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§1.Purpose and Modalities of the Course: 

  

 The purpose of this course is to introduce students to the philosophy of Plato (429?-347BCE). To that end, we will carefully read 

and discuss selections from his work that convey an idea of the breadth of his interests and his strategies for advancing them. We would 

normally do this together in person: in a physical class room assigned to us by the university for certain times during the week. Because 

of the pandemic, that will not be possible. But we will adapt by moving ourselves and the course online. The platform for our course 

will be the page set aside for us on Mycourses. About half of the content of the course will be made available on this platform 

synchronously, while the other half will be made available asynchronously.  

 The asynchronous content will be uploaded weekly to our Mycourses page – by Thursday evening. It will largely consist in recorded 

presentations by me, but it will occasionally consist in (or include) written documents (by me). The synchronous part of the course will 

take place on Tuesdays by zoom conferencing in the 10:05 to 11:25 (Eastern Standard Time) slot the university has reserved for us. 

Please note: I will upload my first presentation on Thursday, September 3rd, which is our official first day of class. Our first zoom 

discussion section will take place on Tuesday, September 8th (from 10:05 to 11:25, EST).  

 The plan is this. I will notify students by Thursday every week (by email) what selections from the Platonic corpus I will be presenting 

the following Thursday. My presentation the following Thursday will be about those selections, and it will presuppose that students 

have read them. Our zoom session the Tuesday thereafter will be the place where we discuss your questions about the material I 

presented the Thursday before. By implication, we can think of our discussion and engagement with each week’s reading as running 

from Thursday of any given week to the Tuesday of the next week. This is due to the fact that our first class was scheduled, before the 

pandemic, for Thursday, September 3rd.  

 

§2.Rationale for Conducting the Course as Described Above: 

 

 My decision to conduct our class in this way is motivated by the following considerations. 

 On the one hand, students cannot expect to get much out of a course on Plato (or anything else) – even in times when we are not 

trying to cope with a serious public health crisis – if they do not get into a regular routine of reading carefully the selections from 

his works assigned for the class in a given week. But, on the other hand, these readings are very difficult, which means that students 

will need guidance. The rationale behind the uploaded presentations and written documents is to provide such guidance. But it is 

important to understand what guidance is and what it is not. Guidance does not consist in telling students how to make up their own 

minds about what Plato is trying to do and whether he succeeds on his own terms (or anybody else’s) in doing it. It consists in what I 

would like to call ‘brush-clearing’.  

 Brush-clearing a difficult text consists in figuring out (among other things) what its goals might be, what strategies it might be using 

to achieve these goals, whether it makes use of a technical vocabulary, and if so, what it might be – in general what questions the text 

seems to raise and what sorts of answers might or might not be plausible. It can also involve figuring out the historical and philosophical 

context in which the text was written: to which philosophers and philosophical debates might Plato be responding, and how. The weight 

of the ‘might’ in bold, in the previous sentences, will depend on what evidence we can find – in the Platonic texts themselves and related 

texts: collecting the evidence and weighing it will be one of the recurring subjects I discuss in my presentations and written documents.  

 Brush-clearing by me is designed to get you started and help you deal with the natural puzzlement you will likely feel when you sit 

down with these texts (especially if you are sitting down with these texts for the first time). But you will also need an opportunity to 

raise questions about the material with other students. The weekly discussion sections by zoom will give you a (virtual) place to do that. 

Our exchange of ideas on zoom must be focussed. That means two things. The first is that it will be a moderated discussion (I’ll do the 

moderating) and not simply a free for all. Second, it means that you need to come to these meetings prepared: be sure you have done 

the assigned readings ahead of time as carefully as you can; formulate your questions and observations ahead of the meeting. Don’t 

forget: sometimes the most useful questions are clarificatory and take the form, ‘What does Plato mean here?’ If you find yourself 

puzzled about what he is up to, please share that with the rest of us. It is part of doing good philosophy. 

 Please note: I will not be recording our discussion sections. That is because the prospect of being recorded trying to formulate one’s 

questions and ideas may inhibit some students from participating. I realise that some of you may be living far outside our time zone in 

Montreal (Eastern Standard Time): I will try to set up a discussion forum for students to share their questions and observations 

asynchronously. I have not yet made up my mind what is the best way to do this.   

 

§3.Office Hours 

 Note too that I will be holding regular weekly office hours. They will be Thursdays from 16:30 to 17:30 (Eastern Standard Time) on 

zoom.That means you will have to get in touch with me by email so that I can send you a zoom invite. 

 

§4.Reading Materials: 
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 The text for the course is Plato: Complete Works, eds. John Cooper and D.S.Hutchinson (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett 

Publishing, 1997). If you wish a physical copy, you can purchase one in person at the Word Bookstore on Milton Street in Montreal. 

The proprietor of the Word tells me that those of you living outside of Montreal this term may order a physical copy online. He is 

offering a flat shipping rate, within North America, of $15.00. 

 Not everything we will be reading is in Plato: Complete Works. I will provide links to online texts, where possible, and I will upload 

PDF’s of everything else to our Mycourses page. 

 

§4.Program for the Course: 

 

 I cannot yet share all of the details of our readings and topics for the term. But here is an outline of our program for the term. 

 One way to get a start at understanding Plato is to recognise first of all that he took himself to be competing with a disparate group 

of intellectuals often referred to as ‘sophists’. The word ‘sophist’ comes from the Greek word ‘wise’. The sophists certainly  claimed to 

have some kind of wisdom. But, just as important, they claimed that they could impart their wisdom to students, and eagerly took on 

students for a fee. In short, they were professional teachers. Plato was not himself a professional teacher: he did not make money by 

giving anybody lessons. But he set up a school, called the Academy, and tried to recruit the best minds in the Greek world to come study 

with him there. He had to give people a reason to come. Maybe it would be worth your time and your money to study speech-writing 

with Plato’s Athenian rival Isocrates: at least that way, you might have a chance of defending yourself effectively in court if you ever 

found yourself in legal difficulties. Plato’s pitch to people shopping around for an education would have to depend on his answers to 

the following sorts of questions: “Suppose I study at the Academy and suppose I acquire wisdom from you, Plato, and your colleagues. 

What will it be wisdom of? Why should I want to be wise about that thing, whatever it is?” Our program this term is to see how Plato 

would answer these important questions. 

 Our course will break down into five units of rougly two or three weeks each. 

 Our first unit will be on Plato’s Apology for Socrates. This text will help us bring into focus what seems to be distinctive about Plato 

by contrast with the historical character of his older friend, Socrates, as Plato portrays him in the Apology. Plato’s Socrates protests 

in the Apology that he is not a sophist: he denies he has any wisdom; he denies that he is a teacher of students. That raises a question for 

us: what significance did Socrates, as portrayed in this text, have for Plato. 

 Our second unit will be on the rivalry between Plato and Isocrates, Plato’s contemporary Athenian competitor for students. Both 

Plato and Isocrates want to distance themselves from would-be teachers or sophists who promise the moon on the cheap: a happy life, 

honour, success (whatever these things may be). But just for that reason, Plato has to tell us why we would be better off studying with 

him rather than Isocrates – especially since some of the techniques of philosophical discussion in use at the Academy look a lot like that 

used by at least some of the sophists that both Plato and Isocrates disapprove of. Our readings for this unit will be Plato’s Euthydemus 

and two pieces by Isocrates: Against the Sophists and the Antidosis.  

 In our third unit, we will explore surviving texts of earlier sophists who were contemporaries of Socrates: Protagoras, Antiphon, 

and an anonymous work called the Dissoi Logoi (double arguments). We will also look at Plato’s portrait of Protagoras (and others) in 

the dialogue called the Protagoras. 

 Our fourth unit will be on parts of Plato’s dialogue called the Theaetetus where we will be interested to see how the characters in 

this dialogue engage (on Plato’s behalf?) with sophistic ideas and techniques that we will have discussed in the third unit of the course. 

To be more specific, I mean the attempt by Socrates and the young Theaetetus to see whether it makes sense to define knowledge as 

perception. 

 Our fifth unit will be on selections from the central books of the Republic, i.e., Books V to VII. This will allow us to pull together 

threads from the Euthydemus and the Theaeteus with the hope of seeing more clearly what Plato thought he could deliver – unlike his 

sophistic competitors. 

 An observation: there are two significant difficulties with these texts (and the rest of the Platonic corpus). You must be aware of 

them. First, we never get to hear from Plato himself directly. His works take the form of dialogues between (mostly) historical characters, 

or – in one or two cases – a speech put in the mouth of a somebody other than Plato. That will make it hard for us to figure out what 

Plato himself thinks. Do not take for granted that Socrates is his mouth piece. The second difficulty is that many of the dialogues end 

inconclusively. That is certainly true of the Euthydemus and the Theaetetus. Do not read these texts expecting to get ‘the answer’: Plato 

leaves a lot of the work to the reader to figure out what the answer is supposed to be.   

  

 

§6.How to Get Started Before the Term Gets Underway (if you wish): 

 

 If you wish to get started now before term starts, the simple thing to do is to read Plato’s Apology for Socrates and the seventh of the 

letters ascribed to him. You can find these texts online 

 

§7.Method of Evaluation: 

 

 There will be two short written assignments due during the term. Each will be worth 25%. These assignments will be on questions I 

set. A final paper will be due at the end of the term. It will be worth 50%. It will be on a topic that you set for yourself – in consultation 

with me. 

 

§8.A Very Important Tip for the Term: 



 

Keep up with the readings! Establish a consistent routine of reading during the course of the week. Do not assume that a single pass-

through of the readings is enough. These texts must be studied. Underlining key passages is not, in general, a useful study strategy. 

Learn to take notes that record your understanding of what you read. These notes should include a road map of the text: a document that 

lays out in a cogent way the structure of the text and its most important high lights. Strive to assimilate the text. A test of whether you 

really have the readings under your belt is whether, with the help of your road map, you can explain to a friend how it unfolds, how it 

progresses, what its main arguments are.  

 

§9.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." - Senate resolution, January 

29, 2003 

 Plagiarism is not compatible with academic integrity. It is your responsibility to inform yourself about what counts as plagiarism 

and what the consequences of it are. To this end, read up on the McGill policy on this important topic. Follow this link: 

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

 

§10.Language Policy at McGill: 

 

Les étudiantes/étudiants à McGill ont le droit de soumettre leurs travaux en français s’ils le veulent; s’ils le veulent, je les invite 

chaleureusement à le faire. A noter: 

Charter of Students' Rights, Article 15: 

15. Every student has the right to submit in English or in French 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. 

15. Chaque étudiante/étudiant a le droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit (sauf dans le cas des cours dont l’un 

des objectifs est la maîtrise d’une langue). 
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