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Jonathan Hand, Committee on Social Thought

For Jonathan Hand, a good teacher is “a cross between stand-up comic, priest and lawyer for the author being discussed––who is, more often than not, dead, and hence in need of good representation.” Hand, a graduate student in the Committee on Social Thought, has spent this year teaching Classics of Social and Political Thought while finishing his dissertation, a comparison of the political philosophies of Montesquieu and Tocqueville.

Hand describes his teaching approach, a combination of lecture and discussion, as “the traditional quasi-Socratic Chicago style,” albeit with the addition of electronic mail.

Before class, he sends out a list of discussion questions, and once a week his students write responses to the texts they have read. “Chicago students, at their best, are wonderful,” Hand said. “You set them an impossible challenge, such as throwing the whole of Plato’s Republic at them the first week they arrive. They come back to class after burning the midnight oil and pose you some really hard and fundamental questions.”

While Hand is excited about the learning that happens in the classroom, he is equally gratified by the academic conversations that spill over into coffee shops and dorm rooms. “I am happy that students here spend as much time as they do discussing things outside of class,” he said. “Talking about great works of philosophy or literature is one of the best ways to make real friendships.”
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