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PHILOSOPHY OF EMOTIONS 
(WINTER 2018) 

 
Instructor: Curie Virág 
Time: Thursdays 11:00-12:40 
Open to M.A. and Ph.D students 
2 credits 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
During the past several decades, the emotions have emerged as a topic of major concern in philosophy. While 
this appears to be a relatively new development, interest in the emotions has a far longer, and more enduring, 
history, reaching back to the ancient beginnings of philosophical inquiry itself. Given that fact that the 
emotions have been a shared preoccupation of all of the major philosophical traditions, irrespective of time 
period and geography, this course takes a culturally and historically expansive approach to the topic. After 
considering the main lines of contemporary approaches to the emotions, we will examine how thinkers in 
both the ancient Greek and Chinese traditions (as well as the Indian Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition) 
conceptualized the emotions, both psychologically and ethically, and how they envisioned the role of 
emotions in theories and practices of the good life. We will also interrogate the place of emotions in natural 
philosophy, in relation to the endeavor to understand and make sense of the reality of both human beings 
and the cosmos at large. 
 
An important goal of this course is to explore ways in which past approaches to the emotions might be 
brought to bear upon present-day philosophical inquiry.  Rather than taking contemporary theories of 
emotions and their corresponding categories as the basis for understanding past approaches, or alternatively, 
treating past approaches as the historical background for the real business of doing philosophy, it will 
consider how past perspectives might offer alternative models and perspectives for thinking about the 
emotions, thus shedding critical light on the assumptions and conceptual foundations of current habits of 
thinking.  
 
Prior background in Chinese philosophy, ancient philosophy or philosophy of emotions would be helpful but 
not required. All sources will be read in English translation.  
 

COURSE GOALS 
 
1. To provide a substantial introduction to the major issues and debates surrounding the philosophy of 
emotions, and their larger conceptual contexts 
2. To consider a broader and more conceptually diverse range of possibilities for thinking about the emotions 
by examining perspectives from multiple cultural and historical traditions 
3. To enable students to explore the relevance and philosophical importance of the emotions 
4. To open space that allows for the creative application of course materials to related philosophical topics, in 
both written work and in class discussions 
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 
1. To achieve familiarity with the broader outlines of current philosophical approaches to the emotions 
2. To learn about the early history of thinking about emotions from geographically expansive perspectives 
3. To better understand the larger conceptual contexts of particular ways of approaching the emotions, as 
well as the larger issues at stake in thinking about the emotions 
4. To develop skills in the analysis and interpretation of texts and to communicate them effectively in writing 
and in class discussions 
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ASSESSMENT  
 
1. Participation: 30% 
2. Presentation: 10% 
3. Short essay (1000-1200 words, due March 14): 20% 
4. Long essay (1600-1800 words, due April 13): 40% 
 

 
 

SCHEDULE (TENTATIVE)  

 

WEEK DATE TOPIC     READINGS 
 
1  1/11 Course Introduction    
 
 
CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES 
 
2  1/18 The Modern Science of Emotions Thomas Dixon, From Passions to Emotions. The 
       Creation of a Secular Psychological Category (Cambridge 
       2003): 1-25.   
 
       Optional: William James, “What is an Emotion”? 
       Mind 9.34 (1884): 188-205.   
      
3.  1/25 Some Contemporary Approaches  1. Jesse Prinz, “Embodied Emotions”, in R. C. 
       Solomon (ed.), Thinking about Feeling (Oxford: 
       2004): 44-58. 
  
       2. Martha Nussbaum, “Emotions as Judgments of 
       Value and Importance”, in R. C. Solomon (ed.), 
       Thinking about Feeling: 183-199. 
 
4.  2/1 Emotions, Persons and Selves  1. Charles Taylor, “The Concept of a Person”, in  
       Human Agency and Language (Cambridge, 1985), 97- 
       114. 
        
       2. Ronald de Sousa, The Rationality of Emotion 
       (Cambridge: 1987) Ch. 1. “Getting Philosophically 
       Involved with Emotion”, 1-20.    
 
ANCIENT GREEK APPROACHES 
 
5 2/8 Plato and Aristotle   Selections from J. Annas, Voices of Ancient  
       Philosophy (Oxford, 2001): 71-97.  
 
6 2/15 The Stoics    Selections from B. Inwood and L. Gerson, The 
       Stoics Reader. (Hackett 2008) 
 
       Optional:  
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       M. Graver, Stoicism and Emotions, Ch. 1. “A 
       Science of the Mind,” 1-36.  
 
EARLY CHINESE APPROACHES 
 
7 2/22 Conceptual Introduction and Mencius Selections from Mencius in B.W. Van  

        Norden, trans., Mengzi: with Selections from   
        Traditional Commentaries (Hackett, 2008). 

 
       Optional: 
       C. Virág, Emotions in Early Chinese Philosophy 
       (Oxford 2017) Ch. 4. “Human Nature and the  
       Pattern of Moral Life in Mencius,” 101-132. 
        
8 3/1 Zhuangzi    1. Selections from B. Ziporyn, trans. Zhuangzi: 
       The Essential Writings. With Selections from  
       Traditional Commentaries (Hackett 2009) 
        
       2. C. Fraser, “Emotions and Agency in Zhuangzi.” 
       Asian Philosophy 21.1 (2011): 97-121. 
 
9 3/8 Xunzi     1. Selections from E. Hutton, Xunzi (Princeton 
       2014) 
        
       2. T.C. Kline, “The Therapy of Desire in Early  
       Confucianism: Xunzi.” Dao. A Journal of Comparative 
       Philosophy 5, no.2 (June 2006): 235-246. 
 
* Short essay due March 14 * 
 
10 3/15 Holiday   
 
 
INDIAN BUDDHIST APPROACHES 
 
11 3/22 Santideva and the Mahāyāna  1. W. Edelglass, “The Bodhisattva Path. S´āntideva’s 
  Path     Bodhicaryavatara.” In J. Garfield and W. Edelglass,  
       Buddhist Philosophy. The Essential Readings (Oxford  
       2009): 388-399.  
   
       2. R. Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford 
       1998), Ch. 9. “Mahāyāna: The Great Vehicle,” 
       224-252. 
 
12 3/29 Applications and discussions of final Individualized readings 
  projects   
 
* Long essay due April 13 * 
 
 


