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Syllabus: Ancient Philosophy and Political Thought (2325) 
 

Instructor: Prof. Jacob Stump • Contact: jacob.stump@northeastern.edu	
Office hours: Mondays 3-6pm, Office #408 in Renaissance Park 

 

Overview 
 
Corrupter of the youth (Ap. 24b); gadfly (Ap. 30e); the wisest and most upright man (Phd. 
118b); impudent, contemptuous, and vile (Symp. 215b); a drinker, but seemingly never drunk 
(Symp. 220a); a soldier, but seemingly never scared (Laches 181a-b, Symp. 220d-e); so bizarre 
that no one was ever like him (Symp. 221d); barefoot (Symp. 200b), penniless (Ap. 23b), and 
notoriously ugly (Theaet. 143e); a husband (Phd. 60a) and a father (Ap. 41e); a gift from the 
god to the Athenians (Ap. 30e)—our first task in this course is to become acquainted with 
Socrates, whom Plato describes in these ways. Our starting point is Socrates’ idea that taking 
care of one’s soul is more important than anything else. Is that true? What even is one’s soul? 
What is it like? If one were to live valuing one’s soul more than money, power, and fame, what 
would that life look like? If one were to build a society that prioritized the health of the souls of 
its citizens, what would that society look like? Would it be just? Would we want to live in it?  
 In the second half of the term, we transition to Aristotle, Plato’s top student. We will 
focus on Aristotle’s ethics and political theory. So, we’ll consider some of his most influential 
ideas, e.g., his argument that the good life for humans is determined by human nature, his 
doctrine of the mean, and his three types of friendship. We will end the semester by considering 
three Hellenistic schools of philosophy: Epicureanism, Stoicism, and Skepticism. Our focus with 
each school will be on their conceptions of happiness.    
 One last point. For the ancient Greeks, philosophy was not merely a skillset (e.g., the skill 
of analyzing arguments), nor merely the study of certain topics (e.g., ethics, epistemology), but 
rather, properly conceived, a way of life. This way of conceiving of philosophy is largely out of 
vogue today. It is presupposition of this course, however, that, to best understand and evaluate 
the ideas of ancient philosophers, we must, to some degree, actually live out those ideas. Thus, 
we will be concerned not only to analyze whether the arguments of Plato, Aristotle, and the 
Hellenistic schools support their central tenets: we will be concerned also to live according to 
those tenets, testing them by the trial of experience. In this way, we will gain experience not 
just in thinking about philosophy, but also in living it. 
 

Texts 
 
Two texts are required. Both are available for purchase at the bookstore. Alternatively, used 
copies are widely available online.  
 
 Plato: Complete Works, ed. Cooper & Hutchinson, Hackett. ISBN: 0872203492 
 Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics, tr. Irwin, Hackett. ISBN: 0872204642 
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All other texts will be provided on Blackboard.  
 

Course objectives 
 
1. Learn how to think about the world in collaboration with Plato, Aristotle, and the Hellenistic 
philosophers.    
2. Learn how to reason well, i.e., validly, soundly, convincingly, deeply, and responsibly.  
3. Grow in intellectual courage, intellectual humility, argumentative rigor, and curiosity.  
4. Gain experience in philosophy as a way of life, in the manner of ancient Greek philosophers.  
5. Understand the views of ancient Greek philosophers on the central issues of the course.  
 

Class 
 
Most often class will be used for collaborative inquiry. We will be thinking together in an effort 
to clarify confusing ideas and construct and evaluate arguments—together with each other, and 
together with Plato, Aristotle, and the Hellenistics. It will thus be important for us to interpret 
their writings carefully and charitably, i.e., interpret them in their best light or strongest form, 
so that we can be sure to hear what they are saying. I will not really be imparting to you any 
knowledge that I have, nor will I really be expecting you to memorize and regurgitate any 
material. You will be required to accept nothing on my authority. In contrast, I will be trying to 
make my own reasoning and interpretations as transparent as possible, and I will expect you to 
challenge me on them when you think that they are mistaken or confused. “Thinking together,” 
then, is not just a nice thing to say or promise. It is meant as the foundation of all that we do.   
 Some classes will begin with me presenting material from the reading. Other classes will 
begin with us focusing on a key passage, trying to construct an argument, or cataloguing our 
intuitions (i.e., what seems to us to be true). Often classes will end with us not having reached a 
final answer and desiring to investigate further. In some cases, we will do that in the next class. 
In others, we will move on, and you are encouraged to continue the inquiry online (more below), 
as well as with your peers and me out of class.   
 
Preparation. In order to participate in class meaningfully, you should arrive having read and 
thought about the day’s text. You should also bring the text to class. Note: Reading philosophy 
is difficult, and you should be prepared to read the assignments more than once. You will often 
be confused—that is okay! Try to figure out why you are confused, and come to class prepared 
with questions to help you understand.   
 

Class discussion. Learning how to discuss philosophy is an important part of your education. 
Discussion helps to clarify ideas quickly and deepen understanding. As in any discussion, 
however, some behaviors are counterproductive. Two of the most common problems in 
philosophy classrooms are talking too often and rambling. If you find yourself talking too often, 
hold back and give others a chance to talk. If, after a pause, no one volunteers, then you can fill 
the gap. To avoid rambling, clarify your question or comment in your mind before speaking. 
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Make it concise. Finally, note that there will be disagreement in class. This is good—it is often 
the source of progress and clarification—so long as it is civil. Remember that the goal is not to 
sound smart or to win the argument. The goal is to figure out the truth, and this happens best 
when we are all open to revising our claims and admitting when we are wrong. For more 
information here, see the handout “Contributions you can make in class.”  
 
Devices. In Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus, knowing that he could not resist the alluring call of the 
Sirens, ordered his sailors to plug their ears with beeswax and to tie him to the ship mast, so 
that, whenever their ship passed by the Sirens, they would not be lured to shipwreck. One moral 
is this: whenever you know that some temptation in the future will be too strong to resist—
some temptation that threatens to interfere with your achieving a goal that you care about—
take steps now so that you’ll be prevented from being led astray by it. Accordingly, there will be 
no laptops or phones allowed in class (with few exceptions; if you need to use a laptop or phone 
in class, come talk to me).  
 

Evaluation 
 
Evaluation will consist of seven components: (i) reflections (20%); (ii) explorations (15%);  
(iii) facilitating online discussion for a week (instigator assignment, 5%); (iv) self-assessment of 
your engagement with the course (10%); (v) two argument analysis worksheets (each 10%); (vi) 
one paper (paper of your choice, 25%); and (vii) an in-class game (5%).  
 
Reflections. Reflections (20%) are short, low-stakes writing assignments that are submitted prior 
to class on Blackboard. Most weeks have three classes. On those weeks, I will assign three 
reflections per week, but you need to do only two. Other weeks have only two classes. On those 
weeks, you will need to do both reflections. Some reflections will prompt you to reflect on 
certain parts of your life in light of the readings. Others will ask for interpretations or analysis 
of the readings. I will grade the reflections either 1 or 1/2, depending on the level of 
thoughtfulness showed. To receive a 1, you will not need to write more than a paragraph. For 
each student, there will be 22 gradable reflections total (two per week), but the most you can 
score cumulatively on the reflections is 20. So, you can skip 2 reflections and still receive full 
credit. I will post the reflections for the upcoming week on Blackboard by Saturday morning. 
Note that late submissions of reflections will not be graded; makeup opportunities will not be 
offered; and, while you are welcome to do all the reflections, only two per week will count for 
credit.  
 
Explorations. Philosophy can be thought of as a skill (e.g., the skill of analyzing arguments). It 
can also be thought of as a particular subject matter (e.g., ethics, epistemology). To ancient 
Greek philosophers, however, it was in the first place a way of life. Explorations (15%) are out-
of-class exercises that will have us (“us,” because I will be doing them as well) actually trying 
out living philosophically, in the manner of the ancient Greek philosophers. There will be seven 
of these over the semester: two on Plato, two on Aristotle, and one on each of our three 
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Hellenistic schools. I will assign them a week before they are due. We will then do the exercise 
and report back on it. I will grade your reports either 2 or 1, depending on the level of 
thoughtfulness showed. You are welcome to communicate your explorations in whichever media 
format you prefer: written documents, voice recordings (nb: the library has resources for making 
podcasts), video diaries, a blog, a Twitter feed, visual art—any format, really, so long as it 
allows you to communicate your thoughts on your experiences. To have the seven explorations 
tally 15%, I will be grading one of your completed reports out of 3 (randomly chosen). As with 
the reflections, late submissions of exploration reports will not be graded, and makeup 
opportunities will not be offered.  
   
Instigator. In ancient Greece, members of some philosophical schools lived together, in part to 
be able to discuss philosophy whenever the urge struck. We can approximate such an 
atmosphere of continual discussion and exchange of ideas by using an online forum. To ensure 
that the forum is a lively and active place, you will be tasked as the instigator of discussion 
(5%) on the forum for one week. During that week, you should post thoughts (confusions, 
questions, comments, ideas, arguments, etc.) on the Blackboard forum that in some way 
continue our in-class discussions. You should also respond to thoughts posted by other students 
and me. Ideally, you (as the instigator) would leave class and immediately continue our 
discussion that day on the forum. But there is flexibility here: I leave it up to you to decide 
what is best. In any case, your role as instigator begins after class on Monday and ends on 
Sunday night, though, of course, you are welcome to continue any discussions after that. Note 
that what is important here isn’t just quantity or quality, but an appropriate mixture of both.  
 
Self-assessments. Participation increases learning. So, I want you all to participate: the more, 
the better. One way to do so is to contribute to our in-class discussions. However, this is not the 
only way, and grading participation based only on verbal, in-class participation can be 
exclusionary. So, we will use self-assessments to explore and communicate your engagement with 
the course in general. Four self-assessments are due in the term: Sept. 23, Oct. 16, Nov. 6, and 
Dec. 4. The highest you can assess yourself on each one is 3%, and the self-assessments in total 
will count for 10% of your final grade. Thus, you are able to receive full credit even without 
engaging at the highest level over the entire term. Examples of engaging with the course include 
the following: contributing to class discussions in person or online; engaging with the 
contributions of others in a charitable manner; talking about course material with family, 
friends, or others who might be interested outside of class; learning from articles, podcasts, 
lectures, blogs, etc. and sharing your findings with others; sharing your learning and research 
strategies, skills, and habits with other people in the course; creating and sharing zines, comics, 
poems, videos, paintings, podcasts, or other artistic objects; asking, answering, and reflecting on 
questions on the Blackboard discussion forums or other spaces; raising conversations on social 
media like Twitter or Facebook; sharing relevant news or examples with classmates; translating 
or simplifying course materials so they can be more accessible to people outside of the university 
or in other disciplines; suggesting and discussing with me ways to improve the course at any 
point in the term; and so on (this list is not exhaustive).  



 5 

 
Argument analysis. 10% of your final grade will consist in analyzing arguments—that is, 
constructing arguments in premise-conclusion form, and analyzing them for validity and 
soundness. Two worksheets (each 10%) will require you to extract an argument from a text, 
communicate it in a premise-conclusion form that is valid, and analyze its soundness.  
 
Papers. One main paper is required. In the paper of your choice (25%), you will write on 
whatever you please, so long as it engages in some way with the texts that we have read. I am 
happy to collaborate with you to identify an appropriate paper topic. Note that this paper does 
not have to take the essay form. You can write a dialogue, play, or short story, for example, and 
you are also welcome to propose other textual forms. You are welcome to submit this paper at 
any point in the term, though it must be submitted by Nov. 25. You also have the option to 
revise and resubmit it. If you take that option, your original version will count as 10%, and your 
revised version will count as 15%. You will also need to submit a short document outlining the 
changes that you have made in light of my comments.  
  
In-class Game. We will be conducting a game (5%) in class on Dec. 2 and Dec. 4. I will be 
explaining the game during class on Nov. 21, but for now I can tell you the following: most of 
you will be placed in teams; the best way to prepare yourself to perform well during the game is 
to ensure that you understand our material well; some of you will be graded based on your 
performance during the game, while others will be graded based on a short report that you 
write after the game is completed; and the game is of course not just a game—in fact, it might 
happen that, more than anything else in the course, the game will teach us what living today as 
a Platonist, Aristotelian, Epicurean, Stoic, or Skeptic might look like. Important: you must be in 
class on Dec. 2 and Dec. 4 to receive credit for participating in the game.  
 
Bonus. The book Courtesans and Fishcakes by the classicist James Davidson depicts the 
liveliness and cultural uniqueness of classical Athens. It is also remarkably enjoyable to read. 
You have the option of writing a 500-750 reflection on one chapter of the book, in which you 
consider some particular feature of classical Athenian society that (i) is starkly different from 
anything present in our society and (ii) makes sense, i.e., is something that, if we were to have it 
in our society, plausibly would improve it. You will be given one to three bonus points towards 
your final grade, depending on how thoughtful and well written your reflection is.  
 
Due dates. Reflections: before two classes each week. Explorations: Sept. 16, Sept. 30, Oct. 21, 
Oct. 28, Nov. 13, Nov. 18, Nov. 25. Instigator: as you signed up for (see above). Self-
assessments: Sept. 19, Oct. 16, Nov. 6, Dec. 4. Argument analysis worksheets: Sept. 23 and Oct. 
25. Paper of your choice: by Nov. 25. In-class Game: Dec. 2 and Dec. 4. Bonus: by Dec. 9.  
 
Late policy. Late submissions will be deducted 1/3 of a letter grade per day (weekends count as 
one day), unless you have contacted me prior to the due date or there is an emergency. Note 
that late submissions of reflections will not be accepted. 
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Grade conversion.  
 
 A: 93-100 (4.0) 
 A-:  90-92 (3.7) 
 B+:  87-89 (3.3) 
 B:  83-86 (3.0) 
 B-:  80-82 (2.7) 
 C+: 77-79 (2.3) 
 C:  74-76 (2.0) 
 C-: 70-73 (1.7) 
 D+:  67-69 (1.3) 
 D: 64-66 (1.0) 
 D-: 60-63 (0.7) 
 F:  59 or below (0.0) 
 
How to succeed in this course. Do the readings twice before class: once quickly, solely to get a 
sense of things (this should take no longer than five minutes); once slowly, pausing where you 
are confused (this should take no longer than two hours). Mark your text while you read. 
Identify key claims (e.g., premises and conclusions of arguments), perhaps with a checkmark or 
by underlining them. Identify also questions that you have, perhaps with a question mark or the 
actual question written in the margins. (See the “How to do the readings” handout for more 
information.) Then do the reflection for that reading, submitting it on Blackboard. Come to 
class prepared to be attentive (get good sleep, put away your cell phone, quiet your mind). You 
might very quickly review the reading right before class (this should take no longer than three 
minutes). During class, focus. I’ll be doing my best to clarify all of my claims and to make all of 
my reasoning transparent. If something that I say seems wrong or confusing, I want to hear 
about it. So, please speak up. (See the “Contributions you can make in class” handout for more 
information.) You might consider taking notes during class, but, if so, do so sparingly. Don’t try 
to capture everything I say. Instead quickly jot down any important ideas that occur to you. 
The goal during class is to think together, and it is hard to do that while taking lots of notes. 
(Also, remember that I’ll be providing a handout for each class. You can think of this handout 
as a set of notes for each class that is provided for you. I make these handouts because I want 
you to be free to think along with me during class. That really is the goal.) After class, stew on 
our discussion. Call it to mind while doing other things (e.g., walking around). Talk to your 
friends about it. Then, when you have something to add, add it to the discussion board on 
Blackboard. (You might also find that you want to post on the discussion board right after 
class, especially on days when you feel that our discussion has been cut short. That’s great! Go 
ahead and do it right after class. I will do this often, too.) Check the discussion board frequently 
to see what other people are saying, and respond to their contributions when you feel inclined. 
Other than all of that, do the assignments. Aside from the reflections (which you should submit 
once you have written them), it is a good rule to do any written assignment a few days before it 
is due, so that, after completing a first draft of it, you can set it aside, allowing your mind to 
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clear, then reviewing it once more with fresh eyes before submitting it, revising any mistakes 
that you find. Finally, come to office hours any time that you want to talk (whether about the 
course or about university in general). I am always happy to think about things with you.  
 

Contact 
 
If you e-mail me, put the course code (2325) in the subject line; otherwise your e-mail may get 
lost. I will try to respond to e-mails within a day or two (no promises on weekends). Note that 
e-mail is not the right format for philosophical questions; please come to my office hours to 
discuss philosophical material, or stay after class, or e-mail me to set up a meeting. Also, my 
responses to your e-mails may be terse. Don’t be offended. It’s simply the effect of having lots of 
e-mails to respond to.  
 
You also have the option of anonymously submitting comments to me via the “Anonymous 
comments” link on our Blackboard page. All comments are welcome, though I especially 
encourage suggestions about how to improve the course.  
 

Optional, useful philosophical resources  
 
1. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (online). Useful as a starting point for research or to 
teach yourself the basics of some topic (a philosopher’s Wikipedia, but more reliable).  
2. Philpapers (online). A good collection of philosophy papers online.  
3. Perseus (online). The largest collection of Ancient Greek and Latin texts online, in their 
original languages.   
 

Policies & university resources 
 

Accessibility. Students with diverse learning styles are welcome in this course. Please feel free to 
approach me or the Disability Resource Center (www.northeastern.edu/drc) so that we can 
assist you in achieving academic success. 

 
Writing help. If you want help with your writing, you are encouraged to contact the 
Northeastern writing center (www.northeastern.edu/writingcenter). I am also happy to consult 
with you about your writing in office hours or by appointment.   
 
FACT (Faculty Advisor Communication Tool). I will be using this tool to alert advisors of any 
students who are having difficulty meeting the expectations for the course as described in the 
syllabus. This is intended to help students who may benefit from additional support. A fact 
report is not punitive in any way. It does not affect your grade and does not go on your 
transcript. It only alerts you and your advisor that you might need some additional support. If 
you think you might need extra help, please talk to me and/or your college advisor. 
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Plagiarism. Don’t do it (it’s really easy to catch). If you do, the university’s disciplinary 
measures will be taken. If you have questions about what counts as plagiarism, visit 
www.northeastern.edu/osccr/academic-integrity-policy/ or talk to me. All submitted work must 
be your own, and you should attribute the ideas and language of others properly, in accordance 
with university and course guidelines.   
 
Counseling. You are very encouraged to prioritize your mental health. Northeastern offers you 
two main sources of confidential support: www.northeastern.edu/uhcs/counseling-services and 
www.studentlife.northeastern.edu/we-care/. Please feel welcome to use them however you may 
want or need.  
 
Title IX. Title IX Policy prohibits sexual harassment, sexual assault, relationship or domestic 
violence, and stalking. This applies to the entire Northeastern community, including students, 
faculty, and staff, of all genders and all sexualities. If you or someone you know has been 
harassed or assaulted, confidential support and guidance can be found at the University Health 
and Counseling Services (www.northeastern.edu/uhcs/) and the Center for Spiritual Dialogue 
and Service (www.northeastern.edu/spirituallife/). Violations can be reported non-confidentially 
to the Title IX Coordinator in the Office for Gender Equity and Compliance 
(titleix@northeastern.edu) or through NUPD (emergency: 617-373-3333; non-emergency: 617-
373-2121). Reporting prohibited offenses to NUPOD does not commit the victim / affected 
party to future legal action. Note that faculty (such as me) are considered “responsible 
employees” at Northeastern, meaning that they are required to report all allegations of sex- or 
gender-based discrimination to the Title IX Coordinator (in other words, I am not a confidential 
resource here). A complete list of reporting options and resources both on- and off-campus can 
be found at www.northeastern.edu/titleix.   
 
Concerns about the course. You are encouraged to discuss concerns about the course with me. I 
am always interested in how to improve the learning environment. If you would like to discuss a 
concern about the course with someone else, you can contact Ronald Sandler, Chair of the 
Department of Philosophy and Religion. Information about formal academic appeals can be 
found at www.catalog.northeastern.edu/graduate/academic-policies-procedures/appeals/.  
 
 


