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Ancient Political Thought
The sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher.  Philosophy indeed has no other origin.


—Socrates, in Plato’s Theaetetus

Is there any such thing as political philosophy?


—Jacques Rancière

Why read ancient texts?  The world that formed them is long gone.  The political practices and social orders discussed, and often justified, by classical philosophers are in many ways irrelevant to our own condition and—take the case of slavery—repugnant to our ethical sensibilities.  That such thinkers could guide political reflection in the modern world has long been questioned.  Shouldn’t the skepticism grow sharper now, when at least some people declare that even the modern era has passed?  In the face of such questions, the premise of this course is that serious engagement with ancient thought remains an invaluable way to think about political life.  The value lies at once in the disjuncture between ancient and contemporary understandings of politics and in the—sometimes odd or unexpected—continuities between them.  In our reading and discussion, we will pay attention to both the gaps and the continuities.  We will make some effort to situate the texts in their social contexts, reading them as responses to problems that cannot always be equated with those facing contemporary polities.  We will consider, too, the influence that ancient thinkers had upon each other (say, Plato’s influence upon Aristotle) and upon those who came later (e.g. how Augustine draws on both Paul and Plato).  But the course will not require or impart expertise in the social, cultural, or political life of any particular period, and we will not reduce the theories to mere moments of intellectual history.  Some of the questions these texts pose endure.  Some, indeed, must be faced by any thoughtful person or community.  And while some, in contrast, are rarely asked today, we should be open to the possibility that these are the most relevant of all.  Judged by the standards of the ancient world, recent liberal philosophy has converged on an unusually narrow set of issues.  One task of this course is to ask whether that convergence ought to be resisted, and whether these writings can help us do so.  For all of the differences between past and present, and despite the importance of preserving an element of distance or strangeness in these works, we will read the ancient thinkers in order to reflect on how to think, to act, to live.


As we work our way through the material from Plato to Augustine, then, we will take up the following topics:  What is justice?  What is the good life?  Can they be known?  How should they be pursued?  By whom?  Must freedom or fulfillment for some necessarily rest upon the subordination of others?  Does freedom require leading (or avoiding) a political life?  Is democracy truly the best form of rule?  What are its material and ethical prerequisites?  What are its consequences?  What does it take—what kind of leadership, cultural conditions, and spiritual commitments are necessary—to create a people?  What roles do worldly governance and struggles for power play in the lives of those who are ultimately concerned with spiritual truths or salvation?  How should we understand the origins, workings, and meaning of evil?  While these questions will vary in relevance as we move from author to author, period to period, we will pay particular attention, throughout the semester, to what we should mean by “politics” and how one can best think “philosophically” or “theoretically” about it. 

I do not assume that we will begin from or reach shared understandings of these matters.  I doubt that, when we are done, any of us will consider them to have been resolved in a definitive or even satisfactory way.  But I do expect that you will be willing to confront the questions seriously and passionately as we go along:  that is the fundamental course requirement from which all other, more particular ones follow.  If you are not interested in thinking—hard—about these difficult and sometimes uncomfortable topics, then the course is probably not for you.  I will typically help to frame the questions with twenty minutes or so of introductory comments, and I will sometimes give more substantial lectures, but most of our sessions will be primarily devoted to discussion. Your task is not only to grasp, as best you can, the arguments of the texts but also to begin to figure out what you think of these arguments.  Come to class prepared to talk about both.  To take a useful part in the conversation you of course need to do the assignments on time.  As the readings vary in length and difficulty, it is important to familiarize yourself with the nature of the assignments in advance so you leave yourself time to do them properly. You can’t learn political theory by skimming or speed-reading; you may find that the more challenging works or passages require you to read them more than once. 

Class participation will count for 20% of your grade.  The remaining 80% will be based upon your written work.  You are required to write three 7-8 pp. papers.  The goals of the assignments are to ensure that you to come to terms, at least provisionally, with each of the major figures in the class, and to foster the kind of sustained engagement with the materials that will further contribute to the quality of our discussions.  I will provide paper topics, but you may write about your own topics if you clear them with me first.  Finally, let me call your attention to two important points.  First, I expect you to attend class consistently; if you do not do so, I reserve the right to lower your grade beyond the 20% allocated for participation.  Persistent non-attendance may result in failing the course.  Second, the Williams honor code applies to all aspects of your work in this course.  You are encouraged to discuss ideas with fellow students, and it is fine to have peers read drafts of your work, but all essays must be written by you alone. You must be careful to cite all sources for your papers. If you have concerns about your ability to do an assignment, please come talk to me—do not plagiarize.  If you are at any time uncertain about how the Honor Code applies, please ask me.

The following books are available at Water St. Books:


Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics (Ross translation, Oxford University Press) 


Aristotle, The Politics (Jowett translation, Cambridge University Press)

Augustine, City of God (Walsh et al. translation, Image Books)

Epictetus, Enchiridion (Long translation, Prometheus Books)


Hughes, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Aristotle on Ethics (Routledge)


Plato, The Republic (Griffith translation, Cambridge University Press)


Plato, The Trial and Death of Socrates (Grube translation, Hackett Publishing) 

We will be working closely with the texts in class.  It is important that you have a personal copy that you can bring with you to our discussions.  If you already own or have free access to some edition of these books, you are welcome to use whatever you have.  If you have to buy copies, however, I would prefer that you purchase the ones I’ve ordered.  The one exception to this rule is the Bible.  You are required to have some version of the Hebrew Bible and New Testament, but I have not ordered a text.  (I am happy, however, to recommend translations to you.)  All other readings are in the xeroxed course reader, available in the basement of Hollander Hall.  Selections from the reader are indicated on the syllabus with an asterisk.

Schedule of Assignments

W. 2/2


Introduction to Course

I. Philosophical Lives and Cities in Speech

Tu. 2/8


Plato, Apology




Recommended:  Euthyphro
Th. 2/10

Plato, Crito, Phaedo (death scene)




Tu. 2/15

*Thucydides, “Melian Dialogue”



Plato, Republic, I

Th. 2/17

Plato, Republic, II-III

Tu. 2/22

Plato, Republic, IV-V

Th. 2/24

Plato, Republic, VI-VII

Tu. 3/1


Plato, Republic, VIII-IX

Th. 3/3


Plato, Republic, X 
M. 3/7


First Paper Due, Schapiro Hall, 5:00 p.m.

Recommended for this unit:
*Knox, “Fifth Century Athens” 

*Forrest, The Emergence of Greek Democracy, 175-235 



*Nehamas, “Socratic Irony”





*Lear, “Inside and Outside the Republic” 





*Spelman, “Hairy Cobblers and Philosopher Queens”



(The first two sources are on the cultural and political context; the latter 

three are analyses of Plato’s work.)

II.  
The Virtues of Politics  

Tu. 3/8


Aristotle, Ethics, I




Hughes, Aristotle on Ethics, chps. 1-3
Th. 3/10

Aristotle, Ethics, II; III, 1-7; IV, 3; [cut or move:  V, 1-2, 6]




Hughes, Aristotle, chps. 4, 6

Tu. 3/15

Aristotle, Ethics, VI, VII 




Hughes, Aristotle, chps. 5, 7

Th. 3/17

Aristotle, Ethics, VIII, IX

    


Hughes, Aristotle, chp. 8 

SPRING BREAK
Tu. 4/5


Aristotle, Ethics, X 



Hughes, Aristotle, chps. 9, 10

Th. 4/7


Aristotle, Politics, I; II, 1-5,7 

Tu. 4/12

Aristotle, Politics, III, 1-13, 18 

Th. 4/14

Aristotle, Politics, IV, 1-13, V

Tu. 4/19

Aristotle, Politics, VI, 1-5; VII, 1-10, 13-15

Recommended for this unit:  
*JACT, “Athenian Society” (excerpts)





*Cole, “Women, Slaves, and the 'Love of Toil’”

III.  
A Postpolitical Ethic?

Th. 4/21

Epictetus, Enchiridion

Recommended for this unit:
*Foucault, “The Ethics of Concern for the Self as a Practice of Freedom”

M. 4/25

Second Paper Due, Schapiro Hall, 5:00 p.m.

IV. Nation and Liberation, Faith and Suffering 

Tu. 4/26
  
Hebrew Bible:  Exodus, 1-7:13, 10:1-2, 10:28-21:7, 23-25:9, 32-34; Numbers, 8, 

11-16, 20-21; Deuteronomy 4:1-9, 5:1-3, 9:1-5, 12:1-14, 17, 28-31:29, 34




Th. 4/28

Hebrew Bible:  Job 
Recommended for this unit:  
*Walzer, “Exodus Politics” 




          
*Said, “Walzer’s ‘Exodus and Revolution’:  A Canaanite Reading”





*Walzer/Said, “An Exchange”


Th. 4/2

Thanksgiving Break

V. 
 Moral Freedom and the Problem of Evil

Tu. 5/1


New Testament:  Acts, 9-10:30, 13; Romans




Hebrew Bible:  Jeremiah 31: 31-35

Th. 5/3
Augustine, City of God, Preface, 1; IV: 3-4; V: 8-11, 15-17, 20-21, 24; XI: 1-2, 

22, 24-28, XII: 2, 7-10; XIII: 1, 2, 13-16; XIV:  1-6, 11-16, 26, 28

Tu. 5/8


Augustine, City of God, XV: 1-2, 4-7, 17; XVIII: 1-2, 41, 53-54; XIX 4-7, 13-21, 

24-28; XX 1-2; XX1 1-2, 4 (just pp. 495-496), 9, XXII: 30  

Recommended for this unit:  
*Connolly, “A Letter to Augustine”

Th. 5/10

Review and Conclusion

Tu. 5/15

Final Paper Due, Schapiro Hall, 5:00 p.m.

