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Adam Davis 

Adam Davis’ goal is not to provide his students with answers. 

Instead, he aims to “raise questions, make students aware that there are questions. Make them aware that questions exist that they didn’t even know existed,” said Davis, a Ph.D. from the Committee on Social Thought, who is this year’s winner of the Social Sciences Division Booth Prize. 

For the past several years, Davis, whose dissertation focused on the political philosophy of Jean Jacques Rousseau, has taught in the Classics of Social and Political Thought sequence in the Social Sciences Core. 

Davis, who has taught in each of the three parts of the sequence, is blunt about his teaching style. “I don’t do anything that is particularly novel.” But what he does do is improvise. Davis tries to read the “energy” of the classroom. “If the class has vitality, I’ll try to manage and encourage that energy,” he said, “but if I feel that the class lacks vitality, I’ll acknowledge it. Is there a problem with the content? What’s the source? I’ll ask the question directly.” 

At Chicago, Davis has taught some of Aristophanes and Aristotle to Hobbes, Locke and Machiavelli. Among these texts, Davis said his favorites to teach are Rousseau’s Second Discourse (“it’s beautifully written and provocative”) and Plato’s Republic. The Republic is particularly ideal, Davis said, “because it models the kind of discussion that I seek to create.” 

A graduate of Kenyon College and Boston College, where he holds an M.A. in Political Science, Davis has an unusually diverse range of teaching experience—he’s taught poetry and philosophy at the Camp of Dreams, a summer camp for underserved pre-teens, for the past two summers. And he has taught the philosophy of social justice to AmeriCorps participants for the past three years. 

Davis enjoys teaching, in myriad contexts, and said he is more interested in pursuing the teaching aspect of academia than scholarly work. 

But no matter what the teaching context, he said, his goal remains the same: “I want to raise questions.” 

