
History of Philosophy I: Presocratics to Augustine,
Columbia Philosophy, Summer 2018

Time: TR 9:00-12:10, Room: Phil 716, https://edblogs.columbia.edu/phil2101-001-2018-2/

Instructor: Robby Finley, jrf2162@columbia.edu

Office Hours: Thursday 1-3pm, and by appointment. Please do not hesitate to come to office hours or
schedule a meeting if you have any questions about course material, assigned questions, or returned work.

Course Description: This course is intended as an introduction to ancient Greek (and Roman) philosophy.
The goal of the course is to (i) introduce students to central questions in ancient philosophy, (ii) introduce
students to major questions in philosophy that continue to be of interest today, and (iii) develop general
philosophical skills, such as how to analyze philosophical texts, how to reconstruct arguments, and how to
discuss and criticize arguments.

The course focuses on a few major figures and schools of thought: Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus,
and the Stoics and Skeptics, with a brief look at some of the Presocratics along the way, as well as some works
in Neoplatonism at the end of the course. Topics range from questions in metaphysics and epistemology
(what is the nature of reality? what are the most fundamental entities that make up the world? How do
I know/inquire into the answers to such questions?) to questions in ethics and political philosophy (what
is good? what is the best sort of life for a human to live? how should groups of humans be structured?)
to questions about action and agency (how could I fail to act in accordance with what I think is best? In
what sense can my will be said to be free?). This wide range of topics makes the course suitable as an
introduction to philosophy itself, and as such it requires no prior exposure to the subject. On the other
hand, prior experience in other philosophy classes and/or familiarity with (some of) the works read in the
fall semester of Literature Humanities and/or Contemporary Civilization will likely prove beneficial.

Textbooks: Plato. Five Dialogues, 2nd ed., ed. G Grube and J. Cooper. (Hackett). Plato. Republic, ed.
G. Grube and C. D. C. Reeve. (Hackett).

Plato. Theaetetus, ed. B. Williams and M.J. Levett, revised by M. Burnyeat. (Hackett) All other readings
will be made available to you on CourseWorks.

Reading: By its nature, this course requires very detailed reading of many texts that demand careful
thought and analysis. I expect students to do all of the reading listed on the syllabus, but each week I will
also provide several areas of particular focus so that students may spend extra time preparing with the text
that will be the basis for major points of discussion in the upcoming class.

Requirements: Class attendance, participation, and eight short responses prior to the designated classes
below on our class blog (40%, roughly 5%, 10%, and 25% respectively). There are a total of 10 opportunities
to write short responses, so you are able to skip two. This is designed so that when inevitable conflicts arise
(e.g. paper for another class, weekend adventures, family emergency), you have a built-in fall back measure.
This also means further conflicts will not be considered excusable, since missing 3 or more would mean that
you have really missed out on a considerable chunk of the material for this course. If one chooses, one could
complete all 10 short responses, but no extra credit will be given for doing so (although, I think it would be
very rewarding in other ways!).

These responses should be kept short - about 250 words, or 1-2 paragraphs. They are intended to help you
prepare for the upcoming week and provide low stakes writing opportunities to discuss philosophy outside of
a strict academic/paper-driven context. Write in the same style as you would speak to your friend outside
the class. Each post is due by 8pm on the day before the class discussing the relevant readings, except for
the first post, which is due by 8pm on July 3rd (Enjoy your July 4th!). Each week I will choose one or two
of your posts to frame the discussion, so be prepared to discuss what you have written. I encourage you to
continue to take part in the conversation even after your required post!

One mid-term paper, approximately 4-6 pages (30%). You will have a choice of topics from a list passed
out at least a week in advance. The penalty for late papers is one-third of a letter grade for every 24 hours
late. For example, if papers are due at 5pm on Monday and you turn yours in at 6pm, a paper that would
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otherwise have received an A will receive a A-. If that same A paper were turned in on Tuesday at 6pm, it
would receive a B+, and so on.

A final take-home exam (30%). The exam will be comprehensive and will be composed mostly of short
essay questions on major topics and figures covered in the course, as well as a choice among topics for a
longer essay response. A practice exam will be passed out a week before.

University Resources:

1. Office for Counseling and Psychological Services: In addition to providing individual counseling appoint-
ments, CCPS also offers workshops on topics like procrastination! College can be overwhelming at times.
Don’t hesitate to take advantage of the many resources and support systems available to you on campus.
https://health.columbia.edu/counseling-and-psychological-services

2. Columbia Writing Center: Columbia’s Writing Center is open from 10-8 Monday through Thursday, 10-5
on Fridays, and 12-8 on Sundays. The Writing Center is located in 310 Philosophy Hall, and you can make
appointments at: https://columbia.mywconline.net/index.php. Though the writing consultants do
not necessarily have any background in philosophy, they can help you talk through your ideas and identify
strategies for making your papers clearer and better organized.

3. Resources about Reading and Writing Philosophy : UNC Chapel Hill’s Writing Center has a great website
with information about writing philosophy. It gives a good list of questions to think about while reading
philosophy and identifying the arguments in a philosophical text, as well as a good list of questions to
ask yourself as you are writing your philosophy papers. Heres the link: http://writingcenter.unc.

edu/handouts/philosophy/ Jim Pryor, a philosopher at MIT, put together two great resources to help
those relatively new to the field become more comfortable at reading and writing philosophy. Here are
the links:
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html

http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/reading.html

Provisional Course Outline: What follows is an outline of the readings. Specific assignments (for example,
selected passages to concentrate on, or particular questions to consider, both for the lectures and for the
short responses) will be announced in class along with the response post questions. Such assignments may
include a few additional short readings and may well involve some changes to the schedule.

Week Date Topic Reading(s) Assignments

1. July 3rd The Figure of Socrates and
‘What-is-X’ questions

Plato, Euthyphro, Apology 19d-
22e

July 5th Socrates (cont.) and the Problem
of Inquiry

Plato, Phaedo 96a-99d, Meno SR 1

2. July 10th Plato’s Republic I: Psychic and
Civic Harmony, Society and
State

Plato, Republic Books I.352d-
354a, II.368c-end, IV, V.471c-
end, VIII, IX,

SR 2

July 12th Plato’s Republic II: Metaphysics Plato, Republic, Books 6-7, Se-
lection of fragments from Par-
menides, Selection from Plato,
Parmenides

SR 3

3. July 17th Accounts of Knowledge in Plato Plato, Theaetetus, Selection of
fragments from Heraclitus

SR 4

July 19th Aristotle on Method Aristotle, Topics I (selections)
and Nicomachean Ethics, Book I

SR 5
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Week Date Topic Reading(s) Assignments

4. July 24th Aristotle on Happiness and
Virtue

Aristotle, Nicomachean
Ethics, Books II.1-6, III.1-5,
VI (selections), VII (selec-
tions), X (selections).

MIDTERM PAPER

July 26th Aristotle’s Natural Philosophy Aristotle, Metaphysics, Books
I, VII (7-9), Physics I, II (1-3),
III (1-3)

SR 6

5. July 31st Epicurean Physics Aristotle, Physics IV (7-
8), Epicurean fragments on
physics, Selection of fragments
from Zeno

SR 7

Aug. 2nd Stoics and Skeptics: Virtue
and Epistemology

Diogenes Laertius, The Lives
of the Philosophers, book 7
(selections), Epictetus, Dis-
courses (selections), Sextus
Empiricus, Adversus Mathe-
maticos (selections),

SR 8

6. Aug. 7th Plotinus on Human and Di-
vine Freedom

Plotinus, Ennead, 6, 8 (selec-
tions)

SR 9

Aug. 9th Anselm on Freedom Anselm, On the Fall of the
Devil

SR 10, FINAL


