INTRODUCTION TO ANCIENT GREEK POLITICAL THOUGHT
Instructor:
Email:
Course Times:
Course Location:
Office:
Office Hours:

Alexandra Oprea
alex.oprea@duke.edu
3.00 - 4.30pm Tuesdays and Thursdays
Institut für Sozialwissenschaften, Room 4b
Coffee House next door
Mondays, 2pm-5pm or by appointment

Course Description
The vocabulary of contemporary Western politics is the vocabulary of the
ancient Greeks. Citizens publicly discussed domestic affairs within their city
(polis) and their diplomatic relations with other cities - the original politics.
Male heads of household controlled the labor of women, children and slaves
within the home (oikos) - the original economics (oikonomia). The Spartans
claimed to be governed by the best (aristoi) as an aristocracy, while the
Athenians invented the government by the people (demos) we call democracy
today (kratos means power). The love (philia) of wisdom (sophia) of certain
citizens and resident aliens gives us the term philosophia and the study of
philosophy. This course introduces some of the earliest Western considerations
of political questions about the best form of government, the just distribution
of resources, the role of experts in politics, political education and freedom of
expression.

Pre-Requisites
This is an introductory-level course and there is no expectation that students
have any background in either political theory or classics. However, some
knowledge of European and/or Greek history will be an asset during class
discussions.
Course Objectives
By the end of the course, successful learners will be able to:
• constructively and critically engage with texts from the Classical Greek
period
• explain and apply fundamental concepts such as "politics", "justice",
"power", "democracy", "expertise"
• compare and contrast different political regimes and evaluate their merits
• discuss the strengths and weaknesses of particular institutions of
Athenian democracy, relying on both ancient and original arguments
• reflect critically on the ideals and institutions of contemporary politics in
light of the lessons of the ancient Greek past
Required Materials
One advantage of studying ancient Greek texts is that all documents are in the
public domain. All links and documents will be provided on the course website.
Written and Oral Assignments
You will be responsible for a short reflection paper, a discussion paper, an
exegetical essay, an oral presentation and a final in-class exam.
A reflection paper will be a one to two page discussion of your individual
experience with politics. You will be asked to consider what citizenship means
to you and how you understand political participation.
A discussion paper will be a two to three page engagement with the primary
sources for an upcoming class. An excellent paper will critically analyze the
main arguments and provide two or three open discussion questions for the
class to engage. The discussion papers are due to the entire class at 6pm the
day before class. You are expected to then meet with me before class to
discuss the questions and the lesson plan for the day.

An exegetical paper will involve a 5 to 7 page answer to one out three questions,
asking you to constructively and critically engage texts we have read together.
Your paper will be evaluated according to the following three criteria, though
basic writing issues will also be taken into account:
• addresses the prompt in full with a clear answer;
• relies on a broad and deep survey of textual evidence to support your
claims, whether through quotations or paraphrasing;
• draws interpretive connections between the authors and ideas that
you cover in your answer.
The best papers will also provide some insight as to why this topic may be of
relevance to political history or politics today more generally. Students who
receive a grade lower than B will be allowed one re-write on this essay which
will be re-evaluated on the basis of both final version and progress made.
For the oral presentation, each student will give a six minute presentation on one
of the optional readings for one of the class sessions. The presentation will be
followed by a four minute Q&A. I encourage everyone to meet with me early
in the semester to choose readings on the basis of your interests. A successful
presentation will be clear and concise, conveying the key elements of the
reading without going into excessive detail.
The final exam will be held in class and consist primarily of short written
responses. It will require broad mastery of course material.
The Craft of Writing
Written work other than the in-class final must be typed in 12-point standard
font (e.g. Times New Roman) and double-spaced, with one-inch margins, and
page numbers.
All evidence must be cited in accordance with MLA or Chicago format. If you
are unsure of these rules and requirements, see me, or consult a style
handbook. If you have any questions about writing essays in college or writing
in political theory, please see me as early as possible.
For further writing support, feel free to consult the wonderful resources of the
Swarthmore Writing Center.

Academic Integrity
Plagiarism is a serious offense, and consists of knowingly misrepresenting
another’s work as your own. This can apply to buying papers online or
misappropriating an author’s words or research without reference. If you have
questions about citing sources, see me in advance.
The (Ancient) Art of Discussing Politics
A top goal of the course is to foster a comfortable environment for talking
about political ideas and opinions. As our course will often be complex and
contentious, please remain respectful of others and yourself.
Receiving a good participation grade requires you to ask questions and engage
in conversation. Of course, students have varying comfort levels for speaking
up, so please chat with me in office hours or email if you find it difficult to
contribute.
If you are unable to attend class for a legitimate reason (illness, family
emergency, etc.), please contact the instructor via email to provide the reason
either before you miss or within five days after missing when possible. More
than two unexcused absence will negatively impact your grade.
Accommodating Students with Disabilities
Students with disabilities who believe they may need accommodations in this
class are encouraged to contact me as soon as possible to better ensure that
such accommodations can be implemented in a timely fashion.
Grading Policy
Unless otherwise stated, you must submit a hard copy and an electronic version
of an assignment in the beginning of class. No late work will be considered
unless discussed with me at least a week in advance.
Reflection Paper
Discussion Paper
Participation in Class
Exegetical Essay (including re-write)
Oral Presentation (including Q&A)
Final exam

5%
10%
10%
30%
20%
25%

Although assignments are individually graded, I do take into consideration your
progress and improvement over the course.
COURSE OUTLINE
All of the texts refer to the selections uploaded to the course website. Given
that this is your first exposure to these texts from the distant past, each week
has a series of reading questions to assist you in working through the reading
(available online).
Why the Greeks?
Sept. 5

Introduction

Sept. 7

Benjamin Constant
"The Liberty of the Ancients compared to that of the Moderns"

The Role of Religion and Myth in Politics
Sept. 12

Homer “The Iliad”

Sept. 14

Homer “The Iliad”

Optional: Herodotus “Histories”, Hesiod “Theogony”
Money and Power in the Ancient World
Sept. 19

Aristotle “Politics”, Book I

Optional: Xenophon “Oeconomicus”, Hesiod “Works and Days”
Regime Types and Revolutions
Sept. 21

Aristotle “Politics”, Book II

Sept. 26

Aristotle “Politics", Book III & Book V

Sept. 28

Aristotle “Politics", Book VI

The Invention of Democracy
Oct. 3

Josiah Ober “Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens”

Optional: Aristotle “Constitution of Athens”, Plutarch “Life of Solon”
Paul Cartledge “Ancient Greek Political Thought in Practice”
Democratic Institutions: Debate in the Assembly
Oct. 5

Thucydides “History of the Peloponnesian War”

Oct. 10

Thucydides “History of the Peloponnesian War”

Oct. 12

Thucydides “History of the Peloponnesian War”

Optional: Isocrates “Against the Sophists”, Demosthenes
FALL BREAK
Democratic Institutions: Jury Trials
Oct. 24

Plato “The Apology of Socrates”

Oct. 26

Plato “The Apology of Socrates”

Optional: Xenophon “The Apology of Socrates”
Aeschylus “The Eumenides”
Exegetical Paper Due
Democratic Institutions: Athenian Theater (Tragedy)
Oct. 31

Sophocles “Antigone”

Nov. 2

Sophocles “Antigone”

Optional: Aeschylus “The Persians”, Sophocles “Oedipus Rex”,
Simon Goldhill “Reading Greek Tragedy”

Democratic Institutions: Athenian Theater (Comedy)
Nov. 7

Aristophanes “Lysistrata”

Nov. 9

Aristophanes “Lysistrata”

Optional: Aristophanes “Knights”
Aristophanes “Frogs”
Non-Democratic Regimes: The Case of Sparta
Nov. 14

Plutarch “Life of Lycurgus”

Optional: Paul Cartledge “The Spartans”
Non-Democratic Regimes: Theoretical Alternatives
Nov. 16

Plato “The Republic” (Book I)

Nov. 21

Plato “The Republic” (Books II - IV)

THANKSGIVING BREAK
Nov. 28

Plato “The Republic” (Book V)

Nov. 30

Plato “The Republic” (Books VI, VII)

Dec. 1

Plato “The Republic” (Books VIII, IX)

Dec. 3

Plato “The Republic” (Book X)

Optional: Aristotle “Politics”, Plato “The Laws”,
Josiah Ober “Political Dissent in Democratic Athens”
What do the Greeks tell us about ourselves?
Dec. 8

Final Thoughts and Recap

Final Exam in Class

