Plato’s Symposium and the Conceptual Architecture of Greek Pederasty


Critics since Dover have emphasized an active-passive dichotomy as the core structural characteristic of Greek pederasty, as identified in the terminology of erastês and erômenos. However, this terminology first becomes prominent in Plato’s Symposium, and even there crops up mostly in two speeches, those of the rather confused Phaedrus and the androphile homosexual Pausanias, who is engaged in a life-long relationship with Agathon (about 30 at the time of the dialogue); he attempts to reorient pederasty to love of “older youths” and a relationship of reciprocity that does not really fit the traditional pederastic categories. What Phaedrus’ speech reveals, albeit unwittingly, is how the traditional body of wisdom preserved in myth resists overly neat structuralist reductions. His awkward attempt to analyze relations like those of Alcestis and Admetus or Achilles and Patroclus in terms of erastês and erômenos founders so spectacularly as to constitute an aporetic deconstruction of these categories.

It is well-recognized that the preliminary speeches in the Symposium are all meant to be imperfect perspectives leading up, in the style of a priamel, to the revelations of the oracular Diotima of Mantinea, who mostly dispenses with the terms erastês and erômenos. Indeed, one could argue that the entire plot of the Symposium revolves around deconstruction of these categories: at the beginning, we hear of Socrates’ barefoot imitator Aristodemus, said to be one of the elderly Socrates’ most fervent erastai  at the time (173b); he encounters a freshly bathed Socrates, “who has become beautiful” (174a). At the end, the young Alcibiades, the most desirable and notorious erômenos in all Athens in his youth (Plutarch, Alc. 3.1-5.3), a man of enduring sexual attractiveness and personal charm, likewise describes himself as an erastês of Socrates (217b-c), utterly unsuccessful in attempting to make Socrates his own erastês (218c). As Alcibiades formulates it in his speech’s finale, he experienced the same thing as Charmides, Euthydemus, and many others: like an erastês, Socrates has tricked them and thereby become their paidika instead of their erastês (222b). In seeking to be loved by Socrates, younger men come to love him, such that the conceptual categories based on age roles and active/passive distinctions become meaningless. Some critics (e.g. von Blanckenhagen 1992, Brisson 2006) have interpreted the Symposium as a critique of pederasty more broadly, but I would propose that it is really only an overly role-scripted, non-reciprocal, structuralist analysis of pederasty that it criticizes. Far from giving authority to the active-passive framework, the Symposium seeks to de-privilege it. 

