
Winter 2013 
 

PHIL 454: Ancient Moral Theory 
Topic: Reason and Desire 

Plato, Aristotle, Stoicism, Epicureanism 
 

PHIL 454: Monday-Wed.: 10:05 AM-11:25 AM, Leacock Building 212  
Professor Gaëlle Fiasse 
http://www.mcgill.ca/philosophy/people/faculty/fiasse 
 
Contacting me 
Email: write to me at gaelle.fiasse@mcgill.ca: please write “PHIL 454” in the 
subject. I will not use « MyCourses » for emails (only for submission of the 
electronic version of assignments). 
Phone: 514-398-4400 extension: 094409 
Office hours (Leacock 940): Thursday 1:15-2:15PM and by appointment 
 
 
 
Topic: 
Can we separate reason from desire? Do we really have to suppress our 
passions in order to be moral? What is the role of experience in leading an 
ethical life? 
While some philosophers want to separate reason from emotions, passions, 
feelings or desires, Aristotle defines ethical choice as an intellect which desires 
(noûs orektikos) or a desire which understands (orexis dianoètikè). We will 
analyze the correlation between desire and reason, by focusing closely on the 
ethics of Aristotle. While Aristotle will be our major point of reference, we will also 
pay attention to the notions of desire and the body in Plato (Phaedo), the control 
of the passions in Stoicism, and the roles of pleasure and desire in Epicureanism. 
Through the theme of reason and desire, we will revisit the notion of happiness in 
ancient philosophy, the role of pleasure, the distinctions made between different 
desires, the correlation between the activity and its determination, the definition 
of a voluntary action, the relationship between reason and what is external to it.  
 
Evaluation: 
 
One four-page assignment 15% Jan. 31 
One seven-page assignement 35% Feb. 21 
One five-page assignment 20% March 14 
Final paper (3000 words) 30% April 16 
 
  



 
    
 
Academic Integrity 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must 
understand the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other 
academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary 
Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information). 
 
L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. 
Il incombe par conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on 
entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infractions académiques, ainsi que 
les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le Code de 
conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples 
renseignements, veuillez consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/integrity). 
 
Students with Disabilities 
If you have a disability please contact me to arrange a time to discuss your situation. It would be 
helpful for you to contact the Office for Students with Disabilities at 398-6009 (online at 
http://www.mcgill.ca/osd) before you do this. 
 
 
Required textbooks (available at McGill Bookstore):  
 
Course Pack 
 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, transl. T. Irwin, Cambridge: Hackett, 1999. (Also available on 
Kindle) 
 
I recommend Terrence Irwin's translation and edition of the Nicomachean Ethics, since it also 
contains interesting endnotes, a glossary and a bibliography. The required texts will be put on 
reserve at the library. For the secondary literature, I will provide you with a list on « MyCourses », 
and some of the articles will also be put on reserve at the library.  
 


