
 
The Daemon of Socrates  

 
In several dialogues Socrates speaks of his daemon – a voice he hears which guides his 
life. In the following extracts we look at the nature of daemons in general; Socrates’ 
description of his interactions with his daemon; and the comments around this subject 
from several Platonic commentators from antiquity. 
 
1) Socrates speaks about his daemon 

The Apology – Socrates explains to his trial why he has not involved himself in politics, 
and why he is speaking at his trial without reservation. 
“Perhaps, therefore, it may appear absurd, that, going about and involving myself in a 
multiplicity of affairs, I should privately advise these things, but that I should never dare 
to come to your convention, and consult for the city.  The cause of this is that which 
you have often heard me everywhere asserting, viz. because a certain divine and 
daemoniacal voice is present with me, which also Melitus in his accusation derided.  
This voice attended me from a child; and, when it is present, always dissuades me from 
what I intended to do, but never incites me.  This it is which opposed my engaging in 
political affairs; and to me its opposition appears to be all-beautiful.”  (31c-d) 

***** 
“To me then, O my judges (and in calling you judges I rightly denominate you,) a certain 
wonderful circumstance has happened.  For the prophetic voice of the daemon, which 
opposed me in the most trifling affairs, if I was about to act in anything improperly, 
prior to this, I was continually accustomed to hear; but now, though these things have 
happened to me which you see, and which some one would think to be the extremity of 
evils, yet neither when I departed from home in the morning was the signal of the God 
adverse to me, nor when I ascended hither to the place of judgment, nor when I was 
about to speak, - though at other times it frequently restrained me in the midst of 
speaking.  But now, in this affair, it has never been adverse to me, either in word or 
deed.  I will now, therefore, tell you what I apprehend to be the cause of this.  For this 
thing which has happened appears to me to be good; nor do those of us apprehend rightly 
who think death to be an evil; of which this appears to me to be a great argument, that 
the accustomed signal would have opposed me, unless I had been about to do something 
good.”  (40a-c) 
 
The Phaedrus – Socrates tells Phaedrus why he is to make a second major speech in the 
water meadow where the two of them have been discussing the nature of Eros. 
“When I was about to pass over the river, excellent man, a daemoniacal and usual signal 
was given me; and whenever this takes place, it always prohibits me from 
accomplishing what I was about to do.  And in the present instance I seemed to hear a 
certain voice, which would not suffer me to depart till I had made an expiation, as if I 
had offended in some particular a divine nature.”   (242b) 
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The Alcibiades – Socrates explains why he is approaching Alcibiades for the first time. 
“Son of Clinias! you wonder, I suppose,1 that I, who was the earliest of your admirers,  
now, when all the rest have forsaken you, am the only one who still retains unalterably 
the same sentiments; and yet, that for so many years I have never spoken so much as a 
word to you, whilst the others were pressing through crowds of people to converse with 
you.  This reserve and distance in my behaviour have been owing to no human regards, 
but to an impediment thrown in my way by a daemoniacal nature, the power and force 
of which you shall by and by be made acquainted with.  But now, seeing that this power 
no longer operates to hinder my approach, I am come thus to accost you; and am in 
good hopes too, that for the future the daemon will give no opposition to my desire of 
conversing with you.”   (103a-b) 
 
2) The nature of daemons and the roles they play in the Cosmos 
 

The Symposium – Socrates asks the priestess Diotima about the nature of Love: 
What! said I, must Love then be a mortal?  
Far from that, replied she.  
Of what nature was he then?  I asked her.  
Of like kind, answered she, with those natures we have just now been speaking of, 
an intermediate one, between the mortal and the immortal.  
But what in particular, O Diotima?   
A great daemon, replied she.  For the daemon-kind is of an intermediate nature 
between the divine and the human.  
What is the power and virtue, said I, of this intermediate kind of being?  
To transmit and to interpret to the Gods, said she, what comes from men; and to 
men, in like manner, what comes from the Gods; from men their petitions and 
their sacrifices; from the Gods in return, the revelation of their will.  Thus these 
beings, standing in the middle rank between divine and human, fill up the vacant 
space, and link together all intelligent nature.  Through their intervention proceeds 
every kind of divination, and the priestly art relating to sacrifices, and the 
mysteries and incantations, with the whole of divination and magic.  For divinity 
is not mingled with man; but by means of that middle nature is carried on all 
converse and communication between the Gods and mortals, whether in sleep or 
waking.  Whoever has wisdom and skill in things of this kind is a daemoniacal 
man: the knowing and skilful in any other thing, whether in the arts, or certain 
manual operations, are illiberal and sordid.  These daemons are many and various.  
One of them is Love.   (202d-203a) 

 
Platonists of the ancient world took the above passage from the Symposium as the 
foundation of their teachings on daemons.  Here is Proclus (in his Commentary on the 
First Alcibiades1): 

                                                 
1 Translated by William O’Neill, with some minor amendments. 
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“The daemons, receiving their primary substance from the life-giving goddess 
[Rhea] and flowing therefrom as if from a spring, have been allotted an essential 
nature of the order of soul, more intelligent in those superior and more perfect in 
existence, inferior and more like reason in the midmost and those assigned the 
second rank: variegated, more unreasoning and involved in matter in the third 
kind, who make up the end of the daemonic order. Since they have established 
themselves on such a level of reality, they are classed together with the gods 
inasmuch as they have been assigned the function of service and assistance 
towards them. . . About each of the gods is an untold multitude of daemons, priding 
themselves on the same names as the gods who govern them; for they rejoice in 
being called ‘Apollos’ and ‘Zeus’ and ‘Hermes’ because they represent the 
peculiar characteristics of their own gods.” (68-69) 

The whole cosmos is the outworking of the Demiurge, an intellectual God, and based 
on an intelligent paradigm towards which he looks in order to create: therefore 
everything within the cosmos is linked by intelligence (or from another point of view, 
by love) – daemons, as Diotima says, “link together all intelligent nature.” Every 
particular thing in the cosmos has an appropriate daemon acting as a guard and guide – 
whether a world, a single human being, a species within nature, or the smallest atom. 
Over the centuries there was much debate about the nature of daemons, with some 
holding that some daemons, at least, were men elevated to the status of daemon. Proclus, 
however, argues against this:  

“We shall not, then, admit the opinion of those who assert that the daemons are 
souls of men who have exchanged their life here: we must not account what is 
daemonic by relation the same as what is daemonic by essential nature nor 
constitute the everlasting medium of all the cosmos from a life that undergoes 
many changes of form. For the daemonic guard that holds together the universe 
has ever stood the same. ‘But there is no fixed place of [the human] soul’ as 
Socrates observes in the Republic (618b), ‘since it adopts different kinds of life at 
different times.’ Neither shall we praise those who make some of the gods 
daemons . . .” (70) 

To be clear, then, when reading Platonic texts where they mention daemons we should 
take care to distinguish how any particular author is using the term.  There are three 
different ways that something can be called a daemon: 
1) as an essential daemon – one that is simply a daemon, whatever level it is operating 
at, because that is its very being: a soul with sameness as predominate. (A soul with 
essence predominating is a divine soul; one with difference predominating is a human 
soul.) 
2) as a daemon by relation – something which is really something other than an actual 
daemon, but is, so to speak, acting the part of a daemon. Plato often portrays Socrates 
as a daemon by relation when guiding youths through the ways of philosophy. Here, 
especially, the profound link between love and the daemonic nature is manifested. 
3) as a daemon by analogy – something which is acting as an intermediary. So, for 
example, the God Hermes is sometimes called a daemon because he is the messenger 
of Zeus. 
According to Platonic teaching the soul is engaged simultaneously in two cycles: a 
greater cycle in which it travels from pure companionship with the Gods, down through 
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a series of experiences in the cosmos, and then returning to that pristine companionship. 
Within this great cycle are a number of incarnations in terrestrial form – steps in the 
descent and ascent. Each one of the incarnations is a small cycle, in which it moves 
from choosing a life, living it, being judged according to how it has lives, reaping the 
reward for that life, and back again to the next choice.  In both the greater and lesser 
cycles the soul is guided by a daemon. According to Olympiodorus (in his Commentary 
on the Alcibiades), someone who is clear about the divinity from which he or she 
descended and lives according to the nature of that God is allotted a divine daemon, 

“. . . for this reason we can see that these people are held in the highest esteem in 
whatever walk of life they pursue. Now to live ‘according to essence is to choose 
the life that befits the chain from which one is suspended . . . But if someone sets 
before himself a life that is not according to his essence, but some other life that 
differs from this, and focuses in his undertakings on someone else’s work – they 
say that the intellective daemon is allotted to this person . . .” 

The choice of any particular terrestrial life and the allotment of a daemon is described 
in the myth of Er in the tenth book of the Republic where a group of souls about to 
incarnate are gathered together before the Throne of Ananke (the Goddess Necessity) 
and the Three Fates: 

“That then a certain prophet first of all ranges them in order, and afterwards taking 
the lots, and the models of lives, from the knees of Lachesis, and ascending a lofty 
tribunal, he says:- The speech of the virgin Lachesis, the daughter of Necessity: 
Souls of a day! The beginning of another period of men of mortal race.  The 
daemon shall not receive you as his lot, but you shall choose the daemon:  He who 
draws the first, let him first make choice of a life, to which he must of necessity 
adhere:  Virtue is independent, which everyone shall partake of, more or less, 
according as he honours or dishonours her: the cause is in him who makes the 
choice, and God is blameless.” 

The guidance of the chosen daemon is not only for the duration of the earthly life, but 
also extends as far as the soul being led towards the place of judgement in the afterlife: 
“the daemon to whom each has been allotted leads them to the judges, because it is his 
task to conclude that life and to add this part to the whole.” (Damascius, Commentary 
on the Phaedo, I, 491)  In all of this interaction with the daemon, “there is no 
compulsion, only activation of our free-will; the daemon governs the soul neither as a 
thing moved from without nor as a completely self-dependent being.” (487) 
 
The daemon of Socrates – some comments from Platonists 
Proclus, Commentary on the First Alcibiades (81-83) 
“In the third place, let us consider the peculiarity of the daemon of Socrates: for it never 
exhorted, but perpetually recalled him.  This also must again be referred to the Socratic 
life: for it is not a property common to our allotted daemons, but was the characteristic 
of the guardian of Socrates.  We must say, therefore, that the beneficent and 
philanthropic disposition of Socrates, and his great promptitude with respect to the 
communication of good, did not require the exhortation of the daemon.  For he was 
impelled from himself, and was ready at all times to impart to all men the most excellent 
life.  But since many of those that came to him were unadapted to the pursuit of virtue 
and the science of wholes, his governing good daemon restrained him from a 
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providential care of such as these.  Just as a good charioteer alone restrains the impetus 
of a horse naturally well adapted for the race, but does not stimulate him, in consequence 
of his being excited to motion from himself, and not requiring the spur, but the bridle.  
And hence Socrates, from his great readiness to benefit those with whom he conversed, 
rather required a recalling than an exciting daemon.  For the inaptitude of auditors which 
is for the most part concealed from human sagacity requires a daemoniacal 
discrimination; and the knowledge of favourable opportunities, can by this alone be 
accurately announced to us.  Socrates therefore being naturally impelled to good, alone 
required to be recalled in his unseasonable impulses. 
  “But farther still, it may be said that of daemons, some are allotted a purifying and 
undefiled power; others a generative; others a perfective; and others a demiurgic power: 
and in short they are divided according to the characteristic peculiarities of the gods, 
and the powers under which they are arranged.  Each, likewise, according to his 
hyparxis incites the object of his providential care to a blessed life; some of them 
moving us to an attention to inferior concerns, and others restraining us from action, 
and an energy verging to externals.  It appears therefore, that the daemon of Socrates 
being allotted this peculiarity, viz. cathartic, and the source of an undefiled life, and 
being arranged under this power of Apollo, and uniformly presiding over the whole of 
purification, separated also Socrates from too much commerce with the vulgar, and a 
life extending itself into multitude.  But it led him into the depths of his soul, and an 
energy undefiled by subordinate natures: and hence it never exhorted, but perpetually 
recalled him.  For what else is to recall than to withdraw from the multitude to inward 
energy?  And of what is this the peculiarity except of purification?  Indeed it appears to 
me that as Orpheus places the Apolloniacal monad over king Bacchus, which recalls 
him from a progression into Titanic multitude, and a desertion of his royal throne, in 
like manner the daemon of Socrates conducted him to an intellectual place of survey, 
and restrained his association with the multitude.  For the daemon is analogous to 
Apollo, being his attendant, but the intellect of Socrates to Bacchus: for our intellect is 
the progeny of the power of this divinity.”  
 
Maximus of Tyre – On the Daemon of Socrates   (dissertation 26) 
Do you wonder that a daemoniacal power associated with Socrates, a power which was 
a friend to him, prophetic, always attendant on him, and all but mingled with his mind; 
with Socrates, I say, a man pure in body, good in soul, accurate in diet, skilful in 
wisdom, musical in speech, pious towards divinity, and holy in human affairs? 
… For, perhaps, indeed, the daemon of Socrates was capable of knowing these things, 
since he possessed a prophetic power.  For he is the best physician who is sufficient for 
himself and others; and this, also, is the case with a carpenter and a shoemaker, and in 
the other arts and professions.  But in this Socrates surpassed others, that being present 
with his intellect to the language of the gods, through this association with a 
daemoniacal power, he disposed his own affairs in a becoming manner, and exhibited 
himself to others without envy, and as far as necessity required. 
 

Apuleius On the Daemon of Socrates  (158) 
It is not therefore wonderful, if Socrates, who was a man exceedingly perfect, and also 
wise by the testimony of Apollo, should know and worship this his God [i.e. his 
daemon]; and that hence, this his keeper, and nearly, as I may say, his equal, his 
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associate and domestic, should repel from him everything which ought to be repelled, 
foresee what ought to be noticed, and pre-admonish him of what ought to be foreknown 
by him, in those cases in which, human wisdom being no longer of any use, he was in 
want, not of counsel, but of presage; in order that when he was vacillating through 
doubt, he might be rendered firm through divination. 


