Augustine and the Ancients




 Final Exam Study Guide

Exam Date: 05.02.07

Exam Time: 1:15–3:15pm

Exam Class: COLH 553

The final exam will be like the midterm exam, but instead of answering just one question you will answer two. There will thus be one hour for each question. I will choose two questions from each of the sections below (four questions in total), and you will answer one of these questions for each section (two in total). 

Treatise Questions
1. What are some of the best skeptical arguments Cicero presents in On Academic Skepticism? Be sure to include among them the chief argument Cicero adduces in section 83, along with some of the examples that warrant it. What objections does he consider against these skeptical arguments, and how does he reply on their behalf? In light of these objections and replies, how sound is Academic Skepticism in your estimation? Later, in his own treatise De Academicis, what does Augustine add to a rational evaluation of this philosophy’s soundness? Are his objections against skepticism more powerful than those considered already by Cicero? If so, how might Cicero reply to them? After investigating the reasoning of these two treatises, where should a rational epistemologist, such as you, stand?
2.  According to the first and third books of De Libero Arbitrio, God cannot be the source of evil, since he is entirely benevolent. Instead, libido is evil’s source. But what is libido, and what is its opponent in the human soul? Recognizing these and the other parts of a human soul, what does Augustine consider their proper order, and what is his argument for this psychological hierarchy? Since humans rarely if ever exhibit this order, how is it disturbed? How, in other words, do humans fall? Once you have described Augustine’s solution to this, the problem of evil, show how it reflects his inheritance from Greek philosophy. But it also flouts the Principle of Sufficient Reason, which Parmenides first introduces in his poem, and which all subsequent Greeks respect as fundamental to rational thought. How does this ambivalent disregard affect your assessment of Augustine’s solution?
3. De Libero Arbitrio tries to solve the problem of evil. As if granting that apparent evil is in fact evil, Augustine reconciles it with the goodness and power of God by introducing free will. But in the same treatise, as well as others (Confessions, especially Book 7), he dismisses the appearance of evil as merely that, an appearance. In fact, he argues, there is no real evil. What is his argument for this claim? How well do these solutions cohere with one another? Both solutions are borrowed, as we have seen, from Plotinus. How did Plotinus deal similarly with the appearance of evil in a cosmos underwritten wholly by the Good? Was his effort any more or less coherent? Does Augustine add any innovations to this effort?  
4. What is Augustine’s reasoning, in the second book of De Libero Arbitrio, to the effect that God exists and is good? Far from a simple deduction, this ‘argument’ is a complex network of claims and analogies concerning reason, truth, wisdom, number, unity, light, heat, form and formlessness, the temporal and the eternal. Re-weave this complex network—alluding, when appropriate, to its pagan philosophical threads—and then evaluate it along the following three lines: for argumentative soundness, for fidelity to its pagan sources, but also for its consistency with Catholic revelation.
5. Toward the beginning of the third book of De Libero Arbitrio, Augustine notices an apparent tension between his doctrines of God’s omniscience, on the one hand, and human freedom, on the other. How does he resolve this tension here? How adequate is this resolution? In what ways does his discussion of time in Confessions supplement it? Like most philosophical resolutions, this one seems to introduce new tensions. What are they, and how might they in turn be resolved? Taking stock of the entire problem, are the philosophical costs of reconciling God’s omniscience with human freedom too high?

6. Augustine begins De Magistro by claiming that the purpose of language is teaching, and yet he concludes the treatise with the assertion that there are no human teachers. What is his intricate argument for this conclusion? From it and his claim about language’s purpose, one might falsely infer that he thinks language purposeless. But this inference is belied by his doctrine that there must be a Teacher, God. What is his argument for this doctrine? Is it sound? Whether or not it is, does God use language to teach? If so, how does his ‘speech’ escape the earlier argument which undermined human teaching? And if God does not use language, how exactly does He teach? 
Comparative Questions

7. The three treatises with which we began our discussion of Augustine—De Academicis, De Libero Arbitrio, and De Magistro—are all heavily influenced by “some books of the Platonists” he had just imbibed (Confessions 7.9). Demonstrate this influence by discussing two different Platonic elements from each treatise. Of these six elements, which of them does Augustine keep throughout the rest of his philosophical writings—so far as we were able to determine from our reading of the Confessions and excerpts of his other mature works? By contrast, which of these six elements does he abandon as inconsistent with the Catholicism of his maturity?

8. Plato placed faith (pistis) at the bottom of his Divided Line. Describe this Line by explaining the epistemological and ontological distinctions it represents. Augustine accords faith (fides) far more importance and value in his epistemology. How does he integrate faith and reason in the excerpts of his writing included under the rubric “Faith and Reason” in The Essential Augustine? How does authority complicate his picture still further? Finally, how did he enact this complex integration in his own life, at least as he describes it in Confessions? 
9. Plato divided the soul into three parts: reason, spirit, and appetite. What was his rationale for this division? Aristotle divided the soul in a different way, observing a natural hierarchy of organisms, and ranking them according to their possession of the following three capacities: reason, perception, and appetition. As we saw, however, Aristotle’s division of the soul went further. What was his finer division, and what was his reasoning for it? Plotinus introduced a new faculty of the soul, the unconscious, but on what grounds? At the end of this psychological tradition, Augustine describes three psychological capacities: memory, understanding, and will. What is his rationale for this particular division? How does this rationale resemble his predecessors’ and how does it differ? Which of these philosophers has seen most deeply into the human soul?

10. Unlike most philosophers—ancient and modern—Augustine accords philosophical importance to the emotions, and especially love. This opposes him to the Stoics and Kant, above all, but it makes him resemble Plato, at least the Plato of Symposium, where love is paramount. Describe the role of love in this dialogue before showing how Aristotle substitutes thinking for love as the supreme human activity. Next show how Plotinus reconciles the tension between practical and theoretical virtue by making the former purificatory and the latter pure—pure thinking. Finally, demonstrate the importance of love for Augustine by recounting the famous argument—si fallor, sum—from which Descartes would later efface all erotic importance. Did Descartes purify Augustine’s argument or deprive it of its chief significance? 

11. Augustine consummates a tradition of philosophical mysticism, Greek efforts to achieve union with the divine. Present the inception of this tradition with Parmenides, and then show how it emerged transformed in the thought of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus. Finally, discuss the mystical passages of Confessions (7.10, 7.17 and 9.10). How does Augustine’s mysticism resemble that of his Greek predecessors, and yet how does it differ? 
12. Augustine consummates—but also ruptures—a tradition of philosophical self-knowledge. Present the inception of this tradition with Parmenides, and then show how it emerged transformed but essentially intact in the thought of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus. Finally, discuss Augustine’s efforts to know himself, especially in Confessions. How does his inquiry follow the route traced by Parmenides, but how does it also depart from that route? How, in sum, does it begin a new tradition of philosophical self-knowledge? 
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