
PHIL 454 
Ancient Moral Theory: 

Living Well, Desire, and God 
 

Tuesdays / Thursdays, 2:35 – 3:55, SH688 [Sherbrooke St. 688], Room  223. 
 
INSTRUCTOR 
Carlos Fraenkel, Dept. of Philosophy, McGill University; Email: carlos.fraenkel@mcgill.ca
Office Hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays 4:15 – 5; Office 827; Leacock Building. 
 
In collaboration with Zoli Filotas, Dept. of Philosophy, McGill University; Email: 
edwin.filotas@mail.mcgill.ca; office hours by appointment. 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
The question in what a good life consists and how we can achieve it would seem to be the most 
basic human question. This is, at any rate, Socrates’s claim in the Gorgias (500c): “For you see,” 
he explains to Callicles, “that our discussion is about what even a man of little intelligence would 
take more seriously than anything else—namely the question how we ought to live [hontina 
tropon chre zên].” And similarly the Roman philosopher and politician Cicero (d. 43 BCE): “For 
nothing in life is more worth investigating than … the question … what is the … final goal, to 
which all our deliberations on living well and acting rightly should be directed” (On Moral Ends 
1.11). 
 
Surprisingly, however, this question is not a fundamental question in contemporary liberal 
societies. One reason for this is that citizens in liberal societies have diverse concepts of the good 
which often conflict with each other. To secure social peace, liberal theorists argue, the concepts 
of the good that citizens pursue must be relegated to the private sphere and differences between 
them respectfully tolerated. As a consequence, there is no institutional framework for debating 
the question “how we ought to live.” 
 
The history of ancient philosophy, by contrast, from Socrates onwards, can be told as a series of 
competing answers to the question in what eudaimonia—i.e., the good life—consists and how to 
attain it. We will examine the arguments ancient philosophers set forth, paying particular 
attention to how the concept of eudaimonia is related to the concept of aretê (virtue or 
excellence) in general and moral aretê in particular and to how ancient philosophers thought the 
pursuit of the good can be motivated (i.e., why in their view that which we identify as good is 
also an object of desire). In this context we will also have to look at the pedagogical and political 
conditions on which they take the attainment of the good to depend. While philosophy these days 
is often characterized as a distinctly “secular” project, we will see that for ancient philosophers 
the ultimate standard for a good life is in a sense God. Indeed, “assimilation to God” can be used 
to describe what all major Greek philosophical schools took to be life’s “final goal.” 
 
We will begin with the position of Socrates as Plato presents it in the early dialogues. Then we 
turn to Plato’s concept of justice and how he argues for the thesis that the life of the just person is 
better than that of the unjust person. Next we will discuss Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia, 
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followed by the Epicurean thesis that pleasure is the good and the Stoic thesis that aretê is both 
necessary and sufficient for living well. Finally, we will ask whether philosophy is at all able to 
serve as a guide to the good life given the well argued, but incompatible accounts of it set forth 
by the different philosophical schools. Or is the best we can hope for the “peace of mind” 
(ataraxia) which, according to ancient skeptics, we derive from suspending judgment once we 
realize that the case for and against any position is equally compelling and stop worrying about 
whether what we take to be good really is good? 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
15% Class Participation: This is an advanced class in which I expect the students to have done 

the readings and to be prepared to actively contribute to the discussions in class. Since I 
don’t want to penalize students who work hard but are timid, the grade for participation 
will not be below the average grade for the other components of the evaluation.  

20% Presentation in class of the assigned text (or texts) for one session. The presentation must 
include (a) a concise summary of the main argument (or arguments) set forth in the text and 
raise (b) two critical questions about the argument that will introduce the class discussion. 
Presentations should be no longer than 15 – 20 minutes. Important: A handout clearly 
laying out the argument’s structure must be distributed before the presentation. 

20% Short paper of ca. 1800 words, due on 17 February. The paper must (a) clearly present the 
argument and (b) critically discuss one of the texts of the three first course segments. The 
text discussed in the paper may not be the same as the text that you presented in class. 

 45% Final paper of ca. 3600 words, due on 7 April. The final paper must critically compare two 
or more of the main positions that we discussed in class. It may be based on the assigned 
readings of the syllabus, or on other suitable primary texts that were not discussed in class 
(the texts selected for the short paper or for the presentation cannot be the main texts for the 
final paper). You should clearly assess the strengths and weaknesses of the arguments for 
the positions that you compare and present a well-informed and critical conclusion. All 
topics must be submitted for feedback at the latest on 31 March. 

 
Note 1: To get a good grade for the paper you must carefully select, analyze, and critically assess 

primary texts. Papers that reproduce the class discussion or heavily depend on secondary 
sources are not what I’m looking for. 

 
Note 2: Papers submitted late will be penalized by 1/3 grade per day (e.g. A- instead of A if the 

paper is one day late). 
 
 
COURSE MATERIALS 
A. The following four books are available at “The Word” Bookstore on 469 Milton Street 
(payment in cash or cheque only): 
 
1. Plato, Complete Works, ed. J. Cooper, Hackett, 1997.  
 
2. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. and ed. Roger Crisp, Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
  
3. Hellenistic Philosophy, eds. B. Inwood and L. Gerson, Hackett, 1998 (2nd edition).  
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4. Cicero, On Moral Ends, trans. Woolf, ed. Annas, Cambridge UP. 
 
B. All supplementary readings are available in form of a course pack at the copy shop “Copie 
Nova”, 1015 Sherbrooke West (a few hundred meters West of McTavish Str.) under PHIL 454; 
they are also available on Web CT..  
 
 

TENTATIVE SYLLABUS 
 
January 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Supplementary Reading: Striker, Gisela, “Greek Ethics and Moral Theory” 
 
4 Living Well, Human Perfection, and God: Preliminary Remarks 
 
 

PLATO 1: THE SOCRATIC POSITION IN THE EARLY DIALOGUES 
 
Supplementary Reading: Nehamas, Alexander, “Socratic Intellectualism.” 

 
6 Plato, Laws 1, 631b-d; Euthypro. 

 
11 Plato, Apology. 
 
13 Plato, Selections from Protagoras 310b – 314c; Meno 96d – 98a; Euthydemus 278d – 

282d; 288d – 293a; Protagoras 348c – 362a; Republic 538c – 539a. 
 
 

PLATO 2: THE REPUBLIC 
 
Supplementary Readings: (a) Kraut, Richard, “The Defense of Justice in the Republic”; (b) 
Cooper, John M., “Plato’s Theory of Human Motivation.” 
 
18 Republic, Book 2. 
 
20 Republic, Books 3 and 4. 
 
25 Republic, Selections from Books 5 to 7. 
 
27 Timaeus, 86b – 90d; Republic, Book 9. 
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February
 

ARISTOTLE: NICOMACHEAN ETHICS 
 
Supplementary Readings: (a) Hutchinson, D. S., “Aristotle’s Ethics”; (b) Cooper, John M., 
“Contemplation and Happiness: A Reconsideration.” 
 
1 Eudemian Ethics, Book 8, end; Nicomachean Ethics, Book 1. 
 
3 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 2. 

 
8 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 3. 
 
10 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 5. 
 
15 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 6. 
 
17 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 7. 
  
22 STUDY BREAK 
 
24 STUDY BREAK 

 
March 
 
1 Nicomachean Ethcis, Books 8 and 9 (Selections) 
  
3 Nicomachean Ethics, Book 10. 
  
 

EPICUREANISM       
 
Supplementary Readings: Erler, Michael and Schofield, Malcolm, “Epicurean Ethics.” 

 
8 Selections from “Epicureanism” in Hellenistic Philosophy. 
 
10 Selections from “Epicureanism” in Hellenistic Philosophy. 
 
15 Selections from Cicero, On Moral Ends, Books 1 and 2. 
 
17 Selections from Cicero, On Moral Ends, Books 1 and 2. 
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STOIC ETHICS 
 
Supplementary Readings: (a) Schofield, Malcolm, “Stoic Ethics;” (b) Striker, Gisela, “Following 
nature: a study in Stoic ethics.” 
 
22 Cicero, On Moral Ends, Book 3 and selections from Book 4. 
 
24  Cicero, On Moral Ends, Book 3 and selections from Book 4. 
 
29 Selections from “Stoic Ethics” in Hellenistic Philosophy. 
 
31 Selections from “Stoic Ethics” in Hellenistic Philosophy. 

 
April 
 

Can Philosophy Serve as a Guide to the Good Life? The Sceptic Challenge 
 
5 Sextus Empiricus, Outline of Pyrrhonism, section on “Ethics” in Hellenistic Philosophy.
 
7  Concluding Discussion. 
 
 
SUPPLEMENTARY BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Annas, Julia, The Morality of Happiness, New York: Oxford University Press, 1993. 
 
Brennan, Tad, “Stoic Moral Psychology,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Stoics, Brad 

Inwood (ed.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.  
 
Cooper, John M., 1999, Reason and Emotion, Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Irwin, Terence, Plato's Ethics, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995. 
 
Kraut, Richard, The Blackwell Guide to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Blackwell Publishing, 

2006. 
 
Menn, Stephen, “Physics as a Virtue,” in Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient 

Philosophy 11. 
 
Mitsis, Phillip, Epicurus' Ethical Theory, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988. 
 
Reeve, C.D.C., Philosopher-Kings: The Argument of Plato’s Republic, Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1988. 
 
Sauvé Meyer, Susan, Ancient Ethics: A Critical Introduction, Routledge, 2008. 
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Sorabji, Richard, Emotion and Peace of Mind: From Stoic Agitation to Christian Temptation, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000. 

 
Striker, Gisela, Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics, Cambridge UP, 1996 [Part 2 

contains a number of important essays on Epicurean and Stoic Ethics]. 
 
Vlastos, Gregory, Socrates, Ironist and Moral Philosopher, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1991. 
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