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SAMPLE SYLLABUS: The Good and the Beneficial in Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics 

Graduate or advanced undergraduate course  

(This is a course I would like to teach.) 

 

This course is for graduate students or advanced undergraduates in philosophy and/or classics and 

is a semester-long investigation of the concepts of the good and the beneficial in ancient Greek 

and Roman Philosophy.  

 I have three main objectives for the course. First, to explore how social and historical context 

can shape the development of normative concepts. Second, to familiarize students with a 

distinctive set of ethical issues in ancient philosophy and with how those issues were explored in 

a range of ancient texts. Third, to introduce students to related discussions in secondary literature 

and equip students to make scholarly contributions to the history of philosophy.  

 In order to promote student participation and engagement with the material, I plan to split 

course participants into two groups. Each week, one of those groups will be responsible for 

summarizing the results of the previous class discussion while the other will be responsible for 

distributing discussion questions in advance of the meeting. 

 Because the course is designed for advanced students, I have provided less formal structure 

for the course writing assignments. However, I have designed the three main writing assignments 

to build on each other. The first, a short midterm paper, provides students with the opportunity to 

get a feel for writing a paper in the history of philosophy and is focused on teaching them how to 

engage in textual exegesis. The second, an outline of the final paper, introduces outlining and the 

literature review as strategies for successful paper writing. The third and final paper is the 

culmination of the students’ work in the course and is designed to provide them with the experience 

of developing a sustained and rigorous interpretation of one of the course’s central texts. 
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The Good and the Beneficial in Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics 

 

Course Description 

What is the relationship between the good and what is good for us? Should one do good only when it 

benefits oneself? This course will examine the concepts of the good and the beneficial in ancient Greek 

and Roman philosophy. Ancient philosophers are often thought to hold the view that agents should 

aim at attaining the good, where the good is good for (or benefits) the agent. This course will focus on 

the assumption that the good is the beneficial and the work this assumption does in the ethical 

philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. An overarching goal of the course is to explore how 

social and historical context can shape the development of normative concepts. To that end, we will 

pay special attention to the way in which notions of goodness and benefit are informed by ancient 

conceptions of the structure of crafts and the value of craft knowledge.  

 In the first third of the course, we will examine conceptions of the good and the beneficial in Plato. 

We will focus on Plato’s use of the craft analogy to model the structure of the virtuous and happy life. 

From there, we will turn to Aristotle’s account of the human good in the Nicomachean Ethics and the 

Politics. In the final unit of the course, we will look at accounts of the relationship between the good 

and the beneficial in the Stoics, with an emphasis on how the Stoics think humans acquire a conception 

of the good.  

 

Required Texts 

• Plato: Complete Works, edited by John Cooper and D.S. Hutchinson (Hackett: 1997) 

• Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, translation by Christopher Rowe and commentary by Sarah 

Broadie (Oxford: 2002) 

• Readings from Stoic philosophy and secondary readings will be made available on the course 

website. 

 

Course Goals and Objectives 

The course is designed for graduate students and advanced undergraduate students in philosophy 

and/or classics. Primary texts will be read in translation, so knowledge of Greek is not a prerequisite. 

An optional Greek or Latin reading group will run parallel to the course (meeting once per week to 

translate and discuss a portion of the week’s primary text reading) and will be open to those with the 

relevant languages. The course readings and assignments are designed to 

• show how social and historical context can shape the development of normative concepts; 

• facilitate evaluative engagement with a wide range of primary texts in ancient philosophy; 

• introduce students to important interpretative debates in the secondary literature; 

• prepare students to make scholarly contributions to the history of philosophy. 
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Course Requirements and Grading 

We will accomplish the course goals through the achievement of some more modest aims: the 

completion of reading and writing assignments and class participation. Graded components: 

 

Assignment 

Attendance and participation (including Thought Groups) 

Midterm paper (5-7 pages, due week 6) 

Outline of final paper (5-7 pages, due week 11) 

Final grade % 

20% 

25% 

20%  

Final paper (18-25 pages, due end of reading period) 

  

35% 

 

Please note: 

• Attendance and participation: 20% of your final grade is based on attendance and participation. 

Attendance is mandatory and is a precondition for participation. In addition to attendance, good 

participation involves consistently making contributions to the discussion that show evidence 

of genuine engagement with the topic under discussion and with what one’s interlocutors are 

saying about that topic. In order to meet the participation requirement, students must also make 

weekly contributions to their Thought Groups. 

• Thought Groups: At the beginning of the course, the class will be divided into two groups. 

Each week, one of those groups will be responsible for providing a short summary of the 

preceding week’s discussion, highlighting key questions and responses that emerged from our 

discussion. The other group will be responsible for circulating, in advance, a set of questions 

based on the readings for the purposes of guiding discussion.  

• Midterm paper: In week 6, you will have a short midterm paper due (5-7 pages). The paper 

should be exegetical and focused on a close-reading of a small chunk of one of our assigned 

texts. Sustained engagement with secondary literature is not required (and should not be the 

focus of the paper). The purpose of this assignment is (a) to introduce you to some of the key 

skills involved in the close-reading of ancient texts and (b) to provide you with feedback that 

will help you prepare for your final paper.  

• Final paper outline: In week 10, you will submit an outline of your final paper. This should be 

5-7 pages long. It should provide a synopsis of the textual or interpretative issue you intend to 

address, a brief discussion of some of the secondary literature on the topic (a literature review), 

and an outline your central claim and argument. You will have the opportunity to discuss this 

outline with me in person. The purpose of this assignment is to familiarize you with one 

strategy for developing a successful paper in ancient philosophy and to introduce you to the 

practice of creating literature reviews. The assignment is also designed to provide you with a 

chance to receive feedback on your project before turning in your final essay.  
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• Final essay: Due at the end of reading period. This essay is designed to be the culmination 

of your work in the course. In it, you will synthesize the skills developed in our discussions 

and the preceding writing assignments to produce a sustained written analysis of one of the 

issues raised by the assigned texts. 

 

Course Policies 

[Deleted for brevity.] 

 

Tentative Schedule of Topics and Readings 

(for a 13-week seminar meeting once per week) 

 

Dates  

 

Week 1  

 

 

 

Week 2  

 

 

 

 

 

Week 3 

 

 

Week 4 

 

 

Week 5  

                                

 

Week 6  

 

 

 

Primary readings 

 

Course introduction: the philosophical 

landscape (ancient and contemporary) 

 

 

Meno 86d-end 

Euthydemus 278e-292e 

 

 

 

 

Republic I, II, and V (462a-end) 

 

 

Republic VI, VII, and IX (580b-end) 

 

 

Philebus, first half 

[midterm essay due] 

 

Philebus, second half 

 

 

 

Sample secondary readings 

 

Annas, The Morality of Happiness (ch. 1:  

“Making Sense of My Life as a Whole”) 

Korsgaard, “Two Distinctions in Goodness” 

 

Santas, “Socratic Goods and Socratic  

Happiness” 

Bobonich, Plato’s Utopia Recast (ch. 2:  

“Virtue, Goods, and Happiness in the 

Laws”) 

 

Williams, The Sense of the Past (ch. 8: “Plato’s  

Construction of Intrinsic Goodness”) 

 

Rowe, “The Form of the Good and the Good in  

Plato’s Republic” 

 

Vogt, Desiring the Good (ch.1: “A Blueprint for  

Ethics”) 

 

Harte, “Plato’s Philebus and Some ‘Value of  

Knowledge’ Problems” 

Lang, “The Ranking of the Goods at Philebus  

66a-67b” 
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Week 7  

 

 

 

Week 8  

 

Week 9  

 

 

Week 10  

 

 

 

Week 11  

 

 

Week 12  

 

Week 13  

 

 

 

 

 

Nicomachean Ethics I 

 

 

 

Nicomachean Ethics VIII and IX 

  

Nicomachean Ethics VII.1152b-1155b  

and X 

 

Politics I and selections from III and  

VII 

[final essay outline due] 

 

Diogenes Laertius 7.84-131 and  

Stobaeus Anthology (2, 5-12) 

 

Cicero’s De Finibus III 

 

Seneca’s Letters (66, 67, 117)  

[final essay due] 

 

 

Kosman, “Predicating the Good” 

Tuozzo, “Aristotle’s Theory of the Good and its  

Causal Basis” 

 

Whiting, “The Nicomachean Account of Philia” 

 

Hardies, “The Final Good in Aristotle’s Ethics” 

 

 

Rowe, “The Good for Man in Aristotle’s Ethics  

and Politics”  

 

 

Irwin, “Stoic and Aristotelian Conceptions of  

Happiness” 

 

Striker, “The Role of Oikeiosis in Stoic Ethics” 

 

Inwood, Reading Seneca (ch. 10: “Getting to  

Goodness”) 

 

 


