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The Ironic Creativity of  
Socratic Doubt*

❦

Jonathan Lear

1.

Even after we pay due regard to his wish that the voices of the pseud-
onymous authors not be taken to reflect his own views (Concluding, 
trans. Hannay 527–529), it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the 
mature Kierkegaard found his early writings on irony—there is no 
better word for it—immature. In the Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 
published in 1846, the author Johannes Climacus introduces his discus-
sion on irony with this jibe: “What then is irony, if one wants to call 
Socrates an ironist, and not, like Magister Kierkegaard, consciously 
or unconsciously to bring out the one side only” (trans. Hannay 
422; trans. Hong 503). The Concept of Irony: With Continual Reference to 
Socrates is the thesis by which Kierkegaard earned his master’s degree. 
The pain, the humor, the irony of looking back on oneself as a young 
man: the days of accepting a socially conferred title of master! The 
embarrassment gets worse when one claims to be a ‘master of irony.’ 
Doesn’t the claim refute itself? Would any master of irony be willing 
to let himself be called such? 

*An earlier version of this paper was presented at Aarhus University, Denmark in a 
conference to celebrate the 200th birthday of Søren Kierkegaard. I am grateful for the 
comments and discussion that occurred there, as well as at the conference at Johns 
Hopkins University.
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Climacus complains that young Kierkegaard’s account of Socratic 
irony is one-sided.1 The one-sidedness consists in a portrait of relent-
less Socratic negativity. Here is one of many such passages:

Socrates certainly indicated a new direction: he gave the age its direction 
(taking this word not so much in a philosophic as in a military sense). He 
went around to each one individually in order to find out if that person 
had a sound position; nevertheless, his activity was intended not so much 
to draw their attention to what was to come as to wrest from them what 
they had. This he accomplished, as long as the campaign lasted, by cut-
ting off all communication with the besieged through his questions, which 
starved the garrison out of opinions, conceptions, time-honored traditions, 
etc. that up until now had been adequate for the person concerned. When 
he had done this to the individual, the devouring flame of envy (using this word 
metaphysically) was momentarily slaked, the annihilating enthusiasm of negativity 
momentarily satisfied, and he relished the joy of irony to its fullest, relished it doubly, 
because he felt himself divinely authorized, was convinced of his calling. 
But naturally this was only for a moment; soon he was back to his task again…. 
In this way he admittedly freed the single individual from every presup-
position, freed him as he himself was free; but the freedom he personally 
enjoyed in ironic satisfaction the others could not enjoy, and it developed 
in them a longing and a yearning…. The reason Socrates could be satisfied 
in this ignorance was that he had no deeper speculative craving. Instead 
of speculatively setting this negativity to rest, he set it far more to rest in 
the eternal unrest in which he repeated the same process with each single 
individual. In all this, however, that which makes him into a personality is 
precisely irony. (Concept 175–176; my italics)

Climacus’s complaint transcends issues of Kierkegaard scholar-
ship. Working out a richer conception of irony is of enduring ethical 
significance. If Socratic irony is only in the service of undermining 
people’s confidence in their ability to defend their beliefs, why think 
that this is in the service of a good? It is too quick to say it is a good 
to be robbed of falsity. Imagine Socrates’ evil twin Schmocrates: he 
too has that “devouring flame of envy,” as Magister Kierkegaard put 
it, but he preys on good-hearted interlocutors who happen to be 
not very good at explaining their good wills. It is difficult to see how 
‘irony’ that makes a good person ashamed of his good will must be 
in the service of a good. 

If we are to understand irony as a good, we must come to under-
stand how the disruption it provokes can, on occasion, lead us in a 

1Climacus also complains that “Magister Kierkegaard … to judge from his dissertation, 
has scarcely understood” Socrates’ approach to prayer (Concluding, trans. Hannay 76n). 
He misses Socrates’ “teasing manner” (Concluding, trans. Hong 90n). 
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good direction. This—and here I agree with Climacus—requires us 
to see another side to Socratic irony, one which eluded the view of 
the young Kierkegaard. How might irony also be positive? How might 
irony, even in its negativity, be put to creative and life-enhancing uses? 
This is the question I want to take up in this paper. 

2.

Less than a year before his death—on December 3, 1854—Kierkeg-
aard made this entry into his journal: “Socrates doubted that one is 
a human being by birth; to become human or to learn what it means 
to be human does not come that easily—what occupied Socrates, 
what he sought, was the ideality of being human” (Journals 278). This 
is an instance of irony as Kierkegaard understood it in his maturity. 
Socrates’ doubt seems to be calling the obvious into question; but in 
the same moment we can see that that is not what he is doing. We 
know immediately that he is not wondering whether the individual 
member of the species has a biologically larval moment before spring-
ing forth. Rather, the doubt is calling the category human being into 
question—and it does so in a way that is at once enigmatic, playful 
and earnest.2 Even if one does not yet understand the claim, one 
can see the irony in the service of something positive: it may be that 
becoming human or learning what it means to be human does not come 
that easily—but it does come; and the intimation is that irony will help 
the process along. We may not yet understand Kierkegaard’s journal 
entry, but we can already see that the mature Kierkegaard sees irony 
as deployable for positive outcomes—not just the emptiness and the 
longing of The Concept of Irony.

What is the irony? If Kierkegaard were simply reserving the term 
“human” for a person who lives up to an ideal, the claim would be 
straightforward, but philosophically uninteresting. Why should we put 
up with the restriction? Obviously, someone can say of an especially 
humane, generous or sympathetic person, ‘Now she’s a real human 
being!’; and we easily understand. Still, to make this kind of move 
the basis for a general difficulty in becoming human seems arbitrary. 
We ought to be able to experience the difficulty of becoming human not 

2As is by now well known, Climacus tells us that earnestness can, on occasion, best be 
expressed in irony: see e.g. “From the fact that irony is present it does not follow that 
earnestness is excluded. That is something only assistant professors assume” (Concluding 
trans. Hong 277n; for slightly different translations see Concluding, trans. Hannay 232n). 
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as an arbitrary imposition, but as a problem arising internally from 
Socratic doubt. 

In explicating that doubt, Kierkegaard says, “to become human 
or to learn what it means to be human does not come that easily” 
(Journals 278). Nor does understanding what this claim means. Let’s 
start in an unlikely place, with the connective “or.” This is not the or 
of either/or: we are not being invited to choose one or the other as 
not being that easy. Nor can or be functioning here as a simple truth-
functional connective: for then the claim comes out as trivially true. 
Such a disjunction is true if at least one of the disjuncts is true. But 
learning what it means to be human obviously does not come that easily. 
We could then just forget the first disjunct. But what, then, happens 
with Socrates doubting one is a human at birth?

An alternative interpretive possibility is to treat “or” as functioning 
like a conjunction. On this reading, Kierkegaard would be listing two 
conditions—becoming human and learning what it means to be human—
and saying that each does not come that easily. On this interpretation 
we have a list—where the items on the list are the associations of a 
genius. But if our genius is a philosophical genius, one might hope 
for more than that: that the items on the list have a deep internal 
relation to each other. 

In this paper I would like to pursue that suggestion. I think we 
should read the or as exegetical: what follows the “or” explicates what 
precedes it. On such a reading Kierkegaard is not listing two distinct 
conditions; he is, rather, listing one condition and explicating what 
that condition is. But why should learning what it means to be human 
be a mode of explicating becoming human? 

By way of analogy, consider a craft of the type Socrates invoked—
shoemaking—and let us plug the term “shoemaker” into the phrase: 
“Becoming a shoemaker or learning what it means to be a shoemaker 
does not come that easily.” This makes sense if we take ‘learning what 
it means’ in its practical guise. We are not talking about someone who 
has read Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Shoemaking, But 
Were Afraid to Ask, and is now ready to ace a written exam. Practical 
understanding is not about a special area or subject matter, the practi-
cal—it is about a special form of causality (see Anscomb; Engstrom; 
and Rödl). In practical thinking, the causality—in this case, making 
shoes—flows through the representations of that causality as they exist 
in the shoemaker. Becoming a shoemaker does not come that easily: 
one needs to apprentice oneself to a master-shoemaker, learn all one 
needs to know about tanning leather, the shape of feet, the ultimate 
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uses to which different types of shoe will be put, and so on. But that 
process of becoming is precisely what it is to learn what it means 
to be a shoemaker, practically understood. And so the “or” here is 
not linking two distinct conditions via a disjunction, it is linking two 
descriptions of a single condition, one of which explicates the other. 

But how does one move from a craft like shoemaking to the cat-
egory human being? One ought not simply assume that the category 
human being has the features of a craft. To be sure: if ‘learning what it 
means to be human’ is tantamount to acquiring a practical skill; and 
if ‘becoming human’ simply consists in acquiring that skill, then the 
case is made. But why think that? This is not a problem we can solve 
by fiat. If there is a genuine difficulty here, a difficulty in becoming 
human, we ought to be able to experience that difficulty, to see for 
ourselves how it arises within the category of the human. 

3. 

Socrates doubted that one is a human being by birth. What is it thus 
to doubt? For the mature Kierkegaard, Socratic doubt must be more 
than the method of refutation, the elenchus; it must be more than 
depriving others of their previously held beliefs and opinions. That 
is the one-sided Socratic irony that he came to reject. But how are we 
to understand the multi-sided, sometimes positive, sometimes creative 
uses of irony to which the mature Kierkegaard points? 

Climacus gives us a hint how to proceed. If Magister Kierkegaard’s 
account of Socratic irony was one-sided, our strategy is to go back to 
The Concept of Irony and correct for its one-sidedness. To anticipate 
where I am going, I want to argue that Socratic doubt can be positive 
as well as negative because it is creative. It is creative, one might say 
poetical, in this sense: the doubting creates the doubtful. The activity of 
doubting Socratically that one is human at birth disturbs the concept 
human in such a way that it becomes thought-worthy that one is not 
human at birth. To put the point as an impossible counterfactual: The 
category human being would be an unproblematic biological category 
were it not for those pesky creatures who fall under the concept, 
who engage in Socratic doubt, and thereby render the category they 
fall under problematic. This is a movement of thought that proceeds 
by its own internal momentum. It is not an arbitrary imposition of a 
high ideal upon the category human.
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4. 

Climacus says that the young Kierkegaard wanted consciously or 
unconsciously to bring out only one side of Socrates the ironist. What 
does this wanting amount to? In The Concept of Irony Kierkegaard says, 

the intention in asking questions can be twofold. That is, one can ask with 
the intention of receiving an answer containing the desired fullness, and 
hence the more one asks, the deeper and more significant the answer; or 
one can ask without any interest in the answer except to suck out the appar-
ent content by means of the question and thereby to leave an emptiness 
behind. The first method presupposes there is a plenitude; the second that 
there is an emptiness. The first is the speculative method; the second the 
ironic. Socrates in particular practiced the latter method. (36) 

In effect, this places an a priori filter over the Platonic corpus: every-
thing that fits this image of irony emerges as “Socratic”; everything else 
is a Platonic addition. The method itself ensures that the “Socrates” 
who emerges will be one-sided. 

That is not the only problem. This interpretation must fly at a high 
altitude—for it will not survive a consideration of textual details. 
Kierkegaard introduces the Symposium as an intermediate dialogue, 
containing Socratic and Platonic elements: “The two kinds of presen-
tation previously designated as the dialectical and the mythical are 
present in the Symposium. The mythical account begins when Socrates 
withdraws and introduces the Mantinean seeress Diotima as the one 
speaking” (Concept 36). But the idea of there being a moment of 
‘Socratic withdrawal’ does not fit the text. To be sure, there is a clas-
sic Socratic refutation of Agathon (199c–201c), followed by a speech 
Socrates says he once heard from Diotima (201d); and this speech 
contains a myth (203b–204b). This is the purported moment of with-
drawal. But at the introduction of Diotima’s account, Socrates says, “You 
see, I had told her almost the same things Agathon told me just now… 
And she used the very same arguments against me that I used against 
Agathon…” (201e).3 In other words, before the purported moment of 
withdrawal, when Socrates is being paradigmatically Socratic, refuting 
Agathon, he is by his own lights repeating what Diotima did to him. It 
is she who teaches Socrates the ‘Socratic method’ by subjecting him 
to it. And if Diotima was present before she is officially introduced, 
why cannot Socrates remain after she is? Especially since he insists he 
became what he is through her teaching. 

3Unless otherwise noted, I use the translation of Alexander Nehamas and Paul 
Woodruff.
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Kierkegaard sees he has a problem: “To be sure, Socrates remarks 
at the close that he himself was convinced by Diotima’s discourse and 
that he is now trying to convince others of the same…” (Concept 36; the 
reference is to Symposium 212b). But instead of allowing this insight 
to expose a fatal problem for his interpretation, he tries to explain 
it away: “—in other words, he makes us doubtful as to whether this 
discourse, even if at second hand, is not actually his own. Neverthe-
less, one still cannot draw from this any further conclusion as to the 
historical relation of the mythical to Socrates” (ibid.).4 This explanation 
is flawed in two ways. First, the myth that Diotima does put forward 
takes up only a small portion of her speech. Second, the idea that we 
might recover “the historical relation of the mythical to Socrates” is a 
misguided project. Our situation is, I think, inescapably problematic. 
On the one hand, we are fascinated by the idea of the actual, historical 
Socrates; we would like to know what he was like. On the other hand, 
any attempt to apply a filter to the genius of Plato is likely to give us 
a less interesting Socrates, not a ‘more real’ one. The point should 
not be to use the Platonic texts to work one’s way to “the historical 
Socrates,” but rather to use the Platonic texts to bring forth a rich, 
many-sided Socrates, one who is sufficiently vibrant, persuasive and 
unusual to provoke us to philosophy. All the other choices, I think, 
are worse choices. In particular, we should be wary of putting our-
selves in a position where we cannot be surprised or even offended 
by Socrates—a position in which Socrates cannot change us—because 
we insist he conform to an antecedent interpretive scheme. 

The elder Socrates portrays himself as a young man as un-Socratic 
and Agathon-like until he meets Diotima. That is, the text suggests 
that Diotima taught Socrates how to be Socrates. This is accentuated 
by his repeated inability to respond to Diotima’s questioning: “So I 
said, ‘What do you mean Diotima?’” (201e); “I said there was no way 
I could give a ready answer to that question” (204d–e); “‘What do 
you mean?’ I asked” (205b); “‘I am beginning to see your point,’ I 
said” (205d); “It would take divination to figure out what you mean, 
I can’t” (206b–c); “And again I said that I didn’t know” (207c); “‘But 
that’s why I came to you, Diotima, as I just said. I knew I needed a 
teacher’” (207c). And Socrates claims Diotima as his teacher: “She is 

4Similarly, Kierkegaard says, “Although the relation between the dialectical and the 
mythical is not as markedly conspicuous in the Symposium as it is, for example in the 
Phaedo and although for that reason it is less useful for my purpose, it nevertheless does have 
the advantage that it so definitely accentuates what Socrates himself says and what he 
has heard from Diotima” (42; my emphasis). But he does not use this insight to impugn 
his method. In a similar vein, see his discussions at 105–108. 
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the one who taught me erotics” (201d5; my translation). Unusually 
for Socrates, he does claim knowledge: “‘I know nothing other than 
erotics’” (177d7–8; my translation).5 But if erotics is the one thing 
Socrates claims to know, and if he claims Diotima as his teacher, it 
would seem that if we want a richer account of Socrates, Diotima’s 
speech is an important place to look. To characterize Diotima as a 
contrasting figure to Socrates, representing the mythical, not only does 
havoc with Socrates’ claim that she is the one who taught him what 
he knows, as well as to his claim to have been persuaded by Diotima 
and now to be trying to persuade others likewise, it ensures that one’s 
account of Socratic irony will remain one-sided. It is true that in the 
course of her speech she does introduce a myth (203b–204a), but the 
explicit myth is approximately one tenth of her speech. And if one 
includes Socrates’ refutation of Agathon, which is a repetition of what 
he heard from Diotima, it is even less. Instead of dismissing it all as 
‘the mythical non-Socratic,’ we should be looking at it with the ques-
tion: how might this be the teaching of a Socrates we can recognize? 

Kierkegaard does not characterize Diotima as mythical simply 
because she recounts a myth. It is rather because she is putting forward 
what he takes to be an imaginative form of thought. 

… the mythical addresses itself not chiefly to cognition but rather to the 
imagination, requires that the individual lose himself in it, and the presen-
tation does not become mythical until it flutters in this manner between 
the imagination’s production and reproduction. 
 It is assumed that the mythical presentation in the Symposium 
begins with Diotima’s story. Now this is not mythical because reference 
is made to the myth about Eros’s having been born of wealth [Poros (sic: 

5The term I am translating as erotics—ta erôtica—is often translated into English as “the 
art of love” or “the rites of love.” But, first, there are good reasons for thinking that 
Plato and Socrates did not think of erotics as an art or a craft (a technê). To be taught a 
technê is to possess first personal practical knowledge; so, for instance, the shoemaker’s 
practical knowledge of how to turn leather into a shoe. But when it comes to eros, we 
are often more like the leather than we are like the shoemaker. Imagine one intelligent 
piece of leather who had understanding of what was about to happen communicating 
with another intelligent piece of leather (who lacked that understanding) about what 
was to happen to them both as they saw the shoemaker arriving. For the shoemaker, 
who has the practical knowledge, his activity will be the art of shoemaking, but for the 
leather it is ‘the stuff that has to do with shoes coming to be.’ To be sure, erotics is an 
intermediate case: there are things we can understand and things we can do as a result 
of our understanding. But that is an understanding and an acting that emerges from 
suffering, undergoing passion. It does not truly qualify as a technê. Second, rites suggests 
ritual; and Diotima and Socrates are not here particularly concerned with ritual. It is 
rather the undergoing and activity that typically expresses an erotic situation. Literally, 
ta erotica are the things having to do with eros. As “physics” is the standard translation 
for ta physica—the things having to do with nature—so “erotics” is a cognate translation. 
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resourcefulness)] and poverty [Penia] since also in earlier speeches the 
legends about the origin of Eros had not gone unnoticed. Here however, 
the characterization of Eros is negative: Eros is an intermediate being, is 
neither rich nor poor. At this level we have not gone beyond the Socratic 
development. But this negative element, which is the eternal restlessness 
of thinking, continually dividing and combining, this negative element that 
thought cannot hold on to since it is the propelling element in thought—
this negative element stops here and relaxes before the imagination, expands before 
intuition. Therein resides the mythical. Anyone who has anything to do with 
abstract thinking will certainly have noticed how seductive it is to want to 
maintain something that actually is not, except when it is annulled. But 
this is a mythical tendency. (Concept 105–106; my emphasis) 

This is a fascinating thought; but to draw a sharp division between 
“cognition” and “imagination” is again to set oneself up for a one-sided 
account of irony. And it is telling, I think, that in making his account, 
Kierkegaard jumps over an important part of Diotima’s account in 
order to move directly to the famous ‘ladder’ of ascent: 

Successively the object of love is: beautiful bodies—beautiful souls—beau-
tiful observations—beautiful knowledge—the beautiful. The beautiful is 
now defined not merely negatively as something that will appear in a far 
more glorious light than gold, clothes, beautiful boys and adolescents, but 
Diotima adds: “But what would we think if someone had the good fortune 
of beholding that beauty itself, sheer, pure, unalloyed, not clad in human 
flesh or hues or other mortal vanity, but the divine beauty itself in the unity 
of its essence?” The mythical clearly consists in this, that beauty in and by 
itself must be beheld. Even though the feminine interpreter has renounced 
all mortal taint and trappings, it is clear that these will return in the world 
of imagination and provide the mythical drapery. So will it always be with 
das Ding an sich if one cannot cast it away and consign it to oblivion; but 
instead, because one has managed to exclude it from thinking, one will 
now allow imagination to repair and make good the loss. (107) 

Kierkegaard thus moves from the explicit myth to Diotima’s ‘ladder’ of 
ascent, without mentioning her intervening discussion of pregnancy. 
This is a significant omission. 

Let us consider the broad-scale trajectory of Diotima’s teaching. She 
begins with what we would now call a Socratic refutation of the young 
Socrates (201e–202e; cp. 199c–201c). Socrates is forced to admit that 
he is committed to saying that Eros is a great god; and also commit-
ted to saying he is not a god at all (202b–c). Perhaps we should call 
the elenchus a Diotiman refutation, for that is where Socrates says he 
got it. But that is only the beginning of her teaching. In effect, she 
explains to Socrates that there is something almost correct in his 



1010 Jonathan Lear

contradiction: Eros is an intermediate figure, a spirit or daimôn who 
shuttles between gods and humans facilitating communication between 
them (202e–203b). It is only then that she introduces the myth, basi-
cally as a way of helping young Socrates (and the reader) to grasp 
the distinction between being a lover and being loved (204c). It is then 
that Socrates asks a fundamental question: “if you are right, what use 
is Love to human beings?” (204c–d). The rest of Diotima’s teaching 
focuses on the place of Love in human life. She moves from the desire 
for beautiful things (204d), to the desire for good things (204e) to the 
desire for happiness (205a). “The main point is this,” she says, “every 
desire for good things or for happiness is ‘the supreme and treacher-
ous love’ in everyone” (205d). This has the consequence that we can 
reflect on Love’s workings from the inside, by reflecting on the quality 
of our desiring experience. Diotima then effects what I take to be an 
ironic reversal. It is not just that we want to possess the good, “love 
is wanting to possess the good forever” (206a, my emphasis). But the 
only way we are going to get that is if we create it ourselves. The “real 
purpose of love,” Diotima says, “is giving birth in beauty whether in 
body or in soul” (206b; my emphasis). 

Socrates’ response—“It would take divination to figure out what you 
mean. I can’t”—signals that we are at difficult but important part of 
her teaching. Diotima continues:

“All of us are pregnant, Socrates, both in body and in soul, and, as soon 
as we come to a certain age, we naturally desire to give birth. Now no one 
can possibly give birth in anything ugly; only in something beautiful. That’s 
because when a man and a woman come together in order to give birth, 
this is a godly affair. Pregnancy, reproduction—this is an immortal thing 
for a mortal animal to do, and it cannot occur in anything that is out of 
harmony…” (206c) 

Plato’s theory of biological reproduction is false and gender-biased: 
he thought the embryo was contained in the male sperm; and thus 
it is men who first get pregnant, even biologically speaking. But we 
need not get hung up on this. The important points are, first, that 
Diotima has linked our desire for immortality with the most charac-
teristic activity of the species; second, she effects a reversal in Socrates’ 
initial conception of our finite dependence. What we lack and seek 
is not the missing good object—at least in any straightforward sense. 
Rather, what we lack and seek is the beautiful environment—the beau-
tiful other—in which we can then give forth something from deep within 
ourselves. And she links this to our experience of sexual desire: “This is 
the source of the great excitement about beauty that comes to anyone 
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who is pregnant and already teaming with life: beauty releases them 
from their great pain” (206d–e). In effect, Diotima is offering us an 
interpretation: she is inviting us to understand our own experience 
in a certain way. She is telling us something that, in some inchoate 
sense, we already know. 

It is in this mode that Diotima explains the distinction she has 
introduced between pregnancy in body and pregnancy in soul:

“Now some people are pregnant in body, and for this reason turn more to 
women and pursue love in that way, providing themselves through childbirth 
with immortality and remembrance and happiness, as they think, for all 
time to come; while others are pregnant in soul—because there surely are 
those who are even more pregnant in their souls than in their bodies, and 
these are pregnant with what is fitting for a soul to bear and bring to birth. 
And what is fitting? Wisdom and the rest of virtue, which all poets beget, as 
well as all the craftsmen who are said to be creative. But by far the greatest 
and most beautiful part of wisdom deals with the proper ordering of cities 
and households, and that is called moderation and justice.” (208e–209a) 

So pregnancy, according to Diotima, stretches across characteristic 
human activity—from biological reproduction that we share with other 
animals to the creative productions that mark us as distinctively human. 
It is remarkable that the young Kierkegaard skips over this discussion 
of pregnancy since it implies that we are full—especially those of us 
who experience a creative impulse. It is a familiar thought that the 
Platonic Socrates teaches us that because of our erotic natures we are 
characterized by lack. No doubt, there are passages that support that 
thought. But here in the heart of the Platonic Socrates’ discourse on 
eros, he says that the erotic encounter is the occasion to experience 
ourselves as full. Since Socrates says he is persuaded of Diotima’s teach-
ing (212b), he cannot here be thinking of himself as empty, that is, 
as a counterexample to the teaching. 

This image of pregnancy has gripped the philosophical imagination 
for millennia. It has done so, I think, because we can recognize from 
our own experience that something is true about it. In speaking of 
“the metaphor of the mind giving birth to ideas it has conceived,” 
Myles Burnyeat has said, “The compelling naturalness of this image 
is a matter of common experience and needs no argument” (8). And 
he continues: 

The resemblance seems so fitting, however, so familiar even, as to invite 
the thought that the metaphor corresponds, in some deeper sense, to 
psychological reality. The response it evokes is more like recognition than ordinary 
appreciation, a recognition of an aspect of one’s own experience which 
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may not be fully acknowledged. It is not only that we do often represent 
the originating of thoughts in terms of parturition, but that a significant 
emotional charge attaches to the idea that the mind is no less capable of 
conception and birth than the body of a woman. To take the metaphor 
seriously is to recognize it as embodying an important part of the mean-
ing that the creative process can have for someone. (Ibid.; my emphasis)

Burnyeat is, I think, correct that Diotima is inviting Socrates (and us) 
to recognize something powerful and persuasive in experience. But 
why does Burnyeat assume that we are here dealing with a metaphor? 
The temptation, I suspect, arises from the thought that pregnancy is 
essentially tied to the body, and ‘pregnancy of soul’ is too ethereal to 
be just another instance of pregnancy. But this is not Diotima’s view. 
She insists that pregnancy of soul is stimulated by another physically 
beautiful person: “Since he is pregnant [in soul] then, he is much 
more drawn to bodies that are beautiful than to those that are ugly; 
and if he also has the luck to find a soul that is beautiful and noble 
and well-formed, he is even more drawn to this combination, such 
a person makes him instantly team with ideas and arguments about 
virtue…” (209b–c). It is in the presence of a beautiful other person 
we give birth to our own ideas. The experience of teaming with ideas 
has an aura of corporeality: we experience the ideas as inside us and 
we want to get them out. This is how we experience the creative process 
(see Wollheim, “The Bodily” and “The Mind”). It is true that Diotima 
will proceed to what is now famously known as her ‘ladder’ of ascent, 
a ‘ladder’ in which one leaves beautiful bodies behind (210b–c).6 But 
this should not encourage us to skip over the importance of the beau-
tiful body of the other in the stimulation of a pregnant soul. Diotima 
certainly does not. Before she gets to the ladder she says, 

“In my view, you see, when [the lover] makes contact with someone beautiful 
and keeps company with him, he conceives and gives birth to what he has 
been carrying inside him for ages. And whether they are together or apart, he 
remembers that beauty. And in common with him he nurtures the newborn; 
such people have much more to share than do the parents of human 
children, and have a firmer bond of friendship, because the children in 
whom they have a share are more beautiful and more immortal. Everyone 

6It is, I think, ultimately unsatisfying to try to separate Socrates from Plato; and yet 
it is difficult to resist weighing in. My sense is that at Diotima’s introduction of the 
so-called ‘ladder,’ the author gives a heavy clue: “‘Even you Socrates could probably 
come to be initiated into these rites of love. But as for the purpose of these rites when 
they are done correctly—that is the final and highest mystery, and I don’t know if you are 
capable of it. I myself will tell you’ she said ‘and I won’t stint any effort. And you must 
try to follow if you can’” (209e–210a; my emphasis). 



1013M L N

would rather have such children than human ones, and would look up to 
Homer and Hesiod and the other good poets with envy and admiration 
for the offspring they have left behind…” (209b–c; my emphasis)

That is, even such immortal creations as the poems of Homer and 
Hesiod depended on the lovers having actually spent time in the 
company of the beautiful bodies of their beloveds—all the better if the 
beautiful bodies are beautifully ensouled. Perhaps it is only in memory; 
but they are together the parents. For Diotima, pregnancy of soul is 
not a metaphor. It is a higher and more real form of pregnancy than 
the bodily pregnancy with which we are familiar.7

As is well known Diotima soon introduces the so-called ‘ladder’ of 
ascent in which a lover moves from loving a beautiful body to loving 
all beautiful bodies to loving beautiful souls, beautiful activities, laws 
and so on (210a–212a). And in making the transition, Diotima uses 
blunt language: “[the lover] must think this wild gaping after just one 
body is a small thing and despise it” (210b). Still, it is hermeneutically 
unappealing to interpret her as obviously contradicting what she has 
just said; and there is no need to do so. Rather than being in con-
tradiction with her previous discussion of the enduring importance 
of the beautiful other, it can be read as flowing from it. Let us take 
Diotima’s example of the enduring significance of the Homeric poems; 
and let us assume their creation followed her overall account. In which 
case, a young beautiful person or the memory of such a person stimulated 
Homer to give birth to his poems. In the creative activity, he comes to 
see that all this is directed at a much higher goal than he, as a young 
man, envisaged when he first fell for that beautiful other (his Helen? 
his Penelope?). What he comes to despise is not the beautiful body of 
the beautiful other per se, but the thought that the beautiful body is 
the aim and ultimate goal of this whole process. Diotima tells us that, 
through memory, the beautiful other continues to matter—even as our 
overall outlook develops. And it matters because it triggers something 
deep within us. This is not a view Diotima abandons. And it gives us 
a different perspective on the night Socrates spent under the same 
cloak with Alcibiades (219b–d). We have, of course, inherited the story 
from Alcibiades’ perspective: the frustration, fury and humiliation of 
being rebuffed in a sexual seduction. From this perspective, Socrates 
looks like a man of uncanny indifference—a purity of sorts. But from 
Diotima’s perspective, things look different: Just because Socrates 

7On Diotima’s account, Kierkegaard and Regine Olsen would be the joint parents 
of many of Kierkegaard’s works.
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did not want to engage in sexual penetration does not mean he was 
indifferent to spending the night in close physical proximity with the 
beautiful Alcibiades. This could well have been a moment of exciting 
Socrates’ pregnancy, however frustrating it was for his partner.

Pregnancy of soul is not a metaphor; but it is ironic. The image 
itself gives birth to a richer conception of irony than young Magister 
Kierkegaard envisaged, but one that is in the mature Kierkegaard’s 
journals. For if one were to ask a litmus-question testing for the pres-
ence of irony,—

“Among all the pregnancies have there really been any 
pregnancies?”—

Diotima’s answer would be, “Why yes; consider the pregnancies of 
Homer and Hesiod, of Lycourgus and Solon” (cp. 209d–e). Diotima 
would be earnest and ironic at the same time. 

5. 

Let us now return to the journal entry that sparked our enquiry: 
“Socrates doubted that one is a human being by birth…” (Journals 
278). One should, I think, conceive of Diotima’s discourse as teaching 
Socrates how to doubt. Doubt is not just practicing (or being stung 
by) elenchus—that was just the opening move in her teaching. It is 
her positive teaching of pregnancy that allows doubt to take hold. It 
allows one to see that one is not a human being by birth so much 
as by birthing. This is not simply a decision to restrict the use of the 
term human to some arbitrarily high level of accomplishment; it is 
an insight into the characteristic activity of human life, and it is an 
insight that we cannot help but have, once we have had it. To submit 
to Diotima’s teaching—as the young Socrates did—is to allow oneself 
to follow a path of reflection that has its own inner momentum. We 
come to see—by reflecting on the quality of our experience (under 
Diotima’s guidance)—that human life does have a characteristic 
activity: pregnancy and giving birth in the beautiful. That is, it is the 
creativity in the presence of—or in the presence of a memory of—a 
beautiful other person who stimulates and inspires us. Try to imagine 
a human being who has no pregnancy in them whatsoever: no ability 
to reproduce biologically nor even a spark of creative impulse. If one 
can imagine this at all, one is imaging someone at the far end of an 
autistic spectrum. This is not just another instance of a human being, 
but an impaired one. 
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Socratic doubt creates the doubtful—and it does so by ironizing the 
concept human being. We begin with what we take to be an unproblem-
atic biological concept. It is as though we are looking on the species 
from the outside. Socrates and Diotima, in effect, invite us inside. 
We ourselves are instances of the concept human being; and, as such, 
we can become and be self-conscious that we are such. We grasp self-
consciously that self-consciousness is central to our existence. Thus 
we come to see that if we are to grasp our characteristic activity, it 
is not only possible, but important to consult our own experience if 
we are to grasp the characteristic activity of the human. Once we do 
that, we can no longer simply assume that ‘the birth of the human’ 
occurs with the biological fetus’s exit from the womb. We see from 
the inside that human being is characterized by creativity stimulated 
by our encounters with others—and that a biological instance of the 
kind that lacked that creativity would be a problematic instance. This 
is not an arbitrary high standard; it is a constitutional condition. The 
doubting activity itself expands the concept human from the inside 
out. That is the power of Socratic doubt. 

We are now in a position to grasp the remainder of Kierkegaard’s 
enigmatic statement: “…to become human or to learn what it means 
to be human does not come that easily—what occupied Socrates, what 
he sought, was the ideality of being human” (Journals 278). Since we 
have at least an elementary understanding of our characteristic human 
activity, we can plug in: 

to give birth in the beautiful or learn what it means to give birth in the 
beautiful does not come that easily.

If giving birth in the beautiful is our characteristic practical activity then 
the “or” can be exegetical. Learning what it means to give birth in 
the beautiful just is the self-conscious understanding that we acquire 
in giving birth in the beautiful. It is the practical and poetical under-
standing that accompanies and guides the giving birth. 

And “... does not come that easily” hits its target—when it does—
in a recognition that we are already entangled in, hooked by, irony. 
On the one hand, we recognize that giving birth in the beautiful is our 
characteristic human activity—an internal characteristic that pervades 
the human. On the other, internal to that characteristic is an aim for 
immortality. Diotima’s argument is addressed to Socrates, Socrates 
repeats it to his fellow symposiasts and, outside the fictional frame, 
Plato thereby gives it to us. It is an argument, I think, addressed to 
anyone who is pregnant in soul. The argument works by stimulating 
the pregnancy of the reader. We establish an erotic relation in our 
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imagination with Socrates—that compelling figure—and as we go 
through the account of pregnancy of soul, we can experience our 
own creativity shifting into gear, just as we experience the truth of 
what he is saying via internal reflection on our own erotic and creative 
moments. And if we follow the argument, we see from the inside that 
in our own creative moments—our own moments of giving birth in 
the beautiful—there is internal to them a yearning towards immortal-
ity. Succeeding at that task does not come that easily! That is clear. 
What was difficult to see was that the aim was all along present in our 
characteristic human activity. This is the “ideality” that Socrates sought: 
not some impossibly high ideal imposed on us—as though Socrates 
were the superego for all humanity—but an ideal that is already 
implicit in the characteristic human activity of pregnancy and giving 
birth. That is, Socratic doubt poetically brings out the irony in the 
category human—a category in which we are ineluctably entangled. 

I said at the beginning that I wanted to argue that “Socratic doubt” 
and “the difficulty of becoming human” and “the difficulty of learn-
ing what it means to be human” are three ways of describing the 
same reality. We have just seen the equivalence of becoming human 
and learning what it means to be human. But how does one link these 
to Socratic doubt? If we construe his doubt broadly—not confined to 
the elenchus but bursting out into the realm of erotics—it becomes 
clear that Socrates’s doubt just is his way of giving birth in the beauti-
ful. This is precisely what he does when he meets a beautiful young 
boy. He is full… full of doubt! It is an ironic fullness, to be sure—but 
flowing from an irony that cannot be one-sided. His doubting that one 
is a human at birth is his ironic creative activity—it is the activity of 
ironically opening up the concept human—which is at the same time 
his becoming human (that is, engaging in creative activity that marks 
us as human), as it is his learning what it means to be human—and 
he everywhere makes it clear that this is a difficult, if joyful, task. 

6. 

The pseudonymous author Johannes Climacus relished ending his 
work with a revocation of everything he had just written (see Concluding, 
trans. Hannay 520–526); so in tribute to him and his dear creator, I will 
conclude by considering a passage that might just send my interpreta-
tion up in smoke. In the Theaetetus, Socrates says of himself that he is 
an extraordinary midwife. But in common with ordinary midwives he 
is “not productive of wisdom” (αγονος ειμι σοφιας; my translation)—or, 



1017M L N

barren of wisdom (150c). And he continues: “And the reason of it 
is this, that God compels me to attend the travail of others, but has 
forbidden me to procreate. So that I am not in any sense a wise man; 
I cannot claim as the child of my own soul any discovery worth the 
name of wisdom” (150c–d).8 How are we to understand this, as a 
revocation of my thesis? Or should I try to take the dodge that this is 
a different text, that Plato changed his mind, that here it is not really 
Socrates speaking, and so on? 

I hope by now it is no surprise that I think we should interpret 
this passage… ironically. That does not mean, as Climacus teaches 
us, that Socrates is not being utterly serious and earnest at the same 
time. Socrates never tells us he is barren; he tells us he is barren of 
wisdom. He cannot give birth… to any child worth the name of wisdom. 
We began our inquiry with Climacus’s hint that we ought to be able 
to find a complex, multi-sided Socratic irony, one that eluded the 
view of the author of The Concept of Irony. It would be a sad outcome 
if what we found was that Socrates could give birth non-ironically, an 
ordinary pregnancy in soul. No, the pregnancy must itself be ironic. 
And if we consider Socrates’ speech in the Symposium we see him 
explicitly invoking his memory of his encounter with Diotima as he 
gives birth in the beautiful, not to wisdom, but to a conception of 
giving birth in the beautiful which has shaped the way the world has 
conceived of human creativity; again, not to wisdom, but to knowledge 
of our ignorance; not to wisdom but to a love of wisdom. We owe it 
to Socrates that the very name of what we do—philosophy—has the 
possibility of irony built into it. And were it not for Socrates claiming 
that he was only a midwife, the concept of midwifery would most likely 
have remained in the non-ironic space of biological birth. He gave 
the concept midwife its ironic immortality—and thereby immortally 
changed the category human. 
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