PHIL123: Philosophy of Human Nature
Dennis Beach, OSB

2nd Writing Assignment: Plato’s Symposium
Spring 2001
Due Monday, March 19.
Choose 1 or 2 or 3; or if you have a topic of your own that you’d like to write on, ask me about it first, and write on it.

1. In Plato’s Symposium, each guest is to give “as good a speech in praise of Love as he is capable of giving” (177d). Especially given this last condition, we may assume that each guest has done this (although we may question whether we should give Alcibiades this credit). If, however, we take the Symposium as a whole, would we still say that Plato has given us a speech (logos/account) in praise of love? Explain your answer by discussing in what way the dialogue as a whole praises or fails to praise love.  Keep in mind that to answer this well, you’ll have to make various judgments about the dialogue as a whole, yet support these judgments by reference to specific passages and sections.

2. One of the puzzles of the Symposium is the figure of Diotima. Why does Socrates speak through her?  (Although, to be accurate, we must also say that she speaks only through Socrates!)  How does the presentation of Socrates’ ideas about love through the figure of Diotima affect our understanding of and response to these ideas themselves, as well as our perspective on Socrates himself?

3. Is Socrates ultimately more of a lover or a beloved in Plato’s Symposium? Consider both the dramatic situation of the play as well as Socrates’ actual speeches (which include Diotima’s speech).  In addressing this question, you will have to look at the relation of these two roles insofar as they concern Socrates.  If the only relation you can come up with is a simple, unnuanced and (Socrates is a lover and a beloved), write on a different question.  But if you can sketch out the significance of this and, go for it.

