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4. Courses

CCS 104: Mortality and Meaning

From the earliest of oral tales and written records to contemporary art and music, the inevitability and finality of death occupies the human imagination.  In the ancient Mesopotamian epic, Gilgamesh (c. 1800-800 B.C.), Gilgamesh is anguished by the death of his friend Enkidu: "Enkidu, my friend whom I love, has turned to clay!/ Am I not like him? Will I lie down, never to get up again" (trans. Kovacs, X, 145-46)? LIke each of us, Gilgamesh has always judged the meaning of his actions by what those actions accomplish.  but when faced with the finality of death, all those actions ultimately seem to accomplish nothing.  the prospect of our death, thus, leads us to ask, "What is the purpose of life?"

In this course, we explore various ways in which poets, artists, theologians, philosophers, and political theorists have attempted to give meaning to the fleeting nature of human life.  I have organized the course around what I see as three fundamental responses to death.  One response is the possibility of immortality, in which one's actions endure in the memory of others beyond one's death.  A second response is the possibility of eternity, or of life after death.  A final response is to accept that death brings nothingness.  I this way, life is not lived in terror of death nor in the hope that something comes after death.  Each of these responses carries with it implications for how we are to lead our life.

GOV 220: Classical Political Theory

My interest in this course is to explore how both classical Greek and Roman writings can bring a renewed political vocabulary to modern society.  We will set about this task in three parts.  In the first part, we will be focusing on classical Greek political thought.  We will be looking at how both the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles and the philosophies of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle are set against the emergence (and then decline) of Athens, a democratic city-state.  There is an immediacy to these writings as we confront such issues as the importance of political life, the basis of a  healthy community, the causes of community decline, and the competing obligations of citizenship and leadership.

In the second part of the course, we will examine such classical Roman writers as Livy, Polybuis, Cicero, and Tacitus who talk about both the glory, the civic identity, and the later corruption of the Roman republic and empire.

In the third part of the course, we will look at how these classical themes, images, and ideas are used in the rhetoric of the American revolution and the formation of the Constitution.  The connections between classical thought and an American founding will be supplemented by visual images of architecture, sculptures, and political symbols from the different eras.

GOV 203: American Political Tradition

In this course, we will be examining the struggle to define American political culture during one of the most tumultuous times in American history, a period spanning roughly from the Civil War to World War II.  It is during this time that the American culture faced the difficult transition from a frontier nation to an industrial, world power.  In making this transition, American society has to contend with the lasting divisions of the Civil War, the social impact of urbanization and immigration, and the economic dislocation brought about by industrialization.  Each of the voices we will be studying provided their own diagnosis of the cultural challenges facing America, and each, in doing so, offered their own understanding of the meaning of American life.

GOV 373: Politics and Memory

This course focuses on Hannah Arendt, who remains one of the most fascinating, controversial, and important political thinkers of the twentieth century.  We will looks at her life and work, examining her effort to recover a notion of politics that she feared had been lost in the modern world.  We will examine her philosophic works.  And we will read her correspondence with friends, as well as a biography of her life, that traces her own personal struggle with these issues.
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