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Course Description:  

The attempt to account for an essential feature of the human condition through the story of a “fall 

from our ancient nature” shows up in two texts, one from the Bible, one from Greek philosophy. In 

the Symposium, Plato puts into the mouth of the comic poet Aristophanes a speech on eros that 

describes every human being as a fragmented half, longing for reunification with the other who 

could restore it to the whole it once was, before being subjected to divine punishment for its original 

ambition. That speech bears a striking resemblance to the account in Genesis of the primordial 

Adam created in the image of God, male and female at once, followed by the division of one being 

into man and woman, who go on to violate God’s most fundamental prohibition. In this seminar, 

we will explore what a comparison of the two texts can tell us about Athens and Jerusalem, the two 

roots of the Western tradition. 

 
Guiding Questions:  

1. In the fanciful speech Plato puts into the voice of the comic poet Aristophanes, human 
beings as we know them are the result of a fall from our “ancient nature”: what is the nature 
of the original human beings Aristophanes imagines and what is the basis for distinguishing 
three types? In the biblical account of Genesis 1, what does it mean for the primordial 
Adam, the human being created in the image of God, to be both male and female? In the 
new account in Genesis 2, where man and woman are produced out of an original Adam, 
what are the implications of the idea that the “rib” used for the creation of woman means 
“one side” of the original whole?  
 

2. How does Aristophanes explain our experience of love as a response to our present 
condition, resulting from divine punishment of the original human beings? What was the 
essential impulse of those original humans and the motive of the god Zeus to punish them 
by dividing each one in half? If the union of man and woman in Genesis 2 can be seen as a 
response to out condition as partial beings, what is the motive of the biblical God for 
creating those beings out of the original Adam? 
 

3. Aristophanes portrays the rebellion against authority of the gods undertaken by te original 
human beings out of a sense of their own completeness, while in Genesis 3, the violation of 
God’s primary prohibition is initiated by a partial being, the first woman: what is the 
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significance of that difference? How exactly should we understand the biblical God’s 
prohibition and the motive of the woman (the woman inspired by the serpent?) to violate it? 
 

4. Adam calls himself “man” (esh) for the first time at the same moment he calls “woman” 
(esha), recognizing her as “bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh.” If the two can be 
understood as equal partners at the start, what is the cause of the transformation of their 
relationship in Genesis 3, so that man and woman become the first case of ruler and ruled? 
Does the biblical narrative suggest something about the nature of woman as initially depicted 
that leads to the need for this subsequent relationship of subordination?  
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Introduction: 

The attempt to account for an essential feature of the human condition through the story of a “fall 

from our ancient nature” shows up in two texts, one from the Bible, one from Greek philosophy. 

The speech on eros in Plato’s Symposium, ascribed to the comic poet Aristophanes, describes every 

human being as a fragmented half, longing for reunification with the other who could restore it to 

the whole it once was, before being subjected to divine punishment for its original ambition. That 

speech bears a remarkable resemblance, although with striking differences, to the account in Genesis 

of the primordial Adam created in the image of God, at once male and female, followed by the 

division of a single Adam into man and woman, who go on to violate God’s most fundamental 

prohibition. We will explore what a comparison of the two texts can tell us about the relation 

between Athens and Jerusalem, the two roots of the Western tradition. 
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Background Material to the Some of the Sources and Figures 

Aristophanes: Father of Comedy (c. 446-386 BCE) 
Aristophanes was a comic playwright of ancient Greece. He is one of only three authors (along with Plato and 
Xenophon) who through their writings passed on the representation of Socrates.  His most famous play, the 
Clouds, opens with Socrates in his “think tank,” where he teaches natural science and the art of rhetoric.  Through 
the lens of ridicule it shows the potential dangers of Socratic philosophy in the political community, and it ends 
with the father of a student setting fire to the think tank.  

Plato (424/423 – 348/347 BC) 
The Apology of Socrates is Plato’s representation of the trial that resulted in Socrates’ condemnation and death.  
Socrates on that occasion refers to Aristophanes’ Clouds as the old source of a prejudice against him, which it 
would be impossible to overcome in the single day he has to defend himself.  In that dialogue, among others, 
Plato is clearly responding to Aristophanes with his own defense of Socrates and Socratic philosophy against the 
comic poet’s critique.  In the Symposium, Plato gives a voice to Aristophanes himself, offering a speech on eros that 
will be followed by Socrates’ account of love, each meant to reveal their understanding of human nature. 

Philo (c. 20 BCE- 50 CE) 
But when woman also was created, man perceiving a … kindred formation, rejoiced at the sight... And she, in like 
manner… rejoiced also… And love being engendered, and, as it were, uniting two separate portions of one animal 
into one body, adapted them to each other, implanting in each of them a desire of connection with the other with 
a view to the generation of a being similar to themselves.  (On the Creation of the World 53) 

Midrash Rabbah: Genesis.  
Rabbi Jeremiah ben Eleazar said: When the Holy One created Adam, He created him hermaphrodite, as is said, 
“male and female He created them . . . and called them Adam” (Gen. 5:2). Rabbi Samuel bar Nahman said: When 
the Holy One created Adam, He made him with two fronts; then He sawed him in half and then gave him two 
backs, a back for one part and a back for the other part. Someone objected: But does not Scripture say, He took 
one of his ribs (mi-tzalotav)? Rabbi Samuel replied: Mi-tzalotav may also mean “one of his sides” as in the verse “and 
for the other side (tzela) of the Tabernacle.” (Ex. 26:20) (trans. by H. Freedman and Maurice Simon, Vols. 1–2, 
Soncino Press, 1939.) 

Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed  
The intellect that God made overflow unto man and that is the latter’s ultimate perfection, was that which Adam 
had been provided with before he disobeyed.  It was because of this that it was said of him that he was created in 
the image of God and in His likeness… However, when he disobeyed and inclined toward his desires of the 
imagination and the pleasures of his corporeal senses—inasmuch as it is said: that the tree was good for food and that it 
was a delight to the eyes—he was punished by being deprived of that intellectual apprehension” (I.2). 

The expression, one of his ribs, means according to them one of his sides.  They quote as proof the expression, a 
rib of the tabernacle, which [the Aramaic translation] translates: a side of the tabernacle.  In accordance with this, 
they say that [“one of his ribs”] means: of his sides.  Understand in what way it has been explained that they were 
two in a certain respect and that they were also one; as it says: bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh (II.30).   
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Guiding Questions: 
 

1) In the fanciful speech Plato puts into the voice of the comic poet Aristophanes, human beings as we know 
them are the result of a fall from our “ancient nature”: what is the nature of the original human beings 
Aristophanes imagines and what is the basis for distinguishing three types? In the biblical account of Genesis 
1, what does it mean for the primordial Adam, the human being created in the image of God, to be both male 
and female? In the new account in Genesis 2, where man and woman are produced out of an original Adam, 
what are the implications of the idea that the “rib” used for the creation of woman means “one side” of the 
original whole? 

 
2) How does Aristophanes explain our experience of love as a response to our present condition, resulting 
from divine punishment of the original human beings? What was the essential impulse of those original 
humans and the motive of the god Zeus to punish them by dividing each one in half? If the union of man and 
woman in Genesis 2 can be seen as a response to our condition as partial beings, what is the motive of the 
biblical God for creating those beings out of the original Adam? 

 
3) Aristophanes portrays the rebellion against the authority of the gods undertaken by the original 
human beings out of a sense of their own completeness, while in Genesis 3, the violation of God’s 
primary prohibition is initiated by a partial being, the first woman: what is the significance of that 
difference? How exactly should we understand the biblical God’s prohibition and the motive of the 
woman (the woman inspired by the serpent?) to violate it? 

 
4) Adam calls himself “man” (esh) for the first time at the same moment he calls “woman” (esha), recognizing 
her as “bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh.” If the two can be understood as equal partners at the start, 
what is the cause of the transformation of their relationship in Genesis 3, so that man and woman become the 
first case of ruler and ruled? Does the biblical narrative suggest something about the nature of woman as 
initially depicted that leads to the need for this subsequent relationship of subordination? 
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