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Syllabus 

Eros and Agape 
Course Type: elective 

 

Abstract: A study of ancient and medieval views of love, including those of Plato, Aristotle, Saint 

Paul and Saint Augustine. When Christianity asserts that God is love, this is a reaction against both 

Jewish theology and Ancient Greek notions of Eros as an elemental natural power of attraction. This 

course will begin with a study of the different theories of love offered in Plato’s Symposium, 

culminating in Diotima’s claim that lovers inspire each other to give birth to beautiful ideas, and 

Alcibiades’ drunken ramblings about his unhappy love. We will then look at Aristotle’s writings 

about friendship as the promotion of someone else’s good. In his letters, Paul develops the idea that 

love is generosity rather than desire, yielding the Christian idea of agape as selfless, unconditional 

and infinite giving of oneself to others. Augustine, in turn, presents a synthesis of desire and giving 

in his notion of caritas. We will stage dialogues between the different thinkers about what love is or 

ought to be, what is its true object, and what is its role in human life.    

 

Learning Objectives: To acquaint students with the theme of love in the Western philosophical 

tradition and how love’s relation to ethics, nature and God has evolved over time.  

 

Learning Outcomes: Students should become familiar with the debates about whether love is (or 

should be) selfish or selfless, whether romantic and filial love and love for God can be construed as 

different forms of one phenomenon or are essentially different, and what is at stake in these 

debates.  

 

Course Plan:  

1. Introduction: Eros and Agape, Greeks and Christians 

2. Eros as Virtue or Natural Force (reading: Plato, Symposium up to and including Agathon’s 

speech) 

3. Eros as Inspiration (reading: Plato, Symposium, Socrates’ speech) 

4. Eros and the tension between self-love and love of other (reading: Plato, Symposium, 

Alcibiades’ speech) 

5. Friendships of utility (reading: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics Book VIII)  

6. Friends as other selves (reading: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics Book IX) 
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7. Selflessness, anti-sensualism and forgiveness (reading: NT Matthew 5-6) 

8. Agape: Love as selflessness (reading: NT 1 Corinthians 13) 

9. Material and spiritual love (Augustine, Confessions, Books II-III) 

10. Love of neighbor as love of God (Augustine, On Christian Doctrine Book I) 

11. Test 

 

Reading List 

a. Required 

 Plato, Symposium.  http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/symposium.html Open access 

 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (selections) 

http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.html Open access 

 New Testament (NT), selections from Matthew and 1 Corinthians:  

https://www.biblegateway.com/ Open access 

 Augustine, Confessions (selections):  https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3296/3296-

h/3296-h.htm Open access 

 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine (selections): 

http://www.catholictreasury.info/books/christian_doctrine/cd2.php#bk1 Open access 

 

b. Optional: None 

 

Grading System: 1-10 scale  

 

Guidelines for Knowledge Assessment: All students will take a written test at the end of the 

course. The test will be based on excerpts from text read during the course which students will be 

asked to identify, explain and discuss.  

 

Methods of Instruction: Lecture and discussion by way of close reading of texts 

 

Special Equipment and Software Support (if required): None 

 

http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/symposium.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.html
https://www.biblegateway.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3296/3296-h/3296-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3296/3296-h/3296-h.htm
http://www.catholictreasury.info/books/christian_doctrine/cd2.php#bk1

