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Course description 
This course serves as an introduction to the political thought of  the ancient and medieval 
worlds, emphasizing the plurality of  perspectives and concerns found there. Through close 
readings of  Greek, Roman, Confucian, early Christian, and humanist texts spanning nearly 
2,000 years, we will pay particular attention to the shifting relationship between politics and 
ethics. That is, we will consider the relationship(s) between theories of  governance and ideas 
about living “the best life.” 

Questions to be considered may include: how have philosophers historically defined “the 
best life”? What tensions exist between philosophical pursuits and practical matters of  
government? What is the role of  virtue in designing and maintaining the state? Are some 
models of  government more conducive than others to producing virtuous citizens? To 
whom, or what, is a political ruler accountable - the people, the state, or an ideal? What is 
our obligation when personal beliefs come into conflict with the demands of  the state? Is it 
possible - or desirable - to owe obedience to both a temporal authority (such as a king) and a 
spiritual sovereign (such as a pope)? How should individuals negotiate between competing 
demands? 

To take on these questions, we will engage in close readings of  select texts, beginning in 
ancient Athens and ending in sixteenth-century England. No prior knowledge of  the periods 
or the materials is required. Note, though, that the reading is demanding: it will likely take 
longer than more expository texts to complete and it will often address ideas at a highly 
conceptual level. Give yourself  adequate time to read in advance of  class, as that is the 
primary activity for this course. The goal of  our discussions will be to help you unpack and 
think through what you have read. 

Reading schedule 

Week 1 
T 9/1  Thucydides, The History of  the Peloponnesian War, 1.20-1.24, 2.34-54   
  (Thucydides’ historical method; Pericles’ Funeral Oration; Athenian plague)* 
W 9/2  Thucydides, The History of  the Peloponnesian War, 3.37-3.50, 5.84-5.116  
  (The Mytilenian Debate and the Melian Dialogue)* 
F 9/4  Sophocles, Antigone, lines 1-705  
  

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/History_of_the_Peloponnesian_War
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/History_of_the_Peloponnesian_War


Week 2 
T 9/8  Sophocles, Antigone, lines 706-end 
W 9/9  Euripides, The Suppliant Women, lines 1-650   
F 9/11  Euripides, The Suppliant Women, lines 651-1234 

Week 3 
T 9/15 Plato, Republic, Book I (entire) 
W 9/16 Plato, Republic, Book II (entire) 
F 9/18  Plato, Republic, Book III excerpt (413c4-417b7), Book IV excerpt (427c–445e), 
  and Book V excerpt (451d-466e) 

Week 4 
T 9/22 Plato, Republic, Book V excerpt (472b4–502c) and Book VII (entire) 
W 9/23 Plato, Republic, Book VIII (entire) 
F 9/25  Plato, Republic, 580c–592b and Book X (entire)  

Week 5 
T 9/29 Aristotle, Ethics, pp. 347-391 (I.1-10, I.13, II.1-7, III.1-7) 
W 9/30 Aristotle, Ethics, pp. 391-417 (V.1-2, V.7, V.10, VI.1-3, VI.5-8, VI.12-13) 
F 10/2  Aristotle, Ethics, pp. 417-449 (X.4-9) 

Week 6 
T 10/6 Aristotle, Politics, pp. 450-485 (I.1-6, II.1-5 [excerpts], III.1, III.4, III.6-12) 
W 10/7 Aristotle, Politics, pp. 485-516 (IV.1, IV.3 [excerpt], IV.11, V.1, V.8, V.9   
  [excerpt], VII. 1-3, VII.8-9, VII.13, VII.15) 
F 10/9  No class - fall break 

Week 7 
T 10/13 Mengzi (Mencius), selections in Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy, pp. 
  115-160** 
W 10/14 Xunzi (Hsun Tzu), selections in Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy, pp. 
  255-311** 
F 10/16 Midterm paper outline due in class 
  Peer review workshop 

Week 8 
T 10/20 Cicero, On Duties, Book I 
W 10/21 Cicero, On Duties, Book II 
F 10/23 Midterm paper due in class 
  Cicero, On Duties, Book III 
  
Week 9 
T 10/27 Gospel of  Luke, chapters 1-12 *** 
W 10/29 Gospel of  Luke, chapters 13-24 *** 
F 10/30 Romans (entire) *** 
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?version=NIV&search=Luke%201
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?version=NIV&search=Luke%2013
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Week 10 
T 11/3 Augustine, The City of  God, Books I-V 
W 11/4 Augustine, The City of  God, Books XI-XV 
F 11/6  Augustine, The City of  God, Book XIX and “The Compatibility of  Christianity  
  and Politics” 

Week 11 
T 11/10 Magna Carta,  pp. 3-21 (skim) and 36-69 
W 11/11 Magna Carta, pp. 124-143, 143-154 (skim), and 245-251 
F 11/13 Magna Carta, pp. 265-273 and 339-372 

Week 12 
T 11/17 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, pp. 10-59 
W 11/18 Aquinas, Summa theologiae, pp. 59-75 and 97-123 
F 11/21 Aquinas, Summa theologiae, pp. 164-167, 173-185, and 188-189 

Week 13 
T 11/24 No class - Thanksgiving break 
W 11/25  No class - Thanksgiving break 
F 11/27  No class - Thanksgiving break 

Week 14 
T 12/1 Christine de Pizan, The Book of  the Body Politic, preface and part 1 
W 12/2 de Pizan, The Book of  the Body Politic, part 2 
F 12/4  Final paper outline due in class 
  Peer review workshop 
  de Pizan, The Book of  the Body Politic, part 3 
   
Week 15 
T 12/8 Thomas More, Utopia, letter from More to Peter Giles (pp. 3-7), map of   
  Utopia (pp. 118), and Book I  
W 12/9 More, Utopia, Book II 
F 12/11 In class final exam 

Exam week  
M 12/14 Final paper due at 4pm to Maxey 133 and CLEo 

Required texts 
Thomas Aquinas, On Law, Morality, and Politics (Hackett, 978-0872206632) 
Aristotle, Selections (Hackett, 978-0915145676) 
Augustine, Political Writings (Hackett, 978-0872202108) 
Cicero, On Duties (Cambridge, 978-0521348355) 
Euripides, Electra and Other Plays (Penguin, 978-0140446685) 
Magna Carta (Penguin, 978-0241953372) 
Thomas More, Utopia (Cambridge, 978-0521525404) 
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Christine de Pizan, The Book of  the Body Politic (Cambridge, 978-0521422598) 
Plato, Republic (Hackett, 978-0872207363) 
Sophocles, The Three Theban Plays (Penguin, 978-0140444254) 

It is crucial that you use the listed editions. In addition to the Whitman College Bookstore, 
inexpensive used copies are widely available online.  

* Click the hyperlinked title to be taken to the reading. It’s also posted on the class website. 
** These readings will be available on, or via, the course website. 
*** Click the hyperlinked title to be taken to the reading at Bible Gateway. I recommend 
beginning with the New Revised Standard Version and comparing key passages with two or 
three other translations of  your choice. (The site permits you to see translations side by side.) 
If  you wish to purchase an academic edition, I recommend The New Oxford Annotated Bible. 

Course requirements 
Midterm paper (25%): The midterm paper will be due on Friday, October 23, at the 
beginning of  class. Further details will be given in class. An outline will be due in class on 
Friday, October 16, for a peer review workshop. The outline will constitute 5% of  the 
paper’s grade. 

Final paper (35%): The final paper will be due due during exam week (exact date TBA). An 
outline will be due in class on Friday, December 4, for a peer review workshop and is worth 
5% of  the final paper’s grade. 

Final exam (20%): The final exam will be given during our last class meeting on December 
11. 

Participation (20%): Regular attendance is required, barring illness. There are many ways to 
participate, from offering your own thoughts, to asking your classmates to expand on or 
clarify points they have made, to speaking with me in office hours. To earn a full grade for 
participation, be prepared to join the conversation several times each week. 

Late assignments will lose one-third of  a letter grade (i.e., an A- becomes a B+) for every day 
that they are late, including weekends. Assignments not submitted will receive an F. All 
assignments must be submitted in order to pass the course. 

** The instructor reserves the right to alter any reading or writing assignments during the semester.** 

Academic honesty 
Integrity is essential to all of  the work you do here at Whitman. I take academic honesty very 
seriously. Anyone found cheating or plagiarizing will automatically fail the related 
assignment(s). All issues of  cheating and plagiarism will be documented and reported 
to the Dean of  Students.  

The best way to avoid any trouble is simply to ask me any questions you have about what 
does and does not constitute plagiarism – it can seem like a very confusing subject, but we 
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can get a handle on it rather easily. As described in the Whitman Student Handbook, 
“plagiarism occurs when you, intentionally or due to your own negligence, use someone 
else’s words, ideas, or data without proper acknowledgment.” Please see the Handbook for 
further information and ask me any questions you have as they arise! 

Technology 
The use of  laptops, tablets, and (smart)phones is verboten (forbidden). All items must be 
muted for the duration of  class. Readings posted online must be printed and brought to 
class. 

Classroom decorum 
It is to be expected that you will encounter a variety of  arguments, opinions, and 
perspectives over the quarter, a number of  which you may disagree with. Polite, reasoned 
disagreement is welcomed - even encouraged! - but please maintain a respectful tone, 
particularly when addressing your colleagues. 

Accessibility and Disability Support Services 
If  you are a student with a disability who will need accommodations in this course, please 
meet with either Julia Dunn, Associate Dean of  Students (Memorial 325, 509.527.5213, 
dunnjl@whitman.edu) or Rebecca Frost, Director of  Student Success and Disability Support 
Services (Memorial 325, 509.527.5213, frostr@whitman.edu) for assistance in developing a 
plan to address your academic needs. Feel free to speak with me as well. All information 
about disabilities is considered private and will be treated with discretion. You can find out 
more about Whitman’s Disability Support Services at their website. 

Academic resources on campus 
Center fOr Writing and Speaking (COWS)  Whitman Workshop Wednesdays 

 5

https://www.whitman.edu/academics/academic-resource-center/handbooks-planners-and-resources/student-handbook
https://www.whitman.edu/academics/academic-resource-center/disability-support-services
https://www.whitman.edu/academics/academic-resource-center/written-and-oral-communication-resources/center-for-writing-and-speaking
https://www.whitman.edu/academics/academic-resource-center/study-skills/workshops/sign-up-for-a-workshop

