
Philosophy	  6710	  

Survey:	  Early	  Modern	  Philosophy	  

	  

Instructor:	  Patricia	  Sheridan	  

Office	  hours:	  Thursdays,	  1:30-‐3:00	  or	  by	  appointment	  

	  

We	  will	  be	  reading	  some	  of	  the	  canonical	  texts	  of	  the	  early	  modern	  period:	  
Descartes,	  Leibniz,	  Locke,	  Berkeley	  and	  Hume,	  along	  with	  some	  works	  by	  highly	  
influential,	  but	  lesser	  known,	  thinkers	  (including	  Bacon,	  Boyle,	  Bayle,	  Reid	  and	  
others).	  The	  aim	  will	  be	  to	  understand	  something	  of	  the	  intellectual	  environment	  of	  
the	  period	  and	  to	  explore	  the	  interplay	  of	  ideas	  at	  work	  in	  the	  development	  of	  some	  
of	  the	  most	  important	  philosophical	  texts	  in	  the	  history	  of	  philosophy.	  

Textbook:	  

Ariew,	  R.	  and	  Watkins,	  E.,	  Readings	  in	  Early	  Modern	  Philosophy,	  Hackett	  Publishing.	  

	  

Course	  Requirements:	  

Presentation	  	   	   40%  

Prepare for 45 minutes presenting time.  Presentations must do more than merely expository work.  You 
must aim to explore what you take to be key points in the reading, and to present and defend your 
interpretation of the text.  You must make clear how you are reading the text—that is, what you take the 
author to be saying—and you must defend that reading with reference to the text and, if necessary, with 
reference to other aspects of the text that might present interpretive issues of conflicts with your reading.   

You are encouraged to engage with secondary literature on the issues you choose to focus on.  You will be 
expected to consult secondary sources (articles or books by major scholars in the field) and show how your 
interpretation is not only defensible against other interpretations, but offers something others do not.  If you 
are going to defend the ‘standard’ interpretation, then you need to explain why it is superior as an 
explanatory approach to divergent views. 



Expect that presentation will be discussion-oriented.  I will encourage questions and discussion on various 
points made in the course of your presentation.  In this way, presentations will run more as a kind of seminar 
discussion than as a straight, uninterrupted lecture. 

Presentations will be graded on the basis of three criteria: 1. Understanding of the text and attention to 
interpretive points; 2. Clarity and organization of the presentation; 3. Attention to secondary literature 
and/or critical engagement with the text. 

	  

Weekly	  write-‐ups	  	   	   20%	  (10	  x	  2%)	  

1 -2 pages. You will bring one to every class in which you are not presenting (you do not have to do a write-up 
for the weeks you present).   

The write-up is an opportunity for you to offer to raise interpretive points and critical observations of the text.  
What point or points struck you as particularly interesting (i.e. that raises some interesting ideas that you 
think are relevant or innovative in some way), troubling  (i.e. implying something worth worrying about), or 
problematic (perhaps inconsistent with other aspects of the text,).   

You may be asked to contribute your ideas to the class, as a way of opening up some discussion.  

Weekly write-ups will be graded on the basis of the following three citeria: 1. How well you’ve understood the 
text; 2. The clarity of your writing; 3. The quality of your critical engagement with the text.  

	  

Paper	  	   	   	   40%	  

15-20 pages.  The paper will be on a topic of your own choosing.  The paper must take an interpretive 
position.  You are encouraged to address secondary literature by way of defending your reading of the text.  
Ideally, you should think of this paper as something that could be presented at a conference, or worked up 
into a publishable paper.  Thinking of it in this way will force you to come up with something original to say 
about the issues you have chosen to focus on, and to defend that original view.  Think of yourself as 
contributing in some way to the scholarship on this issue/thinker   

**N.B. You must each make an appointment to come see me about your papers.  I will want to hear what you 
are working on, how you are approaching the topic, and what secondary literature you are planning to use. 

A grading guideline will be made available on our course website.	  


