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The Socratic method is generally associated with a special type of questioning that aims at testing
the consistency of an argument and usually forces the participant to reconsider his or her initial
beliefs. Butifone looks closely at the academic literature and the classroom practice, there seems to
be no shared definition of the Socratic method that is broadly accepted. On the contrary, there are
various views of what it actually consists of.!

In this chapter, I argue that the Socratic method consists of redirecting an erotic — and therefore
potentially tyrannical — soul toward philosophy. The outline of my argument is as follows: based on
passages in the Symposium, Socrates describes himself as an expert in matters of love with eros
understood as a fundamental drive that deeply shapes human life. I complement this picture of eros
by turning to the Republic, where Socrates explains how the philosopher’s eros aims at wisdom and
is stronger than any other desire within the philosopher’s soul. Astonishingly, Socrates emphasizes
that the tyrant, too, is driven by an enormously strong eros, which forces the affected persontolivea
tyrannical life strictly opposed to a philosophical one.

In anext step, I seek to elucidate in Alcibiades Ihow Socrates tries to turn his lover’s eros toward
philosophy. In this dialog, Socrates meets Alcibiades, an ambitious aristocrat, whose eros aims at
political power to “rule the world.” By working out the contradictions in Alcibiades’ under-
standings of politics and justice, Socrates forces him to admit he does not have the necessary
knowledge to become a good politician. The refutation of Alcibiades’ mistaken ideas enables
Socrates to redirect the young man’s eros. Socrates further points out the importance of self-
knowledge, an explicit reference to his own philosophical motivation derived from the Delphic
maxim to “know thyself.” Finally, I conclude with some remarks on how the Socratic method as
presented in the Alcibiades I might be applicable to classroom practice in the twenty-first century.

Different Accounts of the Socratic Method

Scholars distinguish two forms of the Socratic method present in Plato’s dialogs. The first type
consists in refuting the interlocutor’s opinion by pointing out its inconsistencies. This confutative
method is most prominent in the early dialogs like Charmides, Laches, or Republic I? Because all
these dialogs end in aporia, some scholars conclude that Socrates was a skeptic and that the
rejection of any definition given by his partners demonstrates the limits of human reason.’ The
second type of Socratic method is a way of imparting knowledge by asking specific questions.
Commentators who favor this maieutic approach refer to Meno or Theaetetus.* They claim that
Socrates’ main intention is to help people “give birth” to their own ideas. Both approaches are
consistent in themselves, but once we look for a way to combine them into one overall method, we
stumble upon the so-called Socratic ignorance.

Socrates, as presented by Plato, claims that he does not know the things he is asking his
interlocutors.’ If Socrates’ ignorance is seen simply as an ironic stylistic device, the Socratic
method consequently appears as a way to impart knowledge or — in a negative way — to manipulate.®
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However, this account contrasts with diverse passages withip the Platqnic corpus W.here Soct:rates
insists on not knowing what matters most in life. He explains his epistemic posmf?n rlnos pt:(;
minently in the Apology. Socrates says that he never acted as a teacher,' and hp firmly rejend
the idea that he ever had a pupil (4pology, 33b). Both aspects —the epnphasw on his 17g.norance an,
the rejection of the idea of teaching — seem to contradict the thesis that Socrates’ ignorance 18
Sm/fr}};ll‘;iﬁzve would be to take the Socratic ignorance literally. If S.ocr.ates ?eally does. 1?ot knf)v;
what courage, justice, prudence, or piety mean, then }}is way of questioning his fellow citizens 1% :
method which provides a basis for moral discussion that does not presuppose any specfdon
knowledge. The Socratic method therefore seems to bg a neut.ral procedure to lead a C(.)nverria:i o
such that it enables the interlocutor to “give birth” to his own ideas whereas jchf: Socratic pa " docs
not interfere with the content.” Even though this inte?rpretatlon seems promising ang at?rﬁc }ve,1
fails to explain one crucial element of the Socratic dlalog: Socrates is never §a.t1sﬁfi wit ds;m;})l ,};
assisting his interlocutor to generate a claim. He always 1ps1§ts on testln.g the 1de;x a Vances C]};ates
partner (4dpology, 29¢; Theaetetus, 150c). If we take his ignorance literally, 1o:v can So
actually test an opinion? Socrates must have known something, but what exact 2/1 ? oo on
Against this background, I offer another approach to the Socratic method that does not fo s on
Socratic ignorance but rather on Socratic knowledge abqut eros. I unfierstand the Socratic me 1
in a broader sense: I define it by its overall philosophical mot1\/.at10n.rather .than' by pgmcu.ta}i
thetorical techniques. I consequently shift my focus on Socrates’ intention while discussing wi

his interlocutor, i.e., Alcibiades, in the dialog of the same name.

Socratic Expertise on Eros

As stated in the beginning, Socrates is famous for his ignorance. H§ frgnkly admits that he doesh nc.>t
know the things he is asking his interlocutors (dpology, 23a).. In this _hght, the rare passages where
Socrates does claim to know something become even more mterestlpg and.call for furthe.r mvzs-
tigation. Maybe one of the most revealing dialogs aboujr Socrates himself is the Sy;@o;zun}. ! S
I later take a closer look at the relationship between Alcibiades an(% So.crates in the Alcibiades },11 ﬁs
worth mentioning that Plato gives the most impressive characterization of his master through t te
mouth of Alcibiades. Apparently, Alcibiades knows Socrates better than anyone else does —except,
lato.? . '
Offr(l) g;ez}?izrzfm, Agathon celebrates his victory at an Athenian. f@stival .in honor of Dlonylsu}s ﬁmi
invites his guests to a banquet (Symposium, 173 a).” Instead of raising the1rl%lasses to toast t ;elrd os<
Agathon, the guests instead agree on delivering speeches to praise Eros (177d). So, what does
bout it?
Sog;aot: ,S i%(er.l,o ;:)/vae, is always love of something (199¢). Love is a relation be.tween the lover and t.hc
beloved — it is not the beloved itself. Love expresses a desi-re for somethlng, but we only desuf
things we do not have yet or we already have but are afra:1d of losing (200d). Be_cause E;O(S it
attracted by beauty, it follows that he cannot be beautiful himself (201c¢). The. previous spe }elrs
Socrates holds, misunderstood this fundamental structure. Hence, all the positive attributes they
i -0s are really the attributes of the beloved. .
as%nllljtei(} ?rf; (i)s not beau}t,iﬁll, this does not mean necessarily' thgt he is ugly, as chrates explalg:
reproducing a conversation he once had with the pri.estess Dlotlma (202b?. Hg is in betwlieg,lt |
metaxy; and Eros is neither ignorant nor wise — but philosophical (204b). Th.1s pointis rer?lar1 al efa
it might give us an enriched idea of what philosophy actually' means. Philosophy as the love fo
wisdom is relational — it has a center of reference, namely wisdom and truth, and it has not ye
reached what it is seeking. The philosopher is neither ignorant (he knows tbat he does not @ow) n;
wise (he knows that he does not know) —a clear reference to Socrate; himself. Thus, philosoph
represents the basic erotic condition of human life: we yearn for the things that we do not have ye
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but so desperately need. This link between eros and philosophy later becomes more evident when
Alcibiades identifies Socrates as Eros (214b).

Love is not completion but the striving for it. It longs for the beautiful by which it hopes to attain
the good and everyone wants to have the good forever (205a). Diotima describes how a true erotic
lover can reach the highest good and hence satisfy his desire. First, as a young man, he loves a
beautiful person and impregnates him with beautiful speeches (210a). After a while, he realizes that
there are many beautiful people and his beloved is not the only one. At this point, the lover extends
his love to all beautiful people. If there are many beautiful bodies, beauty cannot be identical to any
specific one (210b). It is pivotal to note that the expansion on the physical level — many beautiful
bodies ~ is the first step to overcome the mind’s fixation on an empirical object. He thus has to
overcome the sensual level and enter the intellectual sphere.'! Therefore, he now loves his lover’s
beautiful soul which is of greater consistency than his body.

At this stage, the philosopher lover aims at improving the beloved soul through “beautiful
speeches.” He continues to recognize the beauty in the community’s laws and morals (210c), until
he becomes aware of the beauty of science and knowledge (210c/d). At this abstract level, he is only
one step away from the end. By practicing sciences and training his intellect, the lover will be able to
grasp the beauty itself which is absolute and perfect. Although the ascent to the beautiful becomes
more and more abstract, it is worth going: once the philosopher perceives beauty itself, he knows
the source of all beautiful things which are always imperfect in some way and therefore never as
beautiful as their cause. Knowing beauty itself enables the lover to create true virtue (212a) and only
then is he at the end of his journey: he gains the good by creating it.

If one stops reading at this point, all the prerequisites regarding Plato’s concept of love seem to be
met: it is impersonal, ignoring the individual, objective, and only interested in intellectual objects,
i.e., the Forms.'? But this is not actually the case. To prove Socrates’ and hence philosophy’s
personal erotic engagement, Plato appeals to someone as a witness whose credibility regarding love
no one in Athens would have dared to question: Alcibiades'® who has the last saying in the
Symposium and his description of Socrates is anything but prudish.'*

Alcibiades enters Agathon’s house accompanied by dancers and flutists. He is drunk and wants
to share his inebriation with the other guests. Alcibiades refuses to praise Eros but instead wants to
pay tribute to Socrates (214d). This scene introducing Alcibiades already gives an idea of the young
Athenian’s major characteristics: on the one hand, he is dictatorial and gives orders, and on the other
hand, he is desperately in love with Socrates that he even associates his beloved with Eros itself.

How does he describe Socrates? Alcibiades compares him to the satyr Marsyas, a sort of demon,
whose appearance is ugly but who bewitches humans by playing his flute. Socrates, by contrast,
charms his fellows with his dialogs. Alcibiades confesses that he is so deeply moved by Socrates’
words that he considers his own life not worth living on those terms (216a). And although it seems
that Socrates mostly speaks about craftsmen, his words are full of wisdom and reason and “none are
so divine, so rich in images of virtue” (222a).

Like Eros, Socrates always pursues the beautiful and is purely philosophical (216d). Driven by
his love for wisdom, Socrates has achieved the highest level of Diotima’s ascent by realizing virtue:
he is braver than anyone else on the battlefield and he is modest, be it in times of shortage or
abundance (220a/b, 221b). This is the reason why Alcibiades loves Socrates: he literally embodies
the good. By following his eros, Socrates became what he was searching for.

Seemingly, Alcibiades is able to acknowledge the beauty of Socrates but is unable to follow him
and lead a philosophical life. Alcibiades’ eros was corrupted by his desire for power. Alcibiades

represents another erotic character that is not philosophical but tyrannical. This will become more
evident in the next section consulting the Republic and Plato’s portrayal of the philosopher and
the tyrant,

For present purposes, this short sketch of the Symposium shall be sufficient to show Socrates’
expertise on love. Philosophy, as Socrates practices it, is erotic. One could even say that Socratic
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philosophy is the most profound expression of love. For this reason, Socrates knows that an erotic

nature is highly deficient and yearns for its beloved object.

Eros as Common Ground of Philosophy and Tyranny

e direction — the ascent to beauty and the good.

So far, we have met an erotic person going in on
hilosophical ambitions, one cannot deny thei1

Although Socrates’ previous speakers have no p
enthusiasm. The most emotional speech is that of Alcibiades — he represents erotic passion tha

resembles madness. Alcibiades’ appearance — escorted by girls, dancers, and musicians, crownec
with ivy and considerably drunk (Symposium,212e) —1s reminiscent of Dionysus, the god of wine
and ecstasy. Alcibiades is erotic, but surely not in a philosophical sense. He is in love with Socrates
but chooses another way of life. In the Republic, Plato describes the character which comes closes
to the philosopher regarding his erotic passion — the tyrant.

Tt is therefore worth carving out the parallels of the philosopher in the Symposium and the Republic
After Socrates has stated that the philosophers are the ones who should rule the city (473c/d), h
defines what a real philosopher is in order to meet potential objections (474b). 13 First, he remarks tha
loving something means wanting it completely and not just parts of it. Philosophers love all sorts o
knowledge because they desire all wisdom (475b). Because philosophers are not the only ones wht
are curious, he specifies his definition: whereas lovers of spectacles are delighted by beautiful sound
and sights, the philosopher looks for the beauty itself. Here again, the philosopher is characterized a
someone who goes beyond the phenomena and looks for the intellectual principle that manifests itsel

in material objects. The other lovers —those of spectacles, music, and so on —stay on the second leve

of Diotima’s ascent: They are overwhelmed by the sheer amount and variety of sensual effects, bt
beautiful things without realizing whe

they are not capable of going one step further. They love many

they love about them.
A philosopher is committed to eros and yearns for the good, buther or his passion is not necessaril

satisfied. There are multiple dangers to a philosophical nature: First, the philosophical soul’s so-calle

attributes — bravery, sobriety, and more — can pull it away from philosophy.m A secon

positive
dowed souls more than othe

danger is miseducation: Socrates states that bad education harms en
(491e). The philosophical soul features cognitive skills that can be exploited for any purpose —be it
good or in bad faith. Afterall,“ . .. ]a weak nature will never be the cause ofanything great, either fi
goodorevil” (491e). Philosophical natures can therefore potentially threaten their environment ifthe
choose to use their excellence in a wrong sense.

Once the soul is corrupted, it becomes very difficult to recapture it for philosophy. Because h
fellow men are also aware of his talents, they try to exploit the young person by caj oling him. In th
regard, it is very unlikely that the young arrogant man will listen to someone who tells him the trut
he is in a deplorably ignorant state unless he starts to philosophize (494d). Later we will see ho
Socrates tries to convince Alcibiades of his ignorance in order to win him for philosophy, a task th
Socrates ultimately fails.

To understand the consequences of a corrupted soul, a look at the decay of
in the Republic reveals that tyranny grows on the grounds of (jlelrnocracy.17 Because every inst
ficient form of government fails by absolutizing its guiding principle, democracy’s biggest proble
is its love for liberty (562c). Democracy tends to arbitrariness and even anarchy, because democr:
love their freedom so much that they disapprove of any sort of rule and hierarchy (563a). Where
the oligarchic person is still able to control his ambitions to achieve an oligarch’s aim, i.e., wealth, t

democrat fails to overrule his desires, because his soul has never leamed to obey.18 Moreov

the democrat’s moral indifference draws interest to those who promote egalitarianism and bre

common rules.
This toxic mixture ofunbounded desires and weakness makes the democrat’s soul very prone to-

seduction of those whom Plato calls “dread magi and king-makers” (572¢). 19 These people introdt

political constitutio

Guiding Eros Toward Wisdom in Alcibiades I 39

;l;z a};ﬁl;élsg ;iggnt(;crat to ahde;)eilllched lifestyle full of conviviality. He is overwhelmed by all sorts of
; ¢ more he follows his lust, the more he destro in hi i
eay : st, the ys prudence in his soul. Finally, he is
Zv111111r}11g toddffvote himself completely to his desires, even the forbidden and most wicked onesyzo and
aT£ 1s§ o1lngs [...]are entirely swayed by the indwelling tyrant Eros” (573d). ,
numeioue;v;acs)fir:enthﬁ?m a democlratlc to a tyrannical person is illuminating: by indulging his
ns, he loses control to one desire that eventuall i
! : ‘ ' ‘ 5 y dominates all others. Plato calls
g)nz \I/'lcl)illl%h passmg eros; and the tyrant himself is subjected to the tyrant Eros. Some translations try
e word “eros” in this context, although the Greek te
, xt leaves no doubt that 1
stands for ruthless appetite.’! And it is i ishi cortior was
. s indeed astonishing that the fi i
described as the decisive drive t i et o e saer as
oward wisdom and beauty might also de
: ve k . prave a man or even a
thle state,lor, as Sgott puts' it: “eros is to the soul of the tyrant as a tyrant is to his city.”?
e %parint y, the philosophical and. th'e tyrannical eros are not similar with regard to contents, but
o rZ 'ot .st ;re ;Qme forme.tl characteristics: Once eros is unleashed, it is impossible for the obse;sed
indufls .h. e philosopher is ur}able to do anything else than search for truth, whereas the tyrant must
e ge his unnecessary de'sues no matter what the cost. From an outside perspective, this rad-
ica 151]?1?.1&3] manifest 1‘Fself in asocial behavior. Whereas the philosopher in his admiratioiq for truth
is up\iv1 1mg to engage in the conventional struggle for power, honor, and money, the tyrant ignores
Z(l)ma u ;s and ang/thmg else that might limit his pleonexia.?® Philosopher and tyrant are driven by
e same force to the extreme, but in opposite directions. B
X . Both share the same talent for enthusia
. sm,
but, unfortunately, the tyrant choses the wrong object of love and is condemned to live an unjust and
therefore unhappy life (576¢).** e
alSI‘c is worth repeating that only a gifted person with certain capacities can achieve greatness, which
otmealzis thqt qnly an exceptional character can become a veritable tyrant. As Socra‘;es had
glxen 10neb earlnler in the Repub{zc, the young talent must not be corrupted by the moral standards of
e mgnﬁl ut his love must be 41rected toward truth. We have seen that a democratic environment is
especially dangerous because its laissez-faire attitude promotes desires to grow unchecked

The Socratic Method as a Deflection of Eros: The Case of Alcibiades I

In A_l.czbzgdes I,** Socrates meets the twenty-year-old Alcibiades who plans to stake out a leadi
position in Athens. His political ambitions are the starting point of the following conversati , 11}8
Socrates’ attempt to turn Alcibiades’ eros toward wisdom, I argue there are three steps Filro?‘ hn
geduces the young man and catches his attention. Second, Socrates dismantles IJ)AJ‘cibisc,i e’
;%22;1:(; ;bg r;fqtmtg the an'sstocrat ’s incomplete beliefs about politics and justice. Once Alcib?a(;:s
eficient state i ’ i
enching b tho ot of Seff_ k(if;:;f:d;? finally redirect the young man’s eros toward wisdom by

Socratic Seduction

Platpis introduction of the two characters is revealing. The initial encounter of Socrates and
Alc‘:lblades resembles the idea of paiderastia: the ancient Athenian institution of an elder c't'alrl

takmg a .teenager as his lover, who is supposed to learn virtue in return. The date of thei; lt?eri
meeting is not accidental: Socrates’ daimonion has forbidden him to approach Alcibiades e 111”5

although he 'has stalked him for years. The reason for Socrates’ patience must be lilc’lked t?)rll:r
feducanonal intention: now that Alcibiades’ physical attractiveness is beginning to vanish,?® h%S
mtellectua} begluty is on the rise. This is a first sign that Socrates is not interested in Alcibiades” b dl’S
but rather in h'1s soul, as he later confirms (131d). At twenty, Alcibiades stands at the thresholg ty
gflultllloocl. whlch is socially marked by the participation in the assembly, the most important 1O
itical institution in democratic Athens at that time. If Socrates wants to influence l;;lcibiago:
development, he cannot wait any longer: Alcibiades is now old enough to enter the political stagz
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Therefore, he is potentially endangered by the comlptive. effects 02f7 power and democratic public
opinion, both of which can harm a talented soul (Republic, 494c). . e brink
Socrates’ further description of Alcibiades shows that the young man 1s”a1ready at the mr;l 0
tyranny: Alcibiades thinks that he has “no need of any man in any matter (104?1), becau;e e h1
already perfect. He is very beautiful and athletic, he comes fron? the nol?lest faqmlhes of Athens, hi
has powerful friends — his guardian is Pericles himself— and he is very pch V\{hlch, howev§r, seem
the least important to him (104b—c). Socrates has observ§d that Alc1b1a@es is aware of hlzss excep
tional personality, seeing that his arrogant attitude has driven away all his lqvers (1031?). ‘

But why does Socrates not give up on him? The followxng passage, is a very 1mpre§s1§/‘
characterization of the young Athenian and delivers insight into Socrates . loye: S(?cra}tes admit
that he would have resigned long ago if he had seen the young man enjoying his life. Blit h
claims that Alcibiades is not happy at all: he would probably prefer to die if he were not to “fil’
one may say, the whole world with [his] name and [his] power” (105c). The d.esllre for absoluf
domination clearly implies a strong eros. Socrates hopes to Persuade Alcibiades that on :
Socrates can give what Alcibiades desires (105¢) — Socrates claims to be the only one who ca

ibiades’ love. _
fulgglcr[z‘ig;l’)statemem in this passage is quite uncommon because he us'ually never ma.kes promise
especially not any of such kind.?® But if we take his expertisg on eros into cons1derqt10n, his wor'd
make sense in two ways: he seems to acknowledge Alcibiades’ strong ;ros3 1Wth.h .makes hir
receptive to both philosophy and tyran11y.30 Thanks to Socrates’.exp}angnop, Alcibiades 1e.am
about his own secret hopes and ambitions, probably for the first time in his life, because he neithe
refuses nor does he confirm Socrates’ claim (105¢).>* .

Moreover, by promising Alcibiades what he desires, Socrates easily caiches the young man‘
attention, who actually listens full of curiosity (106c). As Zuckert remarks, “ . ... Sccrate's usgd h
knowledge of ta erotika to ‘seduce’ Alcibiades.”? Of course, the power Socrat§s promises is nc
quite what Alcibiades expects: before ruling others, Alcibiades has to control himself first, a tas

which he does not find easy.”*

Socratic Refutation

Once Socrates secures Alcibiades’ attention by having appealed to his eros, he explains ho
Alcibiades can achieve his goal. However, Socrates cannot teach him by makmg along speech, b
he will prove his claim if Alcibiades answers his questions (106b). Spcratf:s is able to give a 10;
speech, as he later demonstrates (120e—124b), so the reason fgr the dlaloglcall approach cannot
Socrates’ poor oratorical skills. It is rather a first hint that the Fhalgg as a form is gentral to Socrate
philosophy and his method.*® Only by conducting a Socratic dialog can Alc.1b.1adesy att'am. pow:
over himself and others. It is worth noting to see how the dialog influences Alcibiades’ thinking ar
what overall function it plays in turning Alcibiades’ eros toward philosophy. Thus, I focus on tl
dialog’s effects and not on its subject, i.e., justice. . o
The starting point is Alcibiades’ political ambition. By entering the asseml?ly ar.ld par.nf:lpatmg.
public deliberations, Alcibiades asserts that he is able to consulit the Athenians in poh.tlcal affai
(106c¢). Giving advice to someone implies a difference in knowledge between th? advisor ap@ 1l
advised; hence, Alcibiades’ intention means that he claims to knova more than.h1s fellow citize:
(106d). Socrates, however, deconstructs the young man’s presun.lptlc_)n by showing that he does n
know anything at all about politics which, he says, is based on _].USUCC (109c¢). .
Although Socrates dismantles Alcibiades’ ignorance qf J'u§t.10e (1¥2b), the 1?Fter is not ve
impressed and sees no reason why he should abandon his initial claim for political leadershi
Instead, Alcibiades changes the topic by stating “that the Athenians and the res't ofthe Greel.(s rare
deliberate as to which is the more just or unjust course [ . .. ] and cons'ider which course will pro
more expedient in the result” (113d). This tactical move from the just to the expedient reve:
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Alcibiades’ inconsistency and flippancy. He thinks that by arbitrarily changing the subject, he will
be able to escape Socratic refutation. But he ignores that his maneuver enlarges his claim of
knowledge which has already been proven baseless. He even anticipates Socrates’ argument and
refuses to be proven wrong in the same way as before (1 13e).

After Socrates has revealed that Alcibiades neither knows what justice is nor what is expedient,
Alcibiades tries one final elusion. Because Alcibiades thinks that his fellow citizens do not know
anything about the just and expedient, he sees no need for himselfto learn about these either: “For
I'am sure that my natural powers alone will give me an easy victory over them” (119¢). Facing this
level of hubris and convenience, Socrates highlights during a long speech that Alcibiades’ true
rivals are not his untalented fellows, but the kings of Persia and Sparta. These monarchs excel
Alcibiades’ gifts by far so that his only chance to compete against them is by “pains and skill.”
Therefore, Socrates recommends that Alcibiades listen to him and the Delphic motto “know thy-
self” (124a/b).

Some interpreters criticize that Socrates would never admire wealth and power and therefore
argue that this hymn on the Persian and Spartan kings proves the dialo g’s inauthenticity.*® Butif one
takes Socrates’ educational intention into account, this speech seems to have a persuasive function
and rather expresses Alcibiades’ thoughts than those of Socrates.>” By pointing at his true com-
petitors, Socrates incites Alcibiades’ eros, for he knows that the young man is enamored of glory
“more [ . ..] than anyone else ever was of anything” (124b). Socrates’ speech is also reminiscent of
the educators” attempt to persuade a talented soul of its ignorance (Republic,494d). All of Socrates’
efforts aim at bringing Alcibiades to terms. The young man must be made to accept his ignorance
and the consequences of it; otherwise, he is lost for philosophy and will probably continue his way
toward tyranny.

Socratic Teaching

The last section of the dialog keeps its dialectical structure, even though Socrates is trying to pass
knowledge on to Alcibiades. After the speech about his Persian and Spartan rivals, Alcibiades
appears understanding and asks that Socrates enlighten him. Before Socrates starts his lesson, he
emphasizes the importance of joint consideration (124d). Both partners commit to the inquiry,
Socrates as well as Alcibiades. This call for cooperation anticipates the process of mutual self-
knowledge described in the allegory of the reflecting eye at the end (133d).

Socrates starts once again by asking Alcibiades how to become an Athenian gentleman whose
task it is to improve the city (124e). A city is well managed when its citizens are friends. But
Alcibiades cannot tell how to create friendship and once again he is helpless. In contrast to his
former failures he now blames himself, admitting that “I do not even know what I mean myself, and
I fear that for some time past I have lived unaware in a disgraceful condition” (127d). Here, Socrates
has seemingly succeeded in qualifying Alcibiades for a certain level of self-reflection. He therefore
encourages Alcibiades instead of rebuking him. Alcibiades again asks what to do and Socrates
again replies that the young man has to answer his questions (127e).

Now that Alcibiades does not object anymore, Socrates directs the conversation toward the
question of the self. Because Alcibiades understands that he has to care for himself, Socrates
reasons that self-care presupposes self-knowledge. Therefore, he concludes, they have to under-
stand what the self actually is, for otherwise they could not improve it (129a).3® What, then, is the
self? Socrates identifies the self with the soul (130d). This implies that Socrates is Alcibiades’ true
lover because he loves his soul and not his physical appearance (131a). The soul knows itself by
reflecting itself in another soul.

How does this work? An eye, for example, sees itself when looking into a mirror. Now, an eyeisa
mirror itself if another eye looks into it and reflects itself in the other eye’s pupil (133a). Therefore,
Socrates concludes that a soul can know itself by looking into another soul, or more precisely into
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its best part; that is where we find wisdom (133b).39 Only those who know themselves by this wa
will make the right decisions for themselves and their community and will be good politicians.
The allegory implies that achieving self-knowledge is a procedure which involves two part
mutually reflecting one another. Because the selfis the soul and more precisely the part of the sot
that houses reason, the self knows itself when it becomes aware of its intellect. This only happen
through dialog. By giving account to a counterpart, one is forced to reason and to reflect upon one’

own thinking.*® In Alcibiades’ case, he gets to know himself through Socrates who reflects th

young man’s beliefs and tests them.*!

Socrates explains that the soul only knows itself if it looks into another soul, “and especially :
that region of it in which occurs the virtue of a soul — wisdom” (133b). Thus, self-knowledge mear
to achieve wisdom, which is also the greatest desire of a philosophical eros. In this sense, sel
knowledge and the knowledge of being, beauty, and good seem to correlate. By illustrating how 1
know oneself, Socrates initiates Alcibiades into the heart of philosophical inquiry. The desire of th
sort of knowledge implies that it is not present yet. Yearning for something that one lacks but wh
one desperately needs is an unambiguous description of eros; hence, once one has accepted his «
her ignorance concerning the self and the good, eros becomes the driving force to search fi
knowledge. The Socratic dialog therefore is the methodological link between self-knowledge ar
philosophical inquiry.

In Alcibiades I Socrates’ method has two main components. First, he inspires Alcibiades’ erost
proving his ignorance. Once Alcibiades is ready to accept his deficiency, Socrates can move on
introducing him to philosophy. This also happens through dialectical inquiry, even though the la
section of Alcibiades I is more of a monologue. This, however, does not have to be a contradictio
just as Socrates makes along speech to cut back Alcibiades’ pride, he uses the allegory to encouray
and stimulate Alcibiades’ mind.

At the end of the dialog, Socrates and Alcibiades have changed their parts. Alcibiades declar
that he will be Socrates’ lover and will make an effort to learn about justice (135d/e). However, t
now beloved Socrates is skeptical about Alcibiades’ love. He concludes that the seductive power

the Athenian people might overcome both, which proves later to be true.

Conclusion: Applying Guiding Eros Toward Wisdom

So far, I have argued that eros represents the decisive power which turns a person to philosophy
seduces him or her to tyranny. The philosopher Socrates who is, due to his profession, an expert
love matters, tries to redirect Alcibiades’ eros toward wisdom. After gaining the young mai
attention, Socrates reveals that Alcibiades lacks knowledge of politics, justice, and himself. |
overcome his deficiency, Alcibiades has to reflect his most wise and prudent part of himself
another soul. This theory of self-knowledge refers to the dialog itself.*? What then are the imf
cations for the Socratic method and how can we apply it?

My interpretation of Alcibiades I may offer a holistic understanding of the Socratic methc
Because Socrates uses many different rhetorical and didactic approaches, it seems impossible
limit the Socratic method to one technique. Still, if one hastily denies the unity of the Socra
method, one ignores the coherence it produces throughout the dialog. Therefore, I conclude that
Socratic method is the attempt to turn the interlocutor’s eros toward wisdom. To accomplish t
feat, Socrates uses dialectical refutations, exhorting monologues, or encouraging allegories
anything that may help to make the partner accept his ignorance and motivate him to overcome
current status. Of course, it is possible to distill these techniques from Socratic philosop
However, if they are deprived of their context, there is no need to call them “Socratic” anymo:

How can we apply this understanding of the Socratic method in the classroom? To begin w:
Socrates undeniably fails to persuade his partner. Alcibiades, as described in Symposium, |
reverted to his initial beliefs and turned away from philosophy (216a). Even thoughheis stillinlc
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Wlt.h chrates (222¢), he is unwilling to follow the way his lover illustrated in their first conver-
lS(atIOI’}ll,.l.e., Alcibfades L .Apparently, Alcibiades does not want to subject himself to reason but to
t }feegv alys EZV?S 'arbltrary mind. Instead of turning his eros toward truth and wisdom, he prefers to stay

In facg .01.’ Socrates’ failure, the difficulty of his method becomes evident. Indeed, one might
wor}der ifit is possible to apply it at all. Still, the interpretation of Alcibiades I offers so;ne practical
advice. Alcibiades I highlights the importance of eros for education. Only by appealing to the
gmdent’s eros can one gain his or her attention. As long as the student is not addressed both on an
1¥1tellectual and emotional — or better at an existential — level, it is unlikely that he or she is willing to
listen. At tf.liS point, it is necessary for a reminder of what eros stands for. Eros is a strong defire
for something we want but do not have yet. This means that if a teacher wants to inspire his or her
student for the love of wisdom, the teacher needs to reveal that the student is not wise yet. Now.
we see t'he importance of the so-called Socratic ignorance: as long as we think that we alread& knovs;
something, we do not search for knowledge. And we only learn of our ignorance if our pretended
knowledge is refuted. Once the student has accepted his ignorance and realizes that he needs to
change, he is motivated to learn.

Appealing to the student’s eros, however, is no guarantee for success. As we have seen in
Alcibiades I, Socrates seduces Alcibiades but still cannot redirect the young man’s eros. The
reasons for Socrates’ failure are difficult to detect and require a more detailed analysis. One ste'w.rtin
point for further research may be to put oneself in Alcibiades’ shoes in his dialog with éocrates Thi%
approach may offer insight into Alcibiades’ mind and the limits of philosophical seduction — e.md at
best, it may lead to self-knowledge.
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