SYLLABUS 






2/4/17

Topics in Early Modern Philosophy: 
Ultimate Knowledge and How to Get It

PHILO 4900

Christia Mercer: Office Hours W. 4-6 and by appointment.
Course Description

What is ultimate knowledge, how is it acquired, and who is capable of having it? The seminar begins with a contrast between the optimist epistemologies of Plato and Plotinus and the more pessimistic one of Augustine. Where the former tradition emphasizes the power of human understanding to grasp ultimate truths, the latter assumes that such truths are (mostly) beyond human capacity. Given how pathetically wåeak, selfish, and proud human beings are, the problem of ultimate knowledge seems particularly acute: how can such wretched creatures attain any such knowledge? After setting the ancient and medieval stage, we will turn to writings by Teresa of Ávila, Montaigne, Leibniz, and Anne Conway to see how they answer these questions. 
Main questions of focus: what is the object of ultimate knowledge (UK) and what sort of subject can have it? If we think of the subject of UK as the self, what is the self like such that it seeks UK? What motivates it to do so? What must the self do to achieve such knowledge? In the movement to UK, does the self change? If so, why and how? What motivates the self to change? To what extent is the self transformed in its path to UK? What does the self lose and what gain? To what extent is the self transformed by UK? Is the path to UK an individual one or does it involve a community? Given that life is full of change and even suffering, what role do they play in the path to UK? What faculties are most important? What role do experience reason, love, sympathy or other capacities play in achieving UK? Finally, what’s the point of seeking UK?

Requirements

Weekly Responses: Every week students are responsible to write a short (200-300 word) response to the reading assignment with special emphasis on one of our main questions or topics.* 

Weekly Presentation: Each week a student will spend 6-8 minutes summarizing her/his/their response and raising questions about the week’s assignment.
Papers: A short (4 pp) paper is due at midterm; a longer (8-10 pp) paper due by the end of the semester. 
Schedule
1/18

Week 1: Introduction

1/25
Week 2: Plato on Beauty, Love, and Ultimate Knowledge
Assigned Reading: Plato’s Symposium. Any version is okay, but the edition published by Hackett, trans. by Nehamas and Woodruff is especially good for its intro and notes.

Our Focus: Read through 172a-199c paying attention to the different perspectives on love and the proper objects of love. Think about the argumentative arc of the dialogue. Our main focus will be on the last part of the dialogue, starting with Socrates’ questioning of Agathon (199c).

Recommended Reading:

-- You might look at Katja Vogt’s handout on the Symposium (in Courseworks) which gives a helpful overview of the dialogue. 
-- Martha Nussbaum, “The Speech of Alcibiades: A Reading of Plato’s Symposium,” from the Fragility of Goodness. See Courseworks. 

-- Also, for fun, check out the Explore the Literature materials on the Literature Humanities website, https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/content/symposium.
2/1
Week 3: Transformative Experience

L.A. Paul’s book, Transformative Experience, chapters 1-2. Recommended: chapter 3.
2/8

Week 4: Plotinus on Beauty, Ultimate Knowledge, and How to Get It
Assigned Reading: Plotinus’ “On Beauty” in Courseworks. This is notoriously difficult.
2/15

Week 5:
Augustine’s Perversion
Required reading: Augustine’s Confessions, Books 1 –IV.
Conference: “Rethinking Philosophy’s Past,” Friday afternoon and Saturday.
REQUIRED: Intro and Session 1, 2:00-5:30. Recommended: any other session!
2/22
Week 6: Augustine’s Conversion

Required reading: Augustine’s Confessions, Books VII-VIII.
3/1
Week 7: Teresa of Avila’s Love, Self-knowledge and Ultimate Knowledge

Readings: TBA
3/8
Week 8: Montaigne on Self-Knowledge and Ultimate Knowledge through Skepticism
Required Reading: Montaigne, Essays: To the Reader, 23; On Cannibals, 105-19; On Repentance, 235-50; On Experience, 343-406.
3/15: SPRING BREAK
3/22: NO CLASS
Week 9: 
3/29: NO CLASS
Week 10: [Make-Up Class at my apartment, April 2nd or 9th?]
Conway’s Principles on First Substance
Required Reading: Chapters 1-3.
4/5
Week 11: Conway’s Principles on Second Substance
Required Reading: Chapters 4-6.
4/12
Week 12: 
Required Reading: TBA
4/19
Week 13: Review//Conclusions
