Midterm Exam Study Guide




Exam Date: 02.14.07
AUGUSTINE AND THE ANCIENTS

For the midterm exam, you will write one essay, and will have the entire class period to do so. Only two questions from the following list will appear, but you may choose one of these two.

1. What did the Pythagoreans teach about the cosmos and the soul? How did they promise to purify us, and what did they hope to achieve by this purification? Their doctrines recurred throughout subsequent Greek philosophy: in Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus. Mention each recurrence of these doctrines, and present the distinctions, arguments, and images that embellished them.

2. Why did Parmenides prohibit thought of non-being? How did this prohibition manifest itself in the thought of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus? Did this philosophical tradition—arguably constituted precisely by its exclusion of non-being—end by glorifying the very thing it excluded? If so, say why; if not, explain the difference between non-being and the One.

3. “Thinking and being are the same.” So wrote Parmenides in his famous poem. What were his reasons for this vatic doctrine, and what did it mean? How did it recur throughout subsequent Greek philosophy: in Aristotle’s God, and Plotinus’s Intelligence? For each recurrence, be as specific as time permits, discussing the distinctions, arguments, and analogies that you consider most relevant. How did Plotinus think Plato had surpassed Parmenides and Aristotle?
4. What are Plato’s arguments—in Meno and Phaedo—that whatever knowledge we have in this life was not learned here but remembered from our existence before this life? By contrast, what reasons lead Aristotle to write of our active intellect, “[when it is separated] we do not remember” (430a23)? Do we or do we not remember when we are disembodied? To which view does Plotinus more closely subscribe? Present his view and his arguments for it.
5. In Republic, Book 4, Plato has Socrates recount a powerful argument for the tripartition of the soul (into appetite, spirit, and reason). What is this argument, and which of the three parts does Plato think we most of all are? (Recall his image of Glaucus, the sea-god, from Book 10.) Now present Aristotle’s division of the soul. What philosophical considerations motivate him to divide it somewhat differently—especially his division of intellect into a passive and active component? According to Aristotle, of these parts, which are we most of all? Plotinus divides the soul, finally, but adds an altogether new component: the Unconscious. What motivates him to make this remarkable innovation in psychology? And what, for Plotinus, are we most of all?
6. What did Empedocles think about the fall of the soul into a body, its transmigration from body to body, and its final escape from embodiment altogether? How, in Symposium and Phaedrus, does Plato recast these Empedoclean doctrines of descent and ascent? Much later, in turn, how does Plotinus recast this Platonic version of the rise and fall of the soul? Why do souls descend from The Soul into Nature? How consistent is this account? And how may souls return after they have tarried below? 

7. Empedocles distinguished Love and Strife. What were the good effects of the first and the evil effects of the second? Switching to Plato, especially in Timaeus, describe the source of evil in his equally dualistic cosmology. As if synthesizing these two sources, Plotinus forged a complex account of evil. Why is evil a difficult problem for him? Is his attempt to account for it consistent? Explain.
8. Imagining that you are Plotinus, explain fully a humble, sensible substance. What are its causes, and their causes, and their causes...? By many intermediate steps, your explanation should end ultimately in the One. As you rise from Nature and Sense, to the Soul, to the Intelligence and Being, and then finally the One, be sure to mention along the way Plotinus’s debt to particular doctrines of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. 
9. How does Plato define the four cardinal virtues? What tension exists in Plato’s philosophy between wisdom (or contemplation) and the other three (practical) virtues? Assuming the same tension from his teacher, which virtue does Aristotle favor? Why? Last of all, how does Plotinus attempt to reconcile this tension? Is his reconciliation successful? 

10. Who are we? According to Pythagoras, Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and Plotinus, in other words, what is the Self? Describe their doctrines in as much detail as time permits, including whatever images, distinctions, or arguments you consider most relevant. Can we follow a thread through this labyrinth of doctrines? Is there some consensus among this tradition on the question of selfhood? Next, what is knowledge according to these same philosophers? Strive for the same specificity as above, seeking similarly to find a common thread. Combining these two stories, now, what was self-knowledge for the tradition of Greek philosophy inherited by Augustine?  
