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Renaissance and Modern Philosophy       

This course will survey important thinkers and ideas in Western philosophy from just prior to the beginning 
of the 16th century until close to the end of the 18th century, an era in philosophy that begins in the 
Renaissance and encompasses the incredibly fruitful epoch generally referred to as the Modern period. We 
will read and discuss selections from Pico della Mirandola, Michel de Montaigne, Francis Bacon, Galileo, 
Descartes, Leibniz, Newton, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Kant, as well as letters and independent writings 
from lesser-known women thinkers in the period, with particular emphasis on the role and limits of reason 
and scientific method, debates between rationalism and empiricism, the nature of reality and our access to it, 
and the role of the human subject in the world and in the formation of knowledge. While we will make 
mention of many other important areas of philosophy in this period—such as ethics, social and political 
thought, and philosophical questions concerning religion—our primary focus will be the aforementioned 
topics in epistemology, metaphysics, and the philosophy of mind. By the end of the course, students will have 
a basic sense of the issues that dominated the Renaissance and Modern periods in Western philosophy, 
including the Enlightenment, and of the ramifications of these ideas beyond philosophy in Western 
intellectual history more generally. 
 
 
Texts 
The anthologies of primary sources listed below are required for the course. Additional readings will be made 
available to students via online reserves through the tab on the course Blackboard page. 
 
Modern Philosophy: An Anthology of Primary Sources. Ed. Roger Ariew and Eric Watkins. Second Edition. 
Indianapolis: Hackett, 2009.  ISBN: 978-0872209787    (*be sure to get the second edition!) 
 
Women Philosophers of the Early Modern Period. Ed. Margaret Atherton. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994. 
ISBN: 978-0872202597 
 
Assessment 
A) attendance, in-class writing, and active participation in class discussion:                     10%  
B) 3 take-home essay exams                        each 15% x 3= 45% 
C) VoiceThread “Republic of Letters”                       15% 
D) Term paper (proposal, in-class workshopping, and final draft of 5-8 pages)        30% 
 
 

A) Attendance, In-class Writing and Participation 
Attendance at every class meeting is essential to your success in this course, and along with participation, 
evidence of completion of the reading assignments, and completion of in-class writing exercises, accounts 
for 10% of your final grade. If you have to miss class because of illness or other legitimate reasons you should 
email me prior to class time in to request that your absence to be excused. Absences will be excused at my 
discretion. Needing to study, write a paper, take a test, etc., for another course is never a valid excuse for 
missing this course. Each unexcused absence after the first will result in a 1/3 letter grade deduction from your 
participation grade (e.g., with otherwise excellent participation in discussion and completion of readings, 2 
unexcused absences = A-; 3 unexcused absences = B+; 4 unexcused absences = B; and so on). Note that 
perfect attendance alone does not guarantee an A grade for participation.  

The class will be conducted through a mix of informal lecture, group discussion, and in-class writing 
using TodaysMeet (a simple web platform I will explain in class). After some remarks to introduce the 
material and situate it in context or a quick in-class writing exercise, I will generally begin by posing a few 
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open discussion questions or by calling on someone to summarize the issues and arguments he or she found 
most interesting in that day’s reading.  While questions for clarification of the text are always welcome, 
students are also expected to raise issues to be discussed, and to respond to and constructively build upon 
the comments of others. Your grade will reflect your active and thoughtful participation in class discussion. 
The ideal participant in class discussion will further the dialogue by offering his or her own views, with 
reference to the text, and listening to others carefully and with an open mind, helping the group to arrive at a 
more nuanced and thoughtful understanding of the issues under discussion.  
 

B) Essay Exams 
You will write three take-home essay exams during the semester. These exams will be open book/ open 
notes, but will demand philosophical reflection and original thought, and not merely regurgitation of course 
material. Although these are take-home exams, the questions will be provided well in advance and you should 
treat them in both style and attention to detail more like short papers than like “blue book” exams. Since this 
is a writing-intensive (“W”) course, your exams are expected to consist of polished, grammatically correct, 
well-written and well-organized essays. Due dates and times (i.e., the time by which you must submit your 
essays on Blackboard) are listed on the course schedule. The exams will be collected through SafeAssign in 
Blackboard. We will discuss the format in greater detail in class prior to the first exam. 
 

C) VoiceThread: “The Republic of Letters” 
One reason for the incredible ferment of new and revolutionary thinking in the Modern period was the 
possibility, for the first time, of regular handwritten correspondence between learned individuals (and not just 
religious or secular authorities) across great distances. This network of scholarly correspondence in the 
Modern period is commonly referred to as “The Republic of Letters.” We will be reading several examples of 
such exchanges throughout the semester, but we will also be engaging in a “virtual” form of such 
correspondence ourselves, instituting our own “republic of letters” through a course VoiceThread. 
VoiceThread is a video, audio, and written discussion board which allows you to post written or recorded 
comments and to engage with the posts of your colleagues.  

Postings will serve as a form of correspondence with our Renaissance and Modern interlocutors and 
with each other, and as a record of our out-of-class conversations. Students will be required to post a 
comment (video, audio, or typed; as preferred) each week, and to respond to at least one other person’s 
comment from the previous week. In addition to giving us a firsthand understanding of the importance of 
such correspondence for the development of ideas, the VoiceThread will provide an opportunity for 
continuing to engage with major ideas from the course outside of class, and will provide a reference for study 
in preparation for your exams and final paper. Additional details of the project, specific procedures for 
posting, grading criteria, etc. will be discussed in class at the beginning of the semester. 
 

D) Term Paper 
At the end of the semester, students will write a concise and polished final paper of approximately 5-8 pages, 
using what they learned in the course to investigate and reflect upon a more specific issue in Modern 
philosophy, on the basis of a number of possible prompts distributed by me in advance, some of which will 
include the option to explore additional readings from the course texts not covered in class during the 
semester (more detailed instructions will be provided along with the paper prompts). Since this is a writing-
intensive (“W”) course, you will be expected to spend a great deal of time and effort to produce a polished 
final paper crafted through multiple drafts and revisions. Your grade on the final paper will be determined on 
the basis of the following sub-assignments: i) A one-paragraph paper proposal containing your basic thesis 
and a preliminary outline of your paper posted to Blackboard by 11:59PM on 11/25; ii) Participation in 
mandatory in-class writing workshop on 12/2, including complete draft of your paper printed out and brought with you to 
class on that day; iii) Submission of the revised and polished final version of your paper submitted through 
SafeAssign on Blackboard by 11:59PM on 12/16. I am happy to look at drafts of thesis statements, outlines, 
etc., or to discuss other questions related to your paper at any point in the writing process, but in order to 
encourage you to get an early start on your writing, I will not respond to any such requests initiated less than 72 hours 
before the paper is due.  
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A Note on Philosophical Reading and Using Texts in Class 
Your task in this course will not to “cram” or memorize material, but to think. Reading, thinking about, and 
discussing philosophical issues (both in class and in your take-home exams and papers) will be your main 
task, and you are expected to devote a significant amount of time to carefully reading and thinking about the 
assigned material, and to come to class with the issues in mind and the text in hand. The reading of 
philosophical texts is a skill that must be developed. The texts we will study are challenging, and should be 
read slowly and carefully, pencil in hand (or PDF markup tool at the ready). It will benefit you both in this 
class and in your future studies to get in the habit of taking notes as you read, either in the margins, in a 
notebook, or on a computer or tablet. Though not all issues from the texts will come up in class, you are 
responsible for all of the assigned material for a given day and should be prepared to discuss any aspect of it. 
Always remember that these are primary texts in philosophy, not textbooks: the main task of this course (and 
of philosophical work in general) is thinking about the issues, not memorizing and regurgitating course 
material. A large part of philosophy is the thought and reflection that the readings evoke, so leave yourself 
some time after reading to think about what you’ve read before our discussion. Please don’t attempt to finish 
the reading right as you walk into class, and don’t be afraid to discuss these issues with friends and colleagues 
outside of class. Philosophy often best learned in dialogue. 
 
Disability Assistance 
It is the policy of Emory University to make reasonable accommodations for qualified students with 
disabilities.  If you have or think you may have a condition or disability such that the requirements of this 
course could present a problem, please contact the Office of Access, Disability Services and Resources 
(formerly ODS): 110 Administration building; 404.727.9877; http://www.ods.emory.edu and make this 
known to me in person as soon as possible. 
 
Plagiarism 
Presenting the ideas or words of someone else as your own—intentionally or not—constitutes plagiarism.  
Plagiarism on assignments, and cheating in any form, will result in an F on the assignment, and repeated 
offenses will result in an F in the course.  We will discuss basic citation practices in class prior to the first 
assignment.  
 
Course Schedule 
Below you will find the complete schedule for the course, including daily reading assignments and due dates 
for all assignments.  All readings should be completed prior to class time, and students are expected to bring 
copies of the day's text with them to each class session. All selections are found in the required course texts, 
unless otherwise noted. It is expected that students will also read the introductory material associated with 
each reading from the course texts and reserves. Readings labeled “suggested reading” are not required and will 
not be tested on the essay exams, but may help you to better situate and understand the required readings and 
may be referenced in class. The course schedule may be updated at any point during the semester (with 
advance notice) in order to best address the interests, strengths, and pace of the class. 

 
 

Th 8/28 Course/syllabus introduction; setting the scene for Renaissance thought: selection from 
Aquinas: “The Ladder of Being” (distributed online prior to class, read in class) (reserves)  

 

I. Beginnings in the Renaissance 

Tu 9/2  Pico della Mirandola, “Oration on the Dignity of Man” (reserves) 

Th 9/4  Montaigne, from Apology for Raymond Sebond; Sanches, from That Nothing is Known (reserves) 

Tu 9/9  Bacon, selections from New Organon; Galileo, selections from The Assayer  
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II. The Rise of Rationalism  

Th 9/11 Descartes, Discourse on Method, parts 1, 2, and 5     

Tu 9/16 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Dedication, Preface, Meditations I-II 

Th 9/18 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditations III-IV 

Tu 9/23 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditations V-VI 

Th 9/25  Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia, selections from Her Correspondence with Descartes; 
Wilhem Amo, from The Apatheia of the Human Mind (reserves) 

Tu 9/30 Descartes and Hobbes, Objections and Replies (pp. 69-82) 

Th 10/2 Leibniz, Primary Truths  

Tu 10/7 Leibniz, Monadology 

 

III. The Rise of Empiricism 

Th 10/9 Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book I, Ch. 1 & 2; Book II, Ch. 1  

 Prompts for essay exam on units 1 and 2 available online  

Tu 10/14 FALL BREAK: NO CLASS          
Suggested readings: Damaris Cudsworth, selections from her correspondence with Leibniz;  
Newton, selections from Principia and Optics (284-293) 

Th 10/16 Essay exam (over units 1 and 2) due online by 2PM; in-class discussion 

Tu 10/21 Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book II, Ch. 2-12 

Th 10/23 NO IN-CLASS MEETING        
  Required reading: Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Bk. IV, Ch. 1-3.21 (to p. 399b);
  Suggested reading: Catherine Cockburn: selections from A Defense of Mr. Locke’s Essay… 

Tu 10/28 Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, Preface and Introduction  

Th 10/30 Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, Part I, Sections 1-33;  
  Lady Mary Shepherd, Selections from Essays on the Perception of an External Universe 

Tu 11/4 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sections I-IV 

Th 11/6 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sections V-VII 

Tu 11/11 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sections VIII & XII   
  Prompts for essay exam on unit 3 available online 

 

IV. The Kantian Synthesis 

Th 11/13 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, Preface and Preamble  

Tu 11/18 Essay exam (over unit 3) due online by 2PM; in-class discussion   
  Final paper assignment discussed in class 

Th 11/20 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, Part I and Part II through §35 (to p. 690b)       

Tu 11/25 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, rest of Part II and Part III         
One-paragraph term paper proposals due on Blackboard by 11:59PM     

Th 11/27 THAKSGIVING RECESS: NO CLASS  

Tu 12/2 Writing Workshop: bring comple t e  dra f t  of term paper (printed out) to class  
  Prompts for essay exam on unit 4 available online      

Th 12/4 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, Conclusion and Scholium 

Tu 12/9 Essay exam (over unit 4) due online by 2PM; in-class concluding discussion 

Tu 12/16  Revised final drafts of papers due on Blackboard by 11:59PM  


