
Philosophy 201: Ancient Philosophy 
 
Instructor: Professor Talero, 405 Clough; email talerom@rhodes.edu; office phone: 3577. 
Office Hours: Tuesday 9-11 a.m. and Thursday, 10:00-11:00 a.m. by appointment only. 
Course Meets:  302 Clough, Tuesday 6-8:30 p.m. 
 
Introduction: 

The discipline of study that we now call philosophy was largely originated in ancient 
Greece, primarily in the 5th and 4th Centuries B.C.  As well as essentially inventing the 
discipline, the philosophers of this culture produced works of lasting philosophical 
import; indeed, many of their insights are as pertinent and as revolutionary today as they 
were 2500 years ago.  The Greek philosophers were especially attuned to understanding 
the world of living nature, and to understand the place of human beings within this world.  
We will begin our study of Greek philosophy with a brief look at the fragmentary 
remains of the works of some early "pre-Socratic" philosophers, such as Anaximander, 
Heraclitus and Parmenides.  We will then devote the bulk of the course to the study of the 
two towering figures of ancient philosophy, Plato and Aristotle.  Plato's writings mostly 
take the form of dialogues: re-enactments of conversations between his teacher Socrates 
and other figures in ancient Athens.  We will begin with his Apology of Socrates, the 
speech Socrates gave in his own defense when he was accused of impiety in 399 B.C., in 
order to investigate the distinct ethical and epistemological character of philosophical 
inquiry.  We will then turn to the central and greatest work of Platonic philosophy, the 
Republic and investigate such themes as the nature of justice, the concept of the good, the 
nature of the human soul (psyche) and, indeed, the ultimate nature of reality itself.  We 
will then turn to Aristotle, focusing on the question of what it means to be human.  We 
will begin with Aristotle's Physics, to determine the character of a "natural" substance, 
and then turn to substantial studies of his works On the Soul and Nicomachean Ethics.  
We will begin by discerning the place of the human within the world of nature and then 
investigate the distinctive human functions of knowing and moral agency.  We will 
conclude with a brief look at Stoicism, one of the major systems of Post-Aristotelian 
ancient philosophy. 
 
Course Texts: 
Waterfield, The Earliest Philosophers (Oxford) 
Plato, Complete Works (Hackett) 
Aristotle, Basic Works (Random House) 
Text in Stoic Philosophy : Epictetus, Handbook: The Enchiridion (Hackett)
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Tentative Schedule of Readings: Please note that this schedule is subject to change 
Week: Reading/Topic. 
 
Aug 30:  Introduction—Presocratics: Heraclitus 
Sept  6:  Presocratics: Parmenides 

13:  Plato “Apology” 
20:  Plato “Republic” Book I 
      nb: Take-home test due, Monday, Sept. 19 
27:  Plato “Republic” Book II (City) 

Oct 4:  Plato “Republic" Book IV (Division of the Soul) 
 11:  Plato “Republic” Excerpts from Books V, VI, VII (Forms) 
 18--Fall Recess, no class-- 
        nb: 5-page paper on Plato due, Friday Oct. 21 
 25:  Aristotle Categories Ch. 5 and Physics Bk II, Chs. 1 
Nov 1:  Aristotle Physics Bk II, Chs 2-3, De Anima Bk II, Chs. 1-3 
        *1 page paper due 
 8:  Aristotle De Anima Bk II, Chs 4-6, 12; Bk III Chs. 1-2 
        *1 page paper due 
 15:  Aristotle Post An Bk II Ch. 19, Meta Bk I Chs 1-2, De An Bk III Chs 4-5 
        *1 page paper due 
 22:  Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics Book 1, Chs 7, 13, Book II, Chs. 1-4. 
        *1 page paper due 
 29:  Aristotle Politics Book I, Chs. 1-2, (cont'd) 
        *1 page paper due 
Dec 6:  Stoicism; Enchiridion 
 
Format for Classroom Practice. 
 
We will meet as a class only once per week.  This has the advantage of allowing us the 
time to develop a substantial, collective engagement with the material we are studying.  
Our class meetings will involve a great deal of discussion.  Collective philosophical 
discussion allows us all the benefit of using the ideas and insights of others to develop 
our own perspectives.  It is a delicate endeavor which requires and indeed depends upon 
the active collaboration of all parties.  See handout "Some Practical Guidelines for 
Discussion You May Not Have Thought Of."   
 
In order to discuss the philosophical works well, you need to know what these works say, 
and to have thought about their significance in advance.  This means that it is imperative 
that we all come to class well-prepared.  Even though we are only meeting one night per 
week, then, you need yourself to be working throughout the week, studying the assigned 
material.  To help you in this, I will be giving you questions to work on while you are 
doing the week's reading.  Some of these questions will be reading questions--
straightforward questions that you need to be answering in order to understand the 
basic content of the text--and some will be reaction questions--questions that require 
you to formulate your own evaluation of the ideas being presented.  At the beginning 
of the semester, I will be giving you these questions each week.  Because these questions 
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are designed to help you to learn how to prepare on your own, however, I will be cutting 
back on this as we move through the semester, with the expectation that you will be 
developing better abilities to prepare independently. 
 
Course Objectives: 
This list of objectives will give you some idea of what you should be aiming to 
accomplish through study of this course, as well as giving you an idea of some of the 
important principles behind my evaluation of your work in the class.  You should note 
that some of these objectives pertain to the specific content of the course whereas others 
pertain to larger issues of philosophical and intellectual development in general. 

--To become acquainted with several of the major philosophers of the ancient world and 
to understand their positions on key issues.  

--To be able to evaluate the philosophical systems and theories of these philosophers 
fairly but critically.  

--To be able to see the relevance of these philosophical debates to matters of ongoing 
importance in human life. 

--To develop more fully the ability to understand sympathetically an argument or a 
position that is not one's own.  

--To improve one's ability to communicate one's own views and arguments accurately 
and without prejudice.  

--To develop the ability to analyze and criticize arguments and theses--including one's 
own.  

--To develop skill in summarizing and explaining the philosophical positions of others in 
one's own terms.  

--To develop the ability to formulate for oneself a view that is logically sound and based 
on a careful assessment of the relevant data. 

 

Assignments and Expectations: 

Your success in this course will be largely dependent upon how actively you engage with 
the readings.  I expect you to attend and to participate in every class, and more 
importantly to have prepared in advance for our class meetings.  The class will be geared 
toward the student who has really spent time with the readings before coming to class, 
and this means not just having read through the texts but having thought about them and 
developed an active relationship to them.  Learning is not primarily a matter of passive 
reception, but is a dialogue of question and answer.  To put this another way, learning 
happens when the material you encounter speaks to you because it answers questions that 
you are asking independently.  For this reason, the class is aimed in particular at the 
student who is sufficiently engaged with the texts to have his or her own questions about 
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them before coming to class.  I will be expecting you to develop such a dialogue of 
question and answer with the material we deal with in this course.   The course will 
involve the homework assignments discussed above, as well as 4 major assignments 
components.  The grade will be broken down as follows: 
 
Attendance and Participation (15%): 
The participation grade is a qualitative assessment of your participation in the class.  
Your participation is assessed in three areas: your attendance and preparation, your active 
participation in class meetings, and your satisfactory completion of assignments 
(including the homework assignments).  Adequately fulfilling the requirements would 
mean, basically, attending all or almost all classes, doing all the readings, and completing 
all the assignments.  Beyond "adequate," however, your participation can be "good" or 
even "excellent."  These higher levels of accomplishment will be achieved through 
demonstrating real engagement with the course materials, through actively and 
constructively contributing to classroom discussion, and so on. 
 
Take-home test on Pre-Socratic philosophers and the Apology (15%):   
 Monday September 19. 
You will be required to accurately explain ideas from the figures studied and to give your 
own critical responses.  Test will include short-answer as well as essay questions.   
 
5-page paper on Plato (20 %): Due Friday October 21. 
This will be a critical essay in which you will (i) clearly, accurately and with proper 
textual citation explain the position Socrates's puts forward on either the nature of 
knowledge, the nature of justice or the nature of the soul, and (ii) come to your own 
critical judgment about regarding the merit of his account, giving reasons to justify your 
conclusion.  The work you submit must be your own, and any use of other books or 
websites must be properly documented. 
 
5 papers, each 1 single-spaced page, on Aristotle (25 %): Due weekly, November 1st  
 through 29th.. 
Aristotle's text is quite dense.  Ongoing writing assignments that are focused on 
accurately identifying and explaining Aristotle's position are particularly helpful in 
enabling you to read his text profitably.  For that reason, you will not write a large essay 
on Aristotle, but will instead write a series of short weekly essays.  For each of the 5 
weekly meetings in November, you will have to submit, at the beginning of class, a 1 
page, single-spaced essay (--nothing longer will be accepted!--) answering a question 
about that week's reading.  Late papers will not be accepted.  The work you submit 
must be your own, and any use of other books or websites must be properly 
documented. 
 
 
Comprehensive Final Examination (25%): Scheduled in the final exam period. 
This will be a test that includes identification, short answer and essay questions.  You 
will be required to answer questions pertaining to all the figures and issues studied. 
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Some remarks concerning paper-writing: 
For some of you, this may be your first time writing a critical philosophy essay. Here are 
a few things to bear in mind as you undertake this work. 

Grammar, spelling, and punctuation are important.  Some students feel that these matters 
are mere trivialities, and that it is somehow unfair for professors to deduct points from a 
paper for mistakes in spelling, punctuation, and grammar.  In fact, however, these matters 
are integral to your ability to communicate clearly and accurate.  Your mastery of 
language and communicative skills is a significant part of your assignment, and it is your 
responsibility to learn and to employ proper grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Revision is essential to good writing, and so it is important that you begin work on 
assigned papers as soon as possible to allow adequate time for proofreading and revision. 
If you want your paper to be something you will feel proud of when it is finished, and if 
you want to receive a good grade, you need to ensure that you have time to do your best. 

Your primary task in the papers you write for this course is to reconstruct and 
demonstrate your understanding of some of the most significant arguments advanced by 
the ancient philosophers. Your task is not to write a pure "research paper" that 
consolidates and presents other people's ideas. Rather, you will be writing interpretive 
and critical essays in which you defend your own interpretations of the texts, justifying 
your interpretations with arguments and references to those texts. 

You will find it difficult (impossible, actually) to write a first-rate paper for this course 
without some quotations or textual references. All quotations and references (direct or 
oblique) to the ideas of someone other than yourself must be accompanied by a citation. 
You may use any of the standard formats for bibliographical citations and references, 
provided they clearly identify the sources you are using, and allow the reader sufficient 
information to find the source in order to compare what you have said with the source 
you have cited. 

 
Tentative Weekly Breakdown of Course themes: 
You should read over this outline now, in order to form a sense of what is upcoming, and 
then refer to it as we proceed through the semester in order to maintain a sense of the 
continuity and direction of our studies.  While this list imagines covering roughly one of 
these themes per week, we may well spend more time on some themes and less on others 
depending on how our classroom work develops. 
 
Heraclitus 
 
 Reality as in tension with itself. 
 
Parmenides 
 
 The unity of being and the incoherence of non-being. 
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Plato 
 
 The life and death of Socrates 
  --Questioning 
  --Taking a stand 
  --The examined life and the health of the soul 
 The nature of justice 
 The human condition  
  --The origin of society  
  --The powers of the soul 
 The ultimate nature of reality: Forms and the Good 
 
Aristotle 
 
 The ultimate nature of reality: Natural Substances 
 Form and Matter: The teleology of nature. 
 Nutrition and Sensation: Plant and Animal Life 
 Learning and the Mind 
 Ethics as the fulfilling of natural potential 
 Politics as the natural human environment 
 
Stoicism 
 
 Freedom and Necessity 
 Tranquility 
 
 
GUIDELINES FOR CLASS PARTICIPATION 
 
“A” Range:   
 
• Consistently demonstrates mastery of content and context of readings through careful 

preparation and analysis 
• Connects daily readings to recurring themes of the course by contrasting and comparing 

them with past readings; makes and adequately defends judgments about texts and ideas; 
consistently raises questions and highlights issues of importance connected to the 
readings 

• Initiates discussion; listens respectively to the ideas and opinions of others and responds 
in a way that benefits the discussion rather than dominates it.   

• Has no more than three unexcused absences in the semester; comes to class on time 
 
“B” Range 
 
• Frequently demonstrates attention to content and context of readings by raising good 

questions about texts and ideas 
• Shows improvement over the semester in understanding texts and their significance and 

connecting daily assignments to past readings; makes and adequately defends judgments 
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about texts and ideas; often raises questions and highlights issues of importance 
connected to the readings  

• Listens respectively to the ideas and opinions of others and responds in a way that 
benefits the discussion rather than dominates it.   

• Has no more than three unexcused absences in the semester; generally comes to class on 
time 

 
“C” Range 
 
• Does not always complete assigned readings prior to class; is unable or unwilling to 

engage in discussions and/or respond to questions or raise questions related to the 
readings 

• Makes connections between texts rarely and with difficulty; makes judgments about texts 
and ideas based solely on opinion or feeling; demonstrates little grasp of the overall 
significance of the readings and makes little effort to investigate further their significance 

• Waits for others to initiate discussion and usually speaks only when called upon 
• Has five to six unexcused absences in the semester and/or a pattern of arriving late for 

class 
 
“D” Range 
 
• Is minimally prepared for class, having only scanned the reading assignments if at all; 

consistently fails to bring assigned materials to class and shows no sign of engagement 
with the texts prior to class 

• Makes indefensible connections between reading and/or judgments about the readings 
that are free from thoughtful analysis; is uninterested in the significance of the readings 
apart from passing the course 

• Is passive in class; shows little respect or interest in the points raised by peers and the 
professor 

• Misses six to eight classes in a semester and/or often comes late to class 
 
“F” Range 
 
• Everything in the “D” range but with more than eight unexcused absences  
 
 
If you have a documented disability and wish to receive academic accommodations, 
please contact the Office of Student Disability Services as soon as possible. 
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