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Eva Anagnostou-Laoutides1 

A Toast to Virtue:  

Drinking Competitions, Plato, and the Sicilian Tyrants 

 

This paper examines Plato’s use of wine-drinking2 as an 

underrated paradigm for discussing the temperament of the 

tyrannical man in the Republic and the Symposium.3 I argue that 

Plato found in the Syracusan tyrants, with whom he had recurrent 

interaction from 388 BCE onwards,4 a striking example of the 

interplay between tyranny, philosophy, and drinking. Given the 

consensus on the composition date of the Republic around 380 

BCE,5 and regardless of whether Book 1 was originally written as 

a separate dialogue,6 my paper corroborates the view that Plato’s 

tyrannical man in Book 9 was modelled on Dionysius I and his son, 

Dionysius II, whose penchant for heavy drinking was notorious.7  

                                                      
1 Eva Anagnostou-Laoutides is Associate Professor at the Department of Ancient 

History, Macquarie University and Australian Research Council Future 

Fellow (2017-2021). She is currently writing two books: The History of 

Inebriation from Plato to Landino (University of Pennsylvania Press) and 

Sexuality in Hellenistic Epigrams and later European Literature (Brill). 
2 Zinon Papakonstantinou, “A Delight and a Burden (HES., Sc. 400): Wine and 

Wine-Drinking in Archaic Greece,” Ancient Society 42 (2012): 1-32. 
3 Tosca Lynch, “The seductive voice of the aulos in Plato’s Symposium,” in Music 

cultures in Sounds, Words and Images, eds. Antonio Baldassarre and Tatjana 

Markovic (Vienna: Hollitzer Wissenschaftsverlag, 2018), 717; cf. n. 52 below. 
4 Debra Nails, “The Life of Plato of Athens,” in A Companion to Plato, ed. H. Benson 

(Malden: Blackwell, 2008), 1-13; S. Monoson, “Dionysius I and Sicilian 

Theatrical Traditions in Plato’s Republic,” in Theater Outside Athens: Drama in 

Greek Sicily and South Italy, ed. K. Bosher (Cambridge University Press, 

2012), 156-72; C. Arruzza, A Wolf in the City: Tyranny and the Tyrant in Plato’s 

Republic (Oxford University Press, 2019), 53. 
5 Arruzza, A Wolf in the City, 54-9. 
6 Charles H. Kahn, “Proleptic Composition in the Republic, or Why Book 1 Was 

Never a Separate Dialogue,” Classical Quarterly 43.1 (1993): 131-42; D. Nails, 

“The Dramatic Date of Plato’s Republic,” Classical Journal 93.4 (1998): 383-96. 
7 Arthur P. McKinlay, “The ‘Indulgent’ Dionysius,” Transactions and Proceedings 

of the American Philological Association 70 (1939): 51-61 claims that the ancient 

sources probably refer to Dionysius II as a drunkard (not his father). 
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As Nettleship observed long ago,8 Plato described sexual 

desire as a “raging, savage despot”9 already in Republic 1—a 

description applicable to all desires which turn humans away from 

virtue.10 Likewise, in Republic 9 the tyrannical man is depicted as 

deluded under the yoke of Eros Tyrannos.11 The erotic profile of 

tyrants and lovers is shared by Socrates,12 relentlessly (and 

vainly)13 pursued by Alcibiades in the Symposium. However, in the 

philosopher, tyrannical desire has mutated into desire for 

knowledge. Here Plato uses wine-drinking to juxtapose the erotic 

disposition of tyrants and philosophers: Alcibiades, rising 

politician and Socrates’s most famous would-be lover, exemplifies 

the proclivity of tyrants for excessive wine-drinking;14 his drunken 

antics are contrasted to Socrates’s extraordinary imperviousness to 

wine.15 Notably, Alcibiades had a reputation for wishing to 

antagonize the profligate lifestyle of the Sicilian tyrants,16 which 

implies that Plato likely cast him in the Symposium, written 

                                                      
8 Richard Lewis Nettleship, Lectures on the Republic of Plato (London: Macmillan, 

1922), 15. 
9 Plato, Republic, 1.329c3: λυττῶντά τινα καὶ ἄγριον δεσπότην (Plato uses the 

term τἀφροδίσια, 1.329b9), trans. modified from Chris Emlyn-Jones and 

William Preddy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013). Unless 

otherwise specified, I use the Loeb Classical Library editions of all ancient 

texts. 
10 Plato, Republic, 1.329c6-d2; also, Plato, Phaedrus, 238a-c, on eros applied to any 

excessive desire. Cf. Yulia Ustinova, Divine Mania: Alteration of Consciousness 

in Ancient Greece (London: Routledge, 2018), 304. 
11 Plato, Republic, 9.573b8, d4; cf. Republic, 575a1-2: Eros…μόναρχος. 
12 Plato, Symposium, 177d, cf. Lysis, 211e, Theages, 128b; Xenophon, Symposium, 

4.57. 
13 Plato, Symposium, 219b–d; cf. Charles H. Kahn, “Aeschines on Socratic Eros,” in 

The Socratic Movement, ed. Paul Van der Waerdt (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press), 87-106. 
14 Annie Larivée, “Eros Tyrannos: Alcibiades as the Model of the Tyrant in Book 

IX of the Republic,” International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 6.1 (2012): 1-

26; Victoria Wohl, “The Eros of Alcibiades,” Classical Antiquity 18.2 (1999): 

349-85. 
15 See n. 61 below; also, Xenophon, Memorabilia, 1.3.6-8 and Symposium, 2.24. 
16 Thucydides, 6.15.3-4. 
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between 385 and 370 BCE,17 as one of them. Thus, the first part of 

my paper outlines the contribution of the Sicilian tyrants to the 

ancient Greek drinking culture as reflected in epinician poetry, 

especially Pindar, and its influence on Plato. The second part 

focuses on drunkenness in Plato’s Symposium and the Republic as 

shaped by Plato’s contact with the Syracusan court. 

Ancient Greek Drinking Culture and Sicilian Tyrants  

In the Archaic and early Classical periods, wine-drinking 

acquired a prominent political character.18 The verses of Alcaeus 

blasting his political opponents spring to mind immediately.19 

Similarly, Archilochus’s iambics and several examples from the 

Theognidean corpus reveal an elite drinking culture revolving 

around local political intrigues and the qualities of community 

leaders.20 In the fierce competition that unfolded across archaic 

Greek polities between the old elites and the nouveaux riches who 

increasingly demanded political recognition, wine drinking 

etiquette provided an unexpected, yet effective test for a man’s 

ethos. In this context, losing control because of intoxication was 

regarded as a sign of ignoble character, clearly unsuitable for 

political leaders; to avoid embarrassment, poets such as Hipponax, 

Theognis, and Xenophanes repeatedly prescribed moderation.21  

The early Athenian dēmos was also imbued with this drinking 

culture; thus, comic poet Alexis reports that Solon used drinking 

habits to discuss civic aretē and advocate moderation.22 Solon was 

also an accomplished poet and Demosthenes cited in his On False 

                                                      
17 Harold B. Mattingly, “The date of Plato’s Symposium,” Phronesis 3 (1958): 31–9; 

Kenneth Dover, “The date of Plato’s Symposium,” Phronesis 10 (1965), 2–20. 
18 Papakonstantinou, “A Delight and a Burden,” 12-13. 
19 Alcaeus, F 72, 332, 348. 
20 Archilochus, F 124b; Theognis, 31-4, 971-2, 981-2. 
21 Theognis, 413-4, 478, 497-8; Hipponax, F 67; Xenophanes, 1.17-20. 
22 Poetae Comici Graeci 2: Agathenor-Aristonymus, trans. Rudolf Kassel and Colin 

Austin (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1991), poem 9; Geoffrey Arnott, Alexis, The 

Fragments: A Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 

76-80. 
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Embassy23 one of his elegies criticizing a city plagued by 

subservience to money and injustice. In his verses, Solon depicted 

the moral malaise of the citizens as reflected in their drinking 

culture: “they do not know how to restrain excess or to conduct in 

an orderly and peaceful manner the festivities of the banquet that 

are at hand.”24 His emphasis on, “the orderly dinner/symposium… 

as a parallel to the order of relations between people in society,”25 

offers Plato a compelling paradigm for negotiating virtue.26 

In Plato’s time, the desire of the Athenians to aggressively 

expand their hegemony had reached its peak, rekindling the 

public debate on political virtue. In this climate, the Sicilian 

tyrants, keen heirs of the Archaic poetic and political traditions, 

posed a rather disconcerting model.27 The similarities between 

hegemonic Athens and tyrannical Sicily, exemplified by 

Alcibiades’s drinking habits,28 gravely upset Athenian democratic 

self-projections.29 The drinking culture of the Sicilian courts, 

(presumed as) symptomatic of the despotic regimes that controlled 

them, is vividly illustrated in epinician poetry that celebrates the 

victories of the tyrants and their relatives in athletic events.30 

Although there is as yet no agreement on the performative aspects 

                                                      
23 Demosthenes, Orations, 19.255. 
24 Solon, Elegie,s 4.9-10, trans. Douglas E. Gerber (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1999): οὐ … ἐπίστανται κατέχειν κόρον οὐδὲ παρούσας/ 

εὐφροσύνας κοσμεῖν δαιτὸς ἐν ἡσυχίῃ. 
25 Maria Noussia, Solon of Athens: The Poetic Fragments (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 232. 
26 Plato names Solon in Symposium, 209d7; cf. K. Morgan, “Solon in Plato,” in Solon 

in the Making: The Early Reception in the Fifth and Fourth Centuries, eds. G. 

Nagy and M. Noussia-Fantuzzi, Trends in Classics 7.1 (2015): 129-50. 
27 For the increased interaction of Athenians and Sicilians in the years before the 

Sicilian expedition, see D.G. Smith, “Thucydides’ Ignorant Athenians and 

the Drama of the Sicilian Expedition,” Syllecta Classica 15 (2004): 33-70 at 41. 
28 David G. Smith, “Alcibiades, Athens, and the Tyranny of Sicily (Thuc. 6.16),” 

Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 49 (2009): 363-89, at 387; also, Brian 

Warren, Hê Polis Gar Dustokei: the question of Alcibiades in Aristophanes’s Frogs 

and Thucydides’s history (PhD thesis, John Hopkins University, 2003), 128-47. 
29 Smith, “Alcibiades, Athens, and the Tyranny of Sicily,” 364-5. 
30 James F. McGlew, Tyranny and Political Culture in Ancient Greece (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1993), 35; Morgan “Solon in Plato,” 223.  
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of Pindar’s poetry,31 many pointers seem to hint to sympotic solo 

re-performances and a process of converging between epinician 

poetry and encomia (speeches of praise) already at work.32 In 

addition, numerous references in Pindar to the hospitality, wealth, 

and splendor of his victorious hosts assume a sympotic 

environment with apparent komastic elements. As Agócs has 

argued, Pindar already exemplifies the ambiguity between the 

solemn procession involving wreath dedications, which was 

known as kōmos in epinician poetry, and the fifth-century drunken 

carousals, also referred to as kōmoi. Hence in Nemean 9, after the 

hymn to Apollo, Artemis, and Leto (probably implying a 

procession), the victor is portrayed as celebrating at his house in 

Aetna. In other words, the poem exemplifies the transformation of 

a ritual komos to an actual symposium;33 the singer is now turned 

into a symposiarch calling for someone to mix the wine, “the sweet 

herald of the komos.”34 

Plato was thoroughly familiar with Pindaric poetry. He 

adapted Pindar’s first Olympian in the Euthydemus,35 while in the 

Cratylus, he offered an etymology for Tantalus which agrees with 

Pindar’s (and Homer’s) description of his toils.36 A comparison 

between Tantalus and Pausanias, one of the guests in the 

                                                      
31 Felix Budelmann, “Epinician and the Symposion: a comparison with the 

Encomia,” in Reading the Victory Ode, eds. Peter Agócs, Chris Carey, and 

Richard Rawles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 173-90. 
32 Andrew D. Morrison, “Performance, re-performance and Pindar’s audiences,” 

in Reading the Victory Ode, eds. Peter Agócs, Chris Carey, and Richard 

Rawles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 111-33 at 112. 
33 Peter Agócs, “Performance and genre: reading Pindar’s κῶμοι,” in Reading the 

Victory Ode, eds. Peter Agócs, Chris Carey, and Richard Rawles (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012), 191-223 at 205.  
34 Pindar, Nemean, 9.50, my trans.: γλυκὺν κώμου προφάταν. 
35 Plato, Euthydemus, 304b4; see also Republic, 2.377e-83c, esp. 2.380a6 and 5.457b3-

4, Phaedrus, 227b9-10, Meno, 76d6; in other instances, Plato draws on Pindar 

without mentioning his name: see Édouard des Places, Pindare et Platon 

(Paris: Beauchesne, 1947), passim. 
36 Plato, Cratylus, 395d-e. On the hardship that Tantalus endured in Hades, see 

Homer, Odyssey, 11.582. 
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Symposium, may be encouraged here: in the Protagoras,37 Pausanias 

is found in bed with Prodicus the sophist who is compared to 

Tantalus,38 while in the Symposium, Pausanias is described as 

digressing in sophistic arguments and thus failing to deliver an 

adequate praise of Eros.39 In fact, in my view, Plato’s Symposium 

offers an ideal occasion for performing and re-performing 

epinician poetry: the dialogue, relating what happened during the 

celebration of Agathon’s victory at the Lenaia of 416 BCE, is 

interspersed with re-performances of poetry in praise of Eros.40 It 

also displays obvious komastic elements with two gate-crashing 

incidents framing the exchange between Socrates and Alcibiades.41 

Notably, according to Diodorus Siculus,42 Dionysius I, a competent 

                                                      
37 Plato, Protagoras, 315c-16a. 
38 Sean Steel, “Katabasis in Plato’s Symposium,” Interpretation: A Journal of Political 

Philosophy 31.1 (2003): 59-84 at 65. 
39 Kenneth Dorter, “The Significance of the Speeches in Plato's Symposium,” 

Philosophy and Rhetoric 2 (1969): 215–34 at 217-8. 
40 The guests at the Symposium decide to entertain themselves by drinking 

moderately and by praising Eros, a topic which, according to Phaedrus, the 

poets failed to address adequately. For the participants’ defective use of 

poetry, unlike Socrates who prefers to rely on his own words, see Elizabeth 

S. Belfiore, Socrates’ Daimonic Art:  Love for Wisdom in Four Platonic Dialogues 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 121-37. 
41 In the first place, Alcibiades barges into the banquet at the end of Socrates’s 

speech, drunk and eager to offer his praise of Socrates, instead of the agreed 

praise to Eros (Symposium, 214d). At the end of Alcibiades’s speech, a large 

group of drunken men enter Agathon’s house, forcing everyone to drink 

copiously (Symposium, 223b1-c7). 
42 Diodorus Siculus 15.74.1-2, trans. Charles L. Sherman (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1952): Διονυσίου τοίνυν δεδιδαχότος ̓ Αθήνησι Ληναίοις 

τραγῳδίαν καὶ νικήσαντος, … αὐτὸς δὲ περιχαρὴς ἐγένετο καὶ τοῖς θεοῖς 

εὐαγγέλια θύσας πότους καὶ μεγάλας εὐωχίας ἐπετέλεσεν. Ἑστιῶν δὲ 

λαμπρῶς τοὺς φίλους, καὶ κατὰ τοὺς πότους φιλοτιμότερον τῇ μέθῃ 

δοὺς ἑαυτόν, εἰς ἀρρωστίαν σφοδροτέραν ἐνέπεσε διὰ τὸ πλῆθος τῶν 

ἐμφορηθέντων ὑγρῶν. (Now Dionysius had produced a tragedy at the 

Lenaea at Athens and had won the victory, ...,... and was himself so 

overjoyed that he sacrificed to the gods for the good tidings and instituted 

a drinking bout and great feasts. As he entertained his friends lavishly and 

during the bout applied himself overzealously to drink, he fell violently ill 

from the quantity of liquor he had consumed). 
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tragic poet, died because of too much drinking when celebrating 

his dramatic victory at the Lenaia for his tragedy “The Ransom of 

Hector.”43 Although there are other versions about Dionysius’s 

death, the drunken Dionysius who celebrates a dramatic victory at 

the Lenaia offers a conspicuous parallel for the garlanded Agathon 

of Plato’s Symposium.  

Furthermore, despite lavishing the tyrants with praise (or 

perhaps because of it), readers of epinician poetry are acutely 

aware of their penchant for flattery which Plato also ascribes to the 

tyrannical man in Republic 9.44 Equally, despite the poetic 

argument that the victors are successful because of their virtue and 

piety (rather than their good fortune), epinicians assume an 

audience unconvinced by the tyrannical exhibition of wealth, 

ready to fault them for excess and hubris,45 again reflecting Plato’s 

uninhibited tyrant in Republic 9.571d onwards. For example, the 

convivial ambiance of opulent feasts in Pindar’s epinicians can be 

seen as a mark of tyrannical decadence, certainly by the φθονεροί 

(jealous).46 In Olympian 1, the myth of Pelops and Tantalus is cast 

precisely as a lie contrived from a neighbor’s jealousy.47 Although 

Pindar contrasts here the welcoming banquets of Hieron with the 

                                                      
43 Anne Duncan, “A Theseus outside Athens,” in Theater outside Athens: Drama in 

Greek Sicily and South Italy, ed. Kathryn Bosher (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 137-55 at 140-1. 
44 Monessa Finnerty Cummins, “Sicilian Tyrants and Their Victorious Brothers I: 

The Emmenids,” The Classical Journal 105.4 (2010): 321-39 discussing Plato, 

Republic, 9.579d10-e1, trans. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy: “In truth, then, …, the 

actual tyrant is in actual fact a slave to the greatest fawning and servility, 

and a flatterer of the meanest sort (τῷ ὄντι δοῦλος τὰς μεγίστας θωπείας 

καὶ δουλείας καὶ κόλαξ τῶν πονηροτάτων).” 
45 McGlew, Tyranny and Political Culture, 36; Kathryn Morgan, Pindar and the 

Construction of Syracusan Monarchy in the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 189-90.  
46 John K. Newman, “Pindar, Solon and Jealousy: Political Vocabulary in the 

Eleventh Pythian,” Illinois Classical Studies 7.2 (1982): 189-95 at 190-1. 
47 Pindar, Olympian, 1.47; also, Morgan, Pindar and the Construction of Syracusan 

Monarchy, 237-8. 
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monstrous Tantalean/Pelopean feast,48 the myth still serves as a 

reminder of the misfortunes that befall those unable to handle their 

good fortune.49 The point is not lost on Xenophon, who employs 

the Tantalus myth to illustrate the dire prospects of tyrants.50  

Thus, it seems that Plato’s tyrannical man, specifically 

described as an excessive/bad symposiast, is invested with images 

of the Sicilian tyrants both because of his readings of Pindar but 

also because of current political affairs which encouraged a 

comparison between Athens and tyrannical Sicily.51 Moreover, 

Plato came to experience at length the workings of the Syracusan 

court.52 Thus, in the next section, I argue that Plato’s description of 

the drunken Alcibiades in the Symposium, an illustration of the 

tyrannical man in the Republic, is shaded by Plato’s interaction 

with Dionysius I and his son. 

Plato on Drunk Philosophers and Tyrants 

Using Solon’s focus on individual virtue as a prerequisite of 

political robustness—a notion that underpins the Republic53— and 

steeped in the political and ethical distinctions advanced by 

                                                      
48 Pindar, Olympian 1.8-17, tr. W.H. Race (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1997): “From there comes the famous hymn that encompasses the thoughts 

of wise men, who have come in celebration of Cronus’s son to the rich and 

blessed hearth of Hieron (μάκαιραν Ἱέρωνος ἑστίαν), who wields the 

rightful scepter in flock-rich Sicily. He culls the summits of all achievements 

in the finest songs, such as those we men often perform in play about the 

friendly table (οἷα παίζομεν φίλαν/ ἄνδρες ἀμφὶ θαμὰ τράπεζαν).” 
49 Pindar, Olympian, 1.55-7, trans. Race 1997: …ἀλλὰ γὰρ καταπέψαι/ μέγαν 

ὄλβον οὐκ ἐδυνάσθη/ κόρῳ δ᾽ ἕλεν ἄταν ὑπέροπλον (He, however, could 

not digest his great good fortune, and because of his greed he won an 

overwhelming punishment). 
50 Xenophon, Oeconomicus, 21.12. For Socrates’s definition of tyranny, see 

Xenophon, Memorabilia, 4.6.12.   
51 See n. 27 above. 
52 Cf. Plato, Letter 7, 325e. 
53 For Solon as an early model of Socrates’s philosopher-king and his presence in 

the Republic, see Samuel O. Flores, The Roles of Solon in Plato’s Dialogues (PhD 

Thesis, The Ohio State University, 2013), 96-237. 
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archaic drinking etiquette (also advocated by Solon),54 Plato seems 

to be conducting a wine-drinking test in the Symposium. The self-

confessed weak drinkers (Pausanias, Phaedrus, Eryximachus)55 

unsurprisingly fail to give accurate praise of Eros, unable to 

appreciate its nature. Aristophanes and Agathon fare better: their 

superior articulation of the topic reflects their drinking abilities 

since both are found at the end of the banquet drinking from the 

same cup with Socrates.56 Still, they do not escape his fierce 

criticism; they are both accused of complicating the matter by 

investing it with beautiful, superlative words that divert attention 

from the heart of the issue, which they are unable to grasp.57 The 

Symposium thus sets the scene for the drinking-cum-dialectic battle 

of the two remaining speakers: Socrates and Alcibiades, or the 

(seemingly inebriated but sober) lover of wisdom and the (utterly 

drunk, literally and metaphorically) tyrant-to-be.  

Importantly, the contribution of Eros to the creation of the 

tyrannical man, also exemplified by Xenophon’s Hiero, where the 

tyrant’s desire for both sex and drinking is stressed,58 corresponds 

to Alcibiades in the Symposium where, totally drunk,59 he admits to 

all present that he tried (and failed) to seduce Socrates.60 

Furthermore, Alcibiades praises at length Socrates’s exceptional 

drinking abilities, which exclude him from the original agreement 

in the Symposium to drink moderately,61 claiming that he will 

                                                      
54 In the Laws, 649e1-650a4, Plato described wine-drinking as a character test; “… 

πλὴν τῆς ἐν οἴνῳ βασάνου καὶ παιδιᾶς τίνα ἔχομεν μηχανὴν…ἦθος 

ψυχῆς θεάσασθαι” (…what more suitable device can we mention than 

wine, with its playful testing … to discover the disposition of the soul). Cf. 

Plato, Protagoras, 347c3-348a6. 
55 Plato, Symposium, 176c1-4. 
56 Plato, Symposium, 223c7. 
57 Plato, Symposium, 198b3-e5, 212c5-8. 
58 Larivée, “Eros Tyrannos,” 6-7; see Xenophon, Hiero, 1.26-38. 
59 Plato, Symposium, 213e7-4a6. 
60 For Alcibiades’s eros in Alcibiades 1, see Larivée, “Eros Tyrannos,” 11-2.   
61 Plato, Symposium 176c4-6, trans. Walter R.M. Lamb (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1925): “Socrates I do not count in the matter (ἐξαιρῶ 
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presently offer concrete proof of his perennial sobriety.62 

Alcibiades compares Socrates to wise Marsyas as well as to the 

Silenoi-figures one can find in sculpture shops.63 Despite inflicting 

symptoms of Bacchic mania on others, Socrates is “full of 

moderation”64 and never gets drunk himself.65 By contrast, 

Alcibiades is visibly drunk and upset that Socrates has rejected his 

advances, proposing instead lengthy discussions on virtue!66 

While, as is often argued, Plato here has Alcibiades offer his 

testimony against the charge that Socrates corrupted the youth,67 

he also castigates the young aristocrat for his patent yielding to 

tyrannical ways. Equally, in the Phaedrus (featuring the majority of 

the interlocutors from the Symposium), Socrates describes wine as 

a diversion from the pursuit of philosophy: like the charioteer68 

who prevails over his unruly horse by means of his modesty and 

aidōs,69 the lovers ought to be guided by self-control in order to gain 

their wings; if, however, they live without philosophy and are 

tempted by love of honor (probably when they have been 

drinking),70 then they fail to attain true virtue.  

                                                      
λόγου): he is fit either way (ἱκανὸς γὰρ καὶ ἀμφότερα), and will be content 

with whichever choice we make.” 
62 Plato, Symposium, 220a4-6, trans. Lamb 1925: “no man has ever yet seen Socrates 

drunk (μεθύοντα οὐδεὶς πώποτε ἑώρακεν ἀνθρώπων). Of this power I 

expect we shall have a good test in a moment (αὐτίκα ὁ ἔλεγχος ἔσεσθαι).” 
63 Plato, Symposium, 215a6-c5 and 221d9-222a7. The argument is further 

developed in Eva Anagnostou-Laoutides and Andrew Payne, "Drinking 

and Discourse in Plato," Méthexis 32.2 (2020): forthcoming. 
64 Plato, Symposium, 216d8-9: γέμει, ὦ ἄνδρες συμπόται, σωφροσύνης. 
65 Plato, Symposium, 215d6-e4, 218b3-4, 220a4-5. 
66 Plato, Symposium, 218c1-21d8. 
67 Joshua Wilburn, “The Problem of Alcibiades: Plato on Moral Education and the 

Many,” in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy XLIX, ed. Brad Inwood  

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 1-36; Gregory A. McBrayer, 

“Corrupting the Youth: Xenophon and Plato on Socrates and Alcibiades,” 

Kentron 33 (2017): 75-90. 
68 Plato possibly adopted the image from Simonides, according to Plutarch, 

Moralia, 445c3-9. 
69 Plato, Phaedrus, 256a7. 
70 Plato, Phaedrus, 256b10-c1: τάχ’ ἄν που ἐν μέθαις. 
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Notably, just before his description of the tyrants’ love for 

carnal pleasures and wine in Republic 9,71 Socrates specifically 

refers to the effects of drunkenness:72   

οὐκοῦν, ὦ φίλε, εἶπον, καὶ μεθυσθεὶς ἀνὴρ τυραννικόν 

τι φρόνημα ἴσχει; … τυραννικὸς δέ, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ὦ 

δαιμόνιε, ἀνὴρ ἀκριβῶς γίγνεται, ὅταν ἢ φύσει ἢ 

ἐπιτηδεύμασιν ἢ ἀμφοτέροις μεθυστικός τε καὶ 

ἐρωτικὸς καὶ μελαγχολικὸς γένηται.  

[S]o does that mean a drunkard too possesses a tyrannical 

mind of some sort? …“a man becomes a tyrant, my good 

man,” I said, “precisely when through nature or habit, or 

both, he becomes drunk and lustful and depressive.” 

The description readily evokes Alcibiades in the Symposium but 

also Dionysius II in Plato’s Seventh Letter.73 In this context, 

Monoson read the references in Republic 9 to a traveler who lives 

under the same roof with a tyrant, keeping him company without 

been dazzled by his display of grandeur,74 as autobiographical and 

relating to Plato’s time at the court of Dionysius I. In the same vein, 

I argue that Plato frames book 9 with recurrent references to 

epinician motifs, precisely because he has Pindar and the Sicilian 

tyrants in mind. For example, Plato’s reference to the father who is 

ignorant in the upbringing of his son and thus allows bodily 

desires to overwhelm him, by “attacking the acropolis of his soul” 

until they render it empty of “understanding and good habits and 

                                                      
71 Plato, Republic, 9.573d3-5: ἑορταὶ …καὶ κῶμοι καὶ θάλειαι καὶ ἑταῖραι. 
72 Plato, Republic, 9.573c1-10, trans. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy. 
73 Plato, Letter 7, 326b; Monoson, “Dionysius I and Sicilian Theatrical Traditions,” 

158; Duncan, “A Theseus outside Athens,” 147. For recent doubts about the 

ascription of the letter to Plato, see Myles Burnyeat and Michael Frede, The 

Pseudo-Platonic Seventh Letter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) with 

Charles H. Kahn’s review of the volume in Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews: 

https://ndpr.nd.edu/news/the-pseudo-platonic-seventh-letter/. 
74 Plato, Republic, 9.577a-b in Monoson, “Dionysius I and Sicilian Theatrical 

Traditions,” 159-65. 
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true reasoning,”75 could be understood as Plato’s criticism of 

Dionysius I for the tyrannical ways he instilled in his son, a topic 

also raised in Plato’s Seventh Letter.76 The young Dionysius II, 

Plutarch tells us,77 became infatuated with Plato (much like 

Alcibiades was with Socrates in the Symposium), but their 

interaction was not meant to be fruitful: during his last visit to 

Syracuse, Plato was detained on the acropolis, disappointed that 

he had failed to reform the young tyrant or achieve a reconciliation 

between him and Dion.78 Dion was Plato’s student and good friend 

for whose sake he had come to Sicily in the first place.79 

In the Republic, Plato further notes that this prodigal youth is 

lost to the Lotus-eaters who will fight and succeed in winning him 

over;80 the Homeric Lotus-eaters function as a metonymy for 

sedating pleasure, but its meaning has been here reworked by 

Plato to refer to bad counsellors, possibly similar to those who 

thronged around Dionysius II,81 keen to undermine Plato’s 

influence on him. Under their influence, Plato notes, the young 

man is unable to receive any aid from his family,82 perhaps an 

allusion to Dionysius’s mistrust of Dion’s sincere interest in his 

affairs.83 The scale of the young tyrant’s moral decline is also 

highlighted by his denial of intercessions by older private 

                                                      
75 Plato, Republic, 8.560a4-b10, trans. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy: …τινες τῶν 

ἐπιθυμιῶν...τελευτῶσαι δὴ οἶμαι κατέλαβον τὴν τοῦ νέου τῆς ψυχῆς 

ἀκρόπολιν, αἰσθόμεναι κενὴν μαθημάτων τε καὶ ἐπιτηδευμάτων καλῶν 

καὶ λόγων ἀληθῶν… 
76 Plato, Letter 7, 332d; Brian Caven, Dionysius I: War-lord of Sicily (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1990), 213. 
77 Plutarch, Life of Dion, 16.2-3; cf. Plato, Letter 7, 330a and 338d-e. 
78 Plato, Letter 7, 329e and 348a-b; Plutarch, Life of Dion 16.1; Claude Mossé, 

“Plutarch and the Sicilian tyrants,” in Ancient Tyranny, ed. Sian Lewis 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 188-96 at 190-4. 
79 Cf. Plutarch, Life of Dion, 4.1-7; Plato, Letter 7, 327a-d, 328c-d; also, 338b, 339e. 
80 Plato, Republic, 8.560d3: αὐτοί τε κρατοῦσι μαχόμενοι.  
81 Plato, Letter 7, 332c, notes that Dionysius lacked loyal friends; see also 333d 

where Plato complains about his struggle with Dion’s slanderers. 
82 Plato, Republic, 8.560c7-d2. 
83 Plato, Letter 7, 346c. 
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individuals;84 here Theodotes comes to mind as one who was 

deceived by Dionysius II as he tried to negotiate with the tyrant 

the safety of his nephew Heracleides, who had been accused of 

instigating the mercenary forces against him.85 Although 

Heracleides was not necessarily innocent,86 Plato uses the story as 

another illustration of the impulsiveness that characterized 

Dionysius II. Notably, immediately after this description, Plato 

describes the onslaught of these Lotus-Eaters as celebrating an 

epinician complete with its komos:87  

τούτων δέ γέ που κενώσαντες καὶ καθήραντες τὴν τοῦ 

κατεχομένου τε ὑπ᾽ αὐτῶν καὶ τελουμένου ψυχὴν 

μεγάλοισι τέλεσι, τὸ μετὰ τοῦτο ἤδη ὕβριν καὶ 

ἀναρχίαν καὶ ἀσωτίαν καὶ ἀναίδειαν λαμπρὰς μετὰ 

πολλοῦ χοροῦ κατάγουσιν ἐστεφανωμένας, 

ἐγκωμιάζοντες καὶ ὑποκοριζόμενοι, ὕβριν μὲν 

εὐπαιδευσίαν καλοῦντες, ἀναρχίαν δὲ ἐλευθερίαν, 

ἀσωτίαν δὲ μεγαλοπρέπειαν, ἀναίδειαν δὲ ἀνδρείαν. 

…when they have emptied and purged these from his 

soul, which has been occupied and made ready for the 

great mysteries, immediately afterward they bring back 

from exile violence and anarchy and profligacy and 

shamelessness brilliantly garlanded with a large chorus, 

they extol and flatter him, call violence culture, anarchy 

freedom, profligacy magnificence, shamelessness 

manliness.  

Later in book 8, Plato compares the transformation of a leader 

to a tyrant with “the man in the story which tells of the sanctuary 

of Lycian Zeus in Arcadia.”88 The choice seems to be important 

                                                      
84 Plato, Republic, 8.560d2-3: …, οὔτε πρέσβεις πρεσβυτέρων λόγους ἰδιωτῶν 

εἰσδέχονται… 
85 Plato, Letter 7, 349a-c; Plutarch, Life of Dion, 12.1. 
86 Plutarch is notably hostile to Heracleides, accusing him of all kinds of 

machinations: Life of Dion, 32-3. 
87 Plato, Republic, 8.560e1-61a2, trans. Emlyn-Jones and Preddy. 
88 Plato, Symposium, 8.565d5-e2. 
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because Lykaian Zeus, celebrated at the Lykaian Games in 

Arcadia, is often mentioned in Pindar’s poetry.89 Although none of 

these poems deal with Sicilian tyrants, they still celebrate 

antagonistic aristocrats, while the tale of Lykaon and his human 

sacrifice to Zeus echoes the tale of Pelops and Tantalus which 

Pindar refuted in the first Olympian, as discussed above.90 

Furthermore, book 9 begins with tyrannical desires initially 

aroused in sleep, especially if one goes to bed full of food or 

drink.91 By the end of 9.574d, the tyrannical man has allowed 

desires to control him to the point that the license he previously 

experienced only in dreams is now ruling his actual life.92 Dream 

and reality are totally conflated, a quality often attributed to the 

poetry of Pindar who first described men as a “dream of a shade” 

in Pythian 8.93 Plato then goes on to discuss the different kinds of 

pleasure as judged by the philosopher, the lover of success, 

philonikos (φιλόνικος), and the lover of profit: philokerdes 

(φιλοκερδὴς). The philonikos brings us back to the themes of 

epinicians, and so does the philokerdes since the victors of epinician 

poetry are typically portrayed as keen to splash their wealth. Plato 

envisions this discussion as an agōn, a race between the three men, 

because in 9.583a6-b8 he says: 

τίνα δὲ δεύτερον, εἶπον, βίον καὶ τίνα δευτέραν ἡδονήν 

φησιν ὁ κριτὴς εἶναι; 

                                                      
89 Pindar, Nemean, 10.45-8, Olympian, 9.95-9,13.105-11, the ancient scholia on 

Olympian 8.153. 
90 Morgan, Pindar and the Construction of Syracusan Monarchy, 107-9 argues that 

Pindar may be added in the tradition of Xenophanes, who criticized Homer 

and Hesiod for spreading false stories about the gods; Xenophanes, F B11-

2, in Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, eds. Hermann Diels and Walther Kranz, 

(Berlin: Weidmann, 1943). Plato also, specifically with reference to the tale 

of Pelops, complained about poets whose works featured the gods acting 

immorally: Republic 2.380a6. 
91 Plato, Republic, 9.571c-d. 
92 Plato, Republic, 9.574d. 
93 Pindar, Pythian, 8.95-6. Notably, Pindar, uniquely for lyric poetry, uses the 

device of a dream to explain the incentive for the Argonautic expedition in 

Pythian 4. 
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δῆλον ὅτι τὴν τοῦ πολεμικοῦ τε καὶ φιλοτίμου: 

ἐγγυτέρω γὰρ αὐτοῦ ἐστιν ἢ ἡ τοῦ χρηματιστοῦ. 

ὑστάτην δὴ τὴν τοῦ φιλοκερδοῦς, ὡς ἔοικεν. τί μήν; ἦ δ᾽ 

ὅς. ταῦτα μὲν τοίνυν οὕτω δύ᾽ ἐφεξῆς ἂν εἴη καὶ δὶς 

νενικηκὼς ὁ δίκαιος τὸν ἄδικον: τὸ δὲ τρίτον 

Ὀλυμπικῶς τῷ σωτῆρί τε καὶ τῷ Ὀλυμπίῳ Διί, ἄθρει ὅτι 

οὐδὲ παναληθής ἐστιν ἡ τῶν ἄλλων ἡδονὴ πλὴν τῆς 

τοῦ φρονίμου οὐδὲ καθαρά, ἀλλ᾽ ἐσκιαγραφημένη τις, 

ὡς ἐγὼ δοκῶ μοι τῶν σοφῶν τινος ἀκηκοέναι. καίτοι 

τοῦτ᾽ ἂν εἴη μέγιστόν τε καὶ κυριώτατον τῶν 

πτωμάτων. 

“What lifestyle does the judge say is second?,” I asked, 

“and which pleasure is second?”  

“Clearly those of the warrior and lover of honor, as they 

are closer to him than those of the moneymaker.”  

“Then those of the lover of profit are last, it seems.” “Oh 

yes! What else?” he said. “Then these would make two in 

succession and twice the just man has been victorious 

over the unjust man; but the third is for Olympian Zeus, 

the savior, as in the Olympic games: notice that apart 

from the pleasure of the intellect, that of the others is not 

entirely true, nor even pure, but a kind of illusionist 

painting, as I think I heard some wise man say. And yet 

these would be the greatest and most decisive of the 

competitive falls.” 

Reserving the third cup of wine for Olympian Zeus, the wise 

man celebrates here an Olympic victory, while the descriptions of 

those occupying second and third place match Dionysius I and his 

son, as much as Alcibiades, presented in Thucydides as desiring 

chrēmata94 and as provoking the public sentiment with his lavish 

                                                      
94 Thucydides, 6.15.2. 
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Olympic victory.95 Hence, while Alcibiades tainted Athens with 

his imperialistic ambition, trying to become the latest 

manifestation of the Sicilian tyrants, Plato celebrates Socrates’s 

sobriety by offering a toast to the philosopher’s victory instead. 

The nature of this victory, however, is perilous: wine and poetry 

are employed to ascertain the philosopher’s intellectual 

superiority, but Socrates’s mistreatment by the Athenians as much 

as Plato’s personal experience at the Sicilian court confirm that the 

philosopher can only be victorious against himself.   

                                                      
95 Thucydides, 6.16.1-5. Larivée, “Eros Tyrannos,” 10 with n. 30 citing Steven 

Forde, The Ambition to Rule: Alcibiades and the Politics of Imperialism in 

Thucydides (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989), 78. 
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