PHIL123: Philosophy of Human Nature
Dennis Beach, OSB

1st Writing Assignment: Plato’s Phaedo
Spring 2001
Write an essay on one of the following, or develop a topic of your own choosing that relates to the Phaedo (however, consult me on the topic first).  Maximum length: 1500 words.  Due Wednesday, February 28.
1. Wordsworth’s poem, “Ode: Intimations of Immortality Recollected from Early Childhood,” treats themes that are important in the Phaedo.  Indeed, we could even take it to be a new account or logos about the soul—Wordsworth’s late contribution to the dialogue of Socrates, Cebes, Simmias and the others. How do Wordsworth’s ideas about the human soul or human experience and his account of the evidence for these ideas compare with Socrates’ in the Phaedo? What parts of Wordsworth’s do you find compelling?  How do you think Socrates would respond to his poem?

2. Socrates in the Apology criticizes those who seem to know without truly knowing, those who thought themselves wise, but were not wise.  In other dialogues as well, this conflict between seeming and being is emphasized: in the Republic, Socrates argues that it is better to be just than merely seem wise, even though others in the dialogue point out all the worldly advantages that accrue to one who seems just without being so.  Yet, at several crucial point in the Phaedo, Socrates says things such as that the cause of his talking to them in prison is that “it seemed best” to him to refuse to give up practicing philosophy, and that he decides to take “as my hypothesis the theory [logos=account] that seemed to me the most compelling” (98e, 100a).  Is this a contradiction or a reversal on Socrates’ part?  Explain.  

3. Imagine that you could intervene in the dialogue as Simmias and Cebes do, perhaps at some point like 107b or even 115a,  Write your own further contribution or challenge to Socrates and the others’ accounts of the soul, and then write Socrates’ response as well.  You can refer to things in the dialogue as it is (as Socrates does) but also imagine what he might say beyond that.  You would have to play two roles—that of challenger and that of answerer.  Perhaps, in fact, this is the kind of thing that Plato himself did, in writing dialogues for philosophy.

