Clst 311:  Sex & Gender in Ancient Greece/Rome\

Professor Nancy Sultan, IWU

Plato, Symposium
(brief outline, taken from Nehamas’s & Woodruff’s introduction)

In his Symposium (Grk: “drinking together”), Plato uses the occasion of a banquet to present his ideas about the “Form of Beauty,” and love (eros).  The speakers at this banquet are: 1) Phaedrus, 2) Pausanias, 3) Eryximachus, 4) Aristophanes, 5) Agathon, 

6) Socrates, and 7) Alcibiades. Each take a turn, in traditional order from left-right, speaking on the subject of “love.”

Date:  Plato sets the symposium in honor of Agathon’s first victory in the tragedy contest held at the Lenaia in 416 B.C.  His character Apollodorus says that the feast took place after Agathon had been absent from Athens “for many years,” (172C), which puts the event sometime between 406-400 B.C.  The actual dialogues refer to historical events that place the text’s creation sometime after 385 B.C. but before 378 B.C.

Terms:

 philia ‘love’ (general term); eros (desire, passion, usually sexual = god, 


Eros); erastes ‘lover’ (active), eromenos ‘beloved’ (passive); daimonios 


‘divine’



The Speeches:
Phaedrus:
(naive supporter of Socrates) Emphasis on “virtue” and “self-sacrifice.” “Love is the best guide to virtue, and virtue is most valuable when connected with love.” Legend of Orpheus manipulated to support his idea that eros is to be praised, never blamed. The ‘Sacred Band’ = an army of (male) lovers would be the “best possible system of society.” (178E).  This Band was actually established in the city of Thebes.

Pausanias:
(philosopher, student of Prodicus) Still praises eros, but distinguishes between vulgar love (women/boys) and noble love (homosexual).  Eros is the concern for the welfare of the beloved’s soul. For Pausanias, homosexual love is the only noble love. Aristophanes gets the hiccups.

Eryximachus:
(a doctor) eros is ‘attraction’ or ‘harmony’. Love then gives beneficial effects on many different fields, including medicine, music, meteorology, divination.  

Aristophanes:
 (Athenian comic playwright who disparages Socrates in his play Clouds) Focuses on the feelings of individuals for one another (rather than abstractions). “Love is the desire to find our original half” (his myth of three sexes).  Original idea. He never says that man is able to merge back into one “double-self,” however.   

Agathon:
(Athenian tragic playwright) Praises Eros as the youngest, most beautiful, and most virtuous of gods; Love’s benefits come from his youth, beauty, and virtue.  


Socrates:
(Athenian philosopher) Disagrees with Agathon’s conclusions and silences him with a dialectic that forces Agathon to agree that eros is the desire for beauty. Introduces a fictitious character, Diotima, who taught him that “eros is neither beautiful nor ugly but something ‘in between’.”  Love must be a lover of wisdom (so, love is a philosopher).  Love should not be modeled on the eromenos, but on the erastes.  Socrates is a philosopher, hence Socrates is an erastes.

Alcibiades:
(Athenian politician and general). Praises Socrates instead of eros.  This is called an encomium ‘praise song’. Socrates is an erastes, but also an eromenos ( in that Alcibiades claims to have pursued Socrates unsuccessfully in 217C). Socrates is daimonios (219C) ‘divine’.  So, it seems, Socrates is Eros himself. In the end, we see that the character of Socrates himself is revealed.

