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Description: 

Why do bad things happen to us and what can we do about it? It’s not at all obvious that we should turn 

to a philosopher to learn about the causes of diseases, earthquakes, anti-social behavior etc., and about 

how best to protect ourselves against them. Most people would rather seek out physicians, biologists, 

psychologists, geologist, sociologists, and other relevant experts, follow their recommendations, and, 

perhaps, lobby for politicians to turn them into policies on the communal level.  

 

Yet philosophers in antiquity and the middle ages had a lot to say on these matters. The question why 

bad things happen in general and to good people in particular was especially puzzling to philosophers 

who held that divine reason orders the world (on a number of competing views—for example, that the 

world is a chance configuration of atoms as the Epicureans claimed, or that an evil demiurge governs the 

world as Gnostics and Manicheans argued—the issue isn’t much of a puzzle). It was most vexing to 

philosophers like the Stoics who held that divine reason determines everything (in contrast to Plato, for 

example, who could at least blame the deficiencies of the material that divine reason works with). They 

had to defend the view that nothing truly bad happens; we only perceive certain things as bad. 

 

Whether bad things are real or perceived—philosophers in antiquity and the middle ages offered a 

range of tools to deal with them. These weren’t just the outcome of theory; most authors we’ll read also 

had real sorrow to dispel (“The Art of Dispelling Sorrow” is the title of a short contribution to the 

philosophical consolation genre by the 9th century Muslim philosopher al-Kindī): Socrates and Boethius 

were unjustly sentenced to death; Cicero saw his political career collapse and lost his beloved daughter; 

Seneca was ordered to commit suicide by Nero; Epictetus grew up a slave; Galen saw his personal library 

go up in flames; Augustine witnessed the persecution of fellow Christians; Maimonides’ brother 

drowned when his ship sank on a business trip; and so on.   

 

We will closely examine the two key strategies proposed to “dispel sorrow,” as well as their 

metaphysical, psychological, and ethical underpinnings: re-directing our desire from things we can lose 

to things we can’t lose (e.g. Plato’s Forms); and evaluating what happens to us not from the viewpoint of 

our personal interests, but from the viewpoint of divine reason’s plan for the universe. We will look at 

how these strategies were first set forth by Plato and the Stoics and then pursue them through a range 

of late ancient and medieval authors: Galen, Augustine, Boethius, al-Kindī, al-Muqaffa‘, and 

Maimonides.  

 

Let me finally note that I would not turn to philosophers to find out why bad things happen to us and 

what we can do about it. In other words: my interest in this material is historical: I want to understand 

why philosophers in the past thought philosophy has answers to these questions, not make their 

answers relevant to us. I highlight this because it is not uncommon for contemporary readers to seek 

some sort of guidance in this philosophical literature. That’s, however, not the purpose of this course. 

 



Texts: 

 Plato, Timaeus, Eng. trans. D. Zeyl, Hackett, 2000. 

 Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Eng. trans. V. Watt, Penguin Classics, 2000.  

 

Both books are available at “The Word” Bookstore on 469 Milton Street (payment in cash or cheque 

only). 

 

 All other mandatory texts will be made available through MyCourses. 

 

Requirements: 

1. Participation (15% of final grade): The success of the seminar depends upon your active participation 
and your respectful engagement of other participants. You are expected to attend every class, complete 
all of the reading, and contribute in an informed way. Please plan to read carefully, take notes, and 
bring questions you have.  

2. Presentations (30% of final grade): Twice you will be asked to present. The presentation must include a 

concise summary of the main argument of one of the main texts assigned that week. Please note: 

you should make sure to highlight in your presentation how the text under discussion contributes to 

the main themes we are exploring in the course. Presentations should be about 15 minutes long. 

Important: A handout clearly laying out the main ideas of the text must be distributed before the 

presentation. 

3. Final Paper (40%): You will write a research paper on a topic of your choosing that engages with the 
course’s main theme with one or several primary texts. Due Dec 20. (ca. 3,000 words)  

4. Final Paper Proposal (15%): You must submit in writing (1,000-1,200 words, plus references) your 
final paper proposal no later than November 23. The proposal should name, describe, and motivate 
the proposed research. 

 

Mandatory components of the course syllabus 

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/students/srr/honest/ for more information). 

Language of Submission: 
“In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have 

the right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. This does 

not apply to courses in which acquiring proficiency in a language is one of the objectives.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/


Schedule 

 

September 7  Course Introduction  

 

September 14  Plato, Timaeus: 27d-53a; 69a-92c 

 

September 21  Plato, Symposium: 201d-212c; Republic: 484a-487a; Phaedrus: 244a-257b 

 

September 28 The Epicureans: Lucretius, On the nature of things Book V, 156-234; The Stoics: 

Seneca, On Providence  

 

October 5  The Stoics: Epictetus, Enchiridion [Manual]  

 

October 12  Galen, Peri alupias [On Avoiding Distress] 

 

October 19  Augustine, Confessions: Books 4 and 9; The City of God: Excerpts.   

 

October 26  Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy: Books 1 and 2 

 

November 2  NO CLASS: Instructor out of town 

 

November 9  Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy: Books 3-5 

 

November 16  Al-Kindī, On the Art of Dispelling Sorrow  

 

November 23 Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ, The Medicine of Affliction and the Cure of Sorrow [Paper 

proposal due] 

 

November 30 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed: Book 3, chapters 17-18; 51; 22-23 [please 

read in this order] 

 

 

Supplementary bibliography 

 

There are of course many other texts we could read, if there were more time. For the Aristotelian take 

on divine providence, see in particular: Alexander of Aphrodisias, On Fate, Eng. trans. R. Sharples, 

London: Bloomsbury, 1984. For the Neoplatonic view, see Plotinus, On Providence, Enneads III.2-3. For a 

concise statement of Augustine’s late view that all human beings deserve to suffer and die because they 

were corrupted by Adam’s sin, see his short treatise To Simplican—On Various Questions.  If you’d like 

to work on these or other texts that weren’t discussed in class, please come to talk to me. 

 

 


