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Plato's Socrates speaks of his daimonion, or divine sign. "Daimonion" means 
"subordinate god" or "from the god." In the Apology 31 d, Socrates provides the 

following explanation of his daimonion: "I have divine or spiritual sign .... This began 
when I was a child. It is a voice (phone tis), and whenever it speaks it turns me away 
from what I am about to do, but it never encourages me to do anything." In the Phaedrus 
242c, Socrates says: "the familiar divine sign came to me, which, whenever it occurs 
holds me back from something I am about to do. I seemed to hear a certain voice (kai tina 
ph6nen edoxa autothen akousai) forbidding me to leave the spot until I made atonement 
for some offense against the gods." 

Although some argue that belief in the existence of daimonia was not uncommon in fifth 
century Athens, 1 the fact that Socrates is motivated to explain his daimonion to others fits 
well with his claim that "my own case is hardly worth mentioning-my daemonic sign­
because it has happened to no one before me, or to only a very few" (Republic VI 496c). 
Each of the three above passages provides evidence that Socrates understands his 
daimonion as a rare if not unique phenomenon. The Socratic daimonion is more than a 
rational intuition, a guilty conscience, or a strange feeling that something bad is about to 
happen2-these are familiar to all of us, and to fifth century Athenians too.3 

Socrates believes his daimonion is very rare, and it is not likely that he simply failed to 

recognize that those around him have guilty consciences and strange feelings. Moreover, 
those who know of Socrates' divine sign, for example, Euthyphro and Meletus, never 
claim to be able to identify with what Socrates (believes he) is experiencing. Indeed, 
there is good reason to hold that the charge for which Socrates is tried and sentenced to 
death, "making new gods and not believing in the old ones," refers to his daimonion as a 
"new" god, that is, one that others have not experienced. Euthyphro tells Socrates that 
these charges were brought against him "because you [Socrates] say that the divine sign 
keeps coming to you. So [Meletus] has written this indictment against you as one who 
makes innovations in religious matters" (Euthyphro 3b).

4 
The bottom line is that Socrates 

holds, and those around him seem to agree, that whatever his daimonion is, it is not like 
anything familiar to the rest of us-or to fifth century Athenians.5 

Some scholars resist identifying Socrates' daimonion as a voice. Instead, they use the 
phrase "divine sign" while speculating about what Socrates experiences during a 
daemonic intervention.6 However, Plato's Socrates refers to the daimonion as a voice 
(phone) in both the Apology and in the Phaedrus.7 It seems odd not to take Socrates at his 

word and commit to recognizing the daimonion as a voice, or at least a voice-like 
experience. It does not follow from the fact that Socrates often uses a more general tern1 
to refer to the daimonion, that his experience with the daimonion varies. It is worth 
noting that when Socrates does make a specific reference to his divine sign, he 

consistently refers to it as a voice (or voice-like). He never specifically refers to his 
daimonion as anything other than a voice, or at least as anything that could not come in 

the fonn of a voice, for example, a divine warning (to gignomenon moi daimonion). With 
this in mind, it seems safe to conclude that Socrates' daimonion is a voice, or at the very 
least a voice-like experience. 

33 


















