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PHILOSOPHY 651 SEMINAR: ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY FALL 2020 

Stephen Menn, stephen.menn@mcgill.ca  W 11:30-2:30 Montreal time 

PRELIMINARY COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

    This term's seminar will be about truth and falsehood, and specifically falsehood, mainly in 

Aristotle but beginning with several weeks devoted to Plato, and with some discussion of the 

background in Parmenides and the sophists. Besides obvious issues about truth and falsehood 

in logic (what are the conditions for sentences of various types to be true or false?), Greek 

philosophers are concerned with issues in metaphysics (what are the primary bearers of truth 

and falsehood: sentences, thoughts, extramental objects? if there are propositionally 

structured objects, say states of affairs, are there false states of affairs? negative states of 

affairs?), and issues in psychology (what kinds of cognitive states are capable of truth and 

falsehood? in particular, what kinds of cognitive states are capable of falsehood, and how? 

how is it that a cognitive state, rather than simply failing to connect to something 

extramental, can successfully pick out some extramental object and yet misrepresent it, so 

that there can be falsehood and not simply ignorance?). There were pre-Platonic arguments, 

going back to Parmenides and developed by the sophists, that it is not possible to say, or 

think, what is not, and therefore not possible to speak or think falsely. Plato wants to defend 

the possibility of falsehood, and the possibility of opinion (δόξα), specified precisely as the 

cognitive state that is capable of falsehood; perhaps more importantly, he wants to use the 

existence of false speech and false opinion as a way into seeing what they presuppose both 

psychologically and ontologically; and he wants to use the ways that our cognitive states can 

go wrong in order to distinguish different kinds of cognitive states (sensation, 

imagination/appearance (φαντασία), opinion, intellectual grasp of simples and compounds). 

We will read major parts of the Theaetetus and Sophist, where Plato examines the thesis that 

all sensations are true, distinguishes opinion from sensation, and examines different 

explanations for how false opinion and false assertion are possible: Plato's solution, in the 

Sophist, seems to make falsehood arise from a wrong combining of simples that cannot 

themselves be false, and requires the existence of mind-independent negations and perhaps 

also of mind-independent falsehoods. We will then look at texts from Aristotle's Metaphysics 

where Aristotle, starting from reflection on the Theaetetus and Sophist, examines "being as 

truth" as distinct from other senses of being. Issues include: why does Aristotle say that being 

as truth applies equally to affirmations and negations while (some?) other senses of being do 

not? does being as truth apply only to combinations (= propositions?) or also to simples? in 

what sense is being as truth mind-dependent? If time allows we will also look at some texts 

of Metaphysics Γ adapting the Theaetetus' refutations of the thesis that all appearances are 

true (and therefore that contradictories are true simultaneously), and at Aristotle's comment 

that his opponents' thesis results from their describing thinking as something passive like 

sensation. Then we will turn to Aristotle's systematic account in the De Anima, which uses 

the capacity or incapacity for falsehood as a way to distinguish different cognitive powers of 

the soul, both sensory and intellectual: sometimes systematizing ideas from the Theaetetus 

and Sophist but sometimes criticizing them, Aristotle distinguishes between sensation, 

imagination, opinion, intellectual thinking of simples, and intellectual thinking of 

compounds, and gives a systematic treatise on imagination and intellect in De Anima III,3-8. 

Where Plato thinks that imagination or appearance (φαντασία) is capable of falsehood 

because it depends on opinion (δόξα), Aristotle claims to the contrary that opinion and at 

least most kinds of intellection depend on imagination. But De Anima III,6 also describes a 

kind of intellection of simple intelligibles, which is not capable of falsehood (but only of 
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getting them or not getting them), and Aristotle seems to be applying this to his account of 

being as truth as said of simples in Metaphysics Θ10, and then to his account of the divine 

first principle in Λ9-10. 

    We may not be able to cover all of this, and we will have to see how well Zoom seminars 

work: we may have to try out new methods if the Zoom seminars don't seem to be working. 

We may wind up doing more or less of different things depending on participants' interests 

(including mine), on how the argument develops, and on how well Zoom works, but currently 

my plan is to have three units and a coda: 

 

    Unit 1 (4 weeks) Introduction and the Theaetetus and Sophist 

    Unit 2 (3 weeks) The Metaphysics on truth and falsehood (from Books ΔE and possibly Γ) 

    Unit 3 (4 weeks): The De Anima: methodology, sensation, De Anima III,3-8 on intellect 

and imagination  

    Coda (1 week): Metaphysics Θ10 and Λ9-10 on truth and intellection of simples 

  

    We will be meeting over Zoom rather than in person, but so far as possible we will try to 

conduct the seminar the way we would if we were meeting in person. We will not have a 

single continuous meeting Wednesdays from 11:30 to 2:30. Rather, my current plan is to 

meet from roughly 11:30-12:30, then take a break, then meet again roughly 1:30-2:30, to try 

to cut down on Zoom fatigue. I would be open to leaving the Zoom session running in the 

middle for people who would like to talk informally in smaller groups. I am not planning to 

record the sessions, so everyone would have to participate synchronously: if anyone expects 

to have great difficulty with this, they should let me know before the first class, and I will see 

if there is some way to make alternative arrangements, but I can't record the meetings unless 

everyone gives permission. I prefer students to be online on video, but if you can't, that is 

OK; but you do need to actively participate in one way or another in each class session. I will 

hold office hours by Zoom, Monday 4:00-6:00 except those Mondays (normally the first 

Monday of each month) when there is a department meeting. (I will also hold office hours 

Monday September 7 even if there is a department meeting, although we may have to start 

late.) I will ask all students to meet with me during office hours in the first two weeks so that 

I can get a sense of each person's background and interests. 

    This course is intended both for graduate students in philosophy and classics and for final-

year undergraduates; other students with appropriate background are welcome to speak to me 

about joining the course. The normal prerequisite is one course on Aristotle not limited to his 

practical philosophy, Philosophy 355 at McGill or equivalent courses elsewhere: students 

without the prerequisite should speak to me before joining the course. No knowledge of 

Greek, beyond the alphabet, is required, but you should be ready to listen to discussions of 

the meaning of Greek words, and to adopt some of them as technical terms in English for the 

duration of the course. Any further background in Greek language or philosophy would 

naturally be an advantage. Auditors are welcome, provided that they have the background, do 

the readings, and participate regularly, but priority will be given to registered students. 

    Discussions will depend very heavily on details of the reading. You must always have 

done each day's reading carefully and on time, and have the texts with you, in bound copies 

or printouts or electronically, so that you are prepared to answer questions about them. The 

readings are not supplements to help you understand the topic that the course is about; the 

readings are what the course is about. If you have the texts only electronically, you need to 

have enough screen-space to look both at the texts and at the Zoom session, e.g. by having 

the texts on a tablet. Otherwise you should print the texts. 

    The main required texts will be Plato's Theaetetus and Sophist and Aristotle's De Anima 

(On the Soul) and Metaphysics; any other assigned texts will be short, and will be made 
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available electronically. Different translations of these texts are acceptable as long as they 

have the Stephanus pages for Plato and the Bekker pages for Aristotle in the margins, but I 

recommend the translations of the Plato's Theaetetus and Sophist from Hackett Publishing, 

which are available as separate volumes but are also included in the Hackett Plato: Complete 

Works edited by Cooper and Hutchinson. Many of you will already own Cooper-Hutchinson, 

and I would recommend that the rest of you buy it, even though it is more expensive than 

what you will need for this seminar: it is hard to imagine a philosopher who would not want 

to have that book for a lifetime. For the Metaphysics and De Anima, I would recommend the 

recent translations, also published by Hackett, by C.D.C. Reeve; but the old McKeon Basic 

Works of Aristotle (now reprinted with an introduction by Reeve, Modern Library, 2001) 

includes complete translations of both the De Anima and the Metaphysics and is also 

acceptable. (The translations are somewhat old-fashioned and the volume is much less user-

friendly than Reeve, but it is cheap and includes a lot of texts.) Please make sure that you 

have copies of the Plato texts by the second week, and of the Aristotle texts by the fourth. 

    Those students who have at least some Greek reading ability are encouraged to read as 

much as possible of the assigned texts in Greek. We have a Greek reading group meeting 

(currently by Zoom) Fridays 4:00-5:30 pm Montreal time, and everyone with some Greek 

reading ability is encouraged to join us: during the semester we will select some of the texts 

connected with the seminar to read. 

    I have not yet figured out the exact requirements for the grade, but it will be based on a 

term-paper and on various kinds of participation throughout the term, including handouts on 

particular assigned texts to be distributed to the group (as PDFs) as a basis for class 

discussion, possibly presentations in class, and participation in discussion, including 

answering questions about the readings in class. Doing the assigned readings on time and 

being able to answer questions about them in class (not necessarily correctly, but in a way 

that helps the discussion) is a necessary condition for passing the course. But anyone who 

does this in good faith, and writes a good term-paper, has no reason to worry about their 

grade. 

    NB Students who want to audit the seminar, either for the whole term or because they're 

course-shopping and are trying to figure out whether they want to take the seminar for credit, 

must email me before the first class and I'll add your name to the list for the zoom session. It 

is a very bad idea to try to sign up for the seminar late without having joined the meetings 

and done the reading from the beginning: if you have any interest in taking the seminar, 

please contact me and please attend from the beginning, even if you officially add the 

seminar only later, or even if you decide not to stay with it. 


