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Abstract
Socrates’ daimonion [δαιμόνιον]is a very complicated issue. What the daimonion is and what
roles it played in Socratic way of life are the two central and probably most difficult questions
about this issue, since Plato and Xenophon provided different images of Socrates’ daimonion.
Still, this paper tries to list and analyze all Plato’s and Xenophon’s accounts concerning the
daimonion in order to examine both similarities and differences between them and offer a
comprehensive image of Socrates’ daimonion that can answer the two central questions. In fact,
these two questions are so important for Socrates’ daimonion, because intrinsically they are in
relation to the two charges Socrates faced: his impiety to the city-gods and his corruption of
Athenian youths. No matter how distinct Plato’s description of daimonion is from Xenophon,
they both attempted to defend their common teacher against the two charges. It is said that
Socrates’ daimonion caused the charge of his impiety, as Socrates only acknowledged his
daimonion but not the city-gods that his contemporary Athenians believed in. Therefore, both
Plato and Xenophon put much effort in arguing Socrates’ daimonion proves his piety. Plato
endeavored to demonstrate Socrates’ daimonion belongs to the divine system of city-gods, while
Xenophon in order to undermine the particularity of the daimonion, claimed it, other than name,
has no difference from the divination that Athenians resort to. Furthermore, the accounts of
Socrates’ daimonion in the widely-accepted pseudo-Platonic dialogues Theages and Alcibiades I
may offer a new reading of Socrates’ daimonion. The daimonion seems to select those who have
potential to philosophize as Socrates’ interlocutors, but it cannot predict whether who will obtain
benefit and when they will leave Socrates. Therefore, from a close reading of Theages and
Alcibiades I, it can be shown that Alcibiades, the most notorious one of the youth whom Socrates
was alleged to “corrupt”, went on to his own destructive path rather than under the guidance of
Socrates.



4

Socrates’ daimonion [δαιμόνιον] is a notoriously disputable topic among scholars in

terms of the question what exactly it is. The heated discussion about Socrates’ daimonion in

recent years, especially among Reeve (1989), Vlastos (1991), McPherran (1996), and Brickhouse

and Smith (2005), has paid much attention on relationship between Socrates’ reason and his

daimonion, particularly how his daimonion is or not compatible with and independent of his

rationality.1

I have no intention to involve this paper in the above discussion, but provides another

perspective to examine Socrates’ daimonion. I make the primary sources my priority in my

discussion, as I believe the best way to look at daimonion is to put myself in the shoes of Plato

and Xenophon to understand it, rather than rely on modern scholars. Therefore, this paper

intends to focus on the nature of Socrates’ daimonion by a close reading of both Plato’s and

Xenophon’s accounts of Socrates’ own description of his daimonion. Although Plato and

Xenophon offer different images of Socrates’ daimonion, it will still be useful to juxtapose their

accounts in order to form a complete picture of Socrates’ daimonion. However, the question or to

answer why the delineation of Socrates’ students is not consistent and even incompatible is

beyond the scope of this paper. Among Platonic dialogues, Socrates mentions his daimonion in

Apology (31c8-d4, 40a4-6, 40c3-4), Euthyphro (3b5-7), Euthydemus (272e4), Phaedrus (242b8-

c4) and Republic (496c), as well as Theages (128d3-6, 129e) and Alcibiades I (103a-b, 105d,

124c), but the latter two are often neglected due to the speculation about their authenticity. In

fact, any speculation concerning the authenticity of Theages and Alcibiades I undermines

drastically their significance in understanding Socrates’ daimonion. This paper to some extent

wishes to emphasize their importance, as not only these two dialogues have most concrete

1 See Lannstrom (2012) 32-49. Her article gave a comprehensive review of the discussion among those four scholars.
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accounts about Socrates’ daimonion other than Plato’s Apology, but also his daimonion is

presented differently and puzzlingly among them, particularly the role of the diamonion in

choosing Socrates’ interlocutors or potential students. Moreover, Xenophon’s accounts of

Socrates’ daimonion are more accessible and consistent, but the contents seem more bold and

even radical, though contain much fewer words than Plato’s, which only appear in his

Memorabilia (1.1.4, 4.8.1), Apology (1.4, 1.13) and Symposium (8.5).

I Daimonion in Platonic Dialogues

The Apology contains longest and elaborated accounts of Socrates’ daimonion, which

was coincidentally the last time Socrates mentioned it. During his trial, the daimonion became

one central topic in Socrates’ defense, since Socrates introduces it in relation to the second

charge against him: ‘He does not acknowledge the gods that the city acknowledges [θεοὺς οὓς ἡ

πόλις νομίζει οὐ νομίζοντα], but another new deity [ἕτερα δὲ δαιμόνια καινά] (26b4-5).’2 At

Apology 26b-c, Socrates himself unfolds the double folds in the accusation, first, that Socrates is

an atheist (i.e. his daimonion is not a god); and second, Socrates does not believe in the city-gods

and introduces a new deity (i.e. his daimonion is not a city-god). Obviously, Socrates’ accusers

intentionally try to distinguish his daimonion from the conventional city-gods in order to

intensify Socrates’ impiety towards the gods held customarily by the Athenians. However,

Socrates’ defense skirts around the accusation of being an atheist by proving his

acknowledgement of the city-gods, because his daimonion belongs to the customary system of

gods. Admittedly, Socrates’ daimonion is particular to himself, and its singularity caused

Socrates to appear as a believer in something unique rather than in the city-gods. However, Plato

in the Apology tries to demonstrate that Socrates’ special daimonion connects with the gods of

2 All translations of ancient greek texts in this paper are my own. The texts are from Thesaurus Linguae Graecae
(TLG).
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the city, as it is one of the bastard children of gods [θεῶν παῖδές εἰσιν νόθοι τινὲς] (Apology 27c-

d). Therefore, Plato tries to prove the uniqueness of the daimonion cannot lead to the charge of

Socrates’ impiety.

In Apology 31c, Socrates explains why he did not attend the assembly to advise the city

but interfered and offered advice on private affairs as a response to Meletus’ charge that he was

introducing new deity. He introduced his daimonion as: ‘Something divine and demonic comes

to me as a voice [μοι θεῖόν τι καὶ δαιμόνιον γίγνεται φωνή] (31c7-d1).’ It is worth noticing that

Socrates used the present tense γίγνεται to indicate his daimonion came into being and was

accompanying him all the time. It is not something he just made up. Moreover, he described his

daimonon as a voice [φωνή], but he used two adjectives-θεῖόν [from the gods] and δαιμόνιον

[heaven-sent, miraculous] to qualify this voice.3 Both words connotes the idea that the voice is

divine. Comparing this to the previous distinction between θεοὺς and δαιμόνια, marked by the

transition particle δὲ at Apology 23b8-c1, the parallel of θεῖόν and δαιμόνιον linked by καὶ here

suggests Socrates’ standpoint that his daimonion is an apposition and equivalent of a god. Plato

seems to have his Socrates suggest the divine power of daimonion is nothing different from the

power of the gods that his contemporary Athenians believe in.

Socrates continues his description of the daimonion: ‘This had begun from my childhood,

some voice coming to me [εμοὶ δὲ τοῦτ᾽ ἔστιν ἐκ παιδὸς ἀρξάμενον, φωνή τις γιγνομένη] (31d2).

Whenever it appears, it always turns me away from the thing which I would be about to do, but

never urges on me [ἣ ὅταν γένηται, ἀεὶ ἀποτρέπει με τοῦτο ὃ ἂν μέλλω πράττειν, προτρέπει δὲ

οὔποτε] (31d3-4).’ The first part is a sort of repetition of what he just said at 31c7-d1, but it can

be a confirmation about the perpetual existence of Socrates’ daimonion. Although Socrates

depicts the daimonion as a voice, he does not specify what this voice is and what it says.

3 See P365 and P788, the entries of the two words in The Liddell-Scott-Jones Greek-English Lexicon (LSJ).
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Nevertheless, the function of the voice is clear to us. It only prohibits Socrates from action but

never exhorts him to do anything. Still, it is unclear what kind of things the daimonion does not

allow.

A more detailed account at Apology 40a4-6 reveals that the daimonion forbids anything

unjust, even it is petty: ‘For my accustomed prophecy, namely from my daimonion was always

very frequent in every previous time, and opposing me even at small things, if I, were about to

do anything not justly’ [ἡ γὰρ εἰωθυῖά μοι μαντικὴ ἡ τοῦ δαιμονίου ἐν μὲν τῷ πρόσθεν χρόνῳ

παντὶ πάνυ πυκνὴ ἀεὶ ἦν καὶ πάνυ ἐπὶ σμικροῖς ἐναντιουμένη, εἴ τι μέλλοιμι μὴ ὀρθῶς πράξειν].4

By claiming his daimonion as similar to a customary oracle, and considering the previous

description of it as a voice, Socrates seems to suggest his daimonion is a messenger from the

gods and Socrates himself should be the interpreter of their messages; that is, he plays a role of

prophet. Therefore, he has to decipher the message in order to understand it. This implication

will become evident in Phaedrus. The message sent by gods appears to Socrates as a divine

voice, but how a voice can express prohibitive message is unclear. Is it something similar to an

alarm or is it that the daimonion may speak warnings to Socrates? More importantly, how does

Socrates decipher it?

In the very last part of Apology, Socrates explains his choice of death and why to be dead

is better than to be alive. He first narrates that his daimonion did not oppose him in anything he

did and spoke on the day of the trial at 40a7-b4: ‘The divine sign did not oppose me either when

I was leaving home this morning, or when I came up here at court, or anywhere in my speech

when I was about to say something. Yet it often stopped me in other speeches in the middle of

4 The meaning of ‘ἡ γὰρ εἰωθυῖά μοι μαντικὴ ἡ τοῦ δαιμονίου’ is disputable and unclear. The treatment of several
translators seem very unsatisfactory to me. Some translated it as ‘my prophetic sign’ and others simply ignored or
deleted ‘ἡ τοῦ δαιμονίου’, regarding it as redundancy, while I cannot take their emendation but consider it essential
to understand the relationship between Socrates and his daimonion. I take ‘ἡ τοῦ δαιμονίου’ as an apposition to ‘ἡ
εἰωθυῖά μοι μαντικὴ’. Another problem is how to render εἰωθυῖά μοι μαντικὴ. John Cooper and D. Hutchinson
rendered it as ‘my prophetic power’, which I cannot see where the meaning of ‘power’ comes from.
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speaking. [ἐμοὶ δὲ οὔτε ἐξιόντι ἕωθεν οἴκοθεν ἠναντιώθη τὸ τοῦ θεοῦ σημεῖον, οὔτε ἡνίκα

ἀνέβαινον ἐνταυθοῖ ἐπὶ τὸ δικαστήριον, οὔτε ἐν τῷ λόγῳ οὐδαμοῦ μέλλοντί τι ἐρεῖν. καίτοι ἐν

ἄλλοις λόγοις πολλαχοῦ δή με ἐπέσχε λέγοντα μεταξύ].’ Socrates states his daimonion interferes

not only with his action but also his speech. Brickhouse and Smith notices that daimonion’s

opposition occurs only ‘when he is about to take the action’.5 However, I believe the timing of

the daimonion’s appearance also applies to his speech. Though, according to the passage here, it

often checked Socrates during the speech, it in fact prevents Socrates from saying what he was

about to say, namely a speaking action or a speech in future. Then, Socrates analyzes the peculiar

situation happened during the day of his trial:

νῦν δὲ οὐδαμοῦ περὶ ταύτην τὴν πρᾶξιν οὔτ᾽ ἐν ἔργῳ οὐδενὶ οὔτ᾽ ἐν λόγῳ
ἠναντίωταί μοι. τί οὖν αἴτιον εἶναι ὑπολαμβάνω; ἐγὼ ὑμῖν ἐρῶ: κινδυνεύει γάρ
μοι τὸ συμβεβηκὸς τοῦτο ἀγαθὸν γεγονέναι, καὶ οὐκ ἔσθ᾽ ὅπως ἡμεῖς ὀρθῶς
ὑπολαμβάνομεν ὅσοι οἰόμεθα κακὸν εἶναι τὸ τεθνάναι.

Now, nevertheless, nowhere did it oppose me regarding my current affair, neither
in action, nor in speech. So what do I suppose the reason is? I will tell you: as the
thing has happened to me is probably a good thing, and it is possible that we are
not thinking correctly up to this time . (Apology 40b5-c1)

Socrates interprets the silence of his daimonion as a suggestion that his trial and sentence will

lead to his death may turn out to be good, since the daimonion has always forbidden the action

and speech that will bring him bad outcomes. Therefore, as long as it does not occur, his current

and future deeds are deemed good and supported by the daimonion, even though it is to die.

Socrates proceeds to use his daimonion to explain his choice of death and why to be dead

is better to be alive. The daimonion only opposes to Socrates for future good: ‘Surly the

accustomed sign would not oppose me, unless I were not about to do anything good [οὐ γὰρ ἔσθ᾽

ὅπως οὐκ ἠναντιώθη ἄν μοι τὸ εἰωθὸς σημεῖον, εἰ μή τι ἔμελλον ἐγὼ ἀγαθὸν πράξειν] (40c1-3).’

5 Brickhouse and Smith (1994) 190.
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Socrates in this account substitutes the accustomed voice mentioned in previous descriptions

with accustomed sign [εἰωθὸς σημεῖον]. In this passage, Socrates indicates the current

acquiescence of the daimonion is an approval of his action, since it will oppose his choice if it is

not good for Socrates. As McPherran concludes more precisely this point that “these divine signs

concern future harmful-or more broadly unbeneficial-outcomes”.6 I partly agree with his claim,

since the repetitive usage of μέλλω (31d3 and 40a6) undoubtedly refers to the future cases, and

ἔμελλον here at 40c4 indicates unfulfilled intention in the past.7 However, I cannot agree with

him on the understanding of ἀγαθὸν [good] here, because this word has strong moral connotation.

I admit it has the “beneficial” meaning, but in order to understand it more broadly, as McPherran

insists, especially considering Socrates’ claim about daimonion dissuades him from doing unjust

things at 40a4-6. It is better to think Socrates’ daimonion concerns with future things from a

moral perspective. Furthermore, I believe the beneficial sense is included in the outcomes of the

moral guidance of the daimonion, since a virtuous life itself is the best possible reward.

As Socrates mentions, others know his daimonion (Apology 31c); Euthyphro’s speech is

the best evidence of this. In Euthyphro 3b5-7, Euthyphro claims he perfectly understands why

Socrates is charged: ‘I know, Socrates, because you say so the daimonion comes to you each

time’ [μανθάνω, ὦ Σώκρατες: ὅτι δὴ σὺ τὸ δαιμόνιον φῂς σαυτῷ ἑκάστοτε γίγνεσθαι]. Although

the daimonion occurred to Socrates each time according to Euthyphro, it seems the exact timing

of its appearance is unknown.

A good example of the unexpected timing of daimonion’s occurence is given at

Euthydemus 272e4, when Socrates recounts to Crito how he joined conversation with

Euthydemus and his brother Dionysodorus. Socrates planned to leave the undressing room, ‘but

6 McPherran (1996) 186.
7 Smyth (1956) 437.
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the accustomed sign came to me while I was standing up’ [ἀνισταμένου δέ μου ἐγένετο τὸ

εἰωθὸς σημεῖον τὸ δαιμόνιον]. If the daimonion did not compel Socrates to stay, he would have

missed such a wonderful dialogue. In this case, the daimonion gives its signal without prior

notice. It is unknown what sign it gaves to Socrates that made him stay instead of leaving.

McPherran puts the ambiguity here in this way: ‘It is unclear the daimonion is a mere “electric

shock” or a full-fledged voice in the head saying “Don’t attempt to get up from this bench for the

next full hour”.’8 In addition, he suggests it ‘has more phenomenological content than a mere

twinge’, which Socrates’ account in Phaedrus indicates it.9 Regardless of the form and the

content of the divine sign, Socrates is completely obedient to the sign without giving any

evidence of rational questioning.10

His absolute obedience to the daimoinon also can be seen in Phaderus. When Socrates is

about to cross a river, he says: ‘The daimonion and the accustomed sign, which always happens

to me, happened-it always restrains me from the thing which I am about to do-and I thought I

heard some voice at that moment’ [τὸ δαιμόνιόν τε καὶ τὸ εἰωθὸς σημεῖόν μοι γίγνεσθαι ἐγένετο-

ἀεὶ δέ με ἐπίσχει ὃ ἂν μέλλω πράττειν—καί τινα φωνὴν ἔδοξα αὐτόθεν ἀκοῦσαι] (242b7-c2).

The voice of the daimonion suddenly occurred here, and Socrates immediately stopped what he

was about to do. The juxtaposition of δαιμόνιόν [daimonion] and εἰωθὸς σημεῖόν [accustomed

sign] suggests daimonion is slightly different from a sign or voice or even more than that in

content, as McPherran pointed out. It is implied in Socrates’ following account at 242c2-3 that

he was forbidden to leave by the daimonion until he made an atonement for his offense to gods.

How did Socrates suddenly realize that he offended the gods? It is impossible for Socrates to use

his reasoning to figure out what the divine sign points to, if it is only a voice without any

8 McPherran (1996) 204n62.
9 Ibid.
10 See Reeve (1989) 69.
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concrete instruction. Although Socrates equals his daimonion with voice and sign, I would rather

take it as Socrates’ intentional ambiguity to underline the uniqueness of his daimonion, while

stressing that the daimonion is something his contemporaries are familiar with, since his

contemporary Greeks did receive divine signs in many other forms, as we will see in the

discussion of Xenophon’s accounts.

In Phaedrus 242c4-6, Socrates claims that he is as a seer, a claim never made in other

Platonic dialogues: ‘Now, I am a seer, not a very good one, but like those who are bad at writings,

it is good enough for me: so indeed I know clearly my mistake’ [εἰμὶ δὴ οὖν μάντις μέν, οὐ πάνυ

δὲ σπουδαῖος, ἀλλ᾽ ὥσπερ οἱ τὰ γράμματα φαῦλοι, ὅσον μὲν ἐμαυτῷ μόνον ἱκανός: σαφῶς οὖν

ἤδη μανθάνω τὸ ἁμάρτημα]. This claim echoes my discussion about daimonion at Apology 40a4-

6. Socrates realized his mistake by interpreting the divine sign. He seems to impose his reasoning

upon the divine sign to flesh out the concrete content of its message. If Socrates did not use his

reckoning, how could he acknowledge that his fault is his offense against gods? Socrates in the

Apology said his daimonion sent him prophecy [μάντις] (40a4), and here he uses the particle δὴ

to confirm he is a seer indeed. He seems to suggest he understood his fault after daimonion

warned him due to its forethought. Therefore, it is better to understand Socrates’ reasoning has to

discern which of his actions is unjust that triggers the occurrence of daimonion. Otherwise,

another understanding is the daimonion may inform Socrates directly and precisely about the

details of its warnings. Still, his reasoning confirms and proves the very goodness and

correctness of divine signs in his recognition afterwards, although Socrates followed them

undoubtedly after their immediate occurrences.

One problematic claim made by Socrates about his daimonion is at Republic 496c4-5,

where he is equivocal about the uniqueness of daimonion: ‘The demonic sign: for I suppose it
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has happened to some other person, or has never happened to anyone before’ [τὸ δαιμόνιον

σημεῖον: ἢ γάρ πού τινι ἄλλῳ ἢ οὐδενὶ τῶν ἔμπροσθεν γέγονεν]. Socrates did not clearly say he

was the only one had signs from daimonion, but even so, how could he know others who also

had divine signs? The more intriguing thing about this claim is the place it appears. It appears

after Socrates just mentioned Theages, when he describes those types of persons fell into and

remained to philosophize:

κατ’ ἀξίαν ὁμιλούντων φιλοσοφίᾳ, ἤ που ὑπὸ φυγῆς καταληφθὲν γενναῖον καὶ εὖ
τεθραμμένον ἦθος, ἀπορίᾳ τῶν διαφθερούντων κατὰ φύσιν μεῖναν ἐπ’ αὐτῇ, ἢ ἐν
σμικρᾷ πόλει ὅταν μεγάλη ψυχὴ φυῇ καὶ ἀτιμάσασα τὰ τῆς πόλεως
ὑπερίδῃ· βραχὺ δέ πού τι καὶ ἀπ’ ἄλλης τέχνης δικαίως ἀτιμάσαν εὐφυὲς ἐπ’
αὐτὴν ἂν ἔλθοι. εἴη δ’ ἂν καὶ ὁ τοῦ ἡμετέρου ἑταίρου Θεάγους χαλινὸς οἷος
κατασχεῖν.

Of those in company with philosophy in accordance with its worthiness, either
some well-born kept by exile and with well reared-up character, owing to the lack
of corrupters to their nature, or whenever a great soul lives in a small city, as
disdaining city-affairs, overlooked them, remains to philosophy. Lastly, a few
good nature would come to philosophy from other arts that they justly disdained.
Something would hold back such as the bridle of our companion Theages.
(Republic 496b)

Socrates complained that only a small group of people was abiding to philosophy, for they could

maintain a good and noble nature without corruption and attraction from arts. Considering it

appears before the beginning of Socrates’ distinction between sophistry and philosophy, the

distinction seems to lie in the difference in human nature. As for Theages’ nature, it is suitable

for philosophy, and he belongs to the limited circle of philosophers, as Socrates acknowledged

him by calling him ‘our companion’ [ἡμετέρου ἑταίρου] (Republic 496b7). Moreover, he is the

example of a person who could have been dragged away by other arts but was held back by his

physical illness. Coincidentally, a widely-accepted pseudo-Platonic dialogue is in the name of

Theages, where Theages is such a zealous youth with illness who cannot tell the difference

between sophistry and philosophy. Plato narrates the encounter of Socrates with Theages and his
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father Demodocus, and Demodocus asks Socrates to cure Theages’ illness. Nevertheless,

Socrates gives a full account of how his daimonion decides who are allowed be his students in

Theages. Therefore, daimonion seems to play an essential role in Socrates’ education, since it

filters students for Socrates by determining whether their natures are fit for philosophy.

II Daimonion in Pseudo-Platonic Dialogues

Although there are long-lasting disputes about the authenticity of Theages, I believe

Socrates’ own words about his daimonion in Theages should be treated seriously regardless of

the dialogue’s authenticity. Moreover, Socrates gives the most detailed account and concrete

examples in Theages, which are worthy of in-depth discussion. More interestingly, Socrates

mentioned daimonion thrice in Alcibiades I, which at first prevented him from talking with

Alcibiades, but then changes its attitude towards their contact, which indicates that Alcibiades’

nature has changed to some extent, so that grants him possibility and suitability for

philosophizing and Socrates’ philosophical teaching. Therefore, it will be beneficial by putting

these two dialogues together to grasp the function of daimonion in Socrates’ education.

In Theages 128d2-4, Socrates delineates the daimonion as following: ‘For there is some

daimonion accompanying me by divine chance, and has started from childhood [ἔστι γάρ τι θείᾳ

μοίρᾳ παρεπόμενον ἐμοὶ ἐκ παιδὸς ἀρξάμενον δαιμόνιον]. This is a voice [ἔστι δὲ τοῦτο φωνή],

which, whenever it occurs, always gives me signs about the thing I am about to do [ἣ ὅταν

γένηται ἀεί μοι σημαίνει, ὃ ἂν μέλλω πράττειν]; it deters me, but never urges me [τούτου

ἀποτροπήν, προτρέπει δὲ οὐδέποτε].’ This account is congruent with the accounts in previous

Platonic dialogues. The daimonion-a voice that accompanies with him from his childhood-gives

prohibitive commands to his future action. However, Socrates adds a peculiar description later:

‘If some of my friends takes counsel, the voice occurs as well [καὶ ἐάν τίς μοι τῶν φίλων
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ἀνακοινῶται καὶ γένηται ἡ φωνή]. It is the same [ταὐτὸν τοῦτο]. It turns him away and does not

allow him to do it [ἀποτρέπει καὶ οὐκ ἐᾷ πράττειν] (Theages 128d5).’ In the previous accounts,

Socrates never says his daimonion provides consultancy service for others but only for Socrates

himself. Still, the daimonion offers advice by dissuasion rather than exhortation.

Nevertheless, it is also ambiguous whether his friend takes counsel with Socrates himself

or his daimonion as an oracular. Moreover, several following examples given by Socrates in

Theages 128e-129d are problematic: Charmides consulted with him about the training for race at

Nemea (128e); Timarchus left the banquet to kill Nicias (129a-c); Socrates predicted the

destruction of the army in Sicily (129d). Socrates demonstrates the power of his daimonion by

displaying the unpleasing outcomes of Charmides’ training, Timarchus’ assassination and

Sicilian expedition. The puzzle here is those people did not take counsel with Socrates

intentionally and directly. Socrates daimonion warned Charmides not to train when he told

Socrates the plan of training, but Charmides did not ask Socrates for advice on it. In Timarchus’

case, Timarchus does not even disclose his plan of assassinating Nicias to Socrates, but the

daimonion admonished him not to get up thrice, as reported by Socrates. For the Sicilian

expedition, Socrates only narrates that a good-looking youth, Sannio, went out on the campaign,

and then the demonic sign came to Socrates, when the youth did not even say a word to Socrates.

In the examples above, there are no direct consultations with Socrates and his daimonion.

Therefore, these examples undermine the validity and seriousness of his claim about the

consulting service, since they cannot support it strongly. Then why Socrates made the odd claim?

If we take these examples and his claim seriously, Socrates’ role seems not simply

limited to reporting the sign of his daimonion whenever it occurs, but also he has to discern

which action of which person the sign points to (At 128e5-6, as soon as Charmides speaks his
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plan, the voice comes and Socrates warns him ‘Don’t train’; at 129b7, the voice comes when

Timarchus excuses for a leave, and Socrates warns him ‘No! Don’t get up!’). If the daimonion

only gives a negative voice, it is impossible for Socrates to tell the sign is for himself or others.

Therefore, the divine sign has richer content than a mere voice.

Thereafter, Socrates continues to explain his reason for telling those examples, since his

daimonion has played a large role in his education: ‘I have told you all these things, because the

very power of this daimonion is even the absolute (whole) power when they were spending time

with me at conversations’ [ταῦτα δὴ πάντα εἴρηκά σοι, ὅτι ἡ δύναμις αὕτη τοῦ δαιμονίου τούτου

καὶ εἰς τὰς συνουσίας τῶν μετ᾽ ἐμοῦ συνδιατριβόντων τὸ ἅπαν δύναται] (Theages 129e1-3).’ It is

the first time daimonion is depicted as all-powerful or absolutely powerful. Then, the question is:

why it is all-powerful at conversations? Does this suggests it is not all-powerful in Socrates’

action? The passage here may agree with Apology 40a7-b4 that daimonion interferes with his

both discourse and action, which can be the meaning of its absolute power. It is easy to infer

from the quoted passage that the discourse has to be with Socrates rather than anyone else for the

daimonion to show its absolute power. Therefore, another explanation is, that by attributing the

power of spending time with him at conversations to his daimonion, Socrates tries to disguise his

own power in the face of daimonion.

Socrates continues to deter Theages: ‘For it opposes many, and it is not possible for those

people to be helped when spending time with me, so that I cannot spend time with them [πολλοῖς

μὲν γὰρ ἐναντιοῦται, καὶ οὐκ ἔστι τούτοις ὠφεληθῆναι μετ᾽ ἐμοῦ διατρίβουσιν, ὥστε οὐχ οἷόν τέ

μοι τούτοις συνδιατρίβειν] (Theages 129e3-5).’ Moreover, we can perceive daimonion can both

assist and prohibit people, which also can be the meaning of its total power. It prohibits those

will not benefit from discussion with Socrates, while it assists others who will receive help in
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such a discussion. Then, Socrates concludes: ‘There are many people it does not prevent, but

they are not even being helped. The power of daimonion might assist those at conversations,

whom you have perceived: for now they are improving quickly [πολλοῖς δὲ συνεῖναι μὲν οὐ

διακωλύει, ὠφελοῦνται δὲ οὐδὲν συνόντες. οἷς δ᾽ ἂν συλλάβηται τῆς συνουσίας ἡ τοῦ δαιμονίου

δύναμις, οὗτοί εἰσιν ὧν καὶ σὺ ᾔσθησαι: ταχὺ γὰρ παραχρῆμα ἐπιδιδόασιν] (Theages 129e6-9).’

It is good to recall that Socrates’ daimonion always benefit him by preventing him from

performing unjust deeds. However, in this account, the decision made by daimonion in choosing

Socrates’ interlocutors suddenly hinges on the interlocutors’ benefit; namely, whether the

interlocutor will be helped or not. Therefore, the selection of interlocutors has nothing to do with

Socrates, but depends on the potentiality of the interlocutors. Nevertheless, there are those who,

though not hindered by the daimonion, still have no benefit from the conversation. Why then the

daimonion did not prevent those obtaining nothing from the discourse at firsthand? What is the

point of accepting them into the discourse with Socrates when they will have no benefit from it?

Therefore, the possible explanation is: from Socrates’ perspective, the daimonion also benefits

him in the sense of keeping him away from future possible troubles, since it makes sure his

teaching will not fall into the hands of those inappropriate or unqualified for it, fearing they are

likely to distort his teachings and take advantage of them for wrong end. In other words, by

filtering his interlocutors, his daimonion helps Socrates to find his students who are proper for

his teachings.

In the following account, Socrates makes a distinction between two groups of his

students: ‘Also, for those making progress; they have firm and constant aid. While many, as long

as they are with me, they make marvelous progress; whenever they are away from me, again they

differ in no respect from anyone else [καὶ τούτων αὖ τῶν ἐπιδιδόντων οἱ μὲν καὶ βέβαιον ἔχουσι
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καὶ παραμόνιμον τὴν ὠφελίαν· πολλοὶ δέ, ὅσον ἂν μετ’ ἐμοῦ χρόνον ὦσιν, θαυμάσιον

ἐπιδιδόασιν, ἐπειδὰν δέ μου ἀπόσχωνται, πάλιν οὐδὲν διαφέρουσιν ὁτουοῦν] (Theages 129e9-

130a4).’ Therefore, those students who could not obtain benefit are those who left Socrates and

forgot all his teachings since they are without the aid of daimonion. Accordingly, those who

received constant and steadfast benefit were those who stayed in conversations with Socrates.

Thus, the daimonion can discern the nature of interlocutors, whether they are fitting for Socrates

teachings, but is unable to predict when they will leave Socrates and their conversations. Thus,

what Socrates refers to at Theages 129e6 is the outcomes for the first group of students. Though

they might make possible improvement during the learning process, they appeared to obtain no

benefit once when they left Socrates ultimately. Therefore, the aiding power of daimonion flows

away when those learners are away from Socrates. Thus, what is the exact power daimonion

possesses to help interlocutors make progress in conversations? As Socrates and his conversation

seem to have the power to improve others, daimonion is merely his assistant to accelerate the

speed of a person’s improvement, or even a metaphorical expression of his own power, as I

suggested above.

The passage above reminds us of Theaetetus 150a-151a, where Socrates gives his famous

account of his art of midwifery. Socrates says his art takes care of male souls rather than typical

female bodies (150b). By asking questions, he attends the travail of others, as he is barren of

wisdom (150c). He proceeds with a description of his associates [συγγιγνόμενοι]: ‘At first, some

appear very ignorant. When all proceeding at conversation (company), the god allows them

marvelous progress as much as possible, both they themselves and others think so [τὸ μὲν

πρῶτον φαίνονται ἔνιοι μὲν καὶ πάνυ ἀμαθεῖς, πάντες δὲ προϊούσης τῆς συνουσίας, οἷσπερ ἂν ὁ

θεὸς παρείκῃ, θαυμαστὸν ὅσον ἐπιδιδόντες, ὡς αὑτοῖς τε καὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις δοκοῦσι] (Theaetetus
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150d2-5).’ Because in his role as a midwife, he did not teach them anything. Instead, he helped

them to discover many beautiful things (150d). As a result, people were inclined to take credits

for themselves, and despised Socrates, so they left him (150e). Socrates then describes their

outcomes: ‘After they left, they miscarried the remainders because of base companion (teacher)

and evilly lost things that were rearing up after having been brought to birth by me…they

seemed to be ignorant both to themselves and others [ἀπελθόντες δὲ τά τε λοιπὰ ἐξήμβλωσαν διὰ

πονηρὰν συνουσίαν καὶ τὰ ὑπ᾽ ἐμοῦ μαιευθέντα κακῶς τρέφοντες ἀπώλεσαν…τελευτῶντες δ᾽

αὑτοῖς τε καὶ τοῖς ἄλλοις ἔδοξαν ἀμαθεῖς εἶναι] (Theaetetus 150e3-151a1).’

These two passages are similar to the accounts in Theages, but here Socrates substitutes

the aid from daimonion with god’s aid. Socrates seems to emphasize his limited role in his

interlocutors’ progress, while god is the real one who permits their improvement. In comparison,

in Theages, demonic power only assists those at the company or conversation with Socrates.

Despite this difference, the outcomes of those who left are the same. They lost all that they had

obtained when they were with Socrates, but Socrates in Theaetetus manifestly narrates the cause

of their leaving. They thought they were credited for their growth rather than Socrates’ art of

midwifery. Certainly, their outcomes prove their ignorance of the truth and Socrates’

indispensable contribution to their progress. Therefore, it seems Socrates has a great impact on

his interlocutors. Socrates by attributing his role to his daimonion, grants his daimonion a

metaphoric role. It is worth noting one example Socrates gives for those not benefited is

Aristides, the son of Lysimachus, which is the same example given at Theages 130a. This

intertextuality confirms the connection between the passage of Theaetetus and Theages on the

roles of Socrates and his daimonion in Socrates’ education.
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In Theages, Socrates does not mention what happened to those left, but he does so in

Theaetetus. When they return to their original ignorant status, some want to associate with

Socrates again, but at this time, Socrates’ daimonion occurs. ‘When it happens, my daimonion

hinders me from associating with some, but allows me to associate with others, and such persons

make progress again [ἐνίοις μὲν τὸ γιγνόμενόν μοι δαιμόνιον ἀποκωλύει συνεῖναι, ἐνίοις δὲ ἐᾷ,

καὶ πάλιν οὗτοι ἐπιδιδόασι] (Theaetetus 151a3-4).’ Here, Socrates’ daimonion functions in

selecting his associates after some of them have returned to him and its criteria has relation to

their progress. In comparison, in Theages, it at first chooses Socrates’ companions, but does not

mention their returning and its second filtering or selection, which relates to the future progress

of those returned learners. I assume Theaetetus as a complementary reading to Theages which

fills in the blank that Socrates does not disclose in Theages-the reason for his associates’ leaving.

Nevertheless, there is a different emphasis on daimonion’s role in Socrates’ education in each

dialogue, which makes our understanding of its function clearer. The accounts in Theages and

Theatetus represent two different stages of daimonion’s censorship. The first is to select those

suitable for conversing or studying with Socrates, depending on their nature and potentiality. The

second stage is to examine whether they can obtain benefits by association with Socrates.

However, what is the connotation of benefits that Socrates intends to convey? The context of

Theaetetus supplies us with the understanding of the benefits, which is begetting children of

souls; namely, engendering knowledge and ideas with the aid of Socrates and his art of

midwifery. As Socrates explains to Theaetetus, he tends to seek for those who are pregnant,

because ‘I guess very decently by associating with whom they could benenfit [πάνυ ἱκανῶς

τοπάζω οἷς ἂν συγγενόμενοι ὄναιντο]’ (Theaetetus 151b4-5). He also mentions that he sent

some of them to Prodicus, but those he chose to stay with him and who profited from him are
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people who can discovery beautiful things and bring forth them into the light with the help of

Socrates’ frequent questioning rather than Socrates’ own views about anything (Theaetetus 151c-

d). Thus, Socrates assisted those pregnant to engender their own views. Now, it is understandable

why Socrates in Theages mentioned there were many who, though associated with him did not

benefit from the association, since the second stage of filtering of those who will profit with

Socrates in Theaetetus is omitted there. In other words, daimonion at the first stage is incapable

of predicting who will gain benefits, since the outcome varies and solely depends on individuals’

potentialities.

Therefore, even in the end of the dialogue Theages, after Theages asks for the test of

Socrates’ daimonion for his possibility of learning with Socrates, Plato still does not tell us the

result of the test. However, Socrates’ comments on Theages in Republic seems to indicate the

outcome. In Republic 496c1-3, Socrates depicts Theages studied philosophy only by chance: ‘All

the other things prepared Theages for falling out of philosophy, but his physical disease keeping

him away holds him back from politics [Θεάγει τὰ μὲν ἄλλα πάντα παρεσκεύασται πρὸς τὸ

ἐκπεσεῖν φιλοσοφίας, ἡ δὲ τοῦ σώματος νοσοτροφία ἀπείργουσα αὐτὸν τῶν πολιτικῶν κατέχει].

His primary interest is in public affairs, but his fragile nature and weak body are unsuitable for

politics. Socrates implies Theages was much qualified for philosophy but was checked by his

physical illness, so he ended up in studying philosophy that Nails’ study reaches the same

conclusion.11

Socrates, though he always obeys the commands of his daimonion, is not necessarily

happy with them. Plato’s Alcibiades I is a perfect example of this. In this dialogue, Socrates has

to repress his eagerness to talk with Alcibiades, who later becomes Socrates’ student. Socrates

daimonion not only dissuades him from people who desire to talk with him but also prevents

11 Nails (2002) 278.
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Socrates himself from talking to others, to whom he wants to talk. Therefore, the daimonion has

a bilateral filtering function concerning Socrates’ interlocutors and their conversations.

At Alcibiades I 103a4-b1, Socrates explains to Alcibiades why, after so many years, he

finally started talking to him: ‘The cause was not human, but some daimonic opposition. You

will learn its power later, but now, since it no longer opposes me, thus I have come to you

[τούτου δὲ τὸ αἴτιον γέγονεν οὐκ ἀνθρώπειον, ἀλλά τι δαιμόνιον ἐναντίωμα, οὗ σὺ τὴν δύναμιν

καὶ ὕστερον πεύσῃ. νῦν δὲ ἐπειδὴ οὐκέτι ἐναντιοῦται, οὕτω προσελήλυθα].’ If the daimonion

had not prevented Socrates, he would have approached Alcibiades much earlier driven by his

passion for his beloved. Then, what triggers the daimonion to change its attitudes? Based on my

discussion about daimonion’s criteria in selection, in other words, the questions are what in

Alcibiades’ nature made him inappropriate for their communication at first, and why it was not

beneficial for Alcibiades to begin a conversation with Socrates at first? Then what change

happened to him makes him suitable and beneficial for being Socrates’ interlocutor?

The clue lies in the theme of this dialogue, as Steven Forde suggests, hidden in its

traditional subtitle ‘On the Nature of Man’.12 The answer is implied in Alcibiades I 105d3-6: ‘I

think I have such great power over your affairs and you, on which account I believe god long ago

was not allowing me to talk to you, and I was waiting the time when it would allow me

[τοσαύτην ἐγὼ δύναμιν οἶμαι ἔχειν εἰς τὰ σὰ πράγματα καὶ εἰς σέ, διὸ δὴ καὶ πάλαι οἴομαί με τὸν

θεὸν οὐκ ἐᾶν διαλέγεσθαί σοι, ὃν ἐγὼ περιέμενον ὁπηνίκα ἐάσει].’ Socrates here claims he can

influence Alcibiades and his affairs tremendously. Although this can be understood as Socrates’

hyperbole to attract Alcibiades’ attention, the prevention given by daimonion implies that

Alcibiades at his young age was not suitable for, and would not benefit from the association with

Socrates. Inferring from Alcibiades’ ambition to and craze for politics, he might be interest in

12 Forde (1987) 222.
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nothing philosophical but political. The prohibition suggests Alcibiades would not listen to

Socrates, even if he were able to talk with Alcibiades. I agree with Steven Forde on this point.13

The situation changed until Alcibiade’s nature was not too zealous for public affairs but now

turned out to be possible for philosophizing. Alcibiades may listen to Socrates now, but it is

unknown whether he will benefit from it.

At Alcibiades I 124c6-8, Socrates recalls the daimonion’s prevention again: ‘Oh,

Alcibiades! Trusting in God, who until this day would not allow me to converse with you, I say

that it through no other man but me that you will be among eminence [θεός, ὦ Ἀλκιβιάδη, ὅσπερ

σοί με οὐκ εἴα πρὸ τῆσδε τῆς ἡμέρας διαλεχθῆναι. ᾧ καὶ πιστεύων λέγω ὅτι ἡ ἐπιφάνεια δι᾽

οὐδενὸς ἄλλου σοι ἔσται ἢ δι᾽ ἐμοῦ].’ Here, in this account, Socrates promises Alcibiades will

gain fame [ἐπιφάνεια] through him. It reminds us of the accounts in Theages and Theaetetus,

where Socrates says that only those stay with him can make progress, but he never boasts about

anyone achieving eminence with his aid. One explanation for Socrates’s hyperbole in Alcibiades

I is to draw Alcibiades into philosophy, by offering him the prospect of conversing with him.

Another explanation is that Socrates indeed found Alcibiades as having the great potential to

accomplish eminence, and thus expressed his eagerness to approach him.

It is peculiar when Socrates mentioned daimonion’s prevention in the beginning of

Alcibiades I, but then substitutes for it, the word ‘god’ [θεός], when he refers to it in the other

two places. Thus, from Socrates’ and Plato’s perspective, daimonion is in the category of god or

even an equivalent to god. Their doing so, again would cancel out Socrates’ crime of impiety.

More importantly, in Alcibiades’ case, the image and function of daimonion may also eliminate

the charge that Socrates corrupted youths, as Alcibiades is the most notorious one among those

whom Socrates corrupted. The failure of Sicilian expedition led by outrageous Alcibiades, and

13 Ibid.
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his betrayal of Athens had directed Athenians’ resentment towards his teacher Socrates when

Athens was declining since her heyday. As Steven Forde points out it was widely believed that

Socrates’ association with Alcibiades resulted in Socrates’ sentence by the city.14 Particularly as

told by Xenophon in Memorabilia 1.2.12-28, the hubris of Alcibiades was not taught but was

mitigated by Socrates, when Alcibiades was staying with Socrates. ‘I know Socrates too showed

himself to his companions as being good and noble, and he conversed most nobly about virtue

and other humans. I know these two (Critia and Alcibiades) were prudent as long as they were

with Socrates [οἶδα δὲ καὶ Σωκράτην δεικνύντα τοῖς συνοῦσιν ἑαυτὸν καλὸν κἀγαθὸν ὄντα καὶ

διαλεγόμενον κάλλιστα περὶ ἀρετῆς καὶ τῶν ἄλλων ἀνθρωπίνων. οἶδα δὲ κἀκείνω σωφρονοῦντε,

ἔστε Σωκράτει συνήστην]’ (1.2.17-18). However, it is only after he left Socrates, Alcibiades

went on the path of corruption (1.2.24). In other words, Alcibiades at one time made

improvement when he became prudent through conversing with Socrates. His outrageous nature

was checked through philosophizing, as he at that time deemed that prudence was superior

(1.2.18). The passage above also explains why daimonion refused Socrates’ approach to

Alcibiades at first, for there was indeed flaws in Alcibiades’ nature inappropriate for Socrates’

teaching. It was only with Socrates that his imprudence was repressed, but it revived again when

he left Socrates. Therefore, Socrates should not be responsible for a corrupted Alcibiades, as he

offered his remedy to cure the flaws of Alcibiades. It is Alcibiades himself who abandoned

Socrates’ therapy and became indulgent in his outrageousness. Alcibiades brought the disaster

that befell Athens, but why should Socrates be blamed as a scapegoat?

Considering that Plato does not directly reveal the result of Theages’ appropriateness for

philosophizing, and Socrates seems to find the daimonion as an excuse to warn Theages of the

possible danger of studying with him, to what extent should we take Socrates’ accounts in

14 Forde (1987) 223.
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Theages seriously? There are two different accounts of daimonion in the Theages: first, it can

benefit Socrates’ friends other than Socrates himself; and second, it has absolute power.

Although these two accounts are peculiar if we compare them to other Platonic dialogues, they

seem at large in accordance with Xenophon’s accounts about Socrates’ daimonion, even they

sound more radical.

III Daimonion in Xenophon’s Writings

In Xenophon’s writings, Socrates’ accounts on daimonion are plain. Far from the

ambiguous and contradictory depictions of Plato, Xenophon is coherent in his delineation of

Socrates’ daimonion. It is easy to note to what extent Xenophon’s accounts are both similar and

different from Plato’s. Xenophon seems to combine all the pieces concerning daimonion from

Plato with his own memory and understanding about it to form his own account.

In the beginning ofMemorabilia, Xenophon puts the delineation of Socrates’ daimonion

in his defense for Socrates’ charge that he did not acknowledge the gods which the city

acknowledges ‘by bringing new other divine things [ἕτερα δὲ καινὰ δαιμόνια εἰσφέρων]’ (1.1.1).

Xenophon argues that Socrates often appears at sacrifices, and his daimonion is his source for

consulting divination, which is not different from birds, portents and the victims that others

consult and believe in (1.1.3). Thereafter, Xenophon gives a full account on daimonion from his

own perspective and memory. ‘For he (Socrates) said the daimonion gave signs, it foretold to

many of his companions, on one hand to do some things, one the other hand not to do other

things. When the daimonion was foretelling, for those who had obeyed, it was profitable; for

those who had not obeyed, it was regrettable [τὸ δαιμόνιον γὰρ ἔφη σημαίνειν. καὶ πολλοῖς τῶν

συνόντων προηγόρευε τὰ μὲν ποιεῖν, τὰ δὲ μὴ ποιεῖν, ὡς τοῦ δαιμονίου προσημαίνοντος. καὶ τοῖς

μὲν πειθομένοις αὐτῷ συνέφερε, τοῖς δὲ μὴ πειθομένοις μετέμελε] (1.1.4).’ From this account,
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Xenophon presents Socrates’ daimonion as both encouraging and warning his companions in

action, which is not the case in Plato. In the Platonic dialogues, the daimonion offers prohibitive

commands only to Socrates himself. Even in Theages, Plato narrates that Socrates’ companions

consult with him, but in Xenophon’s description, the daimonion seems to speak directly to the

companions. However, the speech of the daimonion is its sign, and the content of the speech is

unknown, which are the same cases in both Plato’s and Xenophon’s narration. Moreover, the

outcome of Socrates’ companions depends on whether they listen to the daimonion. It is much

the same in the accounts given by Plato and Xenophon; particularly, it reminds us of the

unpromising ends of those who acted against the warning of daimonion in Theages. Furthermore,

the description that the daimonion ‘was profitable [συνέφερε]’ recalls the similar expression in

Theages 129e6-9, when many of Socrates’ companions are not helped (benefited) [ὠφελοῦνται]

from their association with Socrates.

Certainly, Socrates’ daimonion also speaks to Socrates himself in Xenophon’s account.

The critical evidence is near the end of Memorabilia, when Xenophon returns to his defense for

Socrates against the charge: ‘If someone, because saying his daimonion foretold him both things

that he should do and things should not do, by condemning him to death by jurors, one believes

he proved to lie about the daimonion… [εἰ δέ τις, ὅτι φάσκοντος αὐτοῦ τὸ δαιμόνιον ἑαυτῷ

προσημαίνειν ἅ τε δέοι καὶ ἃ μὴ δέοι ποιεῖν ὑπὸ τῶν δικαστῶν κατεγνώσθη θάνατος, οἴεται

αὐτὸν ἐλέγχεσθαι περὶ τοῦ δαιμονίου ψευδόμενον…]’ (4.8.1). It is obvious the daimonion both

warns and encourages Socrates in action. Then, if the daimonion can give signs to both Socrates

and others, Socrates as the interpreter has to figure out whose behavior the daimonion aims at,

and whether the sign is for prevention or exhortation. It seems the daimonion in Xenophon’s

account has richer and more complicated content within its signs. By regarding daimonion as
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Socrates’ unique way of consulting divination, Xenophon maintains daimonion is beyond human

experience. It is worth noting that just before returning to his defense for Socrates, Xenophon

concludes the daimonion functions as complementary source of wisdom to human wisdom due

to its superiority: ‘if someone would like to benefit more than in accordance with human wisdom,

he should take counsel to attend to oracles (divination). For he (Socrates) said that one who had

known through the things of which gods gives signs to humans about their affairs would never be

bereft of gods’ advice [Εἰ δέ τις μᾶλλον ἢ κατὰ τὴν ἀνθρωπίνην σοφίαν ὠφελεῖσθαι βούλοιτο,

συνεβούλευε μαντικῆς ἐπιμελεῖσθαι. τὸν γὰρ εἰδότα δι’ ὧν οἱ θεοὶ τοῖς ἀνθρώποις περὶ τῶν

πραγμάτων σημαίνουσιν οὐδέποτ’ ἔρημον ἔφη γίγνεσθαι συμβουλῆς θεῶν] (4.7.10).’ Xenophon

seems to suggest there is limitation of human wisdom concerning the consideration of one’s

benefit, but divination can surpass human wisdom in this respect. Thus, Socrates’ daimonion as

divination is complementary to his wisdom, since daimonion can help Socrates to establish and

justify truths that no other means can achieve. It is also worth noting that the two accounts on

Socrates’ daimonion are not followed with any concrete examples, and they are merely

Xenophon’s reports rather than narration by Socrates himself in a dialogue as in Plato’s

dialogues.

In his Apology, Xenophon shows Socrates uses daimonion’s prevention as his reason not

to prepare a defense speech in his trial and his decision to face death: ‘I have already attempted

twice to contemplate my defense, but my daimonion opposes it [δὶς ἤδη ἐπιχειρήσαντός μου

σκοπεῖν περὶ τῆς ἀπολογίας ἐναντιοῦταί μοι τὸ δαιμόνιον] (1.1.4).’ It is puzzling why the

daimonion rejected Socrates twice in his attempt to prepare a defense speech. It seems

contradictory to the pious and obedient image of Socrates to his daimonion. If the daimonion

already prevented Socrates once, why Socrates was bold and rebellious enough to challenge the
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daimonion again? One explanation can be that Socrates might have misunderstood the meaning

of the message from his daimonion at first. It is in accordance with the point demonstrated by

Xenophon in Memorabilia that Socrates as a human though wise also has limitation in his

wisdom. Even wise as Socrates was, he made a mistake and could not notice it until the second

appearance of the daimonion. He might make a wrong interpretation of the daimonic sign at first

time. Thus, when he continued for his preparation, he received the warning again, so he grasped

it rightly and corrected his understanding in the second occurrence. Another imaginative

explanation may be that the daimonion knew beforehand that there should be a persuasive way to

make Socrates believe its suggestion on the critical issue of life and death. Therefore, the

daimonion dissuaded him from preparing his defense speech first, and encouraged Socrates to try

again if he could not understand its suggestion. Thus, Socrates followed obediently its instruction

and attempted a second time. As a result, it occurs again to confirm its command.

To compare Socrates in Plato’s Apology, Socrates does not mention any rejection from

the daimonion about his defense speech, whereas he defended himself quite well against the

charges. However, daimonion’s acquiescence throughout his trial makes Socrates believe his

choice for death is good and proper, when he is not sure ‘whether it is better for him to be alive

than dead’ (41d3-6).15 In Xenophon’s account, Socrates argues not from the perspective that

death is better, but life is more toilsome for him. Since Socrates believes his daimonion agrees

with him that prolonging his old age is less pleasant, it is ‘a life worse than death’ [πολὺ χείρω

βίον ἀντὶ θανάτου], so the daimonion seems to take care of Socrates’’ future benefit. This

matches the account in Plato’s Theages and Alcibiades I (1.1.9). It also matches the account in

Plato’s Apology 40c3-4 that his daimonion prevents him from doing anything not good, when

Socrates explains what he means by stating his old age is less pleasant: ‘Don’t you know that

15 Reeve (1989) 70.
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until now I did not yield to anyone who (would) have lived better than I? For the very thing is the

most pleasant that I knew I have lived my entire life piously and justly [οὐκ οἶσθα ὅτι μέχρι μὲν

τοῦδε οὐδενὶ ἀνθρώπων ὑφείμην <ἂν> βέλτιον ἐμοῦ βεβιωκέναι; ὅπερ γὰρ ἥδιστόν ἐστιν, ᾔδειν

ὁσίως μοι καὶ δικαίως ἅπαντα τὸν βίον βεβιωμένον] (1.1.5)’. Socrates’ pleasure is different from

the pleasure generates from enjoyment in common sense but from piety and justice. This passage

testifies to my previous point that ‘good’ or ‘better’ [βέλτιον] has a moral connotation. Socrates

deems he has lived a better life, because he is more pious and just than others. His pleasure stems

from virtue-piety and justice-which is also the premise of his claim and his confidence in the

superiority of his lifestyle. In Apology 40a4-6, Socrates says his daimonion forbids him doing

anything unjust for his own good, which is similar to the account here at 1.1.5, except Xenophon

adds piety into Socrates’ concept of goodness. It is understandable that Xenophon’s inclusion of

piety fits with his intention to defend Socrates’ piety in his writing.

Furthermore, Socrates explains his naming of daimonon as he regards it as no different

from other sources of divination the Athenian resort to:

τὸ προειδέναι γε τὸν θεὸν τὸ μέλλον καὶ τὸ προσημαίνειν ᾧ βούλεται, ὥσπερ ἐγώ
φημι, οὕτω πάντες καὶ λέγουσι καὶ νομίζουσιν. ἀλλ᾽ οἱ μὲν οἰωνούς τε καὶ φήμας
καὶ συμβόλους τε καὶ μάντεις ὀνομάζουσι τοὺς προσημαίνοντας εἶναι, ἐγὼ δὲ
τοῦτο δαιμόνιον καλῷ καὶ οἶμαι οὕτως ὀνομάζων καὶ ἀληθέστερα καὶ ὁσιώτερα
λέγειν τῶν τοῖς ὄρνισιν ἀνατιθέντων τὴν τῶν θεῶν δύναμιν. ὥς γε μὴν οὐ
ψεύδομαι κατὰ τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ τοῦτ᾽ ἔχω τεκμήριον: καὶ γὰρ τῶν φίλων πολλοῖς δὴ
ἐξαγγείλας τὰ τοῦ θεοῦ συμβουλεύματα οὐδεπώποτε ψευσάμενος ἐφάνην.

The god foreknows what the thing will be and it forewarns whom he wishes. Just
as I say, all say and believe in the same way. Yet, they name what are foretelling
them as ‘birds’, ‘sayings’, ‘omens’ and ‘prophets’. However, I call this daimonion
and I think by naming it thusly, I speak more piously and truly than those who
referring the power of gods to birds. Because at least I do not speak falsely against
the god, also I have this as proof: for indeed I have reported advices of god to
many of my friends, never yet I appeared to speak falsely. (Apology 1.1.13)
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Socrates here admits that he reports the advices of god to his friends, since he does not doubt ‘the

god foreknows what the thing will be and it forewarns whom he wishes for [τὸ προειδέναι γε τὸν

θεὸν τὸ μέλλον καὶ τὸ προσημαίνειν ᾧ βούλεται]’ (Apology 1.1.13). Socrates is mainly a

mouthpiece of the god. By naming the foretelling his daimonion and genuinely reporting its

message, Xenophon in his defense for Socrates’ piety had his Socrates reveal the content of

daimoion’s sign should include a target (whom the god wishes for) and a future event (what the

thing will be). Socrates says he is same with other Athenians in the sense that they both believe

the divination conveys the message concerning these two things and report them. Therefore, the

daimonion may clearly announce its target and specific event it is concerned with in the message.

Thus, Socrates is a mere reporter of the message, but to what extent we shall take it seriously?

Another place where Socrates’ daimonion appears is at Symposium 8.5, where

Antisthenes complains about Socrates using his daimonion as an excuse to avoid conversing with

him: ‘At one time, you did not converse with me, by alleging the daimonion as the excuse; at

another time, you aimed at other thing [τοτὲ μὲν τὸ δαιμόνιον προφασιζόμενος οὐ διαλέγῃ μοι,

τοτὲ δ’ ἄλλου του ἐφιέμενος].’ It is unclear how Socrates uses the daimonion as an excuse to

refuse conversing with others, but it reminds us of the same situation that once happened in

Theages, when Socrates tells Theages he needs the permission of daimonion before any

philosophical conversation. Therefore, the filtering function of the daimonion concerning

Socrates’ interlocutors may be the explanation here. It is understandable from Antisthenes’

perspective that Socrates’ report of the prohibitive command from the daimonion is a pretext,

while he might be unsuitable tested by the daimonion, and Socrates undoubtedly obeyed its

judgement. Thus, the similar examples in Plato and Xenophon may prove the authenticity of the

daimonion’s filtering function.
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In Xenophon’s account, Socrates’ daimonion has an active role in the action of his

friends and his own by both prevention and encouragement. It echoes the description of

daimonion having absolute power in Theages. Although Plato states manifestly Socrates’

daimonion only forbids but does not exhort him to do anything, when it does not occur to

Socrates, its silence is an alternative approval to Socrates’ plan. If the daimonion does not hold

Socrates back from doing something, it indicates its permission. Though it does not announce its

encouragement plainly, its quietness implies it. Thus, Plato’s descriptions of the daimonion also

indicate its absolute power in the sense that it both prohibit and encourage Socrates’ plan.

IV Conclusion

Although in the Platonic dialogues, the daimonion merely concerns for Socrates himself,

Theages offers examples that it also gives advice to others. Therefore, we can fuse all the

references of daimonion to flesh out an entire image of it. The daimonion appears as voice and

conveys divine signs. It has accompanied Socrates since childhood. He is the only one or among

the very few who has access to it. It seems to have power in both speech and action using both

prevention and promotion. It serves for a future benefit that depends on whether the impending

action or speech agrees with justice and piety. As for Socrates’ education, the daimonion is in

charge of filtering his interlocutors, by examining their nature, whether is proper for

philosophical elenchus and then determines which one can benefit from it.

The variances among the accounts about the daimoinon are obvious. Plato restricts

daimonion to signal inhibitive orders to Socrates himself, while Xenophon depicts daimonion as

similar to divination that gives advice both to Socrates and his friends by forbidding and

exhorting future deeds. Plato adopts words such as ‘divine sign [δαιμόνιον σημεῖον]’ (Apology

40c3-4, 41c6; Euthydemus 272e4; Republic 496c4; Phaedrus 242b8-9), ‘voice [φωνή]’ (Apology
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31d3; Phaedrus 242b8-9; Theages 128d2-4) and ‘something divine (daimonion) [δαιμόνιον]’

(Apology 31c8-d1, 40a4-6; Euthyphro 3b5-7; Phaedrus 242b8-9; Theaetetus 151a3-4; Theages

128d2-4) to refer to daimonion. In comparison, Xenophon in his description inclines to use

daimonion with an infinitive such as ‘(fore) warn’ [(προ) σημαίνειν] (Memorabilia 1.1.4, 4.8.1),

‘reject’ [σκοπεῖν] (Apology 1.1.4) to show its active role and prophetic power. Xenophon’s

picture of Socrates and his daimonion is consistent and less puzzling than Plato’s. He presents a

pious Socrates by diminishing the uniqueness of daimonion and categorizing it into one form of

the divinations that the Athenians sought for advice. Plato, on the other hand, keeps the

uniqueness of daimonion, which makes his Socrates more mysterious. The vagueness of his

accounts intensifies the singularity of Socrates and his daimonion. Plato’s designated vagueness

has triggered the heated discussion among modern scholars on how to understand the daimonion

in relaton to Socrates’ reason more accurately. Without clarifying the nature and the message of

daimonion, especially what Socrates receives and how he decodes it, Plato intended to assimilate

what is not easy to grasp about Socrates and his daimonion into his accounts, while Xenophon

did the opposite. By assimilating what is understandable to his readers to his writings, Xenophon

created a religious image of Socrates, while Plato, famous for his skeptical attitude towards

popular religion, offered a more puzzling image of Socrates. Each one chose one important

aspect of Socrates according to their understanding to narrate his daimonion in his speech and

deed. Although their accounts seem different in many aspects, they by recording their common

teacher’s words and deed, share the same aim, which is the justification of Socratic way of life.
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