
Lecture Thirteen 
Phaedrus�Hymn to Love 

Scope:   Phaedrus is a well-known and well-loved Platonic dialogue which is an extended hymn to love, and one of 
the supreme examples of Greek (and Western) lyric poetry.  Besides love, Plato uses this dialogue to expand on his 
concepts of identity, desire and the nature of the ultimate  Beauty.  As we might expect, Socrates is engaged in 
trying to rescue his young interlocutor from the clutches of the Sophists.  He does this by taking a walk outside of 
the city walls with his friend Phaedrus, who recites a seductive love poem written to him by the Sophist-trained 
poet, Lysias.  In true dialogic and dialectic steps, Socrates composes a  better, then a best, poem, establishing firmly 
in the Western psyche the  idea that the goal of love is to be found in centering oneself on, and dedicating oneself to, 
the improvement of the soul of  the  beloved.  True love is not interested in the satisfaction of personal pleasure, but 
is rather based on the idea of striving for something outside of and above oneself.  There is a telos to love.  Plato 
masterfully blends allusions to earlier Greek literature and religion into this new masterpiece. 

I. The Phaedrus is the great lyrical masterpiece of Platonic poetry.   
A.   The main themes of love and rhetoric are bridged by a complex of related themes:  identity, the soul, 
desire, and the longing for the  ultimate Beauty. 

 B. However, it is not usually ranked in the top tier of dialogues because it doesn’t cover the wider variety of 
themes of other dialogues, it may be the most beautiful. This is a middle dialogue, belonging in the company of 
Republic, Symposium and Theaetetus. 

II. The dialogue between Socrates and Phaedrus takes place outside the walls of Athens in a pastoral setting.   
A.   Phaedrus, a gifted young man, doesn’t understand love, but, like all humans, needs to understand love.  He 

therefore becomes a foil to Socrates to help explain ideas of construction of personality and identity. 
B. Phaedrus is an attractive young man; we need to understand the homosexual atmosphere of upper-class 

Athenian society of this time. 
 1.   He has attracted the attention of an orator, Lysias, who writes a  speech of seduction to Phaedrus. 
 2.    Phaedrus is impressed by this speech, so he decides to practice it.   So he goes outside of the city.  This 

is symbolic of moving from nomos (conventional law) to physis (nature).  Thus we are going to  examine 
love as it naturally is.  In this way, Socrates can undo the Sophistic distinction between nomos and physis 
and achieve a unity (an overarching principle of the soul). 

 3.    The fact that they are starting out in the cool shade of morning has symbolic importance which will 
become more evident as the pair “journeys” through their dialogue and time passes through the day.   

 4. The river setting has religious and symbolic importance.  It is the  Illisus, where the North Wind, 
Boreas, carried off the nymph  Orythia to be his wife.  This introduces themes of both marriage and rape, 
with the latter saying mirroring the idea that rhetoric is somehow forcible and violent.   

C. Phaedrus begins the speech, which starts with the notion that the lover is a mad man, that is, insane with 
desire.  This insanity is detrimental to the lover and the beloved. 

  1.   This speech of Lysias is cynical at this point, describing a physical, selfish love.  This relates to the 
stage of humanity in the “bronze” phases of the Republic. 
  2. The speech itself is badly written, a parody actually, which shows the infirmity and corruption of the 
thought behind it.  Plato has a reason for writing it in this way. Socrates fears that this speech will corrupt haedrus, 
who is quite taken by it, and therefore makes derogatory and ironic comments about this speech of Lysias. 
  3.     Platonic love is something much different from what this speech says love.  Plato says real love is 
concerned with the benefit of the beloved and the construction of one’s own identity in the process of constructing 
the identity of the other (the beloved). 
  4.    This is not to say that Platonic love is somehow cool and  detached.  It is in fact highly emotional and 
sexually charged, but it is focused not on personal bodily gratification but on the benefit of the other. 
 D. Socrates refutes the speech with a speech of his own. 
  1.   He puts a cloak over his head and delivers an improved version of  the Lysias speech.  It is better, but 
still not as good as his final speech at the end of the dialogue. 

2. Socrates starts out by defining love, and he organizes the  speech much better than Lysias did, which is 
consistent with Plato’s desire for order and beauty. 
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3.   At this point, what Socrates says about love is in the realm of right opinion as opposed to true 
knowledge. 

  4. He appears, in part to agree with Lysias’ idea of love (an irrational desire for the object of the desire).  
But he then breaks off when he realizes that he has praised what to him is a non-lover. 
  5. At this point, Plato works in mention of the ancient Greek lyric poets Ibycus and Stesichorus.  Any 
time Plato uses poets or poetry in his dialogue, it marks something important.  In this case, Plato is trying to create a 
new lyric. 
  6.    Socrates is becoming dithyrambic, and wants to  leave.  Phaedrus asks him to stay; it is “scorching 
noon” (more symbolism of the intellectual journey, in this case getting closer to knowledge, but also the heat of 
passion, which will soon begin to go down). 
  7.    Socrates’ daimon orders him to stay and make up for his impiety in talking about love in the way he 
has; the gods have overheard him and are unhappy. 

8. Stesichorus was blinded for his impiety in writing an unflattering  poem about Helen of Troy.  The 
real target of Plato is Homer (who  was said to have been blind), whom Plato believes has miseducated 
everyone, including the lyric poets.  Stesichorus  atoned by writing an encomium to Helen and his sight is 
restored. 

  9. Here we see the symbolism of the cloak over Socrates’ head.  He has been, in effect, blind and 
therefore his speech about love has not been one of true knowledge.  But by removing his cloak (having his vision 
restored, like Stesichorus) he is now ready to give us this true knowledge. 

E. Socrates decides to start again:  “The essence of good speech is telling the truth.”  That is why his first 
speech failed, because it accepted some of Lysias’ values and assumptions, and therefore was not true. 
 1. Socrates admits that love is madness or a type of insanity. But not  all insanity is evil.   

  2.  There are four kinds of “insanity” that are good, endowed by the gods:  prophecy, purgation or 
atonement for sins, lyric poetry, and love. 
  3. Socrates third speech is actually all of these things, the “great instantiation” of love in a kind of divine 
or superhuman sense. 

4.   We can view Lysias’ speech as a “bronze” speech;  Socrates’ first speech as a “silver” speech; and his 
third and final encomium is a “gold” speech, perhaps the finest lyric to love in Western literature. 

F. Socrates give us an image of the soul in love.  He uses the metaphor of a winged chariot, driven by 
charioteer and pulled by two horses.  This chariot takes us up out of the realm of space and time to the 
home of the  gods and the realm of the forms. 
1.   Most humans have a white horse (docile and good) and a black one (hard to handle, bad).  The 

problem is to get the black horse of the soul under control. 
2.   Only in this way can we “stand on the back of the universe” to see reality and live with the gods for 

the 10,000 year cycle of the cosmos. 
3.   If we do not control the “black” horse, we suffer the human condition of living in the world of 

substance, longing for the beautiful realm of the forms. 
4.   Love reminds us of the beauty of what our souls once knew in an earlier existence (cf. to Plato’s ideas 

of reincarnation). 
5.   Real love is thus an attempt to improve the other by improving their soul.  This is what Socrates is 

trying to do for Phaedrus.  
6. Plato believed in a cycle of life, judgment and rebirth in one thousand year cycles (within the larger 

10,000 year cosmic cycle).  If, after 10,000 years, you are virtuous, you “get your wings” and live with 
the gods.  However, if you are like Socrates, practicing this kind of (“Platonic”) love,  you need 
only go around  three times. 

G. Socrates lets us know that sex is to the body what good, improving speech is to the soul.  This is unselfish, 
divine love.  This is the true speech about love, which (as we recall) Socrates is delivering with the cloak 
off his head, symbolizing light in truth. 

  1.   At this point, after a religious speech about love, Socrates begins to talk about rhetoric, and a 
definition of the “good” speech.  In this case, he accuses the Sophists as the seducers of the demos (the    
 people of Athens).  Their motives are suspect because they want to gratify themselves, not improve the demos. 
  2.   Socrates wants to persuade people and society for their own benefit.  Knowledge is the essence of a 
good speech. 
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  3.   A speech must move towards dialectic.  Some rhetoric is acceptable, but Socrates’ rhetoric is different 
(more orderly) than that of the Sophists. 
  4. Socrates then gives a whole catalogue of opposites, which express what the soul is, and what our 
identity is.  We are seen and known in our speech. 
  5. Again, we see that Socrates is divinely inspired (dithyrambic), undergoing a purgation, using lyric 
poetry, and expressing his love for Phaedrus. 
 H. At the end of this “hymn to love” (cf. Eric Satie’s composition “Socrates”), the sun is setting (the heat of 
passion is gone and reason prevails).  Socrates now moves to philosophy to finish the “journey” of the dialogue as 
they return to the city. 
  1. Socrates suggests a prayer, demonstrating the importance of piety as a bridge to the gods. 
  2. The concluding idea is that the love reaches into the soul and  makes it divine.  This happens only in 
the presence of another soul, which we can love.  Love is the gift of the gods. 

 

Readings: 
Essential: 
The dialogue Phaedrus 
 
Questions to consider: 
 
1.    Draw comparisons between Plato’s conception of the soul and love, as expressed by Socrates in his “gold” 

speech in Phaedrus, and later Christian expressions of love, particularly as embodied in the concept of Christ 
and the Church.  Investigate the influence of Plato on early Church fathers, especially Augustine. 

 
2.    Clarify what is meant by “Platonic love.”  Is it as disinterested and non-sexual as modern usage implies? 
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