Essay on Plato’s Symposium

PHL 243 F: Philosophy of Sexuality

DUE OCTOBER 11
Write a 3-4 page paper on the speech of EITHER Pausanias or Aristophanes.
In your paper, you should focus on ONE of the following issues: what do they believe is the aim or purpose of love?  What do they believe distinguishes superior and inferior forms of love?  What is the role of the body and sex in their view of love?

Your paper should accomplish the following THREE things: 
1) Present the speaker’s key views on the specific issue you’ve chosen.  Be sure to include any strong reasons or arguments the speaker offers in support of the view.  
2) When presenting the speaker’s view, consider the strongest reasons you can think of in its support—not just the reasons given by the speaker.  (If you choose Aristophanes’ speech, which presents a comical myth rather than an explicit argument, this will be especially important.)

3) Critically evaluate the speaker’s view.  Is it correct?  Can you think of any good reasons or arguments for holding such a view?  Can you provide strong reasons or arguments against it? 
FORMAT

Essays should be 3-4 pages in length, double-spaced, with 1 inch margins and 10-12 point font.  (Quality, not quantity, is key.  So some variation from the recommended length is acceptable.)  Essays should be handed in during class, not emailed.  The late penalty is 2% for each day overdue.   
Please do not include a separate cover sheet.  This is a short paper, so it is not necessary to include a separate introduction or conclusion—jump right into the topic.  Please do not use secondary sources. There is not sufficient space to fulfill the essay requirements and deal with additional texts.  All quotations should be cited.  Citation format is open, but I recommend including the line or section number, rather than the page number. 
CORRECTION TO SYLLABUS
Late papers should be put in my philosophy department essay box as well as emailed.  I will need a hard copy for grading, and the emailed copy to confirm the time of completion, since the department will not date-stamp essays. 

GRADING INFORMATION
In your grade, your presentation of the speaker’s view will be equally weighted with your critical evaluation.  A successful paper is one in which you both clearly and carefully explain the key ideas of the text, and clearly and thoughtfully add your own ideas about the strengths and/or weaknesses of the ideas presented in the text.  
Because your evaluative comments are of equal weight in your grade, you’ll need to give them just as much time and thought.  When explaining the speaker’s view, be concise and focus only on the most important points relevant to the issue you’ve chosen and your evaluative comments.  For example, if you choose to focus on the aim of love in Aristophanes’ speech, it may not be necessary to discuss his views about sexual orientation or morality.  Include only what is necessary for your chosen issue and your critical evaluation.
WHAT’S A CRITICAL EVALUATION?

To evaluate the speech you’ve chosen, you’ll need to give your opinion about the worth of the views presented.  Are they insightful or important?  Are the views true or plausible; are the arguments and reasons behind them convincing?  
To make your evaluation of the speech a critical one, you must do more than simply state your opinion about the merits of the speech; you must carefully examine the reasons and arguments that support the view and your own.  If a view is false, why do you think so?  If an argument is not convincing, what are its weaknesses?  What reasons might we have for rejecting it, or for preferring a different view?  

It is not necessary to decide these issues for all time.  You may feel you cannot say that a view in the text is, without a doubt, correct or incorrect.  That’s okay.  You may find an idea plausible and worthy of consideration, but not be certain that it’s true.  You may find an argument has significant weaknesses, while accepting the possibility that the view could still be accepted for other reasons.  You can give nuanced, qualified evaluations; you needn’t simply attack or defend.
WHAT’S A SUCCESSFUL CRITICAL EVALUATION?
There’s no simple formula, since it will depend on the speakers and issues you choose, and upon the original ideas you bring into the picture.  A very general answer is: a thoughtful one.  By thoughtful, I mean a sustained and in-depth examination of the reasons for holding or rejecting these views.  The best strategy for giving depth to your evaluation is to anticipate objections.  How might the speaker you’re discussing respond to your evaluation?  How might those who agree or disagree with the speaker respond?  Perhaps it will help to consider an example of an unsuccessful critical evaluation:  


Eryximachus says that health consists in bringing opposing desires into harmony.  He does not 
offer an argument for this definition of health.  Therefore, his view is not strongly supported.
How might it be made more thoughtful?  If explaining your evaluation seems too easy, it probably is.  A thoughtful discussion will take the debate to a deeper level.  If the speaker hasn’t defended an idea, or provided a poor defense, you might suggest stronger reasons.  Ask yourself how someone who agrees would try to defend it.  In this example, why might we think that health involves harmonized desires?  If you can show that alternative supports for the view are unconvincing, your view will be stronger.  You can also add weight to your evaluation by offering alternative views that are more convincing than the one you’re critiquing.  

Keep in mind that a “critical” evaluation does not mean you must disagree with the speech.  You can critically analyze a view that you think is correct by making clear the reasonableness of that view.  This might include adding your own ideas and arguments in support of the view, answering possible objections to the view, or explaining why an alternative viewpoint is not convincing.
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