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Objective and Theme: This course will be devoted entirely to Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
This work is an inquiry into the first principles and highest causes of all things, and that
will be our theme. It is not obvious that there are such principles nor, consequently, that
there is such a science. Metaphysics is the only science that wrestles with its own
existence. Along the way, it considers what it means to be a principle and a cause. It
also addresses the question of what it means to be a thing. Aristotle’s arguments on the
latter topic take much much of the central books. The final portion of the work examines
candidates for the highest causes along with the character of all things.

No philosophical work has been more important than the Metaphysics, but our
concern here is not historical nor are we primarily interested only in his doctrines. The
focus of the course will be on understanding how he argues for those doctrines. This will
require that we grasp the issues he confronts and his approach to these issues. In other
words, you are invited to learn to do philosophy like Aristotle. We will be dealing with
Aristotle’s text, and you are expected to read it carefully and to engage it critically.
Aristotelianism is a way of thinking, and you should emerge from this course with some
understanding and appreciation of it. Though undergraduates are not responsible for
secondary literature, you may wish to consult it.

The course syllabus is a general plan for the course; deviations announced to the
class by the instructor may be necessary.

Texts: Aristotle’s Metaphysics, trans. Joe Sachs (Green Lion Press, 1999).
Other translations are acceptable. You are encouraged to consult several translations and
the original.

Grading:  Critiques Sept. 10, 24 20%
Mid-Term October 15 15%
Major Paper (8-10 pages) November 19 35%
Final Exam December 15 (8-11AM) 30%

Assignments: As you will soon discover, Aristotle’s arguments are often complex and
difficult. You will find it helpful to try to formulate them in your own terms as you read.
As a teaching device, I shall ask you to turn in a one to three page explication and
critique of an argument twice during the semester. They will be due on: September 10
and 24. Each critique should express in your words an argument that appears in the text,
and it should contain at least one criticism of the argument and, perhaps, a defense of the
original argument against the criticism. To criticize the arguments you should look for
unstated assumptions that are false or for a conclusion that does not follow from what is
assumed. Though it is not necessary, you may find it useful to consult the secondary
literature for arguments and criticisms. (All citations must be noted.) The assignment
should show that you understand how Aristotle supports his views. Do not merely



summarize his position or his remarks; that would show me only that you have read the
text. Instead, present the argument as an argument. (Keep it brief.)

You can use a critique as the starting point for your major paper; but the latter
ought to address an issue rather than a passage. This course paper should be a substantial
piece of work. Whereas the course paper will allow you to pursue a single problem
deeply, the final examination will give you the opportunity to display your
comprehensive knowledge of the issues covered in the course.

Study: Most of the work for this course will lie in the preparation of the reading
assignments. You are expected to come to class prepared to ask and answer questions
about the readings. As you know, reading philosophy is not like reading other material.
You will undoubtedly need to read the assignment more than once. As a minimum, |
suggest three readings. Begin by reading a large portion of text quickly; then carefully
prepare the section that will be discussed in class; third, read the material again after
class. Read the text critically. Ask yourself questions as you read. Construct your own
counter-arguments. Try to anticipate questions that I might ask.

Academic Honesty: All academic work must meet the standards contained in “A
Culture of Honesty.” All students are responsible to inform themselves about those
standards before performing any academic work.
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