Abstract

Xenophon’s Symposium is a charming Socratic dialogue that depicts an amiable evening of food,
wine, entertainment, and conversation shared between Socrates, a few of his (Socratic) companions,
and certain (Athenian) gentlemen. The subtle playfulness that characterizes their exchange conceals
a light-hearted, yet surprisingly philosophical inquiry regarding the rival claims of virtue, articulated
and defended by the Socratics, on the one hand, and the gentlemen, on the other, each side claiming
and defending the excellence of their competing ways of life. The symposium is animated by a playful
tension, or contest (agon) between the Socratics and the gentlemen, a tension which remains mostly
sublimated and unseen. These two ways of life — one, the life of gentlemanliness, pursuing nobility
and political virtue; the other, the life of philosophy, pursuing wisdom and self-sufficiency properly
understood. These two ways of life thus emerge as rivals, even within this playful setting. Their
rivalry represents a competition in how best to live, a contest that resonates beneath the surface of
the symposium, which itself closes with a surprising account of conjugal erotics and the power of
love (eros) in guiding human beings toward virtue and happiness.
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