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Chapter 1

THE INSPIRER OF NOBLE DEEDS:
PHAEDRUS

Phaedrus has proposed the topic of praising
love, more specifically the god Eros, to his
fellow symposiasts. An idealistic young
man, he starts off the first set of five speeches
by arguing that Eros is the oldest of the gods
and praiseworthy on that account. The
Greeks honored old age, and the longevity
of Eros implies that the god’s blessings will
be more numerous than those of younger
gods. Phaedrus goes on to argue that love
inspires lovers to aim for noble heights of
action; he draws on a military image of her-
oism to commend those who risk their lives
for the ones they love.
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PHAEDRUS

Citizens like Phaedrus were expected
to fight in Athens’ frequent battles against
enemies such as Thebes and Sparta. Once
enrolled as hoplites (heavy-armed infan-
trymen, who were required to supply their
own suit of armor, shield, and weapons),
they could be called up to go on campaign
by land or sea. Many saw service on the
battlefield as a chance to win glory as well
as to fulfill their patriotic duty. Socrates
himself, as we learn in the later part of the
dialogue, was a courageous and effective
hoplite soldier who participated in many
battles on Athens’ behalf.

What a lover wants, Phaedrus argues, is
to win the respect and admiration of his be-
loved, and vice versa. An army composed
of lovers would fight valiantly to preserve
their honor in the eyes of those they love.
Such a force would be unbeatable, because
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THE INSPIRER OF NOBLE DEEDS

Love would inspire them to avoid any taint
of disgrace or cowardice. Phaedrus will have
known about such a force that had recently
been formed in Thebes, the “Sacred Band”;
and since he extends the idea of a partner-
ship of lovers to a whole state, he is also
likely to have in mind the way Sparta’s mil-
itaristic society was organized.

Phaedrus admits that such love can in-
spire women as well as men. Alcestis, for
example, the mythical heroine portrayed
in Euripides’ drama Alcestis, was willing to
lay down her life on behalf of her hus-
band when no one else would, and as a re-
sult of her heroic conduct the gods allowed
her to resume life among the living. Eros is
praised by Phaedrus as the god who in-
spires such people to behave with nobility
and makes them worthy of the greatest
rewards.
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PHAEDRUS

Albeit in rather narrow terms, then, Pha-
edrus presents the idea of love as a force for
good in human life, particularly when two
individuals are strongly connected by a lov-
ing bond. This is a behavioral rather than
psychological understanding of love; while
honor and shame are involved, nothing is
said about feelings such as intense affection
or romantic passion. Many questions remain
unanswered. How does love arise between
two people in the first place? Since love
sometimes leads to negative as well as posi-
tive behaviors, can it be presented unequiv-
ocally as a force for good? If love is thought
of solely as inspiring success in battle and a
willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice,
where does this leave love’s positive, cre-
ative, and life-enhancing dimensions? These
and similar objections will be recognized in

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

THE INSPIRER OF NOBLE DEEDS

some form and accounted for by subsequent
speakers in the dialogue.
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Phaedrus: Translation and Text

A. Phaedrus began by saying something like
this:

First of all, I say that Eros is revered
among gods and men for lots of reasons, but
not least because of his origins. He’s the old-
est of all the gods, as shown by the fact that
he has no parents—no prose author or poet
assigns any to him. Hesiod says that the first
element to arise was Space,

And after that
wide-breasted Earth, the world’s secure,
eternal, base;
then Love.
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PHAEDRUS
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THE INSPIRER OF NOBLE DEEDS

Like Hesiod, Akousilaos says that after
Space these two elements, Earth and Love,
came into being. Parmenides also speaks of
Love’s birth, saying

The first of all the gods conceived was

Lowve.

Many sources attest, then, that Love is the
most ancient of gods. On account of his lon-
gevity, he deserves thanks for providing the
longest series of blessings to humankind.

B. Personally I can’t think of a greater
blessing than to have a praiseworthy lover
in one’s youth, or for a lover to have an ad-
mirable beloved. If we want to live fulfill-
ing lives, what we need to guide us can’t be
attained from family connections, success,
or wealth, or from anything more than love.
Let me explain. People who do bad things
bring shame on themselves, and those who

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be

distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical

means without prior written permission of the publisher.
PHAEDRUS

yap €0Tv dvev TOUT®V 0UTE TTOALY OUTE
01TV peydia kai kaha €pya €€epydleaba.

PNt Totvuy éym avopa 60TiS €pa, el Tt
aioypoOv oL@V KaTddnAog yiyvorto i
TAoY®V V16 Tov " Avavdplav un apuvo-
HEVOG, OUT av o TatpoOg 0pOévTa olitmwg
aiyfjoat otte Um0 £taipwv olite UL’ AN OV
000&VOC WC UTTO TS IK@V. TAVTOV 0€ TOUTO
KOl TOV EpOPEVOV OpDdUEY, OTL dlagepod-
VI®G TOUG €paotag aioyvvetatl, 6tav 6o
&V aloyp® Tt @V. €l OUV pnyavi] Tig yé-
volto ®ote oA yevéoDal ij otpatémedov
EPao TV Te Kal TadIK@®V, 0UK E0TLY OTWG
av Apewvov ok oelay TNV EAUTAOV 1)
AmeXOUEVOL TAVIWV TAV alop&OV Kal
@LAOTIHOVPEVOL TTPOG AMT|AOVG, Kal payd-
pevoly’ @v pet’ AMRA®V ol TOLOUTOL VIK@EVY
av OAlyol 6vteg WG £T0G elMETy TAVTAG
avBpamoug.

I0

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

THE INSPIRER OF NOBLE DEEDS

act nobly gain renown. No city or individual
who fails to respect these guidelines can ac-
complish anything honorable or good.

The fact is that lovers found doing some-
thing unworthy, or failing to stand up for
themselves when abused, would be more
bothered to be caught out by their beloveds
than by their own fathers, friends, or any-
one else. Similarly, if a beloved were ob-
served doing something unworthy, he’d
feel the same way vis-a-vis his lover. So if we
could create cities or armies consisting of
lovers and their beloveds, they’d be su-
premely successful, because they’d com-
pete with each other to do good and would
strain every sinew to avoid disgrace. Lovers
paired off in this way and fighting shoulder
to shoulder, even if they were few in num-
ber, could effectively conquer the world.

II
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C. If alover abandoned his post or armor
in battle, he’d clearly want the whole world
to witness it rather than his beloved. He’d
prefer to die a thousand deaths rather than
let that happen. Who would desert or aban-
don someone he loves in their moment of
danger? At that juncture the most arrant
coward becomes the bravest of heroes, be-
cause Love itself inspires his courage. Homer
says simply that the god “breathes spirit”
into the souls of certain heroes; and that’s
what Love arouses and breathes into lov-
ers. Love and love alone is what makes
people lay down their lives for those they
love, and that goes for women as well as men.

A shining example of this for the Greeks
is Alcestis, daughter of Pelias, because she
agreed, when no one else would, to give up
her life for her husband. His father and
mother might have taken the choice to do
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so, but Alcestis’ devotion, borne of love,
was so much stronger than theirs that his
parents might as well have been related to
him in name only, not by blood. Her action
was viewed as so heroic by gods no less than
men that she, out of the many mortals famed
for their deeds, is almost alone in having
been allowed by the gods to come back alive
from death. Such is the supreme honor the
gods pay to loyalty and heroism when these
qualities are inspired by love.

D. By contrast, the gods sent back Or-
pheus, Oeagrus’s son, empty-handed from
the Underworld. Instead of rewarding him
by granting him the wife he’d descended
to Hades to rescue, they gave him only the
opportunity to see her ghost. In their eyes
he was pusillanimous because, being a lyre-
player, he, unlike Alcestis, hadn’t risked

Is
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dying for love, but had contrived to enter
the Underworld alive.

So the gods penalized Orpheus by mak-
ing him die at the hands of women, and de-
nying him the honor granted to Thetis’s son
Achilles, who was sent to the Isles of the
Blest because he’d made the heroic choice.
His mother had told him that if he killed
Hector he would die, and that, if he didn’t,
he would return home and live to happy old
age. So when Achilles entered the fray to
avenge his lover Patroclus, he made the
choice not only to risk dying, but actually
to die, by fighting on his behalf. The gods
were particularly touched, and honored
Achilles especially highly because he ac-
corded such regard to his older lover.

Apropos of which, Aeschylus is talking
nonsense when he makes Achilles Patro-
clus’s lover rather than vice versa. Achilles

17
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was more handsome than all the heroes, in-
cluding Patroclus, and the fact that he’s por-
trayed as beardless in Homer means he’s
much younger than Patroclus.

E. Anyway, it’s clear that the gods have
the highest regard for the heroism that
arises from love, and are even more admir-
ing and generous when it’s the younger
beloved who cherishes the older lover rather
than vice versa. The lover, you see, is closer
to the gods than the younger man is, because
Love has already entered into him. So for all
these reasons the gods rewarded Achilles
even more highly than they did Alcestis,
and sent him to the Isles of the Blest.

To sum up, my claim is that Eros is the
most ancient and respected of the gods, and
that Love is the supreme force that helps
human beings to attain the highest and most
desirable goals, both in life and in death.
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