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Classroom: COLH 346
EARLY GREEK PHILOSOPHY

The exam will present two of the following questions, asking you to write essays on both of them. Since the exam is two hours long, you should allot about one hour for each essay. Do not bring notes to the exam. Exam booklets will be provided. Please write legibly in them.

1. Empedocles seems to have been the first syncretist of the early Greek period. Show that doctrines from each of the following thinkers—in some cases, several doctrines; in other cases, just one or two—found their way into Empedocles’ philosophy: Thales, Anaximenes, Xenophanes, the Pythagoreans, Heraclitus, and Parmenides. Was Empedocles in fact the first Greek syncretist? If so, what was the value and influence of this innovation? If not, who anticipated him in this respect?
2. What problems seem to have motivated Anaxagoras to develop his view that “in everything there is a portion of everything”? This is but one of six principles McKirahan and Graham find in Anaxagoras’s system. What are the others, and how well do they fit together to solve the problems that you think motivated Anaxagoras? What objections might be raised against Anaxagoras’s solution to these problems, and how might he reply?
3. What may have motivated Leucippus and Democritus to develop atomism? Describe the atoms at the basis of their system and propose a few objections to these atoms. Next, present three of the Atomists’ reasons for positing void and marshal a few objections against it. Then, discuss how they supposed perception and knowledge to work in this world of atoms and void. Was the resulting epistemology empiricist or rationalist, skeptical or dogmatic, coherent or incoherent? Does your assessment of their epistemology affect your earlier assessment of their arguments for atoms and void?
4. Reconstruct Zeno’s paradox of plurality, the argument that concluded “they are so small as to have no size and so large as to be unlimited in size.” Is this argument sound? If so, what must we say about the appearance of plurality? If not, what is the argument’s flaw? Next, reconstruct one of Zeno’s paradoxes of motion—either the Dichotomy or Stadium, the Achilles, or the Flying Arrow. Is this argument sound? If so, what must we say about the appearance of motion? If not, what is this argument’s flaw? Now take the two arguments together. If both are sound, do they reveal some deep feature of the world? If both are flawed, do they exhibit the same flaw? What is this deep feature, or what is this flaw? In either case, what lesson can we draw from Zeno’s paradoxes?
5. Although we treated Democritus weeks before the Sophists, he was in fact their contemporary. Avoiding all speculations about influence, discuss instead the similarities between their philosophies. You should consider at least the following topics: determinism (Gorgias’s Helen), nihilism (Gorgias’s On Nothing), relativism (Protagoras’s “Man is the measure of all things”), skepticism (Protagoras’s religious views), and the theory of justice (Antiphon, Critias, Thucydides, and the Anonymus Iamblichi on nomos and phusis).
6. The Dissoi Logoi is a remarkable tract. How does it work? What resemblance does its method have to the method of Zeno? Demonstrate this method by presenting one of the moral sections (Good and Bad, or Proper and Shameful, or Right and Wrong) and the section on Truth and Falsehood. How closely do the moral sections follow the logic of certain Heraclitean fragments? How do they mimic a certain episode in Herodotus? As for the section on Truth and Falsehood, how closely does it anticipate the Hellenistic Liar Paradox? How closely does it anticipate Plato’s refutation of Protagoras in his Theaetetus? Speaking of Protagoras, what considerations might lead us to name him as the author of this tract? What about Socrates?

7. Is there a Sophistic philosophy? Describe the Sophistic movement—its historical circumstances, its major figures, their philosophical tenets, and their own self-image—in order to assess whether the Sophists were more than few clever men who traveled the Mediterranean, teaching Greek youths how to win power and wealth, and thereby gaining both for themselves. After you have made this assessment, evaluate how faithful Plato’s portrait of them is, whether it be found in Gorgias, Protagoras, or Republic Book One.

8. Too often scholars categorize the “Presocratics” (a dubious term in its own right, as we have seen) according to merely ontological criteria: the Milesians were monists, the Eleatics more severely so, and their successors pluralists; or, Heraclitus credited flux, Parmenides only stasis; and so on. Write an essay that categorizes them instead according to merely epistemological criteria. Who were the skeptics, who the dogmatists? Or, who were the rationalists, who the empiricists? If these categories seem inappropriate, by all means adduce your own. But defend whichever criteria you choose, and say enough about each figure categorized to explain your assignment of him to one camp rather than the other.
9. How did the early Greek philosophers refashion their culture’s understanding of the gods? Begin by describing the theologies of Homer and Hesiod. What innovations did the Milesians already introduce to these notions of divinity? How next did Xenophanes advance this revolution? What changes were then introduced by the Pythagoreans, Heraclitus, and the Eleatics? In the fifth century, what were the effects of these theological changes? Discuss at least Democritus, Protagoras, Socrates, and Critias.
10. The Athenians put Socrates to death. Why? First, using our readings from Thucydides, but also our discussions of the events of the fifth-century, recount the historical circumstances of Socrates’ lifetime. Next, show how Aristophanes’ Clouds condensed the various elements of the Greek Enlightenment into his character of “Socrates.” Referring to Plato’s portrait of Socrates in Gorgias, Protagoras, Phaedo or Republic Book One, evaluate the accuracy of Aristophanes’ condensation. Finally, present the trial of Socrates—either from Plato or Xenophon or both—in order to assess the relative importance of the two sets of charges he thought he faced: those of his “later accusers” (Meletus, Anytus, and Lycon), and those of his “earlier accusers.”  
11. Each of the three great Athenian tragedians—Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides—seems to present a critique of the Greek Enlightenment. What are these critiques, and which is most potent? Had the early Greek philosophers responded to the tragedians, as Plato later would, what might they have said in their defense? Whatever the outcome of this imaginary debate, what lessons can we draw from it for the epistemic rivalry between tragedy and philosophy?
12. According to Diogenes Laertius, it was Thales who coined the phrase gnothi sauton. Whether the coinage was Thales’ or Apollo’s, many of the early Greek philosophers heeded this strange injunction. Heraclitus, for instance, said vatically that he had searched himself. What might he have meant? Next, discuss the role of self-knowledge in Parmenides, for whom “thinking is being.” Following his goddess, how does one come to know oneself, and what does one learn? After the divine promise of Parmenides, Sophocles and Plato offer disturbing parables of self-knowledge in their characters of Oedipus and Socrates. How do these characters try to know themselves, and what do they learn? In sum, is self-knowledge salvation or tragedy?
