Ancient Philosophy (56)
Summer 11, 2004
MTWRF 9:45-11:15
Murphey 111

Teacher

Patrick Lee Miller
plmiller@email.unc.edu

Texts

TP = Theban Plays
TS = The Trials of Socrates

Office: Caldwell 210A S = Symposium

Office Hours: 11:45-12:15 MTWRF P = Philebus
HP = Hellenistic Philosophy
EP = The Essential Plotinus
EA = The Essential Augustine

Important Dates Evaluation
First Paper: June 28" Quizzes and Participation.................c...... 10%
Midterm Exam: July 9" Papers (2)....ocveveie i 40%
Second Paper: July 20" Midterm EXam ............ccooieeveeieiieaieei, 20%
Final Exam: July. 22", 8am. Comprehensive Final Exam....................... 30%

Ancient Philosophy began in the 6th century B.C.; although the date of its demise is more controversial,
arguably it lasted until the 6™ century A.D. In other words, more than a millenium. This course offers an
introduction to the subject, but does not pretend to be a survey—that would be altogether impossible in the
five weeks ahead. In order to appreciate its major developments, however, as well as some of its most
colorful characters and most impressive arguments, we will read a few of its exemplary texts.

These texts are often obscure and will require diligence in order to be understood, let alone criticized. We
must nevertheless read enough of them to raise our introduction above mere tourism. Accordingly, the
average reading assignment for each class is 38 pages. Do it. There will be frequent quizzes to ensure that
you have. There are two papers (6-8 pages in length), a midterm and a final exam.

Chief among these exemplary texts will be some of Plato (who needs no introduction), Sextus Empiricus
(the great Skeptic), Plotinus (the great Neoplatonist), and Augustine (the great Church Father). By sampling
accounts of Epicureanism and Stoicism, moreover, we should also gain an introduction to these two
influential schools. We must omit Aristotle, except for a few pages, because his system takes a month to
begin to understand. In one brief lecture, and in comments along the way, | will try to give some sense of
his contribution. Likewise for our other major omission: the Presocratics.

Here is a brief outline of the course. After considering the birth of philosophy, and especially its challenge
to traditional religion, we will consider Sophocles’ tragic diagnosis of this challenge: the Oedipus
Tyrannus. Next, we examine the synthesis of philosophy and religion forged by Pythagoras and
popularized by Socrates. Once we have seen this synthesis matured by Plato, rejected by the Hellenistic
schools, and altogether subverted by the Skeptics, we will see how it is reconfigured by the Neoplatonists,
and eventually Christianized by Augustine.

In the end, therefore, we will have traced a genealogy of the philosophical theology that ultimately fostered
modern Europe, and thereby modern philosophy. Before concluding, however, we shall return to Sophocles
and read his prophetic Oedipus Colonus. Prefigured there is the return to religion that will be dramatized by
the history of ancient philosophy, and perhaps also the philosophy of modernity.

Along the way we will discuss at least the following topics raised by our readings: self-knowledge, love,
the good life, being, pleasure, and knowledge more generally; as well as logic, fate, time, the soul, and
God. As always, the discussion of these philosophical topics also provokes a discussion of Philosophy


mailto:plmiller@email.unc.edu

itself: what are its goals, and can it achieve them? The ancient answers to these questions, and the ancient
discussions of these topics, are occasionally still entertained; more often than not—and more important

still—the boundaries of debate described by the ancients are still respected by philosophers who tread the
very same ground, albeit unawares.
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