extent
now reversed: the nephew, it appears, might really be able to produce spir-
itual offspring, literary or musical, in the narrator’s presence; the nephew’s
Silenus countenance thus does, ironically, conceal spiritual goods, though
the people he usually consorts with are not of the sort to encourage their
delivery (and though they are of the mimetic sort that Diderot favored but
that Plato would not have approved). The narrator and the nephew are thus
linked (only) implicitly in a spiritual–erotic relation similar to, though not
identical with, that privileged by Diotima. The physical aspect of
male–male desire is itself explored in the Suite de l’entretien.

The Suite de l’entretien, or Sequel to the Conversation, is a brief coda to the
preceding dialogues Entretien entre Diderot et d’Alembert and Le Rêve de
d’Alembert, in the first of which Diderot represents himself arguing with the
mathematician d’Alembert for a thoroughgoing materialist view of reality,
and in the second of which he depicts d’Alembert’s subsequent troubled
sleep, attended by his friend Mlle. de l’Espinasse and his doctor Bordeu,
who continues arguing for Diderot’s materialist viewpoint. In the short final
dialogue, Bordeu pushes his views even further, into moral territory, some-
what to the consternation of his interlocutor, Mlle. de l’Espinasse. It is here
that Diderot, through Bordeu, broaches the subject of sexual ethics.131

It is axiomatic for Bordeu that pleasure is a good in itself: quoting
Horace, he declares that “supreme merit is to have combined the agreeable
with the useful. Perfection comes from reconciling these two things. An
action which is both agreeable and useful must be the summit of aesthetic
achievement. We cannot deny the second place to the useful alone, and the
third place will be for the agreeable alone” (p. 226; p. 197).132 Although
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Bordeu relegates pleasure without usefulness to a lower category than
usefulness with or without pleasure, it is pleasure that the subsequent
conversation confronts most fully: using this standard of judgment, Bordeu
brings Mlle. de l’Espinasse to consider the possibility that premarital sex,
masturbation, and so on may be greater goods than the qualities of chastity
and continence. Nothing, he asserts, is “so puerile, ridiculous, absurd,
harmful, contemptible and bad as these two rare qualities,” despite “the
magnificent paeans of praise sung by fanatics, and in spite of civil laws
which protect them” (p. 227; pp. 197–198). Like Rocco’s Filotimo,
Diderot’s Bordeu links religious prohibition (or its celebration of sexual
“purity”) to civil law, though he seems to give religious ideology pride of
place as the origin of these values, rather than the political considerations
that Rocco put first. But also like Filotimo, Bordeu considers such prohi-
bitions to be truly against nature, specifically as they apply to same-sex
erotic desires and acts:

So this is the question I will put to you: take two acts, both of which are con-
cerned with pleasure alone, both of which can only give pleasure without
usefulness, but one of which only gives pleasure to the person performing it
while the other shares the pleasure with a fellow creature, male or female (for
in this matter the sex makes no difference, nor even who does what with
what), and tell me what the verdict of common sense will be between the
two. (p. 230; p. 202)

There are a number of ways to understand this passage: mutual pleasure
may be preferable to masturbation, or to any relations in which one party
does not experience pleasure. In any case, however, mutual pleasure is not
understood to exclude erotic relations between members of the same sex:
we are far from the classical claim that only one partner experiences pleas-
ure in male–male erotic relations, and equally far from the Christian and
neoplatonic prohibition on them.133 Like Rocco, Diderot presents his
spokesman as a dispassionate scientific observer; when Mlle. de l’Espinasse,
like Alcibiades, protests that such unions “strike me as being against
nature,” Bordeu, like Filotimo, declares that “[n]othing that exists can be
against nature or outside nature” (p. 230; p. 202).

This is the line of reasoning that Sade pushes to a certain limit in his
works.134 Margaret C. Jacob has argued that in the scientific revolution
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, “nature was mechanized. Its
bodies . . . became simply, unrelentingly, matter in motion,”135 and that
this philosophical development was reflected in two different kinds of
pornographic writing: the “naturalist,” which generally dominated the
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earlier period, and the “materialist,” which became more “pronounced in
the 1690s,” though “it would never entirely obliterate naturalism.”136

Although she does not discuss Sade directly, in Jacob’s scheme Sade, writ-
ing at the end of the eighteenth century, would seem to be influenced by
both the naturalist and the materialist modes. The naturalist mode offers
“a vision of the sexual as natural”:137

For the naturalist, passions and desires are inherently good and hence useful.
He could prescribe the joys of flogging, and could even proclaim that women
enjoy it. These arguments did not, however, lead the naturalist to proclaim
the equality of male and female desire. . . . Naturalists, operating within an
essentially Aristotelian framework, could glory in sexuality and create com-
pletely private worlds; they could even seek to arouse. Their artifice, though,
was limited by their assumption of male activity and female passivity. . . . In
this model, the naturalist simply presumed the transparently natural and
unnatural in sexual matters.138

In these respects Jacob’s materialist would go further than the naturalist,
shifting the focus from this transparent nature itself to the laws of nature
and inspired by Hobbes and Descartes rather than Aristotle, and more or
less equalizing male and female: “the virile engines have lost their exclusive
hold on motion and force: they have been joined by activated, energized
female participants.”139 While Sade, like other materialist pornographers
cited by Jacob, certainly created active female narrators, such as Juliette,140

and energetic female participants in his pornographic fantasies, such as
Mme. de Saint-Ange in La Philosophie dans le boudoir, it is true as well that
his spokesman in the latter text, Dolmancé, also naturalistically declares, as
a foundational tenet of his libertine philosophy, that nature created woman
solely for man’s pleasure:

Had it not been Nature’s intent that man possess this feeling of superiority,
she would not have created him stronger than the beings she destines to
belong to him at those moments. The debility to which Nature condemned
woman incontestably proves that her design is for man, who then more than
ever enjoys his strength, to exercise it in all the violent forms that suit him
best, by means of tortures, if he be so inclined, or worse. (p. 345; p. 159)141

As critics have often noted, however, Sade seems more interested in
power relations than in gender relations:142 the weak naturally serve the
pleasure of the strong, and it is only insofar as women are weaker than men
that they are to be judged to be subservient. Women in his system can
become powerful if they take on characteristics traditionally considered
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masculine. Indeed, La Philosophie dans le boudoir is an orgiastic philosoph-
ical dialogue—one that refers, if only obliquely, to the Symposium—in
which Sade explores the nature of gender more consistently than in any
other work. Most of the characters in this text explicitly cross gender
boundaries, and among its female characters only Mme. de Mistival, the
dialogue’s sole “weak” figure, brutally victimized at the orgy’s conclusion,
fails to exhibit the traits traditionally considered “masculine,” which Sade
associates with power.

This constant regendering of both the male and female participants ren-
ders any discussion of “male–male” desire in La Philosophie dans le boudoir
problematic. Not only do its libertine women, Mme. de Saint-Ange and
her protégée Eugénie de Mistival (Mme. de Mistival’s daughter), take on an
active, “masculine” role, the sodomite Dolmancé claims, if only by impli-
cation, a “feminine” passivity at certain points in the dialogue. The shifts in
gender positions and sexual roles may suggest that erotic desire between
men—or between “masculine subjects”—is only one aspect of a more fluid
and polymorphous eroticism that Sade truly privileges. Nevertheless, and
even for this very reason, Sade’s dialogue can suggest something about
materialist/naturalist libertine attitudes toward male–male desire in the late
eighteenth century, and something as well about the manner in which such
attitudes were conditioned by Plato’s Symposium.143

Sade’s hero in La Philosophie dans le boudoir, Dolmancé, is a confirmed
sodomite whose erotic interest, it appears, is exclusively in other men, with
whom he takes both the insertive and receptive roles in anal intercourse, as
his friend the libertine Chevalier de Mirvel (Mme. de Saint-Ange’s brother)
points out in the first of La Philosophie’s seven dialogues, before Dolmancé
himself even appears (pp. 189–190; p. 8). Indeed, the Chevalier is aston-
ished that his sister is bringing a girl, Eugénie, to Dolmancé for her educa-
tion in libertinism: “What! With Dolmancé . . . you’re bringing a woman
here?” (p. 190; p. 9 [ellipsis in text]); and Mme. de Saint-Ange notes
enviously that women are excluded by their anatomies from the pleasures
her brother has recently experienced in a three-way with Dolmancé
and another man (“You must have known the most extreme pleasure, to
find yourself thus between two; they say it is charming” [p. 190; p. 8]).
Male–male desire and erotic enjoyment are thus initially understood as
qualitatively different from those experienced between men and women;
indeed, they are perceived here as separate, though not exclusive, tastes
or preferences: Dolmancé himself prefers men, but while the Chevalier
may enjoy male–male sodomitical pleasures, they are to his taste “extrava-
gances which I should never prefer to the pleasure of women” (p. 190; p. 9).
For a brief moment in the third dialogue, Mme. de Saint-Ange even
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implies—perhaps ironically—that erotic taste may constitute the self:
“EUGÉNIE— . . . But, my dear, your husband is strictly bound by his tastes?
Does he never ask anything else of you? MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE—Never
in a dozen years has he been untrue to himself [ne s’est pas démenti ] a single
day” (p. 228; p. 44; emphasis added). But more often, as Barthes points
out, “sexual preference never serves to identify a subject.”144

Dolmancé himself aphoristically confirms these views of erotic taste: a
man’s preference for other men, for example, may well, as Mme. de Saint-Ange
suspects, exclude women: “The libertine details of masculine passions,
Madame, have little therein to provide suitable stuff for the instruction of a
girl who, like Eugénie, is not destined for the whoring profession” (p. 247;
p. 62); that is, these pleasures are, as pleasures rather than commerce, exclu-
sively male. “When ’tis a question of a man’s pollution, he would infinitely
prefer to entrust the business to another man, not to a woman. As a man
knows what suits himself, so he knows how to manage for another” (p. 260;
p. 75); Dolmancé expresses no equivalent sentiments regarding female–
female mutual masturbation. And yet, such tastes are only that, tastes or
tendencies: Dolmancé may refuse to deflower Eugénie, but even his prefer-
ence for men is not, he declares in the fifth dialogue, absolute:

MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE: Refuse a maidenhead . . . as fresh, as pretty as
this—for I defy anyone to say my Eugénie is not
the loveliest girl in France—oh, Monsieur!
Monsieur, indeed, that’s what I call holding too
closely to one’s principles!

DOLMANCÉ: You say I am too scrupulous, Madame? ’Tis
unkind. For there are multitudes of my colleagues,
stricter in their worship than I, who most assuredly
would not bugger you. . . . I, I’ve done it, and
would do it again: it is not, thus, as you suspect, a
question of carrying my worship to the point of
fanaticism. (pp. 291–292; p. 107; ellipsis in text)

La Philosophie dans le boudoir was completed in 1795. Among the
Marquis de Sade’s real-life alleged crimes was that of having engaged in
sodomy with his male servant Latour in the course of their notorious 1772
Marseilles orgy with several female prostitutes, male–male sodomy being the
specific crime for which he and Latour were sentenced to death and burned
in effigy, leading, as a recent biographer notes, to Sade’s legal, though not his
actual, death.145 Such incidents, both in his life and throughout his works,
as well as Dolmancé’s function as Sade’s spokesman, have led critics to spec-
ulate on Sade’s own “sexual orientation,” to use a perhaps anachronistically
modern term. Simone de Beauvoir suggests a degree of transsexuality in
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Sade’s psychic makeup;146 Neil Schaeffer refers to “Sade’s bisexuality.”147

Certainly Sade’s interest in male–male desire—and in men for whom such
desire excludes the desire for women—surfaces throughout his fiction, from
the Comte de Bressac in Justine to the Bishop in Les Cent Vingt Journées de
Sodome. But Sade’s works exhibit at least as obsessive a concern with
women’s sexuality, and La Philosophie dans le boudoir in particular, with its
pornographic delight in depicting all possible permutations of sexual roles
and positions, explores the relations between the two.

Dolmancé, for example, regularly re-genders young Eugénie as mascu-
line, contentedly gazing at her buttocks next to Mme. de Saint-Ange’s: “Ah,
’tis lovely, my angel, ’tis delicious too! Let me compare them both. . . . I’d
see them one next to the other—Ganymede beside Venus!” (p. 203; p. 20;
ellipsis in text). Eugénie thus begins her education as Zeus’ catamite, a fig-
ure drawn from Greek mythology and one familiar, from medieval to
Enlightenment culture, as a sign of male–male desire, specifically of the
ancient Athenian variety that depends upon age difference—appropriately
to Eugénie’s status as Dolmancé’s pupil.148 As she develops, however, she is
equipped with a dildo and takes on the more active role of an adult male;
Dolmancé exclaims, “Truly, the little rascal buggers me mannishly! [comme
un homme]” and even, “This matchless girl has fucked me like a god
[comme un Dieu]” (p. 263; p. 79). Eugénie not only functions sexually as
an adult man; in Dolmancé’s image, she also takes on the godlike role of
Zeus himself, reversing their original roles and thus turning Dolmancé into
the Ganymede figure. Dolmancé goes even further, and does not hesitate
to re-gender the male as female: early on, the Chevalier recalls Dolmancé’s
request to him during their previous encounter: “deign, O my love, deign
to serve me as a woman [de femme] after having been my lover, and enable
me to say that in your divine arms I have tasted all the delights of the fancy
I cherish supremely” (p. 190; p. 8). The implication seems to be that, if the
Chevalier is now reciprocally to play the woman, Dolmancé has himself
just played the woman to the Chevalier’s penetrative man. Dolmancé’s
re-gendering of himself is more explicit in the third dialogue:

The question has often been raised, which of the two fashions of sodomistic
behavior is the more voluptuous? Assuredly, ’tis the passive, since one enjoys
at a single stroke the sensations of before and behind; it is so sweet to change
sex, so delicious to counterfeit the whore, to give oneself to a man who treats
us as if we were a woman, to call that man one’s paramour, to avow oneself
his mistress! Ah! my friends, what voluptuousness! (p. 247; pp. 62–63)

The further implication of all these encounters would seem to be that
where erotic relations are concerned, gender is entirely performative, that
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anyone, regardless of sex, can take on either role, as Jacob suggests is true
in “materialist” pornography. As in Aelred’s Spiritual Friendship—oddly
enough!—the trying-on of various gender roles, masculine and feminine,
active and passive, by various characters overcomes differences, in this case
differences of sex and, in Eugénie’s case, of age, rather than of social status
(since the characters discussed so far are all of the aristocratic class149).

And yet, these pleasures are so voluptuous precisely because they are
transgressive: to “counterfeit” the woman while secure in the knowledge that
one is a man, to be treated “as if ” one were a woman [comme une femme]
rather than to be a woman, is what defines this form of enjoyment. It may
involve a change of gender role, but genital sex remains the same. As several
critics have noted, Sade tends to understand male and female biology as
comparable in at least one important respect, that of orgasm: the female
orgasm is understood as a “discharge” similar to the male ejaculation.150

Note, for example, Dolmancé’s demonstration of the female orgasm on
Eugénie’s body: “. . . the seminal glands swell, enlarge, and finally exhale a
liquid whose release hurls the woman into the most intense rapture. This is
known as discharging [Cela s’appelle décharger]” (p. 205; p. 22). This may be
a reminiscence of the older “one-sex” model of male and female anatomy
familiar from the historical work of Thomas Laqueur; but as Laqueur sug-
gests, this model implied not equality between the sexes but a universal hier-
archy based on male superiority. This model was not replaced by a model of
absolute difference until the eighteenth century, according to Laqueur.
“Sometime in the eighteenth century, sex as we know it was invented. The
reproductive organs went from being paradigmatic sites for displaying hier-
archy, resonant throughout the cosmos, to being the foundation of incom-
mensurable difference.”151 Sade thus harks back to the earlier model, and
with it to Jacob’s “naturalist” rather than “materialist” philosophy.

In the passage on orgasm just cited, for instance, Dolmancé continues:
“when it pleases your friend here, I’ll show you, but in a more energetic and
more imperious manner, how the same operation occurs in a man” (p. 205;
p. 22). The “operation” is the same, but its male version has a greater force
that women can only envy. Sex differences are thus primarily based in
degrees of power rather than in anatomy—but female physiology is never-
theless a contributing factor in women’s relative powerlessness.

For Sade, it also limits her pleasures. A male body can provide the
“imperious” pleasure of male orgasm at the same time as the “voluptuous”
pleasure of transgressing gender roles, and of being penetrated, “at a single
stroke the sensations of before and behind”; women may take transgressive
pleasure in wielding the false phallus, but it provides no comparable
physiological sensation. Male–male sodomy thus takes a privileged position
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(as it were) in Sade’s system, as the source of the greatest possible erotic
pleasure. A woman may be comparable to Ganymede, as a receptive man
may be comparable to a woman; but for Dolmancé the comparison is never
complete. Speaking of his preference for anal sex, he declares that “I
worship it in either sex; but I’ll confess a young lad’s [d’un jeune garçon] ass
gives me yet more pleasure than a girl’s. . . . To fuck women in the rear is
but the first part of buggery; ’tis with men [dans l’homme] Nature wishes
men to practice this oddity, and it is especially for men she has given us an
inclination” (p. 230; p. 47). He also assures the Chevalier, “I take far more
pleasure with you than with Eugénie; there is an immense difference
between a boy’s and a girl’s ass” (pp. 290–291; p. 106). Again it appears to be
physiology that makes the difference: Dolmancé eliminates age differences
by conflating “men” and “boys” (and the Chevalier, at age twenty, is biolog-
ically an adult [p. 188; p. 7]), while he and the Chevalier appear to be
roughly equivalent in social status. It is the male body itself that is to be
understood as naturally preferable. Thus all Dolmancé’s erotic encounters
involve male–male sodomy or at least, and less satisfactorily, its counterfeit.

In fact, in this pornographic dialogue that seems to delight in revealing
everything, in verbally (and, in illustrated editions, visually152) unveiling
all forms of erotic experience for the reader’s edification, male–male desire
remains the single ultimate erotic mystery. At the heart of La Philosophie
dans le boudoir, shortly after Dolmancé reads aloud the long treatise linking
libertinism with revolutionary politics in the sixth dialogue, Dolmancé, in
a telling exchange, proposes to retire, with Augustin, Mme. de Saint-Ange’s
gardener (who, because of his youth and working-class stamina, has been
previously summoned to assist in Eugénie’s education), to a separate room
invisible both to the dialogue’s other characters and to the reader:

DOLMANCÉ: Mesdames, I am going to ask your permission to
spend a few moments in a nearby room with this
young man.

MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE: But can’t you do here all you wish to do with him?
DOLMANCÉ, in a low No; there are certain things which strictly require 
and mysterious tone: to be veiled.
EUGÉNIE : Ah, by God, tell us what you’d be about!
MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE: I’ll not allow him to leave if he does not.
DOLMANCÉ: You then wish to know?
EUGÉNIE: Absolutely.
DOLMANCÉ, dragging Very well, Mesdames, I am going . . . but, indeed, 
Augustin: it cannot be said.
MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE : Is there, do you think any conceivable infamy we

are not worthy to hear of and execute?

Spiritual Erotics 147



LE CHEVALIER: Wait, sister. I’ll tell you. (He whispers to the two
women.)

EUGÉNIE, with a look You are right, ’tis hideous.
of revulsion:
MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE: Why, I suspected as much.
DOLMANCÉ: You see very well I had to be silent upon this

caprice; and you grasp now that one must be
alone and in the deepest shadow in order to give
oneself over to such turpitudes.

EUGÉNIE: Do you want me to accompany you? I’ll frig you
while you amuse yourself with Augustin.

DOLMANCÉ: No, no, this is an affaire d’honneur and should
take place between men only [entre hommes]; a
woman would only disturb us. . . . (pp. 347–348;
pp. 160–162)

Since the reader never does find out what Dolmancé and Augustin are up to
in the next room, Sade’s biographer Neil Schaeffer refers to this scene as
“Sade’s joke about a mystery perversion,”153 and correctly suggests that “we
are shown more than we want to know, and yet teased into wanting to see
something even worse.”154 But the scene is also more than just a joke; it
firmly establishes Dolmancé’s, and Sade’s, philosophical/erotic system as one
that ultimately excludes women. Drawing on the medieval tradition (dis-
cussed in chapter 1) that regarded sodomy as the sin that may not be spoken,
Dolmancé, who speaks at length about sodomy, now assigns its former
unspeakability to this new unnamable “turpitude” that can occur only
between men. The male Chevalier knows what it is, and the masculinized
Mme. de Saint-Ange may “suspect” it—but she cannot participate. Indeed,
the language of honor—this encounter is to be an “affaire d’honneur”—
suggests a duel or male–male competition, which may also be understood as
a form of male homosociality precisely in its exclusion of women. This ulti-
mate perversion, then, so extreme that it alone cannot be shown even in Sade’s
extreme text, places male–male desire at the heart of Sade’s erotic philosophy.

The invocation of “Nature” above (p. 230; p. 47) and throughout
La Philosophie dans le boudoir links Sade’s to other Enlightenment defenses
of sodomy like Diderot’s and to their predecessors’, such as Rocco’s. For
Sade, too, nothing that exists can be outside nature: “Absurd to say the
mania offends Nature; can it be so, when ’tis she who puts it into our
head?” (p. 230; p. 47). Sade, indeed, goes further than Diderot in suggest-
ing, as in the passage cited above, that Nature, for whom the destruction of
the human species is actually more desirable than its propagation, prefers
the union of those who are similar to that of those who are different. In
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fact, sodomy resembles murder, which is also transvalued in Dolmancé’s
system: “. . . the whole extirpation of the breed would, by returning to
Nature the creative faculty she has entrusted to us, reinvigorate her, she
would have again that energy we deprive her of by propagating our own
selves” (p. 238; p. 54). Nature is also the basis of Dolmancé’s defense of
cruelty—that aspect of Sade’s thought for which he is most widely
known—as Nature “always urges us to delight in ourselves” regardless of
our pleasure’s effect on others (p. 253; p. 68).155

Male–male desire, then, is here both natural and based on biological
similarity rather than on difference; women’s less powerful biological
dispositions render them less erotically desirable, while men who display
the signs of phallic power are objects of desire regardless of other differ-
ences. Thus the dialogue’s one lower-class character, Augustin the gardener,
in spite of his class, shares an all-important characteristic with the
Chevalier: the latter is provided with a “superb member” (p. 189; p. 8),
while Augustin’s, measured by Dolmancé, proves to be “fourteen long,
eight and a half around . . . a superb prick” (p. 268; p. 84). (How class dif-
ferences might affect the secret encounter between Augustin and Dolmancé
is, of course, never investigated, but it should be recalled that the aristo-
cratic Chevalier is in on the secret too.)

Sade’s take on the “naturalistic” stance thus tends to locate the source of
desire in similarity, indeed phallic similarity, rather than difference; indeed,
in his defense of incest Dolmancé assumes that the greater the similarity, the
greater the desire: “If, in a word, love is born of resemblance [ressemblance],
where may it be more perfect than between brother and sister, between
father and daughter?” (p. 236; p. 53).156 Male–male sodomy may be
Dolmancé’s preferred form of desire between similar beings, but incest can
thus provide a model of such relations as well, suggesting that similarity itself
is what is truly desired. From this perspective, self-sameness may logically be
understood as the most desirable of all forms of relationality. To answer
Dolmancé’s question, in Sade’s system “love” between male relatives, brother
and brother or father and son, might logically be the most perfect of all.

Or, to follow Sade’s reasoning even further, one might say that the love
of the self-same—indeed, of the self—would be the most desirable. Sade’s
universe is indeed ultimately a solipsistic one; Schaeffer even suggests that
“[i]t is not too much to say that his primary relationship was with him-
self.”157 Sade’s celebrated sadism derives from this solipsistic perspective; as
Dolmancé himself puts it,

Nature has endowed each of us with a capacity for kindly feelings: let us not
squander them on others . . . May our sensibility’s hearth warm naught but
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our own pleasures! Let us feel when it is to their advantage; and when it is
not, let us be absolutely unbending. From this exact economy of feeling,
from this judicious use of sensibility, there results a kind of cruelty which is
sometimes not without its delights. (p. 217; p. 34)

The most perfect pleasure, then, will be that which denies any relationality
other than the exertion of the self ’s power. Even between two libertines, as
Barthes suggests, “[t]he Sadian relationship . . . is not one of reciprocity but
of revenge. . . .”158 The sovereignty of the self is the ultimate goal of desire.
In this sense Sade is perhaps more thoroughgoing than any other writer of
dialogues in his rejection of difference in favor of self-sameness: erotic
pleasures derived from the similarity of man to man or of family members,
while superior to those derived from difference, are in the long run only
substitutes for the masturbatory pleasures derived from the exercise of the
sovereign, powerful, male self.159

As one might expect from such a writer, Sade’s dialogues can hardly be
called “dialogical”; in fact, they are less so than his novels, notably Justine,
in which the hapless but principled heroine consistently contradicts the lib-
ertine voices that throughout the novel attempt to convince her of the
pointlessness and self-destructiveness of her invincible virtue. The libertines
all try to deliver quite similar lectures on the same themes that Dolmancé
constantly elaborates (the naturalness of all desires, the necessity of sacri-
ficing everyone else to the self ’s sovereign pleasures, etc.), but Justine insists
to the end of the lengthy narrative on arguing the opposite moral and
philosophical positions, thus allowing for the possibility of an alternate per-
spective that rarely arises in La Philosophie dans le boudoir. Sade’s earlier dia-
logue, the Dialogue entre un prêtre et un moribond (1782) follows a similar
pattern—except that unlike Justine, the priest, in the end, is won over to
the dying libertine’s point of view.160 In these fictions Sade demonstrates a
questioning attitude typical of the Enlightenment, an era in which resist-
ance to authority became in some sense the intellectual norm: the authori-
tative voice found in the Italian Ciceronian tradition itself “would have
seemed in some sense barbarous.”161

But in La Philosophie dans le boudoir no one needs to be won over.
Young Eugénie is conventionally shocked at Dolmancé’s first advances, but
the pleasure he and the other libertines teach her convert her immediately
to their point of view. Eugénie enthusiastically participates in the violent
degradation directed against her repressive mother at the end of the seventh
dialogue, but even within a few pages of the beginning of the third
dialogue—the first in which Eugénie appears—she has been found a
willing pupil. The Chevalier initially resists Dolmancé’s cruel plans for
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Mme. de Mistival (“’tis horrible, what you have us do” [p. 360; p. 172]) but
Dolmancé quickly secures his equally enthusiastic participation; within a
few pages, the Chevalier is proposing his own punishment for Mme.
de Mistival, that she be “[c]ut into eighty thousand pieces” (p. 362;
p. 174).162 No moral or philosophical objection to Dolmancé’s system is
allowed to stand even briefly, or, indeed, to be discussed: his lessons are
immediately accepted by all. (Mme. de Mistival, of course, objects to the
libertines’ treatment of her, but her indignation is allowed no moral or
philosophical resonance; Barthes points out that Sadeian victims “are
merely mechanical voices . . . accomplices in filling out libertine
speech.”163) Sade’s dialogue, then, resembles Cicero’s or Ficino’s in its
relentless promotion of a single-minded philosophical project, without the
dialogism of, say, a Tullia d’Aragona.

Indeed, the tendency of Sade’s libertine characters, Dolmancé included,
to deliver lectures rather than engaging in real dialogue reaches its most
extreme limit in La Philosophie dans le boudoir, when Dolmancé, in the
course of the fifth dialogue, has the Chevalier simply read aloud from a
pamphlet—over forty pages long—linking libertine philosophy with revo-
lutionary politics: “Yet Another Effort, Frenchmen, If You Would Become
Republicans” (pp. 296–339; pp. 110–153). While Dolmancé claims to
have bought the pamphlet, Eugénie suspects that he is actually its author,
and Dolmancé agrees that it repeats his own “discourses” (p. 339; p. 154).
It is here that we find almost all of La Philosophie’s references to Plato, the
Symposium, and ancient Athens, and it is thus here also that Sade places
himself within the tradition of the Symposium and of the subsequent dia-
logues influenced by it. Like the Pseudo-Lucian and Antonio Rocco, Sade
invokes Alcibiades as a figure for the physical expression of male–male
erotic desire: claiming that in ancient Athens “no species of lechery was
forbidden” to citizens, Dolmancé’s pamphlet declares that “Socrates, whom
the oracle described as the wisest philosopher of the land, passing indiffer-
ently from Aspasia’s arms into those of Alcibiades, was not on that account
less the glory of Greece” (pp. 317–318; pp. 131–132). As in Plutarch, the
Pseudo-Lucian, and Rocco, male–female desire, here represented by the
courtesan Aspasia, is contrasted with male–male desire, here represented by
Alcibiades. And although the comparison ostensibly suggests the “indiffer-
ence” of the two loves, it must also be seen as a defense of male–male
sodomy, which of the two is the only “species of lechery” “forbidden” by the
post-Revolutionary but still Church-influenced system of government that
the pamphlet critiques. We are far removed here from the chaste Socrates
of many classical and humanist dialogues; indeed, Sade’s regular use of the
term “socratize” to describe a particular erotic activity (digital stimulation
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of the anus) playfully brings the philosopher into the orgy: “Eugénie, let me
kiss your beautiful behind while I bugger mamma, and you Madame, bring
yours near, so that I can handle it . . . socratize it [que je le socratise]”
(p. 358; p. 170).

Sade’s use of the Platonic tradition to defend—or promote—male–male
sodomy continues with a reference to Plutarch’s appropriation of the
Symposium. Speaking now explicitly of sodomy between men, the pamphlet
declares that

it is not dangerous. Would the Greek legislators have introduced it into their
republics had they thought it so? Quite the contrary; they deemed it neces-
sary to a warlike race. Plutarch speaks with enthusiasm of the battalion
of lovers: for many a year they alone defended Greece’s freedom. The
vice reigned amongst comrades-in-arms, and cemented their unity.
(pp. 326–327; p. 141)

Although Plutarch, as we have seen, draws on Plato’s description of an army
of male–male lovers, the reference there is not as explicit as Sade makes it;
instead, Sade is placing himself more directly in the tradition initiated by
Plato himself. And unlike Castiglione, who heterosexualized the army of
lovers that Phaedrus describes in the Symposium, Sade insists that the
“battalion” is entirely male, and that it leads to unified agreement; if
Phaedrus, in his original speech in the Symposium, confuses the traditional
Athenian distinction between erastes and eromenos, in Sade it is eliminated
altogether in favor of an undifferentiated “unity.”164

The solipsism noted above with regard to Dolmancé is played out in this
pamphlet as well. Alcibiades here stands not only for the physical expres-
sion of male–male desire; he is also a sign of impiety—another positive
value in Sade’s system and in the pamphlet, which urges its post-
Revolutionary audience to abolish religion and all moral codes derived
from religion. Claiming that “no god meddles in our affairs” and that there-
fore all supposed duties to a divinity must vanish, the pamphlet goes on to
suggest that “with them vanish all religious crimes, all those comprehended
under the indefinite names of impiety, sacrilege, blasphemy, atheism, etc., all
those, in brief, which Athens so unjustly punished in Alcibiades” (p. 308;
p. 122). Alcibiades thus links sodomy and impiety. We may discern in the
references to him and to Socrates the usual constellation of objections to
the sodomite: he is unnatural, he threatens gender distinctions, he violates
the laws of God and man. As in Rocco’s dialogue, however, these accusa-
tions are disputed: current legal restrictions on sodomy are based not on
nature, but on social and religious conventions, as is demonstrated by the
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different attitudes toward it in different cultures such as ancient Greece
(and Sade is as much a comparative cultural critic as Rocco) and are
therefore unjust; sodomy does not violate divine law because there is no
god; sodomy does not violate gender distinctions, but reinforces the
military ideal of masculinity. In Sade, the Symposium thus emerges as a
source of defenses for the physical expression of male–male desire, and a
single-minded one at that: gone are the Symposium’s multiplicity of
contrasting voices—not to mention Socrates’ climactic speech in which the
body is transcended. Plato’s dialogue becomes simply one part of the puz-
zle that Sade’s pamphlet assembles in his monologic defense of libertinism.
As in Castiglione, the Bakhtinian dialogical is in some sense eliminated,
though here in the name of an oppositional libertinism rather than of a
conservative Christianity.

Indeed, this pamphlet, in arguing for the abolition of religion, also
argues for the abolition of any limits on the exercise of power: the strong
individual must no longer be restricted from imposing his will as he sees fit,
whether in theft, rape, murder, and so on. Sade’s solipsism, one aspect of
which is his defense of desire based on sameness, is at its most extreme in
this pamphlet: in its refusal of the dialogue form, not only does it introduce
a thoroughly monologic form at the heart of the dialogue, it also, in
content, insists that society as a whole must conform to the desires of the
libertine, not vice versa. As Gilles Deleuze points out,

[w]ith Sade we witness an astonishing development of the demonstrative
use of language. . . . The libertine may put on an act of trying to convince
and persuade. . . . But the intention to convince is merely apparent,
for nothing is in fact more alien to the sadist than the wish to convince, to
persuade, in short to educate. He is interested in something quite different,
namely to demonstrate that reasoning itself is a form of violence, and that
he is on the side of violence, however calm and logical he may be. He is not
even attempting to prove anything to anyone, but to perform a demonstra-
tion related essentially to the solitude and omnipotence of its author.
The point of the exercise is to show that the demonstration is identical to
violence.165

Nowhere is this essential point demonstrated more clearly than in La
Philosophie dans le boudoir’s shift from dialogue to treatise.166 The pam-
phlet’s “republicanism” is thus reducible to the unitary good of the isolated
individual, searching, in his pursuit of sameness, for the destruction of all
that does not resemble himself:167 once again the dominant culture’s icon,
this time republicanism, is revealed as logically committed to that which it
disavows. We are now a long way from Plato’s and some of his successors’
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interest in deviations. With Sade, the potentials for male–male desire
opened up in the Symposium and in the tradition it instigates ironically
become a new and unyielding orthodoxy; Foucault suggests that Sadeian
sexuality “is no longer anything but a unique and naked sovereignty: an
unlimited right of all-powerful monstrosity”168 and that, after Sade’s dead
end, “[i]t is the agency of sex that we must break away from.”169 As the
Enlightenment ushers in the modern world, however, along with the mod-
ern “homosexual,” another of Plato’s dialogues, the Phaedrus, opens up
some new possibilities.170
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3. Erotic Style: From Plato’s
Phaedrus to the Modern 
Novel 

The relationship of male–male desire to language has been an
implicit theme of many, if not most, of the dialogues discussed so
far, especially Plato’s: in both the Lysis and the Symposium, dialogi-

cal discourse and oratory stand in for erotic intercourse between males,
whether as seductive go-betweens leading to the physical expression of love,
or as themselves love’s truest expression, transcending the physical. The
Phaedrus, a dialogue probably roughly contemporary with the Symposium
and often associated with it, makes this concern explicit: while it includes
many of the Platonic doctrines on male–male desire familiar from the Lysis
and the Symposium, it also, in a juxtaposition that can seem startling, dis-
cusses language, rhetoric, and writing. Discourses on love occupy the first
half of the dialogue, while the second half, in an apparently abrupt change
of subject, takes up these questions of language.

Exactly how and why the subject does and does not change is the topic
of the first part of this chapter, which examines how the Phaedrus presents
male–male desire and its relation to language. In the second part, this chap-
ter also investigates the afterlife of this relationship in modern dialogues
and other dialogical texts. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, sev-
eral Western European cultural developments intersected in ways of inter-
est to this book’s thesis: problems of language came to dominate
philosophy; the novel became the dominant literary form (even as the dia-
logue itself became an increasingly marginal form); and the modern con-
cept of homosexuality was invented.1 The Symposium and other Platonic
dialogues have continued to exert a profound influence on Western culture
(as we shall see in the conclusion to this study); and it is often difficult to
disentangle the influence of the Phaedrus from that of the Symposium:
Oscar Wilde and André Gide, whom I consider in the second part of this
chapter, cite both Platonic texts in their own dialogues. But in the modern



world the Phaedrus, speaking as it does to the questions being asked by
philosophy and literary artists in this period, has had a particular influence
on literary and other texts. The Phaedrus, to be sure, has attracted many
admirers and has exerted an influence since it was first written; but it also
seems to have spoken with particular eloquence to certain writers of the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and it is this specifically modern after-
life of the Phaedrus that I examine in the second part of this chapter.

Philosophical dialogues per se remain an important concern throughout
this chapter; but this is a period in which literature and philosophy became
more independent of each other than had been the case in earlier periods,
and in which both literature and philosophy to some extent abandoned the
dialogue form, philosophy in favor of the discursive essay, literature in favor
of narrative. For this reason, I also cast a wider literary net in the last por-
tion of this chapter: after discussing several modern dialogues, I also turn
my attention to dialogue-inflected novels.

In the Phaedrus, as we might now expect, Plato’s Socrates promotes a
singular truth to be arrived at through the means of dialectical philosophy,
and love ideally is that which leads the philosopher to the knowledge of
truth. But in this dialogue Socrates also focuses, even more clearly than in
the Symposium, on the deviations from absolute truth and from this ideal
love, deviations that here seem more acceptable to Socrates than they do
elsewhere. The route to the singular, self-same truth, here more than in
other Platonic dialogues, involves difference and deviation—whether the
subject under discussion is the various modes of love or those of discourse.

The three discourses on love that occupy the first part of the Phaedrus
concern themselves with male–male erotics, but they are also exercises in
rhetoric, demonstrations of the persuasive power of discourse. In short,
they are models of the rhetoric of seduction: intended as demonstrations of
how an older man might discursively pursue the love of a younger man—
rather than as actual attempts at “real-life” seduction—they are as much
about language as they are about love. They offer lessons in rhetorical per-
suasion as well as in the nature of love, and these functions must be under-
stood together. Socrates himself conflates rhetoric and erotics quite
explicitly in the opening pages of the dialogue. When he asks Phaedrus to
recite Lysias’ speech, Phaedrus modestly, or disingenuously, claims to be
unable to do so. Socrates, however, is certain that Phaedrus has studied the
speech until he knows it by heart, and, speaking of his friend and himself
in the third person, declares that

he was going into the country to practise declaiming it. Then he fell in
with one who has a passion for listening to discourses [toi nosounti peri logon
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(τo νοσοvντι περì λóγων)]; and when he saw him he was delighted to think
he would have someone to share his frenzied enthusiasm [sugkorybantionta
(συγκορυβαντιlντα)]; so he asked him to join him on his way. But when the
lover of discourses [ton logon erastou (τlν λóγων �ραστοv)] begged him
to discourse, he became difficult, pretending he didn’t want to, though he
meant to do so ultimately, even if he had to force himself on a reluctant lis-
tener. So beg him, Phaedrus, to do straightway what he will soon do in any
case. (pp. 22–23, 228b–c)2

Nosounti suggests a passion (in this case for discourses, logon) in the literal
sense. It suggests, in fact, the sickness of passion: passion as something suf-
fered or undergone, a powerful outside force, beyond one’s control. As we
shall see, erotic desire or love is also imagined to be such an uncontrollable
passion throughout the Phaedrus, especially in the first speech. In the third
speech, it is imagined as a divine possession or madness as well, just as the
love of discourse is described here with the term sugkorybantionta, a “fren-
zied enthusiasm” again in the literal sense of possession by a deity (like the
Corybantic celebrants). Socrates thus unites himself and Phaedrus as shar-
ing a love of discourse, but one that is a sickness in Socrates’ case and divine
possession in that of Phaedrus. (Placing this passage in the third person also
suggests that Socrates and Phaedrus are others as well as themselves, outside
or beside themselves in some sense.) Ultimately Socrates places himself in
the role of an erastes, a lover, again of discourses; but Phaedrus is now imag-
ined as the possessor of that which is desired, who must be flattered and
coaxed into yielding it, that is, as an eromenos. The language of erotic desire
is thus applied throughout this passage to the love of discourse; the two are
thoroughly conflated from the outset.

As in the Lysis and the Symposium, the first encounter between Socrates
and his interlocutor—Phaedrus, the sole interlocutor in this dialogue—
involves a turning aside, though this is less emphasized here than in the
others. Socrates encounters Phaedrus, who is going for a walk outside the
walls of Athens after having spent the morning studying a new speech on
love with its author, the famous rhetorician and speechmaker Lysias.
Socrates, we eventually learn, rarely ventures outside the city, and despite
being a native of Athens considers Phaedrus a sort of guide to the beauties
of nature that lie outside its walls:

Soc. . . . my dear Phaedrus, you have been the stranger’s perfect guide [hoste
arista soi exenagetai (5στε �ριστá σοι �ξενáγηται)].

Ph. Whereas you, my excellent friend, strike me as the oddest of men.
Anyone would take you, as you say, for a stranger being shown
the country by a guide [xenagoumenoi (ξεναγουµéν")] instead of a
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native: never leaving town to cross the frontier nor even, I believe, so
much as setting foot outside the walls. (p. 25, 230c–d)

Socrates is a stranger (xenos [ξéνος]) in his own country, an Athenian who
is also not an Athenian, and the emphasis on liminal spaces—the frontier,
the city wall, the river Ilissus by which the two friends pause to talk—
suggests that Socrates will be venturing into new philosophical as well as
geographical territory. In altering his usual routine, Socrates shows himself
to be both of and not of Athens, to be literally both an outsider and an
insider—to be taking up the space of the deviant or the proximate, in fact.
Even as he alters his routine, however, he is also remaining true to his famil-
iar self: what tempts him out of his usual haunts is, as in the Lysis, the
promise of discourse with a handsome young man on the topic of love—
the one topic in which he claims expertise in the Symposium, the dialogue
in which Phaedrus himself instigates the speeches on love.3 As Phaedrus
says, “the topic is appropriate for your ears, Socrates; for the discussion that
engaged us may be said to have concerned love” (p. 22, 227c); and Socrates
himself declares that “if you proffer me volumes of speeches I don’t doubt
you can cart me all round Attica, and anywhere else you please” (p. 25,
230d–e). By following Phaedrus into unfamiliar territory (or leading him:
they share the role of leader4), Socrates is also returning himself to the
familiar, as well as again taking up a deviant position, both outside and
within his usual self.5

The mythological references that open the Phaedrus also contribute to
the sense of deviance/proximity that frames the following discourses. The
friends’ physical location has a divine significance—but not exactly:

Ph. Tell me, Socrates, isn’t it somewhere about here [enthende mentoi pothen
(�νθéνδε µéντοι ποθèν)] that they say Boreas seized Oreithuia from
the river?

Soc. Yes, that is the story.
Ph. Was this the actual spot [enthende (�νθéνδε)]? Certainly the water looks

charmingly pure and clear; it’s just the place for girls to be playing
beside the stream.

Soc. No, it was about a quarter of a mile lower down . . . (pp. 23–24,
229b–c).

The discourses on love will take place appropriately near the scene of a
passionate encounter between a god and a mortal; but there is no strict
identification between the location of Socrates and Phaedrus and that of
this mythological encounter. It took place only “somewhere about here,” a
quarter of a mile away, not, it is emphasized, at this “actual spot.” Socrates’
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and Phaedrus’ physical location is thus defined at least in part by where
they are not, or rather by where they are not-quite: they are not exactly in
Athens, though not beyond its frontier, and they are not quite at the shrine
to Boreas, which Socrates says occupies the spot in question (p. 24, 229c),
though it is “somewhere about here.” They are somewhere in between, not
exactly in an undefined location but not in one that can be definitively
located, either.6

The discourses on love spoken in this in-between spot themselves also
represent a series of deviations. There are three of them, and each deviates
from its predecessor in its pursuit of truth, or at least of persuasion. The
first is Lysias’ new speech, which Phaedrus has spent the morning study-
ing with its author; it is a rhetorical exercise that purports to demonstrate
how a nonlover should persuade a youth to accept his advances: by claim-
ing that a nonlover can provide greater benefits than a lover (pp. 27–30,
230e–234c). Although it takes the form of a spontaneous oral performance,
it is in fact deviant because it is written: Phaedrus is carrying a copy of it
with him (p. 23, 228d–e). (Socrates also contributes, initially, to this con-
fusion of speech and writing, with his ironic reference to the “volumes” of
discourses that might tempt him to go anywhere, cited above—when in
fact it is oral conversation that he is really pursuing.) Phaedrus is en-
thusiastic about his teacher’s speech, claiming that “it is impossible for
anyone to outdo what he has said with a fuller or more satisfactory oration”
(p. 33, 235a).

In the second speech (pp. 38–46, 237b–241c), Socrates takes up this
challenge, offering his own example of the rhetorical persuasion of a youth
by a nonlover. Typically, however, Socrates refuses to take credit for this per-
formance, suggesting that, like his speech in the Symposium that claims
merely to quote Diotima, this one, because of his own ignorance, must
have “been poured into me, through my ears, as into a vessel, from some
external source,” though he has forgotten what the source might be: per-
haps one of the erotic poets Sappho or Anacreon (p. 33, 235c–d). Socrates
thus presents not only a deviation from the doctrine found in Lysias’
speech, but a deviation in mode as well, substituting a more aural/oral sit-
uation involving memory and repetition for the literate presentation of
Lysias’ speech. He also presents a self-deviation: he is the speaker actually
present, but the words, he claims, are not his.7

In the third speech, Socrates repudiates both previous speeches as blas-
phemous, because of the falsity of their shared doctrine (that a nonlover
should be preferred to a lover), and offers instead his own doctrine in praise
of love (pp. 56–110, 243e–257b). This speech is more purely oral than
either of the others, being represented as a spontaneous, perhaps divinely
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inspired, discourse by Socrates himself rather than merely the repetition of
something he heard elsewhere.

The formal relationship among these speeches should to some extent be
familiar from the Symposium. As in that dialogue, ideas ultimately shown
to be false are initially presented as if they were true; the false discourses are
then superseded by a true discourse—which is nevertheless driven by the
errors of the preceding ones. Thus, in terms of rhetorical strategy, truth is
presented as a deviation from the preceding falsehoods, while in philo-
sophical terms, the falsehoods are deviations from a singular truth. Writing
is associated with error and is similarly deviant, while oral speech is associ-
ated, even in some sense identical, with truth.

Lysias’ speech,8 read aloud by Phaedrus, first addresses the issue of
deviance in love. Commentators have traditionally dismissed this speech, in
which a fictitious speaker tries to persuade a youth to accept his erotic
advances even though he does not love the youth, as, formally, a “tedious
piece of rhetoric . . . a flat, monotonous, repetitive composition”9 and,
doctrinally, as “hedonistic,” “deceptive,”10 “cold,”11 and even “sordid.”12

Undoubtedly Plato uses Lysias’ speech to some extent as a straw man, but
the themes of self-deviance and self-sameness in relation to love that are
introduced here will continue to influence the two speeches of Socrates,
and even the later discussion of writing.

Lysias accepts the traditional structure of ancient Athenian homoerotic
relations that we have observed earlier: it is essentially an asymmetrical
relationship between an older man who confers various benefits and a
youth who bestows erotic favors. Indeed, Lysias tends to reduce this rela-
tionship to one of purely economic exchange, and this is one reason he
argues that the youth should prefer a nonlover to a lover:

Lovers [erastes (�ραστ%ς)], when their craving is at an end, repent of such
benefits as they have conferred: but for the other sort no occasion arises for
regretting what has passed; for being free agents under no constraint, they
regulate their services by the scale of their means, with an eye to their own
personal interest. (p. 27, 231a)

Lovers, that is to say, are constrained by love to perform undisciplined
actions, in particular to spend, which they would not perform under ordi-
nary circumstances. Nonlovers, on the other hand, experience no such con-
straint of passion and are thus free to make disciplined choices according to
what they can afford, and therefore, unlike lovers, can have no regrets. This
is to suggest that love is a deviation from the self, as Lysias quickly specifies:
“Why, the man himself admits that he is not sound, but sick [homologousin
nosein mallon he sophronein (�µολογοvσιν νοσεrν µãλλον 7 σωφρονεrν)];
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that he is aware of his folly, but cannot control himself; how then, when he
comes to his senses, is he likely to approve of the intentions that he formed
in his aberration [diakeimenoi (διακεíµενοι)]?” (p. 28, 231d). Although
diakeimenoi suggests the more neutral English translation “such a state” or
“that condition” rather than Hackforth’s “aberration,” Hackforth’s term
does capture the overall sense of this passage: the lover is a man literally
beside himself, not in control. He can see the right thing to do, but is inca-
pable of doing it. He is, in other words, both himself and not himself:
erotic love, like the love of discourse cited earlier, is a state of uncontrollable
self-deviation. The nonlover, on the other hand, is most crucially “the mas-
ter of myself [emautou kraton (�µαυτοv κρατlν)], rather than the victim of
love” (p. 29, 233c). Emautou kraton suggests a retention of power over the
self, the power or discipline that love takes away from the lover: not to love
is to be in a state in which one’s desires remain in line with one’s true self.
Unlike the deviant lover, the nonlover remains always self-same, identical
to himself. The nonlover’s benefits to the youth who yields to him, then,
will be unchangeable, whereas those conferred by the lover will be with-
drawn once the lover returns to his senses (p. 30, 234a).

The view of love as a powerful outside force that saps the will and ought
to be resisted is a traditional one in ancient Greek thought,13 though the
logical position that Lysias tries to derive from it—that youths should
bestow their favors instead on nonlovers—is surprising, as Socrates sarcas-
tically suggests after Phaedrus’ initial summary of the argument (p. 22,
227c–d). Socrates himself will seize on this concept of love in his own
second speech, praising it as a divine possession. His first speech, however,
follows that of Lysias in defining love as a state of self-deviation.

As Hackforth suggests, this speech is “extorted” from Socrates by
Phaedrus:14 when Socrates declares that he feels “something welling up
within my breast, which makes me feel that I could find something differ-
ent, and something better to say” (p. 33, 235c) than Lysias’ speech, he may
be referring to the speech he will eventually make in opposition to Lysias;
but Phaedrus assumes that he means he could make the same point as
Lysias in a better way, and coaxes him to do so with teasing threats, first of
violence (“don’t make me use force to open your lips” [p. 35, 236d]), and
then of withholding the discursive favors that, as we have seen, they have
playfully substituted for erotic ones:

Ph. I swear that unless you deliver your speech . . . I will assuredly never
again declaim nor report any other speech by any author whatsoever.

Soc. Aha, you rogue! How clever of you to discover the means of compelling
a lover of discourse [philologoi (φιλολóγ")] to do your bidding!
(p. 35, 236e)
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The upshot is that Socrates must make a speech that deviates from his own
beliefs: in the discourse that follows, Socrates, once again, is beside himself,
as is suggested by his shame in making such a speech (p. 35, 237a). Because
he will be reproducing the effect of Lysias’ speech using different argu-
ments, this speech, as well as characterizing love itself as deviance, will also
be a deviation from the preceding speech.

Phaedrus and Socrates are both “beside themselves” in another sense
throughout the passage leading up to the second speech: each of them sug-
gests that he shares the other’s perspective. Socrates, who doesn’t approve of
Lysias’ speech, suggests nevertheless that he has enjoyed it by taking pleas-
ure in Phaedrus’ pleasure (p. 32, 234d), while Phaedrus claims to share
Socrates’ identity: playfully scolding him for his initial reluctance to speak,
Phaedrus says “do not deliberately compel me to utter the words ‘Don’t I
know my Socrates? If not, I’ve forgotten my own identity’ ” (p. 35, 236c).
Again, the friends’ participation in these discourses seems to sublimate a
closer relationship.

The second speech—Socrates’ first—begins in self-deviation: Socrates
imagines that its speaker is one of a handsome boy’s many lovers (erastai
[�ρασταì]) (p. 38, 237b). The speech in favor of yielding to a nonlover
itself, then, will deviate from the true feelings of the imagined lover. But
love itself is here also a state of deviance from the self: as in the speech of
Lysias, it is a state of possession in which the self is split. Socrates’ first
move is to provide a definition of love:

within each one of us there are two sorts of ruling or guiding principle that
we follow: one is an innate desire [epithumia ([�πιθυµíα]) for pleasure, the
other an acquired judgment that aims at what is best. Sometimes these inter-
nal guides are in accord, sometimes at variance: now one gains the mastery,
now the other . . . when desire drags us irrationally towards pleasure, and has
come to rule within us, the name given to that rule is wantonness [hubris
(8βρις)]. (pp. 38–39, 237d–238a)

When irrational desire, pursuing the enjoyment of beauty, has gained the
mastery over judgment that prompts to right conduct, and has acquired
from other desires, akin to it [suggenon epithumion (συγγενlν �πιθυµιlν)],
fresh strength to strain towards bodily beauty, that very strength provides it
with its name: it is the strong passion called Love [eros (�ρως)]. (p. 39, 238b–c)

Love, as Hackforth points out, is here not only a category of desire, but
also a category of hubris,15 a term implying not only wanton excess, but
lewdness and even violence or outrage as well. However, this outrageous
violence is not directed outward toward another person, but inward toward
the lover’s self: love is an irrational desire that overcomes the other aspect of
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the soul, the judgment that directs the individual toward the good. It pre-
vents the soul’s two aspects from acting “in accord” with each other, and
substitutes violent overthrow for harmony. Love is even more complex than
the simple desire for beauty: only when that desire is reinforced by other
desires “akin [suggenon] to it”—presumably the desire for erotic possession—
does it acquire the violent force necessary for it to be called eros. Suggenon,
as we have already seen in the Lysis, suggests similarity without identity, a
kind of family resemblance. But eros is the black sheep of this family, the
one that allows an already irrational desire to overthrow the rational self
completely.

In the opening moves of this speech, then, both love itself and the dis-
course in which it is being attacked are defined by self-deviance: the defense
of the nonlover requires that love be maligned as a loss of self or a division
of the self, as it was in Lysias’ speech. But it is a lover in disguise as a
nonlover who produces this critique of love, and, as Hackforth points out,
“we see the lover peeping through the disguise . . . in fact we get a glimpse
of the �ραστ�ς par excellence, Socrates himself.”16 In the third speech
Socrates will mount a defense of love as another kind of self-deviance, a
divine madness or possession, and the way for this defense is already being
cleared as Socrates continues this second speech. He has already invoked
the Muses for help with it (p. 36, 237a–b), and at 238c he breaks into the
fictional, disguised lover’s discourse to claim, in his own voice, divine inspi-
ration: “Well, Phaedrus my friend, do you think, as I do, that I am divinely
inspired? . . . truly there seems to be a divine presence in this spot, so that
you must not be surprised if, as my speech proceeds, I become as one pos-
sessed; already my style is not far from dithyrambic” (p. 43, 238c). The
style of the discourse itself thus suggests divine possession, as, shortly, will
love: once again eros and discourse develop in parallel. If in this second
speech they are associated with self-division, in the third they will be asso-
ciated with divine possession.

For the time being, however, this possession is only hinted at; Socrates
must now complete the second speech in the voice of the lover disguised as
a nonlover. Love, in this critique, is a matter of difference from the love
object as well as deviation within the self. The supposed nonlover argues
that because the lover is sick, what pleases him is “anything that does not
thwart him, whereas anything that is as strong as, or stronger than, himself
gives him offence” (p. 43, 238e). He will thus seek out a youth (paidika
[παιδικà]) who is inferior in various ways: one who is physically weaker,
but also “the ignorant, the cowardly, the poor speaker, the slow thinker”;
indeed, if the beloved is not inferior, the lover in his sickness will cultivate
this inferiority (p. 44, 239a). The lover, in short, will seek out difference: love
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imagined as self-deviation will pursue further deviation in its object of
desire. As the speech continues, it is difference that the supposed nonlover
emphasizes, especially the age difference normally believed to be an essen-
tial component of the ideal Athenian pederasty:

There’s an old saying about ‘not matching May with December’ [helika . . .
terpein ton helika (η9λικα . . . τéρπειν τòν η9λικα)] based, I suppose, on the
idea that similarity of age tends to similarity of pleasures and consequently
makes a couple good friends . . . what pleasure or solace will he have to offer
the beloved? How will he save him from experiencing the extremity of dis-
comfort in those long hours at his lover’s side, as he looks upon a face which
years have robbed of its beauty, together with other consequences which it is
unpleasant even to hear mentioned, let alone to have continually to cope
with in stark reality. (p. 45, 240c–e)

A more literal translation of helika terpein ton helika might be that those in
their prime take pleasure in others in their prime,17 but the point is the
same: age differentiation prevents true friendship ( philia) and leads to a
relationship based on the exploitation, rather than the true good, of the
youth. What is emphasized throughout the first part of this passage is not
age, but difference: the similarity that, according to some of the theories
advanced (though ultimately rejected) in the Lysis, is the basis of both philia
and eros, is here limited exclusively to philia, which is thus advanced as a
form of relationality superior to the erotic one. That the difference under
discussion is precisely one of age is addressed as the passage continues: the
physical debilities of age cannot satisfy youth. Love, based in both self-
deviation and difference from the erotic object, must itself be considered
a deviation from the presumed ideal of self-sameness and similarity to
the other.

The entire speech, then, is opposed to deviation and differentiation;
when the lover returns to his senses, “a new authority takes the place within
him of the former ruler: love and passion are replaced by wisdom and tem-
perance: he has become a different person” (p. 46, 241a). The youth, hav-
ing known him only in the previous unhealthy state of self-deviation, will
take the return of a proper orientation within the soul as a deviation from
the lover he knew: he “demands a return for what he gave in the past . . .
as though he were talking to the same person; while the erstwhile lover, who
has now acquired wisdom and temperance, cannot for very shame bring
himself to declare that he has become a new [allos (�λλος)] man, nor yet
see his way to redeeming the solemn assurances and promises made under
the old régime of folly” (p. 46, 241a–b). The continued emphasis is on self-
transformation with the return of reason: the lover is not “the same person”
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but “a new man” (or a different, allos, man) who must reject the former
beloved along with all his former “folly.” What initially appeared as a divi-
sion within the self, one aspect of the soul dominating the other, now
rhetorically becomes a complete self-transformation: it is no longer a ques-
tion of self-deviation, but of an entirely different self,18 and the effect of this
new differentiation on the beloved is disastrous. Deviation and differentia-
tion lead to ruin; by implication, self-sameness and the philia inspired by
similarity are conducive to happiness. The friend should be preferred to
the lover.

The question of style is raised again as Socrates concludes this second
speech, breaking, as he says, into “epic verse” (p. 50, 241e) at 241d in
his supposed condemnation of the lover’s appetites. Socrates claims to find
this poetic sign of possession disturbing: when Phaedrus objects that he has
merely condemned the lover without going on to praise the nonlover,
Socrates declares that he must truncate the speech in this way in order to
avoid further possession: “I’ve got beyond dithyramb, and am breaking out
into epic verse. . . . What do you suppose I shall do if I start extolling the
other type? Don’t you see that I shall clearly be possessed by those nymphs
into whose clutches you deliberately threw me?” (p. 50, 241e). Style itself
is a sign of possession and self-deviation, that which Socrates has been con-
demning in the lover, and Socrates cannot praise the nonlover—who, we
must recall, is really a lover in disguise—without risking further loss of self-
control. Love, it appears, is as much a matter of deviation from one’s own
language as it is from one’s sense of self.

But the entire second speech has been merely an exercise in sham rhet-
oric, and Socrates now feels ashamed of it: he can no longer argue against
love, nor even against possession: he claims to have recognized his familiar
“divine sign,” which, here as in the Apology, “turns me away from some-
thing I am about to do.”19 In this case he must not leave without atoning
for the “sin [hamartema ( :αµáρτηµα)]” (p. 51, 242d) of blasphemy against
a god, Eros, committed in his verbal assent to, and extension of, Lysias’
vilification of love (pp. 51–52, 242d–243a). “Error” or “failure” might be
a more literal translation of hamartema, but it is indeed a sinful failure to
acknowledge a god. Socrates’ third speech will thus acknowledge love as an
encounter not only with a human, but also with a divine Other in a fash-
ion reminiscent, for the modern reader, of Buber’s theological conceptual-
ization of the meeting. Socrates, however, will find initially that such divine
possession leaves little room for dialogue.

Socrates will purify himself with a third, but this time true, “wholesome
discourse” (p. 52, 243d), a “palinode” (p. 52, 243b) on love. He already
acknowledges himself possessed, like a lover, by Phaedrus, who has “put a
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spell” on his lips (p. 51, 242e); in the third speech his style will also suggest
possession by the god of love himself. (Eros is indeed a god in the Phaedrus,
not the daimon he is in the Symposium.20) This rapturous, literally enthusi-
astic style will stand in marked contrast to the calculating rhetorical style of
Lysias’ speech, which is now forthrightly characterized as “pernicious rub-
bish” paraded “as though it were good sense because it might deceive a few
miserable people and win their applause” (p. 52, 242e–243a). Love, rap-
turous verbal style, and possession will prove to be inseparable in the third
speech, in which the state of being beside oneself will be praised. (That lan-
guage itself can be the object by which a lover is possessed is suggested by
the use of the term theios [θεróς], divine, to describe Phaedrus’ devotion to
discourse [p. 51, 242a].)

It should be noted that Socrates’ divine possession seems to preclude
human dialogue at this point: Phaedrus, in fact, is hoping for a discussion
of the first two speeches (“Let us wait and discuss what we’ve heard” [p. 51,
242a]). But Socrates’ divine sign suggests that he can do nothing until he
has made up for the second speech with a third, retracting it: “Now where
is that boy I was talking to? He must listen to me once more, and not rush
off to yield to his non-lover before he hears what I have to say” (p. 53,
243e). For the time being, the mode of Socrates’ discourse will remain, as
in the Symposium, oratory rather than dialogue: the god allows no argu-
mentation. Dialogue itself will return to the Phaedrus eventually, with the
discussion of rhetoric; but even Socrates’ third speech will be in some way
dialogic. It responds dialogically to Lysias’ original proposition that the
nonlover is to be preferred to the lover, and thus it also responds to
Socrates’ own preceding speech in which he extended Lysias’ argument.
The palinode or recantation therefore records Socrates’ carnivalesque dia-
logue with himself as well as with his rhetorical opponent; it both exem-
plifies the internal self-division that characterizes love, and, by asserting
Socrates’ true attitude toward this self-division, corrects it.

As in the Symposium, love in Socrates’ (or Plato’s) doctrine ideally
involves the pursuit of the Forms’ self-sameness rather than being a matter
of difference or deviation: the sight of a beautiful physical object reminds
the soul of the ideal beauty of true Being, that is, of the Forms, because the
soul is immortal and has beheld true Being before its present incarnation:

Beauty it was ours to see in all its brightness in those days when, amidst that
happy company, we beheld with our eyes that blessed vision . . . whole and
unblemished were we that did celebrate it, untouched by the evils that
awaited us in days to come; whole and unblemished likewise, free from all
alloy, steadfast and blissful were the spectacles upon which we gazed in the
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moment of final revelation; pure was the light that shone around us, and
pure were we, without taint of that prison-house which now we are encom-
passed withal, and call a body, fast bound therein as an oyster in its shell.
(p. 93, 250b–c)

Different souls “in those days” followed in the trains of different gods, all
beholding—with a presumably incorporeal eye—the true Being of the
Forms, once again in a Buberian encounter with the divine (“. . . justice, its
very self, and likewise temperance, and knowledge, not the knowledge that
is neighbour to Becoming [hei genesis prosestin (j γéνεσις πρóσεστιν)] and
varies with the various objects to which we commonly ascribe being, but
the veritable knowledge of Being [estin (�στíν)] that veritably is” [p. 78,
247d–e]), and in particular of the Form of Beauty that an example of mere
physical beauty will one day recall to the incarnate soul. This Beauty is pure
and unalloyed, without beginning (genesis); that is to say, it is nothing and
includes nothing but itself. The soul, too, was equally pure in those days,
untainted by its future admixture with, or imprisonment in, the physical
body. The physical reminder should inspire the soul to return to this state
of purity and simple self-sameness: love ideally should return the lover to a
state of nondivision and indifferentiation similar to that of the ideal Beauty
it has beheld. As Hackforth points out, this should be true of the beloved
as well as of the lover: “the good of the lover and of the beloved are one and
indivisible. . . .”21

Understanding itself is thus based on the ideal of unity: “man must
needs understand the language of the Forms, passing from a plurality of
perceptions to a unity gathered together by reasoning [logismoi
sunairoumenon (λογισµo ξυναιροúµενον)] . . .” (p. 86, 249b–c). But here,
as in the Symposium, the ascent to unity can be derived only by reasoning
from the plurality of sense perceptions. The body, and in particular to phys-
ical senses’ perception of beauty, is the necessary starting point for the
understanding and achievement of unity. The Phaedrus, even more than the
Symposium, devotes the bulk of Socrates’ discussion to the deviations and
self-divisions involved in this process.

While the soul, for example, is immortal, it is also the “principle of
movement (�ρχ% κιν�σεως) for all bodies,”22 which in itself suggests
change in the midst of permanence: “precisely that is the essence and defi-
nition of the soul, to wit self-motion” (p. 63, 245e). This abstract reason-
ing occurs within a mythological context, and Socrates discusses the soul
primarily in the language of myth (a point to which we shall return
shortly). He suggest that physical human life is itself a deviation from the
ideal state described earlier. The soul, he claims in this dialogue’s most
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famous image, is like

the union of powers [symphutoi dynamei (συµφúτ" δυνáµει)] in a team of
winged steeds and their winged charioteer . . . it is a pair of steeds that the
charioteer controls; moreover one of them is noble and good, and of good
stock, while the other has the opposite character, and his stock is opposite
[enantios (�ναντíος)]. Hence the task of our charioteer is difficult and trou-
blesome . . . when [soul] is perfect and winged it journeys on high and
controls the whole world; but one that has shed its wings sinks down until
it can fasten on something solid, and settling there it takes to itself an earthly
body which seems by reason of the soul’s power to move itself. (pp. 69–70,
246a–c)

Plato’s mythology of the soul has been the occasion of much scholarly
debate; while Hackforth, for example, suggests that the tripartite soul imag-
ined here is the same as that discussed in Book IV of the Republic, com-
posed of the “reflective,” “spirited,” and “appetitive” parts—presumably
the charioteer, the good steed, and the bad steed respectively—he also
points out that Plato’s images “are not disguised doctrine but spring from a
non-rational intuition”23 and that “Plato never attained to a full reconcili-
ation of the various views expressed in the dialogues.”24 In any case, even
before its incarnation, the human soul is a composite: the charioteer must
control both a good steed and one that is opposite (enantios) to it. Self-
division is thus built into the basic structure of the human soul itself,
whereas divine souls are unmixed good (p. 69, 246a). Despite the opposi-
tion between the two steeds, they are also yoked together in a “union of
powers.” Symphutoi (Συµφúτ") suggests a gathering or commingling: the
steeds are united, yet different, so that the soul itself is defined by self-deviation.
If the earlier speeches assumed that love is a matter of self-difference, this
one suggests that the very nature of every soul is to deviate from itself. A
further deviation occurs when the soul attaches itself to a physical body,
which is likened to a loss of perfection—though this perfection is, as we
have seen, not the perfection of self-sameness.

The process by which a soul loses its wings and is dragged down is the
context in which the immortality of the soul, mentioned above, is dis-
cussed. It is due to the “heaviness of the steed of wickedness” that the driver
is pulled down and unable to follow the gods, unless the charioteer has
“schooled him well” (p. 71, 247b). While all souls are “eager to reach the
heights and seek to follow” the gods, “they are not able”; “for all their toil-
ing they are baulked, every one, of the full vision of Being, and departing
therefrom, they feed upon the food of semblance” (p. 79, 248a–b). The
soul’s inner self-division thus causes this further deviation from the ideal
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through an unspecified “mischance [syntuchiai (συντυχí3)]” that in turn
causes “wrongdoing [kakias (κακíας)]” (p. 79, 248c). “Feed upon the food
of semblance [trophei doxastei (τροφi δοξαστi)]” at 248b is a particularly
interesting turn of phrase. Doxa, often translated “opinion,” distinguishes
this food from the absolute truth of Being. However, Hackforth’s “sem-
blance” suggests a relationship between this nourishment and the ideal: this
may be understood as a representation of that, and indeed doxa is not nec-
essarily false opinion; it may be true even if it does not attain the status of
certain knowledge. We may understand it, then, as a deviation from the
ideal rather than its opposite. In this condition, appropriately, the philoso-
pher, in his search for true knowledge, most nearly approaches “those
things a god’s nearness whereunto makes him truly god”; the philosopher’s
soul alone, then, can “recover her wings” (p. 86, 249c), a recovery that will
make the philosopher appear mad to mankind because “he is possessed by
a deity” (p. 87, 249d).

It is love’s madness that prepares the way for this possession. Various
forms of madness are understood throughout this speech as forces external
to the self: prophetic madness, for example, is to be distinguished from
such forms of prophecy as reading omens because the latter is “a purely
human activity of thought belonging to his own intelligence” whereas the
former is properly called “manic [maniken (µανικ%ν)]” rather than “mantic
[mantiken (µαντικ%ν)]” (p. 57, 244c). Madness thus does not belong to the
individual’s own intelligence, but is a gift from heaven; it is alien, but
within, the outside turning up inside, to use Dollimore’s terminology in a
theological context. Similarly, madness can cure illness (p. 57, 244d–e) and
characterizes poetic creation (p. 57, 245a). As Hackforth points out, the
Phaedrus alone among Plato’s works wholeheartedly commends poetic
madness: in other dialogues (Ion, Meno, Apology) the difference between
this sort of madness and true knowledge is condemned, but here Socrates’
commendation of this madness “almost goes to the length of saying that the
inspired poet is all the better for his lack of knowledge.”25 In this dialogue,
in other words, inspired madness’ deviation—not only from the self but
even from the ideal of knowledge discussed above—is given a positive
valuation.26

The same is true of the lover’s madness. When human souls fall away
from the vision of Being and are incarnated, they become various sorts of
human beings, which Socrates arranges into a hierarchy according to how
much they have perceived of true Being in their preincarnation state. Souls
that have seen less may come to dwell in kings, statesmen, athletes,
prophets, artists, farmers, demagogues, or tyrants (p. 80, 248d–e); “but the
soul that has seen the most of Being shall enter into the human babe that
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shall grow into a seeker after wisdom or beauty [philosophou e philokalou
(φιλοσóφου < φιλοκáλου)], a follower of the Muses and a lover [erotikou
(�ρωτικοv)]” (p. 79, 248d). The lover of beauty, the lover of wisdom, and
the erotic lover (philokalou, philosophou, erotikou) all occupy the same rung
on this hierarchy of souls, and it is the highest: erotic love and philosophy
are linked by the pursuit of beauty.

This point is clarified in Socrates’ discussion of just how the philoso-
pher’s soul comes to regain its wings and to be liberated from the cycle of rein-
carnation, a discussion reminiscent of Diotima’s speech in the Symposium.
Returning to the theme of divine madness, Socrates declares that

when he that loves beauty is touched by such madness he is called a lover.
Such an one, as soon as he beholds the beauty of this world, is reminded of
true Beauty, and his wings begin to grow; then is he fain to lift his wings and
fly upward; yet he has not the power, but inasmuch as he gazes upward like
a bird, and cares nothing for the world beneath, men charge it upon him that
he is demented . . . when these discern some likeness of the things yonder,
they are amazed, and no longer masters of themselves, and know not what is
come upon them by reason of their perception being dim. (p. 92, 249d–250a)

This passage suggests a shortened version of the “ladder of love” speech in
the Symposium. Here, too (though without the specific stages and tran-
sitions of the process outlined in the Symposium), the goal of love is a return
to the divine Form of Beauty, which, as we have seen, is characterized by
self-sameness. But also as in the Symposium, the desire and pursuit of the
Form requires the perception of earthly beauty to inspire it. This beauty is
not characterized by self-sameness; it is merely a “likeness” of the Form of
Beauty, a deviation from it. But this physical deviation is necessary first step
in the ascent to the divine unity. In fact, it appears that a certain disunity
of the self, a self-difference, is also necessary: the lovers thus possessed are
“no longer masters of themselves.” What the earlier speeches criticizing love
said of it was true, that it is a form of self-division; but the particular self-
division of love is now valorized as a necessary step toward reunification.

These points are reinforced in the remainder of this third speech. The
value of the erotic experience again depends upon how fully the individual
soul experienced the vision of true Being at 251a:

when one who is fresh from the mystery, and saw much of the vision,
beholds a godlike face or bodily form that truly expresses beauty, first there
comes upon him a shuddering and a measure of that awe which the vision
inspired, and then reverence as at the sight of a god: and but for fear of being
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deemed a very madman he would offer sacrifice to his beloved, as to a holy
image of deity. (p. 96, 251a)

As in the Symposium, earthly beauty—specifically a “boy’s beauty [tou
paidos kallos (τοv παιδòς κáλλος)]” (p. 96, 251c)—is not identical with the
Form of Beauty, but serves as a reminder or expression of the latter to the
soul who has beheld it clearly. The beloved’s body is only an image, but it
can be likened to a holy one; it is neither identical with or entirely differ-
ent from the holy. The likeness, indeed, is close enough to inspire “awe,”
but only “a measure” of the awe felt before Beauty itself—almost, but not
quite, enough to induce worship. This passage also links love to madness,
a notion pursued in the passages immediately following.

It should be noted that Socrates is careful to distinguish this holy mad-
ness from a merely physical eroticism—whether male–male or male–
female. A soul who has not beheld, or does not recall, the vision of Beauty
with sufficient clarity looks at a beautiful earthly body “with no reverence,
and surrendering to pleasure he essays to go after the fashion of a four-
footed beast, and to beget offspring of the flesh; or consorting with wan-
tonness he has no fear nor shame in running after unnatural [para physin
(παρà φúσιν)] pleasure” (p. 96, 251a). Male–male and male–female desire
seem equally unenlightened in their physical expression, though only that
which occurs between males is deemed “against nature”—a judgment that
will shortly be revised. Indeed, the description of the divine, spiritual mad-
ness of love that follows is couched in language that demands to be read as
physical, even orgasmic: “a strange sweating and fever seizes him: for by rea-
son of the stream [aporroen (�πορρο%ν)] of beauty entering in through his
eyes there comes a warmth, whereby his soul’s plumage is fostered”; “the
stump of the wing swells and hastens to grow from the root over the whole
substance of the soul”; the soul “throbs” and feels “a ferment and painful
irritation”; the soul “admits a flood of particles flowing” from the boy’s
beauty; when, after a separation, the soul (imagined as feminine) beholds
the beloved, she “lets the flood pour in upon her, releasing the imprisoned
waters; then has she refreshment and respite from her stings and sufferings,
and at that moment tastes a pleasure that is sweet beyond compare”
(pp. 96–97, 251b–e). While it is the divine madness of the soul being
described here, the language is entirely physical and sexual: the lover’s soul,
imagined as feminine, is penetrated with the liquid stream or flood of
beauty, causing a sensation of heat, complete with sweating and throbbing,
leading to incomparable pleasure. At the same time, the sensation of
painful irritation and swelling also suggest male sexual response; the soul
may be “she,” but it inhabits a male body, and the experience combines the
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physical sensations of both sexes. Despite the preceding rejection of physi-
cal erotic expression, then, Socrates can describe this purely spiritual mad-
ness only in the most graphically physical, and specifically orgasmic, terms.
This experience, says Socrates, is “what men term love [erota (�ρωτα)]”
(p. 97, 252b).27

Even within the category of lovers there exists a further hierarchy based
on the nature of the god the soul followed before its incarnation: each seeks
for a beloved who reminds him of that god, for example, “followers of Zeus
seek a beloved who is Zeus-like in soul” (p. 99, 252e). What is striking
is the insistence on the fine, but essential, line between similarity and identity
among the god, the lover, and the beloved: the lover lives “after the manner
of the god in whose company he once was, honouring him and copying
[mimoumenos (µιµοúµενος)] him so far as may be” (p. 99, 252c–d), and
“reaching out after him in memory they are possessed by him, and from
him they take their ways and manners of life, in so far as a man can partake
of a god” (p. 100, 253a). But “all this,” adds Socrates, lovers “attribute to
the beloved” (p. 100, 253a); “every lover is fain that his beloved should be
of a nature like to his own god; and when he has won him, he leads him on
to walk in the ways of their god, and after his likeness, patterning
[mimoumenoi (µιµοúµενοι)] himself thereupon and giving counsel and dis-
cipline to the boy” (p. 100, 253b). True eros is thus a matter of a three-way
likeness that can never quite become identity: as Hackforth suggests, divine
possession constrains the lover to “keep his gaze fixed upon the god,” while
“this �µοíωσις θεo is concurrent with, and indeed hardly to be distin-
guished from, the love of éραςτ%ς for παιδικá.”28 The lover strives to
become a copy or image of the god he follows, and similarly strives to
impart the same qualities to the boy he loves. Terms for similarity prevail
throughout this passage, especially mimoumenos and mimoumenoi, which
suggest the kind of imitation or mimesis that Plato finds so suspicious else-
where in his dialogues.29 Here it is an admirable ambition to resemble the
gods; but phrases serving as reminders that such a resemblance can only
ever be approximate also abound: “so far as may be,” “in so far as a man
can,” and so on. Imitation is also deviation, and human love remains on
this level of difference throughout the third speech.

Socrates returns to the image of the charioteer and the team of horses,
that is, to the soul’s own internal self-division, in the last section of this
third speech, though now with specific reference to self-division in regard to
eros. Lysias’ speech claimed the lover lacks self-control; Socrates takes a
more complex view, suggesting instead that the lover’s internal self-division
is precisely a division between such discipline and its absence. The good
steed represents this sort of erotic self-control: “Now when the driver
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beholds the person of the beloved [to erotikon omma (τò �ρωτικòν =µµα)],
and causes a sensation of warmth to suffuse the whole soul, he begins to
experience a tickling or pricking of desire; and the obedient steed, con-
strained now as always by modesty, refrains from leaping upon the beloved”
(pp. 103–104, 253e–254a). Omma suggests not precisely a body or “per-
son,” as Hackforth has it, but an object of vision. The charioteer is charac-
terized by desire for beauty perceived with the eye, and the good steed
prevents the physical expression of this desire toward the mere physical
beauty of the beloved. The opposed steed, on the other hand,

leaps and dashes on, sorely troubling his companion and his driver, and
forcing them to approach the loved one and remind him of the delights of
love’s commerce [ton aphrodision kharitos (τlν �φροδισíων χáριτος)]. For a
while they struggle, indignant that he should force them to a monstrous and
forbidden act; but at last, finding no end to their evil plight, they yield and
agree to do his bidding. And so he drives them on, and now they are quite
close and behold the spectacle of the beloved flashing upon them. (p. 104,
254a–b)

Aphrodision kharitos suggests that a specifically physical, erotic pleasure is
the goal toward which the bad steed urges the reluctant charioteer; oddly,
the one moment of self-agreement in this passage occurs when the driver
and the good steed yield to the other one, though they are forced to do so.
This is the kind of possession Lysias had in mind: possession by eros (or
Eros), an overwhelming physical desire forcing the lover to act against him-
self. But for Socrates, the lover is the follower of another, higher god, Zeus
being his usual example, and is possessed by the vision of true Beauty, of
which the eromenos’ beauty is only a reminder. Thus, as the soul’s chariot is
brought closer and closer to the beloved,

the driver’s memory goes back to that form of Beauty, and he sees her once
again enthroned by the side of Temperance [sophrosunes (σωφροσúνης)]
upon her holy seat; then in awe and reverence he falls upon his back, and
therewith is compelled to pull the reins so violently that he brings both
steeds down on their haunches, the good one willing and unresistant, but the
wanton sore against his will. (p. 104, 254b–c)

This cycle of yielding and resistance to the physical impulse represented by
the bad steed continues until the latter becomes obedient to discipline. The
eventual goal is this return to self-unity, now through the exercise of
precisely that self-control of which Lysias declared the lover to be incapable.
This discipline, far from being opposed to divine possession, can come
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about only because of it: it is only when the charioteer is more forcefully
reminded of the true vision of Beauty—not surprisingly accompanied by
Temperance or modesty (sophrosunes)—that he is able to discipline his
physical desires. In some sense this is only a higher form of self-division: the
self is unified by the very fact of divine possession, that is, by its adherence
to that which stands outside the self. But this sort of chaste self-unity
through self-control is Socrates’ ideal for human love: as the lover passes
this virtue on to the beloved, eventually the latter returns his love, and “his
lover is at it were a mirror in which he beholds himself ” (p. 105, 255d).
Even human love is thus ideally a matter of self-sameness shared between
the lover and the beloved; and when the beloved comes to experience the
lover’s physical desire, the good steed in his own soul provides its own self-
discipline (pp. 105–106, 255e–256a). The lovers can now share “the philo-
sophic life,” and grow new wings to serve them after death (p. 106, 256b).

The narrative thrust of this myth, then, is toward the disembodied life
of the soul in its philosophical pursuit of Beauty and toward self-sameness:
the chaste human love between two men makes them into reflections of
each other, and encourages the pursuit of union with the Forms as well.30

The Phaedrus thus provides a fine example of the notion of askesis, the cre-
ation of a unique and beautiful self through discipline, that has been taken
up by such recent historians of philosophy as Foucault, Halperin, and
Nehamas, and that was discussed in chapter 2. At this point we need note
only that the very concept of askesis requires deviance from self-sameness:
some deviant aspect of the self must exist in order to be disciplined.

But Socrates, remarkably, concludes his speech with an emphatic
passage on lovers who may not meet this ideal.

But if they turn to a way of life more ignoble and unphilosophic, yet cov-
etous of honour, then mayhap in a careless hour, or when the wine is flow-
ing, the wanton horses in their two souls will catch them off their guard,
bring the pair together, and choosing that part which the multitude account
blissful achieve their full desire. And this once done, they continue therein,
albeit but rarely, seeing that their minds are not wholly set thereupon.
(p. 106, 256c)

As Hackforth points out, since one steed is labeled as evil from the start,
“Plato has . . . cut himself off from the conception of a real harmony or
equilibrium in the soul.”31 The possibility of self-division remains potent
even in the lives of lovers who seem to have achieved philosophical unity.
The physical expression of eros follows from this ongoing self-division, and
exacerbates it: these lovers’ minds will not be “wholly set” upon this form
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of love, but neither can they return to a purely spiritual love. But this
physical, self-deviating love, surprisingly, is not exactly condemned:

Such a pair as this also are dear friends [ philo (φíλω)], but no so dear as that
other pair, one to another, both in the time of their love [erotos (�ρωτος)]
and when love is past; for they feel that they have exchanged the most bind-
ing pledges, which it were a sin to break by becoming enemies. When death
comes they quit the body wingless indeed, yet eager to be winged, and there-
fore they carry off no mean reward for their lovers’ madness: for it is ordained
that all such as have taken the first steps on the celestial highway shall no
more return to the dark pathways beneath the earth, but shall walk together
in a life of shining bliss, and be furnished in due time with like plumage
[homopterous (�µοπτéρους)] the one to the other, because of their love.
(p. 106, 256c–d)

The physically erotic relationship described here is a deviation from, and
inferior to, the ideally spiritual relationship described earlier: it is less noble
and less philosophical, and results in a friendship less dear than the other.
Nevertheless, this is no more than a deviation: these lovers are not con-
demned, and indeed Socrates goes out of his way to make excuses for them.
They are instead highly praised and even understood as being rewarded
after death because they will have taken the first steps on the ideal path.
Indeed, they are allowed a certain leeway from perfect self-discipline pre-
cisely because they have embarked on the path of askesis. We may thus find
in this deviant love a family resemblance or kinship with the ideal form.
Here as in the Symposium, the physical expression of love for an individual
body is the first step toward the truth, but in the Phaedrus Plato allows
Socrates to go well beyond the other dialogue’s tolerance of the physical:
here Socrates suggests that the physical expression of male–male eroticism
has the gods’ blessing and reward. An aspect of this reward appears to be
the ability to remain together after death, and ultimately to be rewarded by
being “winged alike (homopterous).” While these souls may deviate from
the ideal love, in the long run they will not deviate from each other, and
can thus achieve their own degree of likeness, if only within their own rela-
tionship. Askesis, as we saw in chapter 2, may involve erotic freedom as well
as abstention.32

Socrates chooses to conclude the main portion of his “true” speech with
this lengthy encomium on male–male lovers/friends ( philia and eros seem
indistinguishable in this passage) who fulfill their erotic desires physically.
All that remains is a summary in favor of the lover as opposed to the
nonlover, addressed first to Phaedrus and then to the God of Love (p. 110,
256e–257a). In expressing the hope that Phaedrus has learned to “live for
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Love in singleness of purpose with the aid of philosophical discourse”
(p. 110, 257b), Socrates once again—in a move familiar from the dialogues
already discussed—sets himself up as his interlocutor’s pedagogue, and thus
to some extent as his erastes. This matter will reappear at the end of the
dialogue as a whole.

Socrates also emphasizes that he has now recanted and atoned for his
earlier, false speech, blaming Lysias for it (p. 110, 257b). It should be
noted, however, that in terms of the dialogue’s overall structure, here as in
the Symposium the false speeches came first, and that the terms set in those
earlier speeches continue to drive the final, true one. In particular, the
notions that the lover is possessed by a divine madness and that he is
divided against himself, crucial to Socrates’ true doctrine, are derived from
the preceding speeches. The first two speeches are thus doctrinally devi-
ations from (not opposed to) the truth expressed in the third—and struc-
turally, the true speech is a deviation from the first two. Both love itself and
the doctrine of love being pursued discursively are thus matters of deviance
for Socrates, rather than of identity or opposition. They are also matters
of dialogue, both between Socrates and Lysias, and between Socrates and
himself.

Discourse itself, in fact, is understood as a form of self-deviance, or
possession by an Other, throughout Socrates’ speeches. He attributes his
own first speech to Phaedrus both before he begins it, blaming the latter for
having discovered “the means of compelling a lover of discourse to do your
bidding” (p. 35, 236e), and after he has completed it, when introducing his
second, true speech: “. . . whereas the preceding discourse was by Phaedrus,
son of Pythocles, of Myrrinous, that which I shall now pronounce is
by Stesichorus, son of Euphemus, of Himera” (p. 56, 243e–244a). Here
Socrates disclaims responsibility for the second speech as well, as he
becomes more and more possessed. Discourse itself is, like love, a matter of
self-deviation: words both are and are not his own even as he utters them.
In fact, Socrates claims that his words, even in his second, true speech, devi-
ate from the reality they are attempting to capture. Speaking of the soul, he
suggests that “what manner of thing it is would be a long tale to tell; but
what it resembles, that a man might tell in briefer compass: let this there-
fore be our manner of discourse” (p. 69, 246a).33 This passage leads directly
into the metaphor of the charioteer and his two horses, the dominant
image for the remainder of the speech. Socrates emphasizes, in other words,
that language itself is only an approximation of reality, a matter of resem-
blances rather than of the Being he tries to describe. Language is akin to
reality or, we might say, a deviation from it. Andrea Wilson Nightingale
suggests that Socrates in his second speech “yields to the discourse of lyric
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love poetry in fundamental ways”;34 thus, at the levels both of style and of
philosophy, “reason and madness, at a certain level, converge.”35 The poetic
style invoked by Socrates throughout his two speeches is a sign of philo-
sophical deviance.

Discourse and love resemble each other, then, and it is therefore natural
for the speeches on love to lead into a direct discussion of rhetoric and
specifically of speech and writing. As we have seen, Plato is careful to have
Socrates link language to eros throughout the speeches on love, and even in
the first half of the Phaedrus the similarities have to do with the relation of
each to the self. If love in its different forms can be imagined both as, ide-
ally, self-presence and, in terms of physical human love, self-deviation, the
same may be said of writing. In their banter about Lysias’ speech, Socrates
teasingly suggests that, because Phaedrus is carrying a written copy of the
speech, Lysias himself is fully present: “. . . you must first show me what it
is that you have in your left hand under your cloak; for I surmise that it is
the actual discourse. If that is so, let me assure you of this, that much as
I love you I am not altogether inclined to let you practise your oratory on
me when Lysias himself is here present” (p. 23, 228d–e). Lysias’ writing
appears to be identical with Lysias himself, whereas Phaedrus’ own attempt
to reproduce the written discourse in spoken language would fail to repro-
duce Lysias himself as faithfully as the written record can. Although
Socrates loves Phaedrus, he loves the accuracy provided by his self-presence
more. The tone here is teasing and humorous, but it introduces a serious
subject—the relationship between language and presence or self-identity—
that returns, in more complicated form, in the second half of the dialogue.

Like love, language for Socrates has as its purpose the pursuit and trans-
mission of a truth that is singular and whole; he asks, “does not a good and
successful discourse presuppose a knowledge in the mind of the speaker of
the truth [alethes (�ληθèς)] about his subject?” (p. 119, 259e). As love is a
matter of educating the beloved about the nature of divine reality, so lan-
guage is a matter of educating the listener (or reader) about the true nature
of its subject. And this can be accomplished only with a knowledge of the
individual souls to be persuaded of this truth. Rhetoricians like Lysias who
seek persuasion in itself without regard to truth, possess “no art, but a
knack that has nothing to do with art” (p. 120, 260e).

Rhetoric, in fact, manipulates similarity and difference with regard to
truth, and, in thus pursuing deviations from the truth, is all the more dan-
gerous than an outright opposition.

Soc. . . . Are we misled when the difference between two things is wide, or
narrow?
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Ph. When it is narrow.
Soc. Well then, if you shift your ground little by little, you are more likely

to pass undetected from so-and-so to its opposite than if you do so at
one bound.

Ph. Of course.
Soc. It follows that anyone who intends to mislead another, without being

misled himself, must discern precisely the degree of resemblance and
dissimilarity between this and that.

Rhetoric involves a gradual deviation from the truth rather than the
acknowledgment of absolute sameness or difference. The skilled rhetorician
must know the truth of his subject matter, but if he is indifferent to this
knowledge he may lead his audience through a series of “narrow,” erroneous
deviations to a conclusion opposite to what he knows to be the truth.

Socrates, on the other hand, proposes a dialectical use of language in
which similarity and difference can be marshaled in the service of truth, the
complementary methods of collection and division:

The first is that in which we bring a dispersed plurality under a single form,
seeing it all together: the purpose being to define [orizomenos (�ριζóµενος)]
so-and-so, and thus to make plain whatever may be chosen as the topic for
exposition. For example, take the definition given just now of love: whether
it was right or wrong, at all events it was that which enabled our discourse
to achieve lucidity and consistency. (p. 132, 265d)

Collection, or as Socrates calls it here, definition or defining, unifies app-
arently disparate things in a single category that allows clarity and discus-
sion; it is what makes the discourse possible, and, given its emphasis on
union and similarity, it is not surprising to find Socrates extolling it as a log-
ical method. It is worth mentioning, however, that orizomenos and its cog-
nates also imply a marking-off of boundaries: definition not only brings
similar things together, it also marks them off from what is different.
Differentiation, or division, in fact, is an even more important aspect of
Socrates’ dialectical method: once similar things have been collected
together, they must also be distinguished. This second aspect is one

whereby we are enabled to divide into forms, following the objective
articulation; . . . take example from our two recent speeches. The single gen-
eral form which they postulated was irrationality; . . . they conceived of
madness as a single objective form existing in human beings: wherefore the
first speech divided off a part on the left, and continued to make divisions,
never desisting until it discovered one particular part bearing the name of
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“sinister” love. . . . The other speech conducted us to the forms of madness
which lay on the right-hand side . . . (p. 133, 265e–266a)

As Hackforth points out,36 and as we have already seen, this is not what
the two speeches in question actually do with regard to madness: Socrates
here offers a reinterpretation of his speeches designed not so much to elu-
cidate them as to illustrate his new dialectical method. In that sense, the
discussion of rhetoric is yet another deviation within the original discussion
of love. More attention is devoted to the explanation of division than to the
preceding discussion of collection, with the result that dialectic itself comes
to seem a matter of differentiation or, indeed, of deviation: this logical
method, or style, entails the understanding of divisions within the same
general category in order to arrive at its essential truth—just as love in the
preceding speech entails the lover’s understanding, and control, of his own
internal self-divisions in order to arrive at its ideal form. Love and language,
used and understood correctly, share a common structure.

Socrates once again acknowledges this relationship when he declares
that “I am myself a lover [erastes (�ραστ�ς)] of these divisions and collec-
tions, that I may gain the power to speak and to think; and whenever
I deem another man able to discern an objective unity and plurality, I fol-
low ‘in his footsteps where he leadeth as a god’ ” (p. 134, 266b). Dialectic,
like love, allows a glimpse of the ultimate, divine Being, and, like love, is a
matter of the relations between sameness and difference, unity and plural-
ity. Also like love, dialectic inspires Socrates to a flight of poetry:37 the shift
in style again signifies the presence of the divine.38

In both cases, we must remember, the goal is to transcend deviation and
difference in order to arrive at a singular truth, and it is the traditional
rhetorician’s indifference to truth that makes rhetoric a mere knack rather
than an art. Rhetoric, in fact, to be a genuine art would have to involve not
only the knowledge of the truth of its subject-matter, but also the knowl-
edge of the truth of the listener’s soul—indeed, of all listeners’ souls,
since different types of soul would require different types of persuasion
toward the truth (p. 148, 271c–272b). And these truths are accessible only
through the dialectical method, not through traditional rhetoric itself.39

Without them, rhetoric is merely deviation without a goal, and the orator,
as Phaedrus initially suggests, need not “know what is truly good or noble,
but what will be thought so; since it is on the latter, not the former, that
persuasion depends” (p. 119, 260a); if such a method happens upon the
truth, it will do so only by accident, rhetoric in itself being strictly indif-
ferent to truth or falsehood. Dialectic, specifically in its subdivisions of col-
lection and division, is the only corrective to rhetorical deviations from the
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truth, especially the truth of such “disputed terms” as “love”—a point
that Socrates’ own two speeches demonstrates, as Phaedrus points out
(p. 127, 263c).

If rhetoric without the support of dialectic deviates from the path to
truth, writing—despite Socrates’ earlier mocking identification of Lysias’
writing with Lysias’ himself—is a particular deviation from the true self, as
Socrates suggests in the famous myth of Theuth and Ammon. Theuth
claims that his invention of writing will improve human memory, but
Ammon thinks otherwise:

If men learn this, it will implant forgetfulness in their souls [psychais
(ψυχαrς)]: they will cease to exercise memory because they rely on that
which is written, calling things to remembrance no longer from within
themselves [endothen autous (�νδοθεν α	τοùς)], but by means of external
marks; what you have discovered is a recipe not for memory [mnemes
(µν�µης)], but for reminder [hypomneseos (,ποµν�σεως)]. And it is not true
wisdom that you offer your disciples, but only its semblance [doxan
(δóξαν)]; for by telling them of many things without teaching them you will
make them seem to know much, while for the most part they know noth-
ing; and as men filled, not with wisdom, but with the conceit of wisdom,
they will be a burden to their fellows. (p. 157, 275a–b)

The main distinction here is between the inner self, associated with
truth and wisdom, and the external marks of writing, associated with sem-
blance and conceit. Writing offers a form of what appears to be memory,
but is in actuality the death of memory, and hence the death of wisdom. In
fact, one might go even further: memory is associated here with the true
selves, with souls (psychais) and an inner (endothen) life, while writing in its
externality can only diminish the inner self or soul. Writing is the death of
memory, knowledge, wisdom, and ultimately of the self.40 The language
of semblance (doxa) further implies that writing is so dangerous because it
bears a resemblance to memory—it may not be memory, but it is a
“reminder [hypomneseos].” This is to say that writing, like the physical love
described in the earlier speeches, and also like rhetoric unguided by dialec-
tic, is so dangerous not because it opposes truth, but because, bearing a
family resemblance, it deviates from truth. Like love, writing is a matter of
deviation from the self.

It is also, like physical human love, a deviation from truth:

And once a thing is put in writing, the composition, whatever it may be,
drifts [kulindeitai (κυλινδεrται)] all over the place, getting into the hands not
only of those who understand it, but equally of those who have no business
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with it; it doesn’t know how to address the right people, and not address the
wrong. And when it is ill-treated and unfairly abused it always needs its
parent to come to its help, being unable to help or defend itself. (p. 158,
275d–e)

Kulindeitai is a passive construction, and some translators translate the
phrase as “is bandied about,”41 but Hackforth’s “drifts all over the place”
retains the original sense of physically rolling from place to place. This sort
of physical dislocation imagines the dissemination of a written text as a spa-
tial deviation from a straight and narrow path similar to the deviation in
which Socrates and Phaedrus are engaged, but here this dislocation is given
a negative valuation: writing cannot consider its audience (a failing similar
to that of the rhetoricians or orators who do not know their auditors’
souls), and therefore risks constant misunderstandings that can be corrected
only by the father, or author, in person. The model Plato assumes here is
one in which the author’s true intentions are ideally communicated intact
to the audience; writing, because it is detachable from the author’s inten-
tions, is inherently subject to deviation from its own truth.

The alternative is spoken language in which both speaker and listener
are present, “no dead discourse, but the living speech, to original of which
the written discourse may fairly be called a kind of image,” as Phaedrus
puts it. This kind of discourse “is written in the soul of the learner”; it “can
defend itself, and knows to whom it should speak and to whom it should
say nothing” (p. 159, 276a). True discourse is thus based neither on writ-
ing nor even, as Kenneth M. Sayre points out,42 on oratory or other uni-
vocal uses of language, “the recreation [paizein (παíζειν)] that a man finds
in words, when he discourses about justice and the other topics you speak
of” (p. 160, 276e), as Phaedrus refers to univocal speech. This kind of
“recreation” (paizein) is comparatively harmless, but Socrates goes on to
discuss a better use of language:

But far more excellent [kallion (καλλíων)], I think, is the serious [spoude
(σπουδ%)] treatment of them, which employs the art of dialectic. The dialec-
tician selects a soul of the right type, and in it he plants and sows his words
founded on knowledge, words which can defend both themselves and him
who planted them, words which instead of remaining barren contain a seed
whence new words grow up in new characters; whereby the seed is vouch-
safed immortality, and its possessor the fullest measure of blessedness that
man can attain unto. (p. 160, 276e–277a)

This dialectical form of discourse is explicitly contrasted with the merely
recreational, univocal discourse just praised by Phaedrus; it is “more excellent
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[kallion]” because it is “serious [spoude].” And this excellent, serious form
of discourse is based on a dialogical and pedagogical model of teacher and
student (again suggestive of Buber): the pedagogical dialogue, in which the
teacher can defend his discourse directly in the face of a worthy student’s
response, alone allows the teacher’s knowledge to take root in another soul
and thus gain immortality.43

It is, perhaps, for this reason that speeches give way to dialogue in the
last portion of the Phaedrus: the text’s developing form illustrates Socrates’
reorientation of Phaedrus away from rhetoric and oratory and toward par-
ticipation in dialogue. As we have seen, Phaedrus makes a number of the
most important points to be either challenged or developed by Socrates in
their discussion of language. The “blessedness” attained in this dialogical
relationship is similar, if not identical, to that gained by the ideal lovers of
Socrates’ second speech, and the pedagogical model represented here is
that found in the ideal Platonic version of ancient Athenian pederasty: lan-
guage in its highest form is the pedagogical dialogue of male lovers.44 The
right use of love cannot be separated from the right use of language.

Discourse thus turns out to operate on the same principles as erotics:
writing deviates from the ideal discourse, which is written only metaphor-
ically, “in the soul of the learner” (p. 159, 286a), just as physical eroticism
deviates from the ideal desire, or desire for the ideal. And both discourse
and erotics are imagined specifically as transformational modes of relation-
ality: Socrates finds writing wanting because it cannot respond to the
reader, whereas speech is ideally dialogical in form and effect. In fact,
proper rhetoric transforms the soul of the interlocutor (the speaker must
have “discernment of the nature of the soul” and “discover the type of
speech appropriate to each nature, and order and arrange your discourse
accordingly” [p. 161, 277b–c]) just as proper love transforms the beloved,
the lover “creating in him the closest possible likeness to the god they wor-
ship” (p. 100, 253a). And neither written language nor, as we have seen,
physical eroticism is entirely rejected; both have a place in the philosopher’s
value system, though a subordinate one. Discourse and love, indeed, are
two manifestations of the same thing, different but closely related forms of
male–male desire.

The Phaedrus as a whole, in fact, concludes with the eroticization of
philosophical discourse. When Socrates suggests that Phaedrus now teach
Lysias the lessons he has learned (p. 165, 278b–d), Phaedrus replies that
Socrates too has a friend who might benefit from them: “Soc. Then that is
what you must tell your friend [hetairoi (-ταíρ")]. Ph. But what about your-
self ? What are you going to do? You too have a friend [hetairon (-ταrρον)]
who should not be passed over. Soc. What friend? Ph. The fair [ton kalon
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(τòν καλóν)] Isocrates” (p. 166, 278e). The various forms of the masculine
noun hetairos (unlike the more familiar feminine hetaira) suggest compan-
ionship or comradeship without any erotic undertone, though Phaedrus’
reference to the orator Isocrates as ton kalon, “the beautiful,” may imply
that he is an object of Socrates’ erotic/philosophical pursuit. Socrates’ mes-
sage to Isocrates is a prophecy that he will transcend mere rhetoric and
eventually become a philosopher (p. 166, 279a): “Well, then, there’s the
report I convey from the gods of this place to Isocrates my beloved [emois
paidikois (�µοrς παιδικοrς)], and there’s yours for your beloved Lysias [sois
Lysiai (σοrς Λυςí3)]” (p. 166, 279b). Comradeship shifts to love with the
reference to Isocrates as the paidika, a beloved boy or “darling.”45 The entire
discussion of rhetoric, if not the dialogue as a whole, appears in these final
passages as a love-letter to Isocrates in which Socrates sets himself up, once
again, as the ideal erastes, concerned with the education of his beloved.
The discussion of rhetoric, then, returns us to the original theme of male–
male desire, with a demonstration of their inextricable connection.46

And just as the physical expression of male–male erotic desire was found
to have its place even in the more ideal, spiritual love that Socrates rec-
ommended earlier, so too do the comparatively debased forms of discourse
find a place within the his ideal use of language. Writing and rhetoric,
while mere recreational deviations from the ideal, are not necessarily evil.
The philosopher, suggests Socrates,

will sow his seed in literary gardens [grammasi kepous (γρáµµασι κ�πους)],
I take it, and write when he does write by way of pastime, collecting a store
of refreshment both for his own memory, against the day “when age oblivi-
ous comes”, and for all such as tread in his footsteps; and he will take pleas-
ure in watching the tender plants grow up. (p. 159, 276d)

Phaedrus agrees that this is an excellent pastime (p. 159, 276e), and the
reader should presumably agree as well—especially since what he is reading
(and the reader is undoubtedly understood as male) is Plato’s own written
text: both the philosopher himself and future students “who tread in his
footsteps” may reap the benefits of these “literary gardens”—“literary” in
the sense of “composed of letters (grammasi)” or “written.” Sayre, drawing
on Plato’s Seventh Letter and Theaetetus as well as the Phaedrus, has sug-
gested that Plato’s dialogues are precisely an attempt to reproduce in the
reader the same effect that an oral, face-to-face encounter might produce.47

Writing, as a physical deviation from a spiritual ideal, is thus parallel in
the realm of discourse to the physical expression of love discussed at the end
of Socrates’ second speech. Both fail to achieve the ideal form, whether of
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love or of language, but both may also be of considerable value in them-
selves. Both are deviant, but also, and simultaneously, valued expressions of
the pedagogical impulse that for ancient Athenians defined the ideal of
male–male desire. Love between men, expressed physically, finds its image
in the act of writing. If Sayre is correct, then, Plato’s writing may be under-
stood as establishing an erotic relation between himself and future readers,
similar to the one Socrates imagines between himself and Isocrates at the
end of the Phaedrus: if the lessons of the Phaedrus are a love letter to be con-
veyed to the absent Isocrates, then Phaedrus as a text must itself be consid-
ered Plato’s love letter to his future readers.

Like the Symposium, a dialogue with which it has been associated since
antiquity, the Phaedrus has exerted a profound influence on the history of
both philosophy and literature. Plutarch’s Dialogue on Love, discussed in
chapter 2, for example, refers to the Phaedrus at least as often as it does to
the Symposium.48 And certainly the Phaedrus’ themes of self-division and
of the relationship of love to language are taken up by later authors. As we
have seen, discourse is explicitly related to male–male desire by Alan of
Lille, for one example, whose dialogue The Complaint of Nature makes an
argument opposed to Plato’s: for Alan, male–male desire cannot be related
to proper discourse at all, but disrupts it, as same-sex desire cannot be prop-
erly spoken. But in the remainder of this chapter, for the reasons cited ear-
lier, I wish to focus specifically on the Phaedrus’ afterlife in the modern
world, in literary texts that explicitly function as responses of one sort or
another to the Phaedrus by exploring both this desire–language relationship
and the crisis of subjectivity in which the subject deviates from himself.

In the wake of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century libertines, as
well as that of the Enlightenment, the Romantic period, and indeed the
nineteenth century generally, witnessed a continued fascination with
male–male desire. Under the influence of Winckelmann and Goethe, writ-
ers of this period also continued to link it to ancient Greece and specifically
to Plato,49 though such links were less often expressed in dialogue form
than they had been in earlier periods.50 In England, Percy Bysshe Shelley
translated the Symposium in 181851 and appended to it “A Discourse on the
Manners of the Antient Greeks Relative to the Subject of Love,” an essay in
which Shelley’s awareness of cultural and historical differences result in a
defense of “Greek love” among the ancients, though not among his own
contemporaries.52 But despite this ongoing cultural fascination, sodomy,
including the physical expression of male–male desire, not only remained
illegal in early nineteenth-century England, but was technically a capital
offense.53 Shelley’s accurate translation thus remained unpublished until
after his death, when it was printed in a heavily bowdlerized edition.54
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Otherwise, according to Louis Crompton, “Plato was little read,”55 and
available translations altered the texts so as to disguise their references to
male–male eroticism.56 “Scholars writing on the history of Greek studies
have noted the almost total disappearance of Plato from the British educa-
tional curriculum in this period and have generally ascribed his eclipse to
the new philosophical predominance of Locke.”57

In the later nineteenth century, however, the sodomy laws were revised:
in the “Offense Against the Person Act” of 1861, “the abominable crime of
buggery” is punishable by penal servitude rather than death;58 the later
nineteenth century also witnessed the early sexologists’ attempts—
undoubtedly naïve but nevertheless progressive—to understand same-sex
desire scientifically. In Germany, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs was publishing his
biological “third-sex” theory of male–male and female–female love begin-
ning in the 1860s, followed by Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia sex-
ualis in 1886 and eventually Magnus Hirschfeld’s Sappho and Socrates in
1896, all proposing to one degree or another a medical or psychiatric rather
than a moral or religious model of sexuality.59 In England, “Greek love” also
found a defense in various late Victorian cultural critiques, whether in com-
parisons of European attitudes with those of other cultures, like Sir Richard
Burton’s “Terminal Essay” to his 1885 translation of The Thousand Nights
and a Night, or in comparisons of modern and premodern European val-
ues, especially ancient Greek, by Edward Carpenter, John Addington
Symonds, Walter Pater, and others.60 And in Victorian Oxford, Plato had
become central to the “Greats” curriculum. It was there in the 1860s, under
the influence of Benjamin Jowett, that the Phaedrus and the Symposium,
along with Plato’s Republic, exerted a decisive influence on modern litera-
ture and, in the case of the two former dialogues, on the modern world’s
perception of male–male desire. This influence has been most clearly doc-
umented by Linda Dowling in her remarkable book, Hellenism and
Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford, which traces the process by which uni-
versity education was secularized, and by which Plato and his main propo-
nent, Jowett, became associated with this secularization.61 Jowett’s students,
such as Walter Pater and John Addington Symonds, found in Plato’s dia-
logues a “Socratic eros . . . essential to the survival of liberal England”
because “at the highest level of masculine love [in the Symposium], men
who love men are procreating ideas . . . especially that kind of wisdom
‘which governs the ordering of society.’ ”62 Further, Dowling notes, the per-
ceived civic usefulness of this “Socratic eros” was immediately linked to the
potential liberation of erotic bonds between modern men: “it is precisely
here that the reformed institutions of Oxford homosociality—that recipro-
cal network or system of bonds facilitating the interchange of masculine
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affection, interest, advantage, and obligation—will become in the same
moment available to such apologists of male love as Symonds and Pater.”63

What Dowling calls “the counterdiscourse of a legitimated male love”—
which we might also term the emerging modern concept of homosexuality—
took its late Victorian impetus from Plato’s dialogues as understood by
Jowett’s students.

Oscar Wilde’s career gave this counterdiscourse concrete form, both in
his life and in his writings. As Dowling suggests,

the conventions of Greek life—paiderastia, symposia, dialektike—would
assume the status of lived categories for Wilde, ostentatiously flourished by
him on the level of public presentation as a sign of his high Hellenic culture
and Oxford credentials, yet simultaneously experienced by him on the level
of ordinary existence as elements scarcely more remarkable than air or wine.64

We may find signs of the Socratic askesis in this vision of a life stylized into
a work of art,65 though for Wilde, as we shall see, the emphasis is to be
placed on the beauty of “sin” itself rather than on a Platonic abstinence
from it. It was, however, the Socratic eros in its idealized, nonphysical mani-
festation that Wilde famously called upon in his own defense when he was
on trial for sodomy for the first time, in 1895: “ ‘The love that dare not
speak its name’ in this century is such a great affection of an elder for a
younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such as Plato made
the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the sonnets of
Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is that deep, spiritual affection that is as
pure as it is perfect. . . .”66 Wilde here cites the Biblical friendship of David
and Jonathan (from I Samuel) and Renaissance poetry as well as, in a gen-
eral way, Plato, to outline a form of male–male desire that, he implies,
underwrites much of western culture, Judeo-Christian as well as pagan.
This idealizing conflation of the two traditions had also been an aspect of
the centralization of Plato’s place in the university curriculum in the
1860s,67 and Wilde himself had taken up the subject of both Shakespeare’s
and Michelangelo’s supposed spiritual passions for younger men in “The
Portrait of Mr. W. H.” (1889).68

Wilde appears to have seen himself, and to have been seen, as a Socratic
figure. Max Beerbohm wrote that “[i]f he had lived in the days of Socrates,
he would surely have been impeached on a charge not only ‘of making the
worse cause appear the better’ . . . but also of ‘corrupting the youth.’ ”69 Wilde
himself compared his fate to Socrates’ in a conversation with Frank Harris.70

But another famous moment in one of Wilde’s trials suggests a
more specific, and more physical, Platonic/Socratic influence. Originally,
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before the two sodomy trials, Wilde himself was suing Lord Alfred Douglas’s
father, the Marquess of Queensberry, for libel, Queensberry having notori-
ously addressed his card “To Oscar Wilde posing Somdomite,”71 referring
to Wilde’s relationship with his son. Wilde’s attorney, anticipating the
defense’s most potent piece of evidence, read out in court a letter Wilde had
written to Douglas in 1893: “My Own Boy, Your sonnet is quite lovely, and
it is a marvel that those red rose-leaf lips of yours should have been made
no less for music of song than for madness of kisses. Your slim gilt soul
walks between passion and poetry. I know Hyacinthus, whom Apollo loved
so madly, was you in Greek days. . . .”72 The salutation, given the following
references to ancient Greece, implies the Athenian pederastic ideal. More
specifically, the association of love and madness twice in three sentences,
including one association of love and madness with the gods of ancient
Greece, suggests that the influence of the Phaedrus, with its doctrine of love
as divine madness or possession, underlies this passage. So does the simul-
taneous attribution of both love and poetic inspiration to these divinities,
recalling the types of divine madness adumbrated at the beginning of
Socrates’ second speech (244a–245c) as well as Socrates’ repeated claims
that divine inspiration underlies his own poetic style. For Wilde, his rela-
tionship with Douglas was apparently mediated by his Oxford experience
of Plato’s Phaedrus—perhaps not surprisingly, given the Phaedrus’ compar-
atively tolerant attitude toward the physical aspect of male–male erotics.
And, for both Wilde’s and Queensberry’s attorneys, as well as for Wilde
himself, this relationship was a matter of style: for Wilde’s, the letter was
not to be understood as evidence of sodomy because “Mr. Wilde is a poet,
and the letter is considered by him as a prose sonnet,”73 whereas for
Queensberry’s, the style of the letter was itself incriminating:

“Was that the ordinary way in which you carried on your correspondence?”
“No. But I have often written to Lord Alfred Douglas, though I never

wrote to another young man in the same way.”
“Have you often written letters in the same style as this?”
“I don’t repeat myself in style.”74

The style, for Queensberry’s attorney, is not “ordinary,” and suggests, as
perhaps it might to a modern reader, a homoerotic relationship between the
specific writer and reader of this letter. Wilde is proud of his stylistic abili-
ties and innovations, of his refusal to repeat himself stylistically, and implies
that, like Socrates’ ideal orator, he chooses a unique style to appeal to each
correspondent, or at least to this one. But, as writing, this letter, unlike the
speech delivered at the later trial, has gotten out of its “parent’s” interpretative
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control, just as Socrates warned in his discourse on rhetoric. (It had become
public in the first place because it had been stolen in an attempt to black-
mail Wilde.75) The association of Greece and pederasty may have seemed
damning enough, but the style of the letter might itself also speak differ-
ently to different readers, and what it spoke of might be male–male
erotics—or what, by the trial’s date, could have been known to some as
“homosexuality.”76 As in the Phaedrus, a rapturous poetic style is a sign of
divine, male–male erotic possession.

Why might a discussion of aesthetics and style in the 1890s be linked to
male–male love as described in the Phaedrus? Beyond the mere fact that
Plato does link style and erotics—perhaps a sufficient cause in itself—
a number of recent critics have taken up the question of aestheticism and
its relationship to the emergence of a homosexual identity in Wilde’s works.
Alan Sinfield in particular has suggested that Wilde’s writing deployed var-
ious elements of one potential homosexual identity, and that the public
perception of Wilde himself, after his trials and conviction for sodomy,
consolidated these elements into the figure of the modern homosexual:

Wilde appeared, suddenly but ineluctably, as one who consorted with male
prostitutes. Yet he was still the effeminate dandy. So the two figures coa-
lesced. At this point, dandyism forfeited the protection from same-sex impu-
tations that the image of general dissoluteness had afforded. The leisure-class
man, not the insignificant molly, was the sodomite. Indeed, as the sexolo-
gists were saying, he was a more specific figure than the sodomite—the
homosexual.77

Among the elements that were about to cohere into a homosexual iden-
tity and that Sinfield finds in Wilde’s works are thus leisure, effeminacy,
decadence, and aestheticism. Among Wilde’s writings, Sinfield is concerned
primarily with The Picture of Dorian Gray: “. . . it is not necessary for Wilde
to make any of his characters homosexual. . . . In the nexus of aestheticism,
decadence and leisure, as Wilde received it, that is an optional extra. In
Dorian Gray no one exactly meets the bill—though, as I will argue in
a moment, the whole book is pervaded with queerness.”78 I would make a
similar argument with regard to “The Critic as Artist” in particular.

The history of this move through ancient Greece, aestheticism, and
effeminacy toward the figure of the modern homosexual has also been asso-
ciated with Walter Pater, a major influence on Wilde’s dialogues, especially
his famous conclusion to The Renaissance. That text all but overtly associ-
ates a decadent aestheticism—that is, one in which aesthetics takes prece-
dence over conventional morality—with homosexuality: “While all melts
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under our feet, we may well grasp at any exquisite passion, or any contri-
bution to knowledge that seems by a lifted horizon to set the spirit free for
a moment, or any stirring of the senses, strange dyes, strange colours, and
curious odours, or work of the artist’s hands, or the face of one’s friend.”79

Pater omitted this conclusion from the second edition of The Renaissance
“as I conceived it might possibly mislead some of those young men into
whose hands it might fall.”80 Indeed, according to a recent critic, “[t]he
association between ‘aestheticism’ and homosexuality at the end of the
nineteenth century is pervasive.”81 As for effeminacy, according to another
critic, in Pater’s “aesthetic minoritizing discourse, ‘effeminacy’ is untied
from its moorings in the traditional moral-political ideology of civic mas-
culinity. ‘Effeminacy’ shifts valence from a negative sign of deficient man-
hood to a positive sign of perfect masculinity as gender deviance moves into
sexual dissidence.”82 And the conduits for this association were precisely
such late-Victorian followers of Jowett’s Platonism as Pater. As Linda
Dowling points out,

Pater had made a celebrated career out of simultaneously uncovering and
reveiling the homoerotic text within the cultural ideal of Victorian liberal-
ism. Driven by scandal and satire at Oxford into a self-protective posture of
covert resistance, [he] had had to begin again, in the beautiful, laborious his-
torical fiction of Marius the Epicurean (1885), to attempt to vindicate him-
self and express the case for the cultural power of male love through all the
elegant indirections of aesthetic humanism. Yet as this late story and some of
his scattered remarks in the collected Oxford lectures known as Plato and
Platonism (1893) repeatedly suggest, Pater never ceased to realize that the
danger to homoerotic Hellenism might in fact come not from the pre-
dictably uncomprehending barbarians alone, but also from the Greeks them-
selves: Socrates’ teaching had been corrupted by Alcibiades, his own had
been mistaken by Wilde.83

Aestheticism and aesthetic, or aestheticist, style, along with effeminacy,
thus provide, for the late Victorians, a direct, if hidden, link between Plato
and the emerging modern homosexual identity, in particular a link between
the Socratic askesis and the stylized aestheticism of late Victorian homo-
sexuality.

The aestheticist style also finds expression in Wilde’s dialogues “The
Decay of Lying” and “The Critic as Artist,” which had been published in
1889 and 1890, respectively, and were both reprinted in his book Intentions
in 1891. The former draws explicitly on Plato’s Republic, Book X, for the
notion that “[l]ying and poetry are arts—arts, as Plato saw, not uncon-
nected with each other” (p. 218).84 It also concerns itself with style, and its
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main speaker, Vivian, enunciates the paradoxical Wildean position that
“Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life” (p. 239) and that “[t]ruth
is entirely and absolutely a matter of style” (p. 227).

For our purposes, however, the most important expression of what we
may now term Wilde’s “homosexual style” is “The Critic as Artist,” for it is
in this dialogue—or pair of dialogues, Parts I and II—that Wilde refers
most specifically to the Phaedrus. The two interlocutors are not a man and
an adolescent youth like Socrates and Phaedrus (or Wilde and Douglas, as
Wilde saw them), but two men of apparently equal age and leisured status,
Gilbert and Ernest, though Gilbert takes the lead as Wilde’s spokesman.
Over books, drinks, music, dinner, and cigarettes, the two fall into a dis-
cussion of the importance of criticism, which Gilbert defends as an art in
itself, independent, or nearly so, of the objects it criticizes. (In discussing
the highest, most independent form of criticism, Gilbert comes close to
defining what we might term “critical theory.”) Erotic relations between
men are nowhere mentioned in this dialogue, but we would not be wrong,
I wish to argue, to find in it coded signs of an erotic relationship between
Gilbert and Ernest. I would further argue that the dialogue’s references to
the Phaedrus are one aspect this code, and that Wilde’s prose style itself
serves a function similar to Socrates’ inspired poetic style in indicating the
presence of, if not Eros, at least eros.85

References to the Phaedrus may be said to frame the dialogue as a whole
and to unite its two parts (which had been published separately in July and
September of 1890 before being united in Intentions86). The first occurs
early in Part I, in which Ernest cites Phaedrus in support of his original
view that in ancient Greece—“the best days of art”—“there were no art-
critics” (p. 245).87 The viewer of a work of art in those days, he imagines,
“wandered, it may be, through the city gates to that nymph-haunted
meadow where young Phaedrus bathed his feet, and, lying there on the soft
grass, beneath the tall wind-whispering planes and flowering agnus castus,
began to think of the wonder of beauty, and grew silent with unaccustomed
awe” (p. 246). Phaedrus appears here neither in his role as a historical per-
sonage nor as a figure in the Symposium: “that nymph-haunted meadow
where young Phaedrus bathed his feet,” as well as such details as the city
gates and the flowering agnus and plane trees, locate the reference specifi-
cally in the Phaedrus itself, and even more specifically in its opening pages
devoted to setting the scene for a discussion of love. It is Socrates himself
who describes the same scene in the Phaedrus:

Upon my word, a delightful resting-place, with this tall, spreading plane, and
a lovely shade from the high branches of the agnus: now that it’s in full
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flower, it will make the place ever so fragrant. And what a lovely stream
under the plane-tree, and how cool to the feet! Judging by the statuettes and
images I should say it’s consecrated to Achelous and some of the Nymphs.
(pp. 24–25, 230b)

Ernest’s silent Greek art-appreciator should not be confused with the talk-
ative Socrates, especially because Socrates is there not to contemplate the
beauty of a statue (as Ernest’s imagined Greek is), but rather to hear
Phaedrus recite Lysias’ speech of seduction—a speech that precisely fails to
inspire the awe felt by Ernest’s Greek. The latter in his wanderings is imag-
ined merely as having happened upon the same spot. In fact, there seems
to be no particular reason to bring Phaedrus, or Phaedrus, into Wilde’s dia-
logue at this point, other than to evoke ancient Greece in a general way:
even if the critique of rhetoric found in the second half of Plato’s dialogue
is taken to be art criticism and thus an exemplar of Gilbert’s theories,
the passage cited here comes instead from the earlier discussion of male–
male desire. I would argue that this is exactly why the reference is included:
the debate on the relationship between art and criticism is couched in terms
that refer in a coded fashion to male–male erotics. The aesthetic theories
under discussion thus also refer covertly, but in a manner that would be
comprehensible, at least to Wilde’s fellow Oxonians, to the practices of
male–male desire debated in the Phaedrus—if not to an emerging modern
homosexual identity. As male–male erotics and rhetoric come to stand in
for each other in Plato’s dialogue, so male–male erotics and aesthetics come
to stand for each other in Wilde’s.

This impression is confirmed as Ernest continues his speech in praise of
ancient Greece’s supposedly nontheoretical practice of art. Imagining a Greek
potter at work, he suggests that on the side of his pot “he would write the
name of his friend. KAΛOΣ AΛKIBIA∆HΣ or KAΛOΣ XAPMI∆HΣ tells
us the story of his days” (p. 247). The citations of the most famous and
desired male beauties of classical Athens, Alcibiades and Charmides, both
of whom are familiar from Platonic dialogues,88 especially paired with the
adjective καλòς, “beautiful,” places this bit of art history too in the context
of male–male desire, and now not only aesthetics but the language of
friendship as well serve to encode it.89

Ernest concludes his discourse with another, less direct reference to the
Phaedrus, by way of Matthew Arnold. The ancient Greek artist, says Ernest,
was not troubled by critical opinions:

By the Ilyssus, says Arnold somewhere, there was no Higginbotham. By
the Ilyssus, my dear Gilbert, there were no silly art-congresses, bringing
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provincialism to the provinces and teaching the mediocrity how to mouth.
By the Ilyssus there were no tedious magazines about art, in which the indus-
trious prattle of what they do not understand. On the reed-grown banks of
that little stream strutted no ridiculous journalism monopolizing the seat of
judgment when it should be apologizing in the dock. The Greeks had no
art-critics. (p. 247)

Only the first of these observations is drawn from Matthew Arnold, specif-
ically from his influential 1865 essay entitled “The Function of Criticism
as the Present Time.” Wilde’s dialogue is, in part, a response to this essay as
well as to Pater (as Isobel Murray points out90), but Wilde’s citation of this
particular passage is a bit puzzling. It is, for one thing, incorrect. Arnold at
this point in his essay is discussing the possibility of taking a critical atti-
tude toward the purveyors of Victorian jingoism, who had recently been
declaring the peerlessness of “the old Anglo-Saxon race, so superior to all
the world!”;91 Arnold suggests that they might be confronted with a news-
paper article, which he quotes, concerning the alleged murder of a child by
its mother, a girl named Wragg. Such a critical confrontation, he suggests,
might demonstrate “how much that is harsh and ill-favoured there is in this
best”92 race. Not only the sordid circumstances of the murder, but the very
name Wragg exemplifies this Anglo-Saxon harshness:

Wragg! If we are to talk of ideal perfection, of “the best in the whole world,”
has anyone reflected what a touch of grossness in our race, what an original
shortcoming in the more delicate spiritual perceptions, is shown by the nat-
ural growth amongst us of such hideous names,—Higginbottom, Stiggins,
Bugg! In Ionia and Attica they were luckier in this respect than “the best race
in the world;” by the Ilissus there was no Wragg, poor thing!93

Arnold’s purpose, then, is to provide an example of how a cultural critique
might be deployed against Victorian, and indeed Anglo-Saxon, triumphal-
ism: the English names he cites are used as evidence of an originary, “racial”
or ethnic inferiority of spiritual perception among the Anglo-Saxons when
compared with presumably more euphonious Greek proper nouns, “Ionia”
and “Attica” as well as “Ilissus.”

Ernest erroneously substitutes “Higginbotham” for “Wragg,” and,
though Murray claims that Wilde retains Arnold’s sense,94 in fact Ernest is
making virtually the opposite point. Although both use “Higginbotham” or
“Higginbottom” as a sign of Anglo-Saxon Philistinism, Ernest is trying
to prove that “[t]he Greeks had no art-critics” and by extension the truth
of his aesthetic theory that criticism is unnecessary to art, while Arnold’s
purpose is to encourage cultural criticism. “Higginbotham” for Ernest
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seems to function in the same way as “silly art-congresses,” “tedious maga-
zines about art,” and “journalism monopolizing the seat of judgment,” that
is, as a representative of the Philistine failure of contemporary criticism.

In the context of his essay, Arnold’s phrase is not necessarily a reference
to the Phaedrus: it seems to signify, geographically, ancient Athens in gen-
eral or even, with “Ionia” and “Attica,” ancient Greece as a whole. But by
placing it at the end of a speech that began with such a clear evocation of
the scene of the Phaedrus, including the Ilissus “where young Phaedrus
bathed his feet,” Wilde reminds us of Plato’s dialogue once again, especially
in the repetition of “by the Ilyssus.” Following as closely as it does upon the
imagined inscriptions to “beautiful Alcibiades” and “beautiful Charmides,”
this passage also serves as yet a further reminder that the topic of that dia-
logue was male–male love.

The question of Wilde’s misquotation of Arnold still remains: why did
he, deliberately or not, substitute the name “Higginbotham” for “Wragg”
when choosing a name to suggest critical Philistinism? The name
“Higginbotham” is to be found nowhere in Wilde’s biographies—but a
similar name, “Higginson,” does turn up, and in a highly charged context.

During Wilde’s 1882 lecture tour of the United States, some seven or
eight years before he would have been working on “The Critic as Artist,”
Col. T. W. Higginson, a well-respected American critic (remembered now
primarily for having discouraged Emily Dickinson from publishing
her poems) denounced Wilde together with Walt Whitman—a suggestive
pairing95—in the Women’s Journal. In particular, Wilde’s poem “Charmides”
came under attack for prurience, as did Wilde’s poetry generally as an
unacceptable alternative to “helping to work out the Irish problem in his
own country.”96 Whitman was denounced for “pretending to military expe-
rience when he had been only a hospital nurse.”97 In other words, both poets
were criticized for failing in arenas traditionally constructed as manly: poli-
tics and military service. Though the poem “Charmides” has no homoerotic
content, and Higginson directly accused neither Whitman nor Wilde of
male–male eroticism, Ellmann nevertheless seems right to consider this and
similar episodes as evidence that, to his American audiences, Wilde’s “invo-
cations of beauty managed to sound faintly subversive, faintly unhealthy”
and that his “unconventional charm was pitted against conventional male-
ness and resultant suspicion”98—presumably suspicion of sodomy, especially
given the association of effeminacy and sodomy discussed above.
Higginson’s article in particular linked Whitman, Wilde, insufficient or sus-
pect manliness, Wilde’s aesthetics, and the name “Charmides” in a constel-
lation that should now be familiar: aestheticism, effeminacy, and ancient
Greece, with a further, unstated implication of homosexuality. It therefore
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seems worth considering whether Wilde was, consciously or unconsciously,
evoking Higginson in the misquotation of Arnold that follows so closely
on the invocation of “beautiful Charmides” in “The Critic as Artist”:
Higginson’s name may help explain why “Higginbotham” might have
seemed an appropriate signifier for critical Philistinism, and especially why
it makes its appearance as part of the coded system of references in which
aesthetics come to stand for male–male erotics. Certainly Wilde had leveled
the charge of critical Philistinism at Higginson in 1882: in a letter to a sym-
pathetic American poet, Joaquin Miller, of February 28 of that year, Wilde
describes Higginson as “this scribbling anonymuncule in grand old
Massachusetts who scrawls and screams so glibly about what he cannot
understand.”99 Having consigned Higginson to namelessness in 1882, per-
haps Wilde resurrects his name in altered form—one that turns a “son” into
a “botham” or, in Arnold’s piece, a “bottom”!—in conscious or unconscious
revenge for the insinuations of eight years earlier.

Wilde thus hijacks Arnold’s critical phrase—and perhaps Higginson’s
very name—to suggest, once again, that his own discussion of aesthetics
also encodes an acknowledgment of male–male erotics. Furthermore, even
Arnold, the most distinguished of Victorian critics, merely by virtue of hav-
ing discussed aesthetic theory, can be read queerly by Wilde, precisely
because Wilde continually, through his references to the Phaedrus, implies
a link between aesthetics and male–male erotics.

Ernest, in devising an aesthetic theory to demonstrate the uselessness of
aesthetic theory, and in citing Arnold’s defense of criticism in order to
attack criticism, places himself in logical difficulties that Gilbert, Wilde’s
spokesman, is too polite to point out, obvious though they may be to the
reader. And Gilbert himself, in arguing his own strong aesthetic theory in
favor of criticism, eventually works his way back to the Phaedrus in Part II
of “The Critic as Artist.” Gilbert is answering Ernest’s question whether
“[t]he true critic will be rational, at any rate, will he not?”

Gilbert: Rational? There are two ways of disliking art, Ernest. One is to dislike
it. The other, to like it rationally. For Art, as Plato saw, and not with-
out regret, creates in listener and spectator a form of divine madness.
It does not spring from inspiration, but it makes others inspired.
Reason is not the faculty to which it appeals. If one loves Art at all,
one must love it beyond all other things in the world, and against
such love, the reason, if one listened to it, would cry out. There is
nothing sane about the worship of beauty . . . (p. 284)

Plato certainly worries about the dangers of imitative art, and poetry in
particular, in several dialogues, notably in the Republic, Book X; but the
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reference to “divine madness” echoes the Phaedrus in particular, though the
aesthetic Gilbert espouses here is hardly that of Plato. As in the letter to
Lord Alfred Douglas cited above, Wilde at this point invokes Socrates’ dis-
course on the different varieties of divinely inspired madness at the begin-
ning of his second, true speech (Phaedrus 244a–245c). Socrates’ third
category of mania comes from the Muses, and is the type that “seizes a ten-
der, virgin soul and stimulates it to rapt passionate expression, especially in
lyric poetry . . . if any man come to the gates of poetry without the mad-
ness of the Muses, persuaded that skill alone will make him a good poet,
then shall he and his works of sanity with him be brought to naught by the
poetry of madness . . .” (p. 57, 245a). But this and the other two categories
cited here are for Socrates literally a pretext, merely serving to prepare the
way for his ensuing discussion of love, dedicated to proving that “this
[erotic] sort of madness is a gift of the gods” (p. 58, 245c). Clearly Gilbert’s
view that art is not inspired is at odds with that of Socrates; but to some read-
ers, at least, Socrates’ connection of poetic inspiration to the madness of
male–male desire would also seem to be logically implied by Gilbert’s citation
of it in this dialogue—just as it would be not merely implied, but explicitly
stated, in the letter to Douglas a few years later. Gilbert’s rhetorical move
from “Art” to “beauty” more generally may provide a similar hint that other
beautiful bodies than works of art alone may be under discussion here.

Aestheticism does not appear in this dialogue only as a subject of dis-
cussion. It is exemplified in the two friends’ verbal styles as well. Oliver
Buckton has recently pointed out that even in De Profundis, in which he
claims to renounce his former appetites, Wilde’s rich verbal style still allows
him “to surround himself, imaginatively, with the material luxuries now
beyond his reach,”100 and the interlocutors in “The Critic as Artist” also
revel in their own sensuous verbal style. Ernest’s adaptation of Socrates’
description of the “nymph-haunted meadow” is a good example, and
Gilbert’s speeches provide many more, especially in his descriptions of the
poetry of Dante and Baudelaire—and most especially of the passages
devoted to sin: “Through the dim purple air fly those who have stained the
world with the beauty of their sin, and in the pit of loathesome disease,
dropsy-stricken and swollen of body into the semblance of a monstrous
lute, lies Adamo di Brescia, the coiner of false coin” (p. 271); “Read the
whole book, suffer it to tell even one of its secrets to your soul, and your
soul will grow eager to know more, and will feed upon poisonous honey,
and seek to repent of strange crimes of which it is guiltless, and to make
atonement for terrible pleasures that it has never known” (p. 273).

Ellmann suggests that Wilde’s style, specifically in Intentions, amounts to
a simultaneous concealment and revelation of his own erotic crimes.
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Following his introduction to homosexuality, which Ellmann dates to his
affair with Robert Ross in 1886, “Wilde was able to think of himself, if he
wanted to, as criminal.”101

He sensed that his new life was a source of literary effect. . . . He now
succeeded in relating his new discoveries about himself to aesthetic theory.
His only formal book of criticism, Intentions, has the same secret spring as
his later plays and stories. . . . occasionally, overtly or covertly, he states that
for the artist crime does pay, by instilling itself in his content and affecting
his form.102

The aesthetic “literary effects” found in Ernest’s and particularly in Gilbert’s
sensuous, decadent verbal style thus spring from the sources of sin and
criminality to which they covertly allude in the descriptive passages quoted
above. Just as a specific literary style could be understood as itself referring
to same-sex desire when Wilde’s letter to Douglas was read out in court, so
too do Wilde’s purple flights—the rapturous aesthetic style of “The Critic
as Artist”—serve as a way of encoding male–male erotic desires.

In fact, style expresses and thus represents the truth of individuality: “. . .
there is no art where there is no style, and no style where there is no unity,
and unity is of the individual” (p. 254). Sin performs a similar function:
“By its curiosity, Sin increases the experience of the race. Through its inten-
sified assertion of individualism, it saves us from monotony of type”
(p. 257). Criticism is thus “purely subjective, and seeks to reveal its own
secret and not the secret of another” (p. 262). Sin produces the individual;
the individual is expressed in style; style thus encodes sin, specifically, as we
have seen, erotic transgression. Wilde, perhaps one of the men Pater was
afraid of corrupting, takes Pater’s opposition of aesthetics to conventional
morality several steps further.

Jeff Nunokawa has recently made a related observation concerning
Wilde’s aestheticism in “The Critic as Artist.” Citing Gilbert’s declaration
that “[i]t is through Art, and through Art only . . . that we can shield our-
selves from the sordid perils of actual existence,” Nunokawa notes that in
“proposing art’s ‘exquisite sterile emotions’ as a form of prophylaxis, Wilde
both enlists and revises the traditional doctrine of aesthetic disinterested-
ness” derived from Kant: “while Wilde populates this [aesthetic] region
with a species of affect ruled out of court by Kant, he nevertheless upholds
the conception of the aesthetic as the zone where the force of that affect
is transcended.”103 He adds, however, that “glamorous as he makes it, the
spectrum of affective color that Wilde allows the aesthetic subject does
not exactly sell itself. His enthusiasm . . . suggests the apostolic determina-
tion to convert the unbelieving”;104 in particular, “a specific act of
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conversion—central to Wilde’s life and work: the act of conversion called
seduction.”105 Or, as Nunokawa suggests of Lord Henry in The Picture of
Dorian Gray, “The containment of desire proposed by Lord Henry is a
matter of embracing it, an embrace that begins by the act of encircling it
within the artful arms of form and ends with the more prosaic act of taking
it to bed and thus putting it there.”106

In “The Critic as Artist,” style is also a form of seduction, overtly intel-
lectual but covertly erotic. Gilbert initially suggests that a critical discussion
is too impersonal a topic for the two friends’ evening entertainment: “You
will not ask me to give you a survey of Greek art criticism from Plato to
Plotinus. The night is too lovely for that, and the moon, if she heard us,
would put more ashes on her face than are there already” (p. 250). The
seductive language of the lovely night and the moon make Gilbert sound
like an ardent lover, one who would prefer action to theory; indeed, he has
already suggested that instead of a critical discussion he might “play to you
some mad scarlet thing by Dvorák. The pallid figures on the tapestry are
smiling at us, and the heavy eyelids of my bronze Narcissus are folded
in sleep. . . . Let us go out into the night. Thought is wonderful, but adven-
ture is more wonderful still” (p. 248). The constellation of madness,
Narcissus, and nighttime adventures again imply, without stating, an erotic
alternative to critical thought. But, when Ernest (coyly?) insists on conver-
sation instead, Gilbert’s criticism itself eventually becomes seductive:
“Gilbert. . . . The world is made by the singer for the dreamer. Ernest.
While you talk it seems to me to be so” (p. 259). Critical style too, it
appears, can be seductive, as Pater’s has seduced Wilde.

Wilde thus frames his dialogue with references to the Phaedrus, and
takes from Plato also the link between male–male desire and the rapturous,
quasi-poetic style in which it is expressed, though for Wilde this style is not
inspired, but inspiring—or seductive, as it also is for Socrates. Plato, how-
ever, writing in ancient Athens and in accordance with its ethics, represents
Socrates’ rhetorical male–male seduction as a seduction to philosophy,
while for Wilde, writing at the end of the nineteenth century, the seduction
is to decadence, aestheticism, and what his period defined as crime or
sin.107 This is also to say that whereas for Plato male–male desire or love was
a matter of internal self-deviation, for Wilde it is also a matter of social
deviation, of deviance away from cultural and religious norms and thus
toward a purer individualism, including, in displaced fashion, erotic indi-
vidualism or “sexual dissidence” (to use Jonathan Dollimore’s phrase): to
“deviance” in its modern, and until recently pejorative, erotic sense—
suggesting that Pater may have been correct, as Linda Dowling suggests, to
perceive a danger in Wilde’s appropriation of his, and Socrates’, teachings.
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Wilde’s individualism, however, is not the same thing as a modern self,
for Wilde steadfastly refuses any notion of a coherent self-identity. As
Dollimore points out, Wilde was reviled not, or not only, for violating con-
ventional morality, but more importantly for attacking “the ideological
anchor points for that morality, namely notions of identity as subjective
depth. . . . Wilde’s transgressive aesthetic subverted the dominant cate-
gories of subjectivity which kept desire in subjection, subverted the essen-
tialist categories of identity which kept morality in place.”108 Signs of this
refusal of an essential subjective identity are not difficult to find in “The
Critic as Artist,” and they seem particularly suggestive when contrasted
with the Platonic doctrine of self-deviation espoused by Socrates in the
Phaedrus.

Gilbert suggests, for instance, that the “true critic”

will never suffer himself to be limited to any settled custom of thought, or
stereotyped mode of looking at things. He will realize himself in many
forms, and by a thousand different ways, and will ever be curious of new
sensations and fresh points of view. Through constant change, and through
constant change alone, he will find his true unity. He will not consent to be
the slave of his own opinions. For what is mind but motion in the intellec-
tual sphere? The essence of thought, as the essence of life, is growth. You
must not be frightened by words, Ernest. What people call insincerity is
simply a method by which we can multiply our personalities. (pp. 284–285)

The notion that mind is “motion in the intellectual sphere” may recall
Socrates’ doctrine at the beginning of his second speech in the Phaedrus
that “[a]ll soul [psyche (ψυχ%)] is immortal; for that which is ever in motion
is immortal” (p. 63, 245c). Socrates uses the soul’s, or psyche’s motion to
prove its immortality, but Gilbert turns motion itself, rather than immor-
tality, into the mind’s constitutive characteristic. Wilde is thus able to
define the self-deviance described in this passage as a good rather than as
the necessary evil that self-deviance appears to be in Socrates’ metaphor of
the charioteer and his horses. There, one aspect of the self must be
repressed, whereas for Wilde (as, by implication, for Pater) desire and
morality are to be released from subjection, as Dollimore points out.
Wilde’s dialogue therefore recalls Plato’s only to repudiate it, in this area as
in the others noted above. He thus defines himself both as Socrates and as
not-Socrates simultaneously, taking up a deviant position with regard to his
source and thereby demonstrating the very point about the nature of the
self that is under discussion.

Indeed, the very modernity that Wilde espouses in aesthetics may be
defined by the way in which it deviates from itself: because the modern
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world has inherited so much of the past, “it is not our own life that we live,
but the lives of the dead”; heredity thus

can lead us away from surroundings whose beauty is dimmed to us by the
mist of familiarity, or whose ignoble ugliness and sordid claims are marring
the perfection of our development. It can help us to leave the age in which
we were born, and to pass into other ages, and find ourselves not exiled from
their air. It can teach us how to escape from our experience, and to realize
the experiences of those who are greater than we are. (pp. 276–277)

For Wilde, modern aesthetics is thus precisely an aesthetics of alienation or
self-division, of a movement out of self-presence as well as out of the pres-
ent. The modern is also by definition the not-modern, and therefore devi-
ates from itself. Wilde’s aestheticism is in some sense a predecessor of
postmodern bricolage, the assembly of a style—or a self—unique to its own
day out of the styles of the past.109

Dialogue itself is the mode in which this deviant self and style can best
be expressed, as Gilbert notes at several self-reflexive moments in “The
Critic as Artist.” As he puts it at the beginning of Part II, “[c]onversation
should touch everything, but should concentrate itself on nothing”
(p. 267): like internal self-deviance, the give-and-take of conversational dia-
logue, its wanderings off the narrow path of discourse, are not a temptation
ideally to be resisted, as they are for the philosophical Socrates, but rather
a good to be actively (or indolently) pursued. Gilbert later reflects at some
length on dialogue as a literary technique for which he claims a tradition
starting with Plato, one which “can never lose for the thinker its attraction
as a mode of expression.”

Gilbert: . . . By its means he can both reveal and conceal himself, and give
form to every fancy, and reality to every mood. By its means he can
exhibit the object from each point of view, and show it to us in the
round, as a sculptor shows us things, gaining in this manner all
the richness and reality of effect that comes from those side issues
that are suddenly suggested by the central idea in its progress, and
really illumine the idea more completely, or from those felicitous
after-thoughts that give a fuller completeness to the central scheme,
and yet convey something of the delicate charm of chance.

Ernest: By its means, too, he can invent an imaginary antagonist, and con-
vert him when he chooses by some absurdly sophistical argument.

Gilbert: Ah! It is so easy to convert others. It is so difficult to convert one-
self. To arrive at what one really believes, one must speak through
lips different from one’s own . . . (p. 283)
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Literary dialogues such as “The Critic as Artist” itself are the ideal genre for
the critical expression of deviance, in part because they can reproduce the
conversational wanderings from the philosophical straight and narrow path
to which Gilbert referred earlier: Wilde here comes quite close to Bakhtin’s
notion of the dialogical, or indeed to Levinas’ “proximate.” They can also
reveal a variety of perspectives on the subject under discussion, as a sculp-
ture allows a variety of perspectives on the subject it depicts—a compari-
son which suggests that all perspectives so revealed may be equally true (the
back of a statue is no truer than its front) or equally necessary to under-
standing.110 Since, as Gilbert goes on to point out, truth in “matters of
art . . . is one’s last mood” (p. 283), one interlocutor may speak the truth as
well as another; Ernest in the long run may be as right as Gilbert. But dia-
logue is also the genre that best expresses deviance from the self: not only
can it express “every mood,” deviating as they may be, it allows expression
through “lips different from one’s own.” The disagreeing interlocutors thus
appear as aspects of the author’s own divided self, one that is “so difficult to
convert.” Ernest may therefore be seduced, but he is not necessarily con-
vinced: “Gilbert. Ah! Don’t say that you agree with me. When people agree
with me I always feel that I must be wrong. Ernest. In that case I certainly
won’t tell you whether I agree with you or not” (p. 292). Agreement leads
ironically to self-doubt; here we may be reminded less of the Phaedrus or
the Symposium than of the Lysis and other Socratic dialogues in which
Socrates deviates endlessly from his own opinions, regardless of the agree-
ment or disagreement of his interlocutors.

Wilde’s debt to the Phaedrus is thus both direct, in the citation of that
dialogue’s setting beside the Ilissus, and more devious or covert. The
Phaedrus provides a model for the association of love and style, as well as,
with Plato’s other dialogues, a genre that Wilde self-consciously extends. It
also provides a model of the deviant self and its deviant style, though one
that Wilde embraces while Socrates might prefer to repudiate it. Most
importantly, it provides for Wilde and at least some of his readers a lan-
guage for encoding male–male desire, a language that therefore also plays
its part in the emergence of a modern homosexual identity.

A modern homosexual identity, not the. Around the same time that
Wilde was, in Sinfield’s terms, assembling the components of aestheti-
cism, effeminacy, leisure, and a Platonic education that would, after his tri-
als, emerge as one version of homosexuality, others were also possible, for
example the “medical model” of gender inversion (the familiar female soul
in a male body), Edward Carpenter’s Uranianism (homosexuals as an inter-
mediate sex), or “the third sex” proposed by the German sexologists.
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English and American writers were proposing yet another version, one that
emphasized nature rather than aesthetics, manliness rather than effeminacy,
and universality rather than the leisure of an economic minority. 
T. W. Higginson had associated Whitman with Wilde as examples of insuf-
ficient manliness, but for the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century
apologists of male–male love, Whitman became a sign for this alternative,
manly version of homosexuality. They also drew on the Platonic legacy.
John Addington Symonds, as we have already seen, looked to Whitman for
a model of manly, natural homosexuality, and privately published his
famous essay A Problem in Greek Ethics in 1883,111 while Edward Carpenter
quoted passages from both the Symposium and the Phaedrus in his “anthol-
ogy of friendship” entitled Ioläus after Hercules’ companion of that name
(first published in 1902)—and concluded his anthology with selections
from Whitman.112

André Gide’s dialogue (or series of dialogues) now known as Corydon
was first issued privately and anonymously under the title C.R.D.N. in
1911; this edition consisted of two dialogues and part of a third. The sec-
ond edition of 1920 was again private and anonymous, but now had its full
title Corydon, and consisted of “Four Socratic Dialogues and a Preface.”
The third edition of 1924 was finally offered for sale under the author’s
name.113 The text is made up of dialogues that are indeed “Socratic” in a
general way: two men, “Corydon” and the narrator, discuss homosexuality,
Corydon defending it as natural against the narrator’s skepticism. Corydon
rather than the first-person narrator is clearly Gide’s spokesman, and takes
the “Socratic” role of persuading his interlocutor of the truth of his posi-
tion, though it remains unclear at the end whether or not he has succeeded.
Gide also invokes the figure of Whitman at the outset: visiting his friend
Corydon, who has been accused of “certain unnatural tendencies” (p. 3;
p. 16),114 he finds, instead of the expected “signs of . . . effeminacy” (p. 4;
p. 16), “the portrait of an old man with a long white beard whom I imme-
diately recognized as the American poet Walt Whitman” (p. 4; p. 17).
Indeed, the question of Whitman’s sexuality as presented in a recent French
biography provides the opening gambit in their conversation: Corydon
suggests that “ ‘Whitman can be taken as the typical normal man. Yet
Whitman was a pederast [pédéraste] . . .’ ‘Therefore pederasty [la pédérastie]
is normal . . . Bravo!’ ” (p. 5; p. 19).115 Despite the nameless narrator’s sar-
castic completion of the syllogism, the Whitmanesque “normality” and nat-
uralness of homosexuality is the dominant theme of the rest of the
dialogue; and the use of the Greek-derived term pédérastie simultaneously
places the discussion in the context of ancient Athenian sexual conventions.
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Alan Sheridan has helpfully discussed Gide’s terminology for homo-
sexuality:

Because Corydon is not a treatise, in which a clear definition of terms might
be regarded as essential, but takes the form of a dialogue between two men,
there is a natural slipping and sliding of terminology. Gide uses the older
term “uranien” (uranian) and the newer “homosexuel ” more or less inter-
changeably. By pédéraste Gide usually means an adult male lover of adoles-
cent boys but, for the French reader, this term, too, was synonymous with
“homosexual,” being its current, colloquial equivalent.116

Gide placed himself in the category of pédéraste,117 and thus in the
Athenian tradition of paiderastia, which for him carried none of the impli-
cations of effeminacy or androgyny of the “Uranians” or of the third sex
posited by such German sexologists as Hirschfeld; despite his use of
uranien, Gide insists throughout the four Corydon dialogues that such
androgyny or effeminacy is not an aspect of the healthy and normal “Greek
love” that Corydon defends.118 Whitman and ancient Athens are thus both
evoked as contexts for the manly homosexuality to be considered normal.

Nevertheless, the third context in which Gide places his dialogue is that
of Oscar Wilde’s trials.119 The third edition includes as an appendix Gide’s
response to a book by François Porché entitled The Love that Dare Not
Speak Its Name (p. 129; p. 191), a phrase drawn from Lord Alfred Douglas’
poem “Two Loves” and made famous at Wilde’s first trial when the poem
was read aloud in court120 and Wilde made his stirring defense of “a great
affection of an elder for a younger man,” quoted above. The friendship
between Wilde and Gide has been well documented,121 and Gide was in
fact writing his memoir of Wilde at the same time that he was composing
Corydon.122 It is therefore not surprising to find that Corydon itself also
refers to Wilde in its opening pages: Corydon, in fact, is quick to dissoci-
ate himself from Wilde—not because of the accusations of homosexuality,
but because of Wilde’s refusal to admit to them directly:

“It’s true that the cause lacks martyrs.”
“Let’s not use such high-sounding words.”
“I’m using the words that are needed. We’ve had Wilde and Krupp and

Eulenberg and Macdonald . . .”
“And they’re not enough for you?”
“Oh, victims! As many victims as you like—but not martyrs. They all

denied—they always will deny.” (p. 8; p. 22)

Corydon admits that he too might deny if he were to be “dragged into
court by a Queensberry” (p. 8; p. 23), and Gide himself might be subjected
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to a similar critique: not only did he hesitate to publish Corydon at all, he
also provided the narrative “I” with a conventional homophobic ideology,
distancing himself from Corydon’s arguments even though he espoused
them.123 We may also understand this exchange as a reference to Wilde’s use of
an indeterminate or coded style to discuss sexuality. Unlike Wilde,
Corydon insists on writing a direct Defense of Pederasty, the book whose
argument will be adumbrated in the ensuing dialogues. What Wilde denied
in his famous speech, of course, was the physical aspect of his relations with
Douglas, and among other things it is precisely the physical attractions of
homosexuality that Gide, through Corydon, will be defending: the second
dialogue, indeed, draws on natural history to explain it (though the expla-
nation remains steadfastly on an abstract scientific plane rather than
providing any concrete examples of male–male erotics).

But Gide also distances himself from the entire construction of homo-
sexuality associated with Wilde and described by Sinfield, the effeminate
homosexuality whose signs the narrator sought for in vain in Corydon’s
apartment. Gide was both inspired and frightened by Wilde’s style of
homosexuality, finding in him the seductive figure we have discovered in
“The Critic as Artist”: “Wilde represented for Gide a sort of Mephistopheles
to his Faust: the tempter’s power of attraction was undeniable. . . . Gide
described Wilde as ‘always trying to insinuate inside you the authorization
of evil.’ ”124 In a letter to his mother written after meeting Wilde and Lord
Alfred Douglas in North Africa, Gide described Douglas as having been
corrupted by Wilde to the point that he is capable of “doing anything
under the pretext of aestheticism.”125 Instead of that Wildean homosexual-
ity, effeminate and aesthetic, Corydon is concerned with that of the “virile”
(p. 19; p. 37) “normal pederasts” (p. 18; p. 36). He understands, indeed,
that homosexuality can be variously manifested, but Gide’s note to his pref-
ace makes it clear that he is not interested in inversion or in Hirschfeld’s
theory of a third sex, but rather in what he calls “Greek love”: “Even grant-
ing that Hirschfeld’s theory accounts for these cases, his ‘third sex’ argu-
ment certainly cannot explain what we habitually call ‘Greek love:
pederasty [l’amour grec: la pédérastie]—in which effeminacy is neither here
nor there” (p. xx; pp. 9–10). As Corydon puts it, “my book will deal with
healthy uranism [uranisme] or, as you just put it yourself, with normal ped-
erasty [la pédérastie normale (emphasis in text)].” And furthermore, “[t]he
only thing in the world I concede as not natural is a work of art. Everything
else, like it or not, belongs to the natural order” (p. 20; p. 38; emphasis in
text). Homosexuality is thus separated from the aesthetic as it is from the
effeminate, and Gide’s own style in Corydon emphasizes the difference:
particularly in the second dialogue, with its twenty-five footnotes citing
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contemporary scientific treatises, Gide adopts a sober, objective, quasi-
scientific style at odds with Wilde’s purple flights. “Healthy homosexuality”
is thus severed from the decadent, effeminate aestheticism of Wilde and
his circle as it is also severed from what Corydon regards as their timidity
in the face of martyrdom. And this separation is a matter of style as well as
morality.

It is still, however, deviant: recounting the story of a young man who fell
in love with him before he recognized his own homosexuality, Corydon
declares that he could have cured the young man “[b]y convincing him that
the deviation of his instinct [la déviation de son instinct] was quite natural”
(p. 17; p. 34). Homosexuality is here a deviation, but one that remains
within the boundaries of the natural. The lengthy second dialogue, in fact,
turns to natural history in order to prove that homosexuality is no less, and
possibly more, natural than heterosexuality, which is here understood as a
cultural construction propped up by law, religion, the fashion system, and
so on: he concludes the second dialogue by posing the question

If, despite the almost constant superabundance of the male element, nature
requires so many expedients and adjuvants in order to ensure the perpetua-
tion of the race, will we be surprised to learn that just as many constraints of
just as many kinds are necessary in order to deter the human species from its
tendency toward that behavior you have declared “abnormal”; and that so
many arguments, examples, invitations, encouragements, of so many kinds,
are required to maintain human heterosexuality at the desired coefficient?
(p. 71; pp. 110–111)

Corydon produces here the same kind of cultural critique that we encoun-
tered in the Italian humanist and French Enlightenment defenders of
sodomy, whether Rocco or Sade. Those writers were responding primarily
to the Symposium, and that text is invoked at several points in Corydon’s
third and fourth dialogues (see, for instance, p. 94; p. 142).

If Corydon has defended homosexuality in its physical, or at least sci-
entific, aspect in the second dialogue, in the third and fourth he draws on
Plato to defend its spiritual aspect. Indeed, Gide places himself in that
same Symposium-neoplatonic tradition not only by direct citation of the
Symposium, but also by claiming Plato’s Athens and Renaissance Florence
as two periods of cultural efflorescence in which homosexuality also flour-
ished. Thus Corydon follows up the narrator’s complaint about the alleged
“singular corruption of Greek morals” with a reference to Renaissance
Florence: “Or Florentine morals. Remarkable, isn’t it, how each great ren-
aissance or artistic exuberance is always and in whatever country it occurs
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accompanied by a great outburst of uranism [d’uranisme]” (p. 87; p. 133).
It is thus only the Wildean, decadent aesthetic that Gide wishes to dissoci-
ate from homosexuality; periods of healthy art are also periods of the
healthy expression of homosexuality. Wilde’s influence is repudiated, as are
the medical or psychiatric models of homosexuality, inversion and urani-
anism, in favor of the “healthy” tradition of Plato and Renaissance
Florence.

Although the Phaedrus is nowhere named explicitly in Corydon, it is
nevertheless present in Gide’s work as part of the historical context for what
Gide calls normal homosexuality. Its influence first appears in Corydon’s
discussion, in the fourth dialogue, of the Sacred Band of Thebes, the bat-
talion of lovers described by Plutarch (in the Life of Pelopidas) in terms rem-
iniscent of the “army of lovers” imagined by Phaedrus in his speech in
the Symposium 178e–179b. Corydon praises the Sacred band in Platonic
terms: “. . . it is likely that this troop was named the ‘sacred battalion’ for
the same reason that prompted Plato to define a lover as a friend in whom
one feels something divine” (p. 114; p. 169). While the description of the
Sacred Band may remind us of the Symposium, the direct reference to Plato
also returns us to the Phaedrus, specifically to Socrates’ explanation of
human love in his second speech: when a soul “who is fresh from the mys-
tery, and saw much of the vision, beholds a godlike face or bodily form that
truly expresses beauty, first there comes upon him a shuddering and a meas-
ure of awe which the vision inspired, and then reverence as at the sight of
a god” (p. 96, 251a). The Platonic love that is understood as divine mad-
ness or possession thus underlies Gide’s historical perspective on modern
homosexuality as it also underlies Wilde’s: Gide may refuse the Wildean
construction of homosexuality, but his own version draws on the same
source, though differently interpreted. Corydon returns to the Phaedrus’
notion of the lover as inspired rather than inspiring, a characterization that
Wilde’s description of the artist reversed, as we have seen: Gide thus
reverses Wilde’s reversal, or deviates from Wilde’s deviation, in reaffirming
the Platonic doctrine of possession. If Wilde’s encoded homosexuality is
seductive, Gide’s is protective (and thus, perhaps, has less need of encryp-
tion), as Corydon suggests in another reference to the Phaedrus—one, in
fact, that brings Gide’s dialogue to its conclusion:

So long as he remains this molliter juvenis, as Pliny calls him, more desirable
and desired than desiring, if some older man should fall in love with him,
I believe, as was believed long ago in that civilization of which you consent
to admire only the shell—I believe that nothing can be better for him than
a lover of his own sex. I believe that such a lover will jealously watch over
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him, protect him, and himself exalted, purified by this love, will guide him
toward those radiant heights which are not to be reached without love.
(p. 125; p. 185)

Once again Corydon cites ancient Athenian views of male–male desire as
authorizing his own, and indirectly refers to the Phaedrus and specifically
to Socrates’ discussion, in his second speech, of the lover’s treatment of the
beloved: the lover, Gide claims, will be exalted by his love and will simul-
taneously lead the beloved to otherwise unattainable heights, just as
Socrates’ ideal lover leads his beloved “to walk in the ways of their god, and
after his likeness, patterning himself thereupon and giving counsel and dis-
cipline to the boy” (p. 100, 253b). Gide again reverses Wilde’s vision of
Plato, preferring the protective and spiritual Socrates to the more clearly
seductive one we encounter elsewhere (for example in the Lysis). As he sug-
gests in what we may now understand as another allusion to the Phaedrus,
“[w]hether lust is homo- or hetero-sexual, virtue consists in mastering it”
(p. 119; p. 176), a hint at the Phaedrus’ doctrine of the divided self as well
as a return to a more conventional view of the Socratic askesis than we
encountered in Wilde’s dialogues.

In the passage cited above, Corydon also complains that the narrator
admires ancient Greek civilization only for it shell—its culture—rather
than for the form of desire that, Gide suggests, inspired it. “Do you refuse
to understand that there exists a direct relation between the flower and the
plant which bears it, between the essential quality of its sap and its behavior
and its economy?” (pp. 106–107; p. 158). Gide is making an extreme sug-
gestion here, that male–male desire is the basis of all of ancient Greek cul-
ture. It is a claim that Wilde made as well, in the speech in which he
declared that Plato made such desires the basis of his philosophy—a speech
to which we have already seen Gide allude. While Gide separates himself
from Wilde on many essential points, here, in perhaps his most radical
claim, he follows him: Gide thus remains in some sense within Wilde’s tra-
dition as well as Plato’s, even as he insists on his deviations from it.

The nature of the two writers’ different modes of deviation from ortho-
doxy has been well outlined by Jonathan Dollimore: “. . . the very cate-
gories of identity which, through transgression, Wilde subjects to inversion
and displacement, Gide reconstitutes for a different transgressive aesthetic,
or as it might now more suitably be called, in contradistinction to Wilde, a
transgressive ethic. . . .”126 Despite the hint of a divided self noted above,
Gide’s deviance is much less a deviation from self-identity than is Wilde’s,
or even Plato’s: the healthy homosexual appears here as one who deviates
not from himself, but from artificial sociocultural strictures. If homosexuality
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is a deviation for Gide, it is, as we have seen, merely a statistical deviation
within normative boundaries—when nature rather than culture determines
the norm. It is perhaps too easy to find in this view a kind of essentialism,
as Dollimore does in referring to Gide’s “essentialist ethic” that remained
simultaneously divergent from and proximate to the ethics of his Catholic
past.127 For Gide, at least in Corydon, homosexuality may be a matter of
natural identity, but it is not necessarily a matter of any essential identity, as
Corydon suggests in a remarkable passage:

I do maintain that, in most cases, the appetite which awakens in the youth
is not of any very specific urgency; that he experiences pleasure in whatever
form it is offered, no matter by which sex, and that he owes his habits more
to outside influences than to the promptings of desire; or, if you prefer, I
say that it is rare for desire to make itself specific of its own accord and
without the support of experience. (p. 99; p. 149)

By placing himself in the Athenian tradition, Gide also accepts the possi-
bility that homosexuality may not necessarily be a psychologically deep-
seated identity: this passage presents the adolescent boy as an unanchored
subject-in-process (to adopt Julia Kristeva’s term128), subjected precisely to
a variety of cultural and ideological pressures, rather than as a fixed iden-
tity, homosexual or heterosexual.129 To naturalize homosexuality is not, for
Gide, to essentialize it, because in passages like this he de-essentializes
nature itself as drifting among the possibilities offered by homosexuality
and heterosexuality. This view seems to reflect Gide’s understanding
of ancient Athenian eroticism, including as it did both possibilities.
Sheridan also finds that it characterized Gide’s own homosexual experi-
ences, which Gide himself understood as Socratic, for instance in his rela-
tionship with Marc Allégret: “In true Socratic fashion, Gide was teaching
his young lover how to use his body as well as his mind. Again, Socratically,
and in the spirit of Corydon, this was not, in any final or exclusive sense, a
homosexual initiation. It was made clear that, at some future date, Gide
would initiate the young man into heterosexuality—a promise that Marc
did not forget.”130 I would suggest instead that, in Corydon at least, the
body is dealt with separately (in the second dialogue) from the mind or
spirit, and that the latter is what Gide associates with Socrates and Plato, in
part by means of the Phaedrus.131

As I suggested at the beginning of this chapter, several twentieth-century
fictional narratives also place themselves in the Phaedrus tradition, and
I would like to consider them briefly even though, strictly speaking, they do
not belong to the dialogue genre. The dialogue and the novel are difficult
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genres to separate; indeed, for Bakhtin the novel is the dialogic genre par
excellence.132

The genres of novel and dialogue clearly overlap in the works of some
of the authors we have already considered: for example, we have already
seen, in chapter two, that Sade’s novels, especially Justine, seem more gen-
uinely dialogical than La Philosophie dans le boudoir.133 Diderot, too, was
particularly fond of the dialogue genre, and his fictional works might be
ranged along a scale from those in which narrative predominates (for exam-
ple, La Religieuse) through the more dialogic (Les Bijoux indiscrets) to the
almost purely non-narrative and fully dialogical (Le Neveu de Rameau). His
most ambitious fiction, Jacques le fataliste, fuses the two genres, alternating
between passages of narration and set dialogues between Jacques and his
master. Indeed, this novel/dialogue places itself at a tangent to the Platonic
tradition of male–male desire, though not specifically in the Phaedrus tra-
dition: Diderot imagines the servant Jacques as a Socratic philosopher,134

and the various forms of male–male homosociality thematized throughout
also threaten Jacques with the role of catamite.135 The dialogic novel has
links to the Platonic tradition similar to those of the dialogue genre proper.

Similarly, Gary Schmidgall points out that “several chapters in Dorian
Gray are fashioned as Socratic dialogues.”136 In particular, the second chapter
of Dorian Gray, in which Lord Henry first exerts his seductive influence
over Dorian, echoes Wilde’s own Socratic dialogues, and the novel as a
whole evinces a similar concern with such Platonic themes as the divided
self, the beloved as divine, and the askesis by which life is disciplined into
an art.137 Unlike Wilde’s dialogues, however, Dorian Gray does not specifi-
cally echo the Phaedrus.

However, around the same time that Gide published the first, anony-
mous edition of C.R.D.N. (1911), Thomas Mann was working on his
famous tale of homosexual desire Der Tod in Venedig, which was originally
published in 1912, and at every turn this novella cites not only the Platonic
tradition, but the Phaedrus in particular.138 Questions of style and rhetoric
are among the most important of Mann’s concerns; its writer-protagonist
Aschenbach is known for the classicism of his literary style:

in later years his style dispensed with forthright audacities, with subtle new
nuances; he transformed himself into the exemplary established author, the
polished traditionalist, conservative, formal, even formulaic [Formelle, selbst
Formelhafte]; and, as the story about Louis XIV goes, the aging man ban-
ished all vulgar words from his vocabulary. It was then that the Board of
Education included selected pages from his works in compulsory primary-
school readers. (p. 10; pp. 15–16)139
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Aschenbach’s is an instructional style, suitable for school textbooks and
thus far removed from the rapturous poetic style that Socrates invoked to
discuss love in the Phaedrus or from Wilde’s purple aestheticism—though
possibly closer to the communicative rhetoric recommended in the second
half of Plato’s dialogue or to Gide’s quasi-scientific style, intended to
instruct their audiences. Some of Aschenbach’s works also take the form of
Socratic dialogues (p. 9; p. 15). This rigorous, highly formal style reflects
the askesis of Aschenbach’s own rigorous self-discipline: deriving his cre-
ativity from his artistic, Bohemian mother, he disciplines it with the “sober
official conscientiousness” derived from his German father’s family; the
union of the two “produced an artist” (p. 6; p. 11). Aschenbach is thus a
man internally at odds with himself, like the soul in Phaedrus: one aspect
of his personality must be kept in check by the other as the charioteer must
drive the bad horse to work harmoniously with the good. And yet for
Aschenbach, his “darker, more ardent impulses” (p. 6; p. 11) are not bad;
they too make his art possible. And even Aschenbach’s concern with form
and formality itself poses a danger: “. . . does not form possess a double face
[zweierlei Gesicht]? Is it not moral and amoral at the same time—moral
inasmuch as it is the result and expression of discipline, but amoral and
even immoral to the extent that by nature it contains within itself an indif-
ference to morality . . . ?” (p. 10; p. 15). The very discipline or askesis with
which Aschenbach creates his life and work is itself divided, double, zweier-
lei, marked by difference.

It is these multiple internal self-deviations that bring Aschenbach,
famously, both to Venice and to his fatal desire for the boy Tadzio, in the
familiar pattern of what Robert Aldrich calls northern intellectuals’ “homo-
sexual fantasy” of southern Europe, a fantasy apparently experienced by
Mann himself as well as his hero.140 Aschenbach is initially attracted to
Tadzio because of the boy’s classical beauty of form, resembling “Greek stat-
ues of the noblest period” (p. 20; p. 25), and thus consonant with
Aschenbach’s own classical askesis. But this devotion to an abstract, formal
beauty brings him at last to a physical passion in which his attempts at
askesis are abandoned.

The story of Aschenbach’s loss of self-control is indicated both stylisti-
cally and through references to the Phaedrus, as well as in the narrative
itself. Stylistically, Aschenbach’s desire for the south is represented with
dream-images of excess and danger: his initial impulse to travel comes as “a
delusion of the senses” in which he imagines that “between the knotty,
tubular stalks of the bamboo thicket he saw the eyes of a crouching tiger
sparkle—and he felt his heart pounding with fright and a puzzling desire”
(p. 3; p. 9). Near the end of the story, the final indication of Aschenbach’s
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loss of self-control with regard to his erotic desire for Tadzio is another such
stylistically extravagant fantasy, this one an explicitly ithyphallic and
Dionysian dream of revelry:

The obscene wooden symbol, gigantic, was unveiled and uplifted: then they
howled their watchword with even less restraint. Foam on their lips, they
raged, stimulated one another with lascivious gestures and groping hands,
laughing and moaning; they poked the goads into one another’s flesh and
licked the blood from their limbs. But the dreamer was now with them, one
of them [in ihnen], a slave of the foreign god. (p. 56; p. 60)

Aschenbach’s imagined or desired participation in the worship of Dionysus
links homosexual desire not only to stylistic extravagance, but also to “the
stranger, the enemy of the sedate and dignified intellect” as well as to dis-
ease, “sores and a rampant sickness” (p. 56; p. 60). We are far from Gide’s
healthy homosexual here: the linkage of male–male desire and illness sug-
gests the medical model of homosexuality, one of the several competing
models circulating through German sexology around the turn of the
century, as we have seen.141 The connection with Nietzsche’s influential
division of ancient Greek culture between its Apollonian and Dionysian
aspects in The Birth of Tragedy (1872) is also crucial:142 homosexuality here
undermines Aschenbach’s Apollonian askesis and brings him to its opposite,
imagined as an utter dissolution of the self.

The dream’s explicit Bacchism may also remind us of Plato’s Symposium,
in which, as we have seen, Alcibiades interrupts Socrates’ discourse of askesis
with his own Dionysian revelry. Indeed, Mann cites several of the works
that I have placed in the Symposium tradition as well: when Aschenbach, in
the early stages of his infatuation, observes Tadzio’s friend Jaschu kissing the
boy, he casts himself as the Socrates of Xenophon’s Symposium, jokingly
warning Critobolus: “ ‘I advise you, however, Critobolus,’ he thought,
smiling, ‘go traveling for a year! For you will need at least that much time
to recover’ ” (p. 26; p. 31). Mann also refers to Plutarch’s Erotikos (the
Dialogue on Love) at several points.143

But it is the Phaedrus that Mann uses to chart Aschenbach’s dissolution
most explicitly. Aschenbach, in counterpoint to his uncontrollable sensual
fantasies, also engages in more classical daydreams, specifically imagining
his own Socratic additions—presumably directed at Tadzio—to the dia-
logue between Socrates and Phaedrus, in “that place of sacred shade filled
with the fragrance of the agnus-castus bush blossoms, adorned with votive
images and pious offerings in honor of the nymphs and Achelous,”
complete with the Ilissus and the “chirping cicadas,” where “amid the
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compliments and witty sallies of his courtship, Socrates instructed Phaedrus
about desire and virtue” (pp. 36–37; p. 41). Mann emphasizes the seduc-
tiveness of Socrates, but in this first revision of the dialogue he also empha-
sizes that beauty—such as the beauty of his young interlocutor—must be
only a means to an end: “ ‘. . . beauty . . . is the only form of intellectuality
[des Geistigen] which we perceive with, and can tolerate with, our senses.’ ‘. . .
beauty is the path taken by the man of feeling to attain the intellectual
[zum Geiste]—only the path, only the means, young Phaedrus’ ” (p. 37;
p. 42). Geist implies spirit or soul as well as mind or intellect, and the
theory here is derived from the Symposium’s doctrine of the ladder of
love. But Aschenbach imagines this doctrine as an aspect of the “crafty
wooer’s” seduction (p. 37; p. 42): for his purposes, the Phaedrus, in which
Socrates speaks in the person of a lover possessed by the gods as Aschenbach
himself is possessed by the divine vision of Tadzio,144 provides a more use-
ful setting for the doctrine of eros. Already the notion of an idealized, spir-
itual erotics is compromised by physical desire—as indeed it may be in the
Phaedrus itself.

The second daydream of the Phaedrus leads Aschenbach more directly
to the brink of “the abyss” by an unexpected route:

. . . education of the people and of youth by means of art is a risky enterprise
that ought to be prohibited. For, how could a man be suitable as an educa-
tor when he is born with an incorrigible natural penchant for the abyss? We
may deny the abyss and acquire dignity but, no matter how we try, it attracts
us. Thus, we may perhaps renounce knowledge, which is a dissolvent; for
knowledge, Phaedrus, has no dignity or severity; it knows, understands and
forgives, without self-discipline or form; it sympathizes with the abyss, it is
the abyss. Therefore we decidedly reject it, and henceforth our only concern
will be for beauty—that is, for simplicity [Einfachheit], greatness, a different
kind of severity, the “new naïveté,” and form. But form and naïveté,
Phaedrus, lead to intoxication and desire, they may even lead a noble man to
horrifying crimes of the passions [Gefühlsfrevel ], which his own beautiful
severity rejects as being detestable; they lead to the abyss, they, too, lead to
the abyss. They lead us poets there, I say, for we are unable to soar upward,
we are only able to commit extravagances. (p. 60; p. 64)

The very formalism with which Aschenbach has disciplined his “ardent”
creativity, and which attracted him to Tadzio in the first place, is here found
to be merely another route to the abyss of unbridled physical passion: it is
difficult not to find in this passage a reminiscence to Socrates’ acknowl-
edgment that even male lovers who have undertaken the path of askesis may
be led into physical eroticism, though the medical model of homosexuality
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within which Mann and Aschenbach are operating precludes the indul-
gence with which Socrates treats such lovers: rather than being furnished
with similar plumage, as Socrates’ imagined lovers are, Aschenbach’s poet-
lovers are “unable to soar upwards,” but can only commit the kind of
“extravagance” we have observed in the style of the novella itself. Artists
may imagine that a devotion to form leads to simplicity, or singleness—
Einfachheit—but Aschenbach’s fantasies suggest that it leads instead to dis-
solution, precisely because of the amorality of form that the narrator noted
in the opening pages of Death in Venice.145 Not merely crimes of passion,
Gefühlsfrevel also suggests emotional blasphemies, and thus opposition to
the spirituality Aschenbach believed he was pursuing in pursuing Tadzio.
Homosexual passion, indeed, is understood here as a deviation from the
Platonic ideal—but a deviation that, at least for the artist, is implied in the
ideal itself.

For Mann the internally deviating self described at the beginning, then,
cannot be disciplined with askesis because askesis itself, the transformation
of the self into art by the imposition of form, is inherently amoral. The
deviant elements of the personality, rather than being harmonized, or even
multiplying the possibilities of selfhood as they do for Wilde, simply fall
apart into a terrifying fragmentation. Mann appears to reject Wilde’s aes-
theticism without finding a satisfactory alternative for the literary artist: it
is difficult to imagine finding Gide’s healthy homosexual in the world of
Death in Venice.

It is worth noting, too, that Mann’s novella—unlike Justine or Jacques le
fataliste or The Picture of Dorian Gray—turns the dialogue inward in a fash-
ion that might be disallowed by Bakhtin or Buber. Aschenbach’s dialogues
take place entirely within his own head, and the sense of self-division and
psychological crack-up that ensues is therefore all the more powerful.
Interior dialogue thus becomes the sign of an unresolved self-deviance
derived from, but unlike, the deviation resolved through askesis found in
Plato’s metaphor of the charioteer.146

Also, shortly before World War I, and just after Gide and Mann com-
posed Corydon and Death in Venice, respectively, E. M. Forster was working
on his own homosexual novel, Maurice, which was written in 1913–1914,
though not published until 1971, after Forster’s death.147 Like these other
works, Forster’s refers both to the Symposium and to the Phaedrus. Although
Maurice and his friends are Cambridge rather than Oxford men, their
understanding of homosexuality too is mediated by the Symposium: when
Maurice admits his love for Clive Durham, who has suggested he read it,
he does so by referring to Plato’s dialogue: “I mean the Symposium, like the
ancient Greeks” (p. 64).148 Clive insists on the ideal Socratic askesis of
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chastity, as Maurice recalls after their love affair has ended: “It had been
understood between them that their love, though including the body,
should not gratify it, and the understanding had proceeded—no words
were used—from Clive” (p. 151).

For Clive, indeed, homosexuality is merely a phase, but Maurice
discovers himself to be exclusively homosexual, and is eventually described
in Dionysian terms that link him, like Aschenbach, with the unruly
Alcibiades rather than with Socrates: “He found that his head was all yel-
low with evening primrose pollen. ‘Oh, don’t brush it off. I like it on your
black hair. Mr. Borenius, is he not quite bacchanalian?’ ” (p. 188); “. . .
how the tangle of flowers and fruit wreathed his brain!” (p. 191). For
Forster (and, as we shall see, for Mary Renault), male–male desire is less a
matter of verbal style than of lifestyle: Maurice and Clive, like Corydon
(and, in his futile attempt, like Aschenbach) repudiate the effeminate,
aesthetic style, here represented by another college friend, Risley; the
Apollonian Clive thus recalls “that Maurice had once lifted him out of
aestheticism into the sun and wind of love” (p. 163), while the “bacchana-
lian” Maurice himself accepts the universal condemnation of Wildean
homosexuality, briefly classifying himself as “an unspeakable of the Oscar
Wilde sort” (p. 159). The various medical models of homosexuality are also
found to be inadequate, in Dr. Barry’s and the hypnotist’s failures to pro-
vide Maurice with realistic alternatives. But Maurice also eventually repu-
diates Clive’s idealized Platonic chastity149 in pursuing his affair with Clive’s
gamekeeper Alec and thus outlawing himself from polite society: according
to his “Terminal Note,” Forster composed, and later eliminated, a coda to
the novel in which Maurice’s sister, years later, finds her brother and Alec
as “two woodcutters” (p. 254). Style of life rather than of language thus
characterizes homosexual love for Forster, a style of life and love apparently
inspired by Edward Carpenter and his lover George Merrill (“Terminal
Note,” p. 249).150

The “hellenic” Clive’s own homosexual phase is mediated by the
Phaedrus: “Never would he forget his emotion at first reading the Phaedrus.
He saw there his malady described exquisitely, calmly, as a passion which
we can direct, like any other, towards good or bad. Here was no invitation
to licence” (p. 70). In a charming scene, Forster even transmutes the
Phaedrus’ central metaphor of the chariot with its two horses into Maurice’s
unruly motorbike with a sidecar in which Clive rides (pp. 75–78): “the
machine took on a life of its own, in which they met and realized the unity
preached by Plato” (p. 80). And indeed the love affair, as long as it lasts,
suggests precisely this Platonic harmony, expressed stylistically: in a scene
structured like a Platonic dialogue, with Clive instructing the unscholarly
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Maurice, “their love scene drew out, having the inestimable gain of a new
language. No tradition overawed the boys. No convention settled what was
poetic, what absurd. . . . Something of exquisite beauty arose in the mind of
each at last, something unforgettable and eternal . . .” (p. 93). The language
here, reminiscent of the Phaedrus’ mental images of immortality, links
Plato’s dialogue with both homosexuality and Clive’s chaste erotic style.

Once their affair is over, however, with Clive’s newfound heterosexual-
ity and marriage, Maurice’s own internal harmony breaks down, especially
as he is drawn away from the ideal Platonic chastity and toward physical
passion. Even with Clive, Maurice finds that the “stories of Harmodius and
Aristogeiton, of Phaedrus, of the Theban Band were well enough for those
whose hearts were empty, but no substitute for life”; rather than following
Clive’s idealistic hellenism, Maurice, in Forster’s resignification of the
Phaedrus’ ideal love relationship, finds that the “desire for union was too
strong to admit resentment” and found himself “going his own way
towards light, in hope that the beloved would follow” (p. 111). The “light”
in this case is not Plato’s god-image, but a physical consummation that
Clive refuses. After the breakup, Maurice tries to practice Clive’s form of
askesis, “proving on how little the soul could exist” (p. 143), and experi-
ences dreams of physical passion that “tried to disintegrate him” (p. 135)—
like Aschenbach—and in fact seems to be headed for a mental crisis
expressed as internal self-division and dialogue, especially after his first,
ambiguous encounters with Alec at Clive’s estate, Penge: “Since coming to
Penge he seemed a bundle of voices, not Maurice, and now he could almost
hear them quarrelling inside him” (p. 176). This internal self-deviance is
introduced as a conflict between bodily desire and spiritual askesis (“[b]y
pleasuring the body Maurice . . . had confirmed his spirit in its perversion”
[p. 214]), but it is quickly deconstructed as class conflict, between
Maurice’s conventional, upper-middle-class-bound self and the desire
to step outside class, and hence society, in his relations with the game-
keeper Alec:

“But I must belong to my class, that’s fixed,” he persisted.
“Very well,” said his old self. “Now go home, and tomorrow morning

mind you catch the 8.36 up to the office, for your holiday is over, remem-
ber, and mind you never turn your head, as I may, towards Sherwood.”

“I’m not a poet, I’m not that kind of an ass—” . . .
“The life of the earth, Maurice? Don’t you belong to that?”
“Well, what do you call the ‘life of the earth’—it ought to be the same as

my daily life—the same as society. One ought to be built on the other, as
Clive once said.”

“Quite so. Most unfortunate, that facts pay no attention to Clive.” (p. 215)
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Male–male desire here is both a question of deviance from the social
norm, as it was for Gide’s Corydon, and one of deviation in status between
the two male lovers: within their overall sex and gender similarity, there is
also an essential class difference (the same is true of the middle-class
Maurice’s earlier relations with the aristocratic Clive): for Forster, difference
within sameness, or deviance, is an essential component of male–male
desire. Class is only one such difference: Maurice is also briefly tempted by
the age difference between himself and his mother’s young guest, the boy
Dickie (pp. 146–149).151 But class is Forster’s overriding concern in the final
pages of Maurice, and it is the class difference as well as the sex and gender
sameness between himself and Alec that is socially deviant in their relation-
ship, for Alec as well as for Maurice: Alec can initially conceive of this rela-
tionship with a higher-status man only in terms of blackmail until he is able
to admit to his own feelings for Maurice. Even then, as Maurice tells him,

“. . . you’re still trying hard to hurt me in my mind.”
“Why did you go and say you love me?”
“Why do you call me Maurice?”
“Oh, let’s give over talking. Here—” and he held out his hand. Maurice

took it, and they knew at that moment the greatest triumph ordinary man
can win. (p. 226)

Maurice’s fruitless, Aschenbachian internal dialogue left him embedded
in class difference; but sexuality, which now includes a genuine, other-
directed dialogue across class boundaries, is understood as that which can
liberate the lovers from their social embeddedness and allow the achieve-
ment of unity. Maurice recognizes that they must live as outlaws, “outside
class, without relations or money; they must work and stick to each other
till death” (p. 239); homosexuality is thus, at least implicitly, understood
both as natural, in its “greenwood” aspect152 (confirmed in the abortive
woodcutter coda), and as a political act of resistance to the unnatural
pre–World War I British class system.153 (This is also how the real-
life example of Edward Carpenter’s relationship with George Merrill might
be understood.) Ultimately, Maurice seeks ideally to eliminate difference
socially and politically as the Phaedrus sought ideally to eliminate it spiri-
tually, though again like the Phaedrus it recognizes the elusiveness of its goal
and the pleasures that deviance might allow in the meantime.

Mary Renault’s 1953 novel The Charioteer draws its title from the same
Platonic metaphor that Forster draws from the Phaedrus:154

“Each of the gods has a pair of divine white horses, but the soul only has one.
The other” (he smiled to himself; he always remembered this part best)
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“is black and scruffy, with a thick neck, a flat face, hairy fetlocks, gray blood-
shot eyes, and shaggy ears. He’s hard of hearing, thick-skinned, and given to
bolting whenever he sees something he wants. So the two beasts rarely see eye
to eye, but the charioteer has to keep them on the road together . . .” (p. 108)155

If Mann imagined homosexual passion as deviant from, yet implied by,
the Platonic ideal, Renault reinterprets Plato’s metaphor to suggest that the
modern “queer’s” allegiance to—or, better, resignification of—the Platonic
ideal may include physical passion even as it deviates, not only from what
we might term heteronormativity, but from the effeminate, Wildean
homosexual “scene” itself. A tattered schoolroom copy of the Phaedrus cir-
culates among the novel’s three main homosexual characters in wartime
England and serves as the primary image of a homosexual tradition that, if
not exactly healthy in Gide’s sense (for the novel’s hero Laurie it represents
at best “one’s limitations” [p. 273]), nevertheless constructs homosexuality
as manly rather than effeminate and repudiates the bitchy, drama-queen—
Wildean—stereotype represented by many of the novel’s minor characters.
While postmodern queer readers may find Laurie’s stiff-upper-lip stoicism
about his “limitations” insufferable, especially his noble self-renunciation in
refusing to reveal the naïve Andrew’s own unsuspected homosexuality to
him, it’s also important to note that the novel’s entire narrative thrust
suggests that Laurie’s idealism, including his devotion to the Phaedrus, may
be misplaced and merely immature. He can’t protect Andrew from self-
knowledge, and the adult relationship with the third major character, Ralph,
that Laurie eventually pursues is physically as well as emotionally satisfying.

Alan Sinfield’s recent analysis of The Charioteer suggests some of the
ways in which the Platonic tradition allows Renault’s characters to deviate
from the already deviant “Wildean” homosexual norm: “Laurie comes
upon an effeminate milieu, but cannot locate himself there. . . . The alter-
native, manly ideal is borrowed from Plato’s Phaedrus.”156 The image of the
charioteer and his horses thus initially figures for Renault an askesis in
which the effeminate aspect of homosexuality must be repudiated in favor
of a manly Greek ideal: “The manly task, as the novel projects it, is to reject
that part of oneself; a masculine homosexuality is the only kind that can be
admirable, but it is imagined as the heroic repudiation of the effete, effem-
inate norm.”157 Even deviant sexuality has its “norm” by 1953, and invok-
ing the Phaedrus allows Renault’s characters to deviate from it. Sinfield
suggests that Renault follows popular understandings of the psychoanalyt-
ical interpretation of homosexuality, offering “Freudian scenarios” (absent
father, overprotective mother) to explain her characters’ preferences and
“applying the invert/pervert schema (the former are innately homosexual,
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the latter have been got at).”158 But the novel is queerer than that in its
understanding of the multifarious ways in which homosexuality might be
constructed: Laurie recognizes that for the ancient Greeks male–male desire
did not preclude heterosexual marriage and reproduction (p. 217) and finds
himself attracted to a woman, Nurse Adrian, as well as to Ralph and
Andrew, while Alec, a sympathetic, even wise, minor character, offers what
we might now see as a sociobiological interpretation: “I think that proba-
bly we’re all part of nature’s remedy for a state of gross overpopulation”
(p. 216). At least one scene, in fact, is constructed as a Platonic dialogue
among these characters, one whose topic is homosexuality itself
(pp. 215–218).159 Renault’s adaptation of the dialogue genre, indeed, is
what allows the queer reading of the novel I am proposing here, a reading
in which Laurie’s single-minded manliness is to be understood as only one,
and not necessarily the best, version of homosexuality among the several
being dialogically introduced and, in Bakhtinian mode, debated.

For example, the very abjected effeminate queerness repudiated
throughout the novel is also simultaneously recognized as an aspect even of
the masculine homosexuals Laurie and Ralph, as Sinfield points out:
Laurie’s own bitchy effeminacy reveals itself in the very responses with
which he repudiates those traits in another character.160 In fact, Laurie’s
manly relationship with Ralph begins with an effeminate “send-up” when
Ralph recognizes him during the heroic circumstances of the evacuation
from Dunkirk: “ ‘Sorry, dearie. Some other time’ ” (p. 35), a scene to which
the novel returns repeatedly. Sinfield suggests that for Renault this effemi-
nacy is only what must be repudiated in the manly homosexual’s askesis161

(though he does not use that term), but the novel’s conclusion suggests oth-
erwise: Laurie gives up his immature, stoical idealism (as well as the
“Platonic,” that is, anerotic friendship with Andrew) in favor of a physically
erotic, adult relationship with Ralph, the very character who, despite his
manliness, has also and simultaneously been marked with effeminacy by
Laurie himself. Renault returns to the Phaedrus and the metaphor of the
charioteer to make this point:

Staying each his hunger on what pasture the place affords them, neither the
white horse nor the black reproaches his fellow for drawing their master out
of the way. They are far, both of them, from home, and lonely, and length-
ened by their strife the way has been hard. Now their heads droop side by
side till their long manes mingle; and when the voice of the charioteer falls
silent they are reconciled for a night in sleep. (p. 380)

This conclusion might remind us of Socrates’ own self-deviance in the
Phaedrus’ ultimately indulgent view of physical eroticism between men.
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For Renault, the two horses figure the two homosexual lovers, Ralph and
Laurie themselves, as well as the conflicting aspects of the soul. This resig-
nification of Plato is reinforced by a further deviance or reinterpretation:
the horses/lovers, in their erotic reconciliation (staying their hunger and
sleeping together), are acknowledged to have drawn the charioteer off the
straight and narrow Platonic path that Laurie tried to follow, but this devi-
ation, unlike that in the Phaedrus, is now entirely without reproach. If the
“bad” horse formerly represented the tendencies toward effeminacy that the
manly homosexual must repudiate, as Sinfield suggests, here the lovers
seem reconciled to all aspects of their souls. The Platonic idealism of the
Phaedrus is what The Charioteer ultimately repudiates; only in deviating
from it does the homosexual soul reduce, if not eliminate, its own self-
deviation.

We might consider one further modern novel as a coda to this chapter
on the Phaedrus tradition, Robert M. Pirsig’s fictional/philosophical extrav-
aganza of 1974, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry into
Values. This book concerns a man whose philosophical pursuit of “Quality”
formerly drove him to madness; following his treatment for mental illness,
which has almost completely eliminated this former personality, the narra-
tor now, in the novel’s present, is narrating what he remembers of that pur-
suit while on a motorcycle trip with his son, who is himself showing signs
of incipient mental illness. The narrator has named his former self
“Phaedrus” because of the identification of the Platonic character of that
name with rhetoric: for the narrator, the ancient Greek split between rhet-
oric and logic is the source of the subject/object division that has plagued
Western thought ever since, and he therefore identifies his former self with
the rhetoricians.

The novel’s philosophical speculations are far removed from the our
concerns here, but its presentation of a divided self is also derived from the
Phaedrus and may serve as a useful reminder that all male–male desire need
not be erotic: in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a man’s desire
for his son’s love is linked to his desire for reunification with himself. At
issue here, perhaps, is the question of kinship discussed in chapter 1 rather
than that of erotic desire, which plays no part at all in this novel.

The narrator’s former self, “Phaedrus,” is frightening because of his asso-
ciations with mental illness: “Evil spirit. Insane. From a world without life
or death” (p. 65).162 But this supposedly evil spirit is also the object of the
narrator’s pursuit, as he and his son Chris motorcycle through the land-
scape of his own past, specifically the mountains where “Phaedrus” thought
out his philosophical discoveries and the town of Bozeman, Montana,
where he was an English instructor, and as the narrator’s own thoughts
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retrace the genesis of the ideas that drove “Phaedrus” insane by taking him
outside the Western paradigm of normal thought:

I don’t know his whole story. No one ever will, except Phaedrus himself, and
he can no longer speak. But from his writings and from what others have said
and from fragments of my own recall it should be possible to piece together
some kind of approximation of what he was talking about. Since the basic
ideas for this Chautauqua were taken from him there will be no real devia-
tion, only an enlargement that may make the Chautauqua more under-
standable than if it were presented in a purely abstract way. The purpose of
the enlargement is not to argue for him, certainly not to praise him. The
purpose is to bury him—forever. (p. 69)

The narrator’s intentions seem paradoxical from the first: he intends to
“bury” or exorcise the ghost of “Phaedrus,” the remnants of his former per-
sonality, but he intends to do so by recreating the thought processes that
led to “Phaedrus’ ” destruction. Although he intends to bury “Phaedrus,”
what he actually does is recreate him. And even in this early passage the nar-
rator is clearly longing for self-unity: although he suggests at first that what
he recreates will only be an “approximation” of “Phaedrus,” he immediately
revises himself and declares that there will be no “real deviation.” Self-
deviance is precisely the problem that must be overcome in Zen and the Art
of Motorcycle Maintenance, reluctant though the narrator may also be to
reunite with his supposedly insane former self.

The term the narrator uses for his philosophical discourse is important
for our purposes here as well: “Chautauquas,” as he defines them, are “an
old-time series of popular talks intended to edify and entertain, improve
the mind and bring culture and enlightenment to the ears and thoughts of
the hearer” (p. 7). A Chautauqua is precisely not a dialogue whether in
Bakhtin’s, Buber’s, Levinas’, or Dollimore’s sense, but a one-way lecture
delivered by someone more enlightened for the edification of those less so:
it seems the perfect mode of discourse for someone determined not to
tolerate deviation.

The reunification of the self does take place over the course of the novel,
but not in the way the narrator expects: as he recreates “Phaedrus’ ” intel-
lectual journey, “Phaedrus” himself becomes more and more real, appear-
ing first in the narrator’s dreams and then in his relationship with Chris,
signaled in the 1999 edition by a typographical shift: “ ‘Everything is all
right now, Chris.’ That’s not my voice” (p. 418). In the final pages,
“Phaedrus” rather than the narrator becomes the single, unified personal-
ity, and is able to establish a relationship with Chris, which the narrator
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has failed to do:

“Were you really insane?”
Why should he ask that?
“No!”
Astonishment hits. But Chris’s eyes sparkle.
“I knew it,” he says. (p. 419)

As Phaedrus remarks, “It has all come together” (p. 419): the two aspects
of the narrator’s self have not exactly been unified; instead, the former self,
“Phaedrus,” has driven out or exorcised or buried the original narrator, who
disappears for good at this point.163 “Phaedrus,” the “real” self, has tri-
umphed, and in doing so initiates a Buberian dialogue/encounter with
Chris rather than lecturing him as the narrator lectured the reader in his
Chautauquas. The undivided self is what makes the new father–son dia-
logue possible: as “Phaedrus” tells himself, “For God’s sake relieve him of
his burden! Be one person again!” (p. 421). Ironically, the reunification of
the self allows for the possibility of deviance in love: “Phaedrus” can toler-
ate and even encourage Chris’ deviating opinions as the narrator, anxiously
pursuing self-sameness without ever finding it, could not:

It’s so hot I feel like leaving this helmet off. I remember that in this state
they’re not required. I fasten it around one of the cables.

“Put mine there too,” Chris says.
“You need it for safety.”
“You’re not wearing yours.”
“All right,” I agree, and stow his too. . . .
When the helmets are off you can talk in a conversational voice. After all

these days! (pp. 421–422).

Conversation—which is to say, deviance and friendly, even loving,
Bakhtinian disagreement, rather than the hectoring Chautauqua favored by
the narrator, is now possible because the narrator’s anxiety about himself
and his son has disappeared with the old narrator himself.164 Male–male
love, once again, is a matter of style. In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance, love between a man and a boy is father–son love rather
than that between erastes and eromenos. But as in Plato’s Phaedrus, an ideal
self-identity, once achieved, can tolerate deviation in love.
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Conclusion: Deviant Erotics 
from Plato to the  
Postmodern 

As I was thinking about the conclusion to this book, while my
partner and I were visiting my sister in Puerto Rico in the summer
of 2003, the U.S. Supreme Court had just struck down Bowers v.

Hardwick—the 1986 decision that had enabled individual states to con-
tinue to criminalize, and to prosecute people for engaging in, “sodomy,”
even when their laws singled out homosexual sodomy alone. The Supreme
Court’s 2003 decision in Lawrence et al. v. Texas also struck down all
remaining state antisodomy laws, including that of the state in which my
partner and I reside, Louisiana. Already that summer, on June 17, 2003,
Canada had become the first North American country to legalize same-sex
marriage, when Prime Minister Jean Chrétien announced that his govern-
ment would not appeal an Ontario court’s decision that equal marriage
rights had to be granted to same-sex couples in that province immediately.
In fact, one reason we chose to vacation in Puerto Rico that year was to
invite my sister to the wedding we were planning in Toronto, which, with
luck, will have taken place by the time this book is published. As erotic
activity between members of the same sex gains increasing social acceptance
and legal recognition, the notion that it is “deviant” may eventually come
to be of merely historical interest, rather than the grinding force for daily
oppression, repression, depression, and suppression that my partner and
I, like other gay men and lesbians, have found it to be all our lives.

However, my fantasized future has, to put it mildly, not yet arrived. As
I was writing about E. M. Forster’s pessimistic assessment, in the “Terminal
Note” to Maurice, of the possibilities for positive change in British laws reg-
ulating sexuality in 1960, President George W. Bush, in a press conference
forty-three years later, was hinting that he might support a Constitutional
amendment limiting marriage to one man and one woman.1 And the



next day, the very day that I again sat down at the computer to begin the
actual writing of this conclusion—July 31, 2003—the Vatican released a
document approved by Pope John Paul II and issued under his orders,
“Considerations Regarding Proposals to Give Legal Recognition to Unions
Between Homosexual Persons,” which stated, according to the New York
Times, that “legal recognition for gay and lesbian couples would amount to
‘approval of deviant behavior, with the consequence of making it a model
in present-day society.’ ”2 The Vatican document also deems support for
such recognition “immoral” because “homosexual acts go against the natu-
ral moral law,”3 and on the same basis opposes the adoption of children by
lesbian and gay couples. The Vatican’s move is applauded in a letter to the
editor in this morning’s local newspaper: one Ronald Johnson writes that
although he “rarely agree[s] with the Catholic Church,” “its ‘war on gay
marriage’ gets a thumbs up from me.”4 The language (at least) of antigay
violence, even holy war or Crusade, now (or still) finds its justification in
the Vatican’s pronouncements.

Such formulations and pronouncements will seem wearisomely familiar
to readers of this book, as they are to all who identify themselves as lesbians
and gay men: homosexual � unnatural � deviant � immoral � to be
suppressed. And despite the recent North American advances in gay rights
mentioned above, the legal, religious, and social ramifications of this for-
mula still retain their oppressive force, as the president gears up to write us
out of the Constitution, as the pope writes us out of the Kingdom of God,
and as our fellow citizens declare war.

It is in this all too immediate context that the merely historical may
regain some of its urgency. History, as I hope this book has shown, can help
us resignify one of the key terms in the formula of oppression, deviance,
and, in doing so, may help us resignify the entire equation as well. For
while a church may believe that it speaks an eternal truth good for all times,
and while a government with imperial ambitions may believe that its own
values are transcultural—good for all people—history is considerably
queerer. It is true that male–male desire has been understood as deviant in
one sense or another in all the texts I have examined; however, this form of
deviance has itself been valued differently in each: its links to law, religion,
nature, and morality shift with historical and cultural currents, and the cur-
rent views of popes and presidents represent no more than one such shift,
oppressive though it presently is. Queer intellectual history allows us to
claim the deviant as our kin, just as, according to the Lysis, we claim one
another: as that which can be both ourselves and not-ourselves at once.

For classical Athens, indeed, male–male desire and its physical
expression—within the rather strict limits described in chapter 1—were
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inscribed within the behavioral norm even to the extent of standing in for
all forms of erotic desire; and male–male desire, at least, is (as Wilde
claimed) foundational for Plato’s understanding of the philosophical life in
his early and middle-period dialogues. Its physical expression, however, is
already understood as deviant in Plato’s works: genital contact between men
is a deviation from the ideally spiritual love of the Forms, which ultimately
excludes desire altogether. But for Plato, this deviance is not abjected as it
often is in later constructions of male–male desire; instead, physical desire
is understood as essential to the pursuit of spiritual love. In the Symposium,
the ascent of Diotima’s ladder of love never leaves behind the desire for
bodies (presumptively male), while the Phaedrus explicitly excuses this
deviant physicality as it occurs between male partners who have started on
the path of askesis together. The physical expression of male–male desire is
thus for Plato, through his middle period, a necessary form of deviance—
deviance not from a social norm, but from an ideal.

The male–male erotic relationship itself is also, for the early- and
middle-period Plato, defined by deviance rather than by identity or opposi-
tion, sameness or difference: the least unsatisfactory definition of philia for
Socrates in the Lysis involves kinship, or difference within sameness, and it
is this particular definition that, at least temporarily, points his interlocu-
tors toward a pedagogical/erotic erastes/eromenos relationship. The deviant
remains central to the understanding of eros in both the Symposium
(especially in the speeches preceding and following Socrates’) and in the
Phaedrus, in which the lover, the beloved, and the god may resemble one
another (or, to use Levinas’ terms, exist in proximity to one another)
without ever achieving identity, even as human life itself deviates from the
divine. Love here is also, crucially, a matter of self-deviance, as the soul’s
conflicting impulses can be brought into harmony only through askesis.
While the ultimate goal may be self-sameness, it is deviance that leads to it.

The exploration of deviance finds its complementary form in the dia-
logue, itself an expression of deviance. The structure of both the Symposium
and the Phaedrus, in which the true Socratic doctrine is expressed only in a
speech that follows other, faulty speeches, and which therefore is able to
draw on them, demonstrates this point perfectly: because Socrates’ inter-
locutors are heard first, the true speech is structurally deviant from them—
not opposed to them, because in both cases it is driven by the terms they
have already established, but merely deviating in a manner that Kristeva
might deem carnivalesque. And because the final speeches are in each case
understood as true, the preceding speeches are themselves doctrinally
deviant. (And in the Symposium, giving Alcibiades the last word suggests
yet another deviant truth). In the Lysis, Socrates’ own unending internal
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deviations from his own doctrines mirror the deviant kinship of male–male
desire, as do the physical wanderings that frame all three dialogues. For
Xenophon, the dialogue form can suggest a flirtatious male–male eroticism
at odds with the doctrine of self-sameness that favors love of the mind over
love of the body in all its difference.

The Greco-Roman period itself deviates from the normativization of
male–male desire in classical Athens. The revaluation of marriage evident
in the dialogues of Plutarch and Pseudo-Lucian simultaneously suggests,
not necessarily a rejection, but a revaluation of male–male erotics as well.
Specifically, the emergence of the physical Alcibiades rather than the spiri-
tual Socrates as a figure for this form of eros complements a new devalua-
tion of male–male desire itself, whether in Pseudo-Lucian’s ambiguity or in
Plutarch’s suggestion that male–male desire may now be understood not
only as deviant, but also as abject, a negative valuation reflected in the irre-
ducible difference between the philosophical positions his characters take
in their irascible debates.

It is not surprising, then, that Cicero’s refusal of male–male erotics is
couched in a dialogue form that eschews dialogue. The Tusculan
Disputations rejects male–male erotics in a way that suggests a specific
rebuke to the Lysis, while Laelius: On Friendship eliminates all discussion of
the topic, just as it eliminates the possibility of desire in friendship. In
doing so, Cicero also eliminates the delicate Platonic balance of sameness
and difference that I have been calling “deviance” for a ruthless self-
sameness in friendship, in which the friend is simply—imperialistically—
assimilated to the self. The elimination of genuine dialogism must logically
follow, as no deviant opinions, whether from others or within the self, are
allowed to question Cicero’s monologic doctrines.

The Christian Middle Ages draw on both Ciceronian Stoicism and the
Bible to create another monologic, and condemnatory, understanding of
male–male erotics. But even from within this tradition, writers like Aelred
of Rievaulx are also able to reintroduce desire as a factor in relations between
men, precisely because these relations also participate in the Christian’s
desire for God. The reintroduction of desire also reintroduces difference: the
self-identity that for Cicero constituted friendship becomes for Aelred a self-
deviation that can never achieve perfect unity short of heaven. Equality in
friendship for Aelred thus becomes a matter of trying out different hierar-
chical, and even gender, roles. And for Aelred as for Plato, even carnal rela-
tionships, marked by such deviations, can serve as an introduction to
spiritual friendship. As it was for Plato, dialogue is for Aelred the form that
best complements his doctrine of friendship: for Aelred the performative
nature of male–male relations requires multiple, even carnivalesque, voices.
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The monologic Christian doctrine in which male–male desire must be
rejected as deviant from the Biblical and sacramental norm remains power-
ful in Italian humanist thought of the early modern era, and is clearly
expressed in such Christian neoplatonic dialogues as Ficino’s commentary
on the Symposium and Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier. Their deliberate
misrepresentations of Plato tend to eliminate, excoriate, or trivialize
male–male erotics as they attempt to reorient Platonic philosophy.
Christian Neo-Platonism thus also tends to eliminate carnivalesque or
Bakhtinian dialogue itself, not only in Ficino’s undifferentiated speeches
but even in Castiglione’s lively text: the expression of the Christian neopla-
tonic doctrine of love monologically silences all discussion.

The same is not true of those humanist thinkers more heavily influenced
by Aristotle. Tullia d’Aragona, for example, imagines a lively discussion of
male–male desire. Less committed to the neoplatonic ideal of unity and
more interested in the irreducible differences that define human life on
earth, Tullia can find a place for deviant erotics in her philosophical system.
While such thinkers, still Christian, may not allow male–male desire into
the mainstream, her Bakhtinian commitment to multiple perspectives
carves out a space for it precisely as (a nonabject) deviant. The same com-
mitment to exploring multiple points of view also returns the genuinely
dialogical to the dialogue genre in Tullia’s work.

A more radical understanding of deviance is evident in the libertine
dialogues of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. The
scientific revolution allows for a more skeptical cultural critique than was
possible in the earlier period, and this tool is wielded against Christianity
itself—and indeed against all monological models of truth—by such writ-
ers as Vignali, Rocco, Diderot, and Sade. All four use cultural critique to
reclaim the deviant for nature, and suggest that at least some form of
male–male desire, if not male–male desire itself, is inscribed within the
natural: it is deviant only as defined by artificial human laws, themselves
erected for political ends. Sade goes so far as to make phallic similarity itself
the natural norm in all human relations, including the erotic—a move
that leads in his case to a solipsistic dead end that is also the end of the
dialogical.

The scientific revolution, continuing into the nineteenth century and
beyond, also played its role in the development of sexology, including the
various competing theories medicalizing and psychologizing what now
came to be called “homosexuality” even as religious and civil law continued
to stigmatize it; in most such formulations homosexuality remained
deviant, however it was explained. Late nineteenth- and twentieth-century
writers thus had several competing discourses of homosexual deviance
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upon which they might draw. Wilde chose to encode it as “sin” and
“criminality,” though at the same time radically resignifying and revaluing
those discourses with another, that of aestheticism. Even more radically,
he also resignified Plato in order to call the self-identical subject into
question, and dialogue proved to be the ideal genre for the expression of
such self-deviance.

Gide chose another available discourse of homosexuality, repudiating
both Wilde and Wilde’s resignification of Plato as well as the medical models
of homosexuality. For Gide, homosexuality is deviant only statistically,
and—in line with the Symposium tradition of cultural critique—only when
judged by social conventions rather than nature. In strictly natural, even
natural-historical, terms, homosexuality is healthy. But in naturalizing
homosexuality, Gide also rejects the notion of any homosexual identity, 
de-essentializing nature itself, and once again the oscillations of the homo-
sexual subject-in-process are reflected in the oscillations of dialogue.

Twentieth-century novelists who draw on the Platonic dialogue, from
Mann to Pirsig, emphasize the Phaedrus’ internal self-deviations.
Represented as internal dialogue, this self-deviance may result in a com-
plete breakdown of the self: drawing on the medical model of homosexual-
ity as disease, Mann finds that deviance from the Platonic ideal is, at least
for the creative artist, built into the ideal itself. But this self-deviance may
also be resolved through the acceptance of the physicality of homosexuality
along with its social deviance, as Forster for this purpose resignifies Plato
once again. Forster also varies the traditional notion of difference within
the homosexual relationship itself, finding in class difference a replacement
for the more traditional age difference emphasized by Mann. Indeed, for
most of the writers considered here, the homosexual relationship is defined
by deviance within the relationship itself: sex-sameness is varied by age or
class differences. For Renault, the important deviance may be one of gender
identity, as her hero gives up his naïve Platonism in favor of an adult
sexuality that accepts several deviant ways of being homosexual.

Male–male desire, then, is always understood as involving deviance,
both deviance from a cultural ideal and deviance between male–male lovers
themselves. However, the modern insistence that deviance is identical with
immorality is far from being a necessary corollary. The recent controversies
over gay rights suggest that the postmodern period may be one in which
deviance is resignified yet again. Two recent texts hint at the directions such
resignification may be taking, as well as the roles that dialogue—and Plato
himself—may play in this ongoing process.

Hedwig and the Angry Inch, a rock musical by John Cameron Mitchell
(book) and Stephen Trask (music and lyrics), opened off-Broadway to rave
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reviews on Valentine’s Day, 1998; it was an immediate hit, and was even-
tually published and turned into a well-received film.5 While plays and
films technically fall outside the scope of this study, as evidence of the
continued influence of Plato’s dialogues on postmodern considerations of
sex- and gender- (as well as political) deviance, Hedwig could scarcely be
bettered. It tells the story of a young German man, Hansel, who is born
into the Berlin bifurcated by the Wall, seduced by an American corporal,
and left neither male nor female—now “Hedwig”—after a botched sex-
change operation that he undergoes at the corporal’s behest (hence the tit-
ular “angry inch”). Abandoned by the corporal, Hedwig eventually
becomes an unsuccessful singer and tells the audience this story in a per-
formance interspersed with songs. Meanwhile, another lover, Tommy
Gnosis, who has become a star using Hedwig’s songs, is performing across
the street; the two are united at the end, as “projected male and female faces
merge into a single one” (p. 79).

Hedwig’s life is defined by Aristophanes’ speech in the Symposium, “a
bedtime story that mother once whispered to me in the dark and later
retracted” (p. 25), the subject of one of her songs entitled “The Origin of
Love” (pp. 26–31), during which the complementary male and female faces
are first projected: originally,

Folks roamed the earth
Like big rolling kegs.
They had two sets of arms.
They had two sets of legs.
They had two faces peering
Out of one giant head
So they could watch all around them
As they talked; while they read.
And they never knew nothing of love.
It was before the origin of love. (p. 26)

The original humans, in Hedwig’s understanding of the Platonic myth, had
no experience of love because, in their fully unified state, they had nothing
to desire. In her song, Hedwig continues recounting the familiar story,
supplementing and universalizing it with other myths of origin, Norse 
(p. 27), Hindu, and Egyptian (p. 30), as well as with evolutionary theory
(p. 27). Love—specifically Hedwig’s love for Tommy Gnosis—results from
the violent bifurcation of this originary unity:

Last time I saw you
We had just split in two.
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You were looking at me.
I was looking at you.
You had a way so familiar,
But I could not recognize,
Cause you had blood on your face;
I had blood in my eyes.
But I could swear by your expression
That the pain down in your soul
Was the same as the one down in mine.
That’s the pain,
Cuts a straight line
Down through the heart;
We called it love.
So we wrapped our arms around each other,
Trying to shove ourselves back together.
We were making love,
Making love. (pp. 30–31)

As in much Platonic theory, desire results from a lack, and the Platonic
myth provides a satisfying description of erotic longing—but also of a long-
ing for political unification, and for the unification of the self. (It’s worth
noting that Aristophanes’ speech, clearly to be understood as deficient in
the Symposium itself, is here taken as the true definition of love, while
Socrates’/Diotima’s speech, for Plato the true one, is ignored;6 this prefer-
ence for Aristophanes’ speech is characteristic of modern popular culture.)
Having heard Aristophanes’ story, Hansel/Hedwig realizes that it will
define her/his future course:

It is clear that I must find my other half. But is it a he or a she? . . . What
does this person look like? Identical to me? Or somehow complementary?
Does my other half have what I don’t? Did he get the looks, the luck, the
love? Were we really separated forcibly or did he just run off with the good
stuff ? Or did I? Will this person embarrass me? And what about sex? Is that
how we put ourselves back together again? . . . can two people actually
become one again? And if we’re driving on the Autobahn when it happens,
can we still use the diamond lane? (pp. 31–32)

The pointed joke about the German Autobahn reminds the audience that
Hedwig’s situation is political as well as sexual, and the questions about sex
that it is erotic; but most of Hedwig’s questions concern her/his own iden-
tity. Hedwig’s stage manager and current lover, Yitzhak, sardonically holds
up a mirror in answer to Hedwig’s questions.
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For Hedwig herself embodies an answer: neither male nor female—or
both male and female—s/he may be understood either as a tragically
divided figure, or as an embodiment of unity. S/he is, in fact, like the Berlin
Wall: “Don’t you know me? I’m the new Berlin Wall. Try and tear me
down!” (p. 14). The challenge, here and in the following song “Tear Me
Down” (pp. 14–18), is also a plea:

Listen
There ain’t much of a difference
between a bridge and a wall
Without me right in the middle, babe
you would be nothing at all. (pp. 15–18)

The wall can be a point of crossing as well as a barrier, and Hedwig a site
of unity as well as self-division (“East and West / Slavery and Freedom /
Man and Woman / Top and Bottom” [p. 15], as Yitzhak sings). The merg-
ing or reunion of personae that concludes the play thus merely confirms the
potential for unity that the in-between character has embodied from the
beginning. This potential is not confined to Hedwig: Yitzhak, a male char-
acter performed by a woman, Miriam Shor, in the original production and
in the film, also becomes an in-between figure at the end as Hedwig (per-
formed by John Cameron Mitchell himself ), according to the stage direc-
tions, cross-dresses him: “(She holds the wig out to YITZHAK. With a sigh,
YITZHAK takes it and begins to put it on HEDWIG’s head. HEDWIG stops
him. YITZHAK hesitates, then places the wig on his own head)” (p. 75).
Hedwig hands over her/his identifying “wig” in a gesture that encourages
universal participation in his/her own in-betweenness.7

Hedwig and the Angry Inch suggests that postmodernity may make the
very concept of “male–male desire” obsolete, as it dispenses with anatomi-
cal sex itself as a meaningful category. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, perhaps the
most influential figure in the establishment of Queer Theory as a mode of
cultural inquiry, reinforces this impression in a dialogical text published the
year after Hedwig made its debut, A Dialogue on Love.8 A journal of
Sedgwick’s therapy sessions, undertaken after a breast-cancer diagnosis,
with Dr. Shannon Van Wey, whose own notes on their sessions (typo-
graphically distinguished with small capitals) provide the dialogical coun-
terpoint to Sedgwick’s observations, A Dialogue on Love acknowledges a
debt to Plato’s dialogues in a journal entry in which Sedgwick, or Eve as she
is named in the journal, considers various genres for “writing of Shannon
and me”: she rejects the case history and the novel, but acknowledges that
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“I’ve thought about Platonic dialogues—that’s getting closer,” though
finally settling on the Japanese form of haibun: prose narrative interspersed
with haiku, typically used for travel narratives, the haiku in this case also
distinguished typographically (p. 194). While “haibun” provides an accu-
rate generic term for the portions of the book that Eve composes herself,
the title, A Dialogue on Love, harks back to Plato and specifically to the dia-
logues I have been considering in this book, and the overall structure, in
which Eve’s haibun alternates with Shannon’s notes—the latter occupying
more and more space as the text continues—is more dialogical than the
classic, reflective Japanese haibun. It is, in fact, even Buberian in its record
of encounters with the other.

Eve’s central concern, as it emerges over the course of her therapy, is one
she shares with Hedwig: the boundaries of the self. The construction of a
self is understood as askesis: according to Shannon, “THE YOU I SEE WHEN

I LOOK AT YOU, SITTING THERE ON THE COUCH SO NICELY, IS THE PRODUCT

OF AN ARDUOUS AND ALMOST ENDLESS LABOR. . . . THE PERSON I KNOW IS

SOMEONE WHO’S BEEN TORTUOUSLY POLISHED . . .” (p. 32). So is the proj-
ect of therapy, a remaking of the self: Shannon thinks about “HOW I WANT

YOU TO TURN OUT DIFFERENT”—and Eve is “a bit surprised he’ll admit to
keeping a list of how he wants me different” (p. 60; emphasis in text).

Remaking the self is initially understood as the problem to be solved in
therapy: “If I can fit the pieces of this self back together at all, I don’t want
them to be the way they were” (p. 7). Eve feels, indeed, that she lacks any
identity at all because of her particular family situation,

as if “middle child”
were like an identity—
or the lack of one,

since it seemed the very essence of middle-childness to identify with everyone
but myself. (p. 36; emphasis in text)

Shannon agrees: “SHE COMES INTO THESE YEARS WITHOUT A SECURE

GRASP ON WHO HER SELF IS” (p. 77), a problem related to her sexuality
(“ESTRANGEMENT FROM FEELINGS OF SEXUALITY” [p. 90]) as well as to the
family romance involving both her mother’s ambiguous sexuality and her
relationship with her sister (pp. 134–135). Shannon’s notes cite Eve’s own
sense of failure as a self: “I’VE RUINED MY BODY OR IT’S RUINED ME, NOTH-
ING IS GOING TO WORK. I REFUSE OR FAIL GENDER CATEGORIES” (p. 193).

But as the text continues, the emphasis of the therapeutic askesis shifts
away from fixing to embracing Eve’s lack of self-identity. Shannon is the
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first to suggest that a viable self need not include rigid self-identity:

he wants me to have
a more continuous sense
of moving through time.

“Less spastic” is his gracious description. “To see yourself being more of the
same person.”

Not identical,
not grappled tight to myself,
just floating onward. (p. 60)

Eve herself comes to value the self that is not self-identity, especially in love:

. . . So
the point could only

lie in valuing
all the transformations and
transitivities

in all directions
for their difference, trans-i-ness,
and their skilled nature. (p. 114)

“Also, think how inefficient it is, this way of keeping one’s own self consol-
idated and comforted” (p. 140). Eve in fact eventually has trouble recon-
ciling this unconsolidated self with writing her first-person journal entries,
especially as she becomes interested in the craft of weaving, as Shannon
notes:

RESISTANCE TO GOING BACK TO THE DIALOGUE ON LOVE IS THAT PRODUCTION

OF THE FIRST PERSON IS BOTH LABOR INTENSIVE AND FELT TO BE

CONSTRAINING, THAT THERE WERE EMOTIONAL REGISTERS THAT WEREN’T
AVAILABLE WHILE GENERATING FIRST PERSON. A TEXTURE BOOK WOULDN’T
NEED TO HAVE A FIRST PERSON AT ALL, ANY MORE THAN WEAVING ITSELF

DOES. (p. 207)

Tibetan Buddhism, especially as expressed in The Tibetan Book of the Dead,
like weaving, provides an alternative manner for imagining the self: “THE

MODELS USED ARE INTERSUBJECTIVE (E.G., TEACHER/STUDENT) BUT NONDUAL.
BUT E: ‘NONDUALISM IS MOTHER’S MILK TO ME’ ” (p. 215).9 “Mother’s
milk”—the family romance centering on Eve’s abject love for her mother—is
now the source of pleasure rather than anxiety about the unconsolidated self.
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An aspect of this unconsolidated self—perhaps the aspect that allows
this pleasure in it—is Eve’s queer self-identification with gay men, one that
joyfully blurs the very boundaries of gender identity that at other times she
considers her failure. As she tells Shannon near the outset of their therapy,
she is proudest of “having a life where work and love are impossible to tell
apart. Most of my academic work is about gay men, so it might seem
strange that I would say that—not being a man, not even, I don’t think,
being gay. . . . one true thing about me is that my love is with gay men”
(p. 23; emphasis in text). In this carefully worded observation Eve identi-
fies herself neither as gay nor as not-gay, but identifies her “love” with both
gayness and maleness: here as in Hedwig (which lacks the careful qualifica-
tions Eve provides here), binary distinctions like male/female and
gay/straight come to seem terribly crude term and concepts for the catego-
rization of selves.10 From her mother’s first explanation of homosexuality,
Eve understands gayness as a mode of resistance to rigid sex/gender
relations, as Shannon’s notes suggest:

THERE COULD BE SOMETHING OTHER THAN THE TRADITIONAL HETERO

RELATIONS, AND MEN WHO MIGHT HAVE AN INTEREST IN WOMEN OTHER

THAN THE TRADITIONAL ONE. WHAT STRIKES ME MOST HERE IS EARLY ABILITY

TO TURN A SITUATION OF PROHIBITION AND RIGID EITHER/OR INTO A

NEW INTEREST THAT IS ELASTIC, PRODUCTIVE, EXCITING FOR E’S VIEW OF

WORLD. (p. 75)

Rigid prohibition, the cultural policing of sex/gender roles and relations,
becomes through gayness a mode of production and creativity that helps
Eve understand her own unconsolidated self. This is especially true in her
relation to her family because gayness provides a model of affiliation not
based on blood ties, “[n]ot structured around blood and law” (p. 130). In
fact, her relation to gayness eventually provides a model for understanding
her own anomalous place within her family:

imagine somebody who expends extortionate amounts of energy trying to
convince the members of some group (not a particularly high-status group,
in fact a clannish, defensive, stigmatized, but proud, and above all an inter-
esting group) that she, too, is to be accepted as—and in fact, truly is—a
member of this group. A kid, a Kosofsky—or later, gay. But each time it’s in
the face of some inherent, in fact obvious absurdity about the claim. (p. 154)

To be accepted as “truly” gay is a goal of Eve’s self-fashioning askesis (the
desire for an interesting life) comparable to acceptance by her family.11 But
this identification is also, and simultaneously, understood as obviously
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absurd. It is neither an identification nor a disidentification with her family
or with gay men, but precisely the absurd situation between the two that
drives the self Eve is constantly creating. As Shannon notes, “SHE FEELS

SHE HAS ALWAYS BEEN THE WRONG PERSON TO DO THINGS SHE HAS DONE

PROFESSIONALLY AND HAS SOME INVESTMENT IN MAKING THAT WORK, OR IN

DEMONSTRATING THE INTEREST OF THAT BORDER-CROSSING POSITION”
(p. 179). The carnivalesque, border-crossing position is the position Eve
takes up not only professionally, but as a self; or, she takes it up profes-
sionally because of the investment she has made in it as a self.

Eve and Shannon are also able to take up such a position in their own
relationship within the project of therapy; after initial frustration with what
she perceives as his lack of intelligence, countered by her own pedagogical
impulse to make him smarter, they eventually reach “a tectonic shift in
what I’ve presumed were the fixed zones of permission and prohibition”
(p. 94)—another moment of border crossing, this time in an individual
relationship rather than in identification with a group. Thus,

The space of Shannon is both myself and not.

The place where talking
to someone else is also
talking to myself.

I’ve never experienced this interlocution before. (p. 115)

It is the unconsolidated self that, like gay men, crosses outside the zones of
prohibition. The therapeutic “interlocution” is here the model, as identifi-
cation with gayness is elsewhere in the book, and the therapeutic project
becomes mutual [“Shannon’s avowal of my functioning as something of a
transformational object for him as he also does for me” (p. 167)]. As Eve
observes when she sees Shannon’s notes, “THE NOTES ARE TOLD MOSTLY

FROM MY POINT OF VIEW” (p. 200)—a point illustrated by this note itself,
as it is in several cited above.12 This crossing of the boundaries of the self is
ultimately a source of love: having accidentally kicked some pine mulch
onto the sidewalk while running an errand before one of their sessions,
Eve observes Shannon replacing it, “a time-lapse graphic that lets Shannon
occupy the place where I was, encountering my ghost without recognition,
unmaking my mistake—me, turning back, seeing it. And I love that his
care for me was not care for me” (p. 219; emphasis in text). Eve and
Shannon occupy the same space, though at different moments, and share a
relation with the displaced pine mulch, though not the same relation. His
care for her—unmaking her mistake—is impersonal, and the very imper-
sonality of his care and their connection in this incident is what produces
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Eve’s love. As Deborah P. Britzman has suggested, “[i]f we are to work our
identifications and not our points of view, if the resources that the other
offers are what allows one and the other’s reparative urges to deepen, then
A Dialogue on Love is one place to learn this again.”13

The therapeutic “interlocution” that signals the pleasurable border
crossing between selves is also expressed as dialogue, both the dialogues
recorded in Eve’s narratives and Shannon’s notes and the dialogue between
the narratives and the notes themselves, which do not always agree, as in
the differing accounts of the same incident given on pp. 118–119. Early on,
Eve feels that Shannon’s sloppiness leaves her “all alone (it feels that way)
with way too much responsibility. How, in such loose-knit colloquy, to find
a place for my desire? Or anger?” (p. 43). But the looseness of the colloquy
soon comes to be understood as a desirable quality of their dialogue:

And yet our absolutely alien mental flows

Debouch so freely
into the room where we meet!
A promise to me. (p. 56)

Eve comes to see their therapy sessions as a shared, dialogical creation,

giddily welcoming
speculation of

what words may arise
and at what instant they may,
bubbling, between us. (p. 184)

Postmodern dialogue points one direction toward the future I fantasized
at the beginning of this conclusion: it arises in the space in between, the
space occupied by Hedwig, by Eve, by the queer—no longer necessarily to
be defined as male.
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159. Concerning the novel’s multiple perspectives on homosexuality, see Caroline
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