Honors 350: Beauty and Truth

Essay Assignment #1: Plato

After readings and discussion several texts of Plato, it behooves us to ask “What then?” concerning his view of art and beauty and truth. Having read several different texts, it is at least harder for us to dismiss Plato as one-sided, although certainly problems remain, as Socrates and his interlocutors remind us constantly in the Republic. Now, as we work through what Socrates and Diotima say about beauty and the love of truth in the Symposium, more complications will arise. Below are options for an essay on Plato and the arts, Plato and poetry, Plato and beauty.
1. Write an expository essay focusing on some significant theme from the selections we have read  from Plato. Your goal should be not only to make clear what Plato’s/Socrates’ argument about this theme is and to evaluate this, but to engage with his thought and discuss the implications of agreeing with his position or of disagreeing with it. In other words, if you want to criticize Plato/Socrates, you should make it clear precisely where your disagreement lies, and discuss what alternative implications your view has for the function of art or literature, for the nature of truth, or for the “good” of individuals and their society. [These are not prescriptions of topics that absolutely must be covered, but suggestions of the direction in which a well-thought-out paper might go.]
2. Find an art work that you can use to engage in a discussion about something Socrates has addressed in the dialogues we have read. You may choose a poem or a play, novel, story, film, a visual artwork, etc.—perhaps even focusing on a part of a longer work. You can choose something you have read or studied for another class. Take care to choose something that will lead you into an engagement with Socrates’ discussions; if you choose a work of abstract art and try to use it to talk about mimēsis or imitation, you might not get anywhere. Use this artwork to talk about the validity or lack of validity of Plato/Socrates’ arguments, as well as to explore the educational or formative value of that artwork, or perhaps of that artwork as a representative of art or literature in general or even specific kinds of it.
Do not feel that you have to resolve all the contradictions you might find in Plato. Presenting them as contradictions and articulating something you think makes better sense—while trying to be fair to Plato—may be a better strategy. Especially ask yourself whether—if you are challenging Plato/Socrates or even if you are agreeing—whether there are  alternative understandings that also arise out of Plato/Socrates themselves (either from other dialogues or from other takes on the same dialogue.

Due: By Sunday, September 21, by 5:00 PM either to my office (Q362C or dorm room) or as an email attachment. Attachments should print out as you would hand them in—with first page heading, page numbers, underlining or italics, etc. For standard academic paper format, see the guide on the web calendar, including why you should paperclip and not staple!
Maximum Length: 2000 words.
