
History of Political Theory: Classical and Medieval
Political Science 3413, Section 1, MWF 10:00-10:50pm
Wilson 406
Instructor: Professor Russell Arben Fox
Office and Office Hours: Wilson 419; TTH 8:30am-10:00am or by appointment 
Office E-mail: rfox@astate.edu

The Topic:
Welcome to Classical and Medieval Political Theory. This is an intense class, with a large amount of
required reading and writing. But I hope you will find the work, and our discussions of it, rewarding.

“Classical” and “Medieval” political theory are primarily academic distinctions: they help teachers such as
myself to organize the intellectual history of Western civilization into handy categories. Specifically, when
we professional  philosophers talk about “classical” or “medieval” concepts, we mean, in the first case, the
political, philosophical and moral legacy of the ancient Greek world, and in the second case, the heritage of
European Christendom, from its formation after the fall of Rome to its dissolution with the changes
wrought by the Renaissance and the Reformation over a thousand years later. Of course, there is something
intuitively wrong with attempting to package so many events and ideas which emerged over a period of so
many centuries together into a single class, taught in a single semester. But at the same time, from our
perspective there is a certain sense to it: ever since the arrival of the “modernity” (with the great wars,
revolutions and transformations of the 16th and 17th centuries), the connections between the premodern and
modern Western world have become quite thin; our classical and medieval ancestors were profoundly
different from us, and we can only enter into their world and learn from them in a fairly limited way. Still,
the fact that basic matters of our political, philosophical and moral lives–questions of authority, virtue,
truth, justice, community and so forth–are but continuations of long-standing, even ancient debates, means
that we must try to remember or reconsider these distant ideas somehow.

If you haven’t read any political theory before, I should warn you that this sort of writing regularly makes
use of hypotheticals and suppositions in order to explore political definitions. That is, “the picture of
society given by most political theorists is not a ‘real’ or literal one.” So do not be put off if the way in
which any of these thinkers set up or analyze the problems of politics strike you as “unrealistic” or “beside
the point.” Philosophers do this because “they believe that fancy, exaggeration, even extravagance,
sometimes permits us to see things that are not otherwise apparent . . . like the rest of mankind, [political
thinkers] are prevented from ‘seeing’ all political things first hand. The impossibility of direct observation
compels the theorist to epitomize a society by abstracting certain phenomena and providing
interconnections where none can be seen. Imagination is the theorist’s means for understanding a world he
can never ‘know’ in an intimate way.” (Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision [1960], 18-19)

Many people, when it comes to political matters, insist on knowing things in more “realistic” detail. If you
feel that way, then you might be more interested in poll-taking or socioeconomic data. I certainly do not
wish to dismiss that approach to thinking about politics. But for the duration of this class, we will study
people who have “imagined” politics for the sake of grasping the larger meaning of our decisions and
aspirations. The thinkers we shall study, in their efforts to work out the full implications of their
imagination, laid the deep-yet-still-present foundations (whether we acknowledge it or not) for the real
parameters of what we expect from our political leaders, our political associations, and political existence
itself. Even if the world changes so much that these centuries-old sketches and suggestions no longer
provide us with any moral, philosophical or political guidance, their writings provide us with wonderful
examples of what it means to truly seek to know not just the details of politics, but its meaning as well.



The Instructor: 

That’s me. My name is at the top of this syllabus, along with my office phone number and e-mail address.
I’m not the best at memorizing names, so bear with me as the semester rolls by; it may take me a while to
remember who you all are. I like feedback, and will try to make myself regularly available to answer any
questions or concerns you might have with the lectures or readings. Please note my office hours; if you
can’t make it on Tuesday or Thursday, we could make an appointment to meet some other time. I’m quite
good at answering messages (especially e-mail), so be sure to use that as needed.

The Reading:

Edward Bryan Portis, Reconstructing the Classics (Chatham House)
James L. Wiser, “The Protestant Reformation” (handout)

Plato, Republic (Oxford World’s Classics, Robin Waterfield, translator)
Aristotle, Politics (OWC, Ernest Barker, translator, R.F. Stalley, editor)
Augustine, Political Writings (Hackett Publishing, Michael Tkacz and Douglas Kries, translators)
Aquinas, On Law, Morality, and Politics (Hackett, William P. Baumgarth and Richard J. Regan, editors)
Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian” (handout)
Luther and Calvin, On Secular Authority (Cambridge University Press, Harrod Höpfl, editor)
Machiavelli, The Prince (OWC, Peter Bondanella and Mark Musa, translators)

The Portis textbook and Wiser handout should only be used as a general reference; I will occasionally refer
to them when we are beginning our reading of a different author, and they should help you keep in mind
some of the basic positions these different thinkers take, but I will not be testing you directly on any of their
content. (If you are thinking about taking the second part of this History of Political Theory sequence next
semester, keep your Portis book; I use the book in that class as well.) All the rest of the assigned material
contains the writings which shall be the primary focus of my lectures and which you will be most expected
to master.

The Schedule:

This is your Bible for this course, so follow it closely. Our discussions may not adhere strictly to the
assigned material for any particular day, but don’t let that distract you. With the exception of lecture days,
every class period has a reading assignment which you should complete before coming to class. The pop
quiz questions will always be taken directly from the assigned reading for that day.

Monday, August 25–first day of class; course introduction
Wednesday, August 27–instructor at APSA convention; no class
Friday, August 29–instructor at APSA convention; no class

Monday, September 1–Labor Day holiday; no class
Wednesday, September 3–Portis, chp. 2; lecture on Plato and Greek philosophy
Friday, September 5–Plato, 3-15, 44-56

Monday, September 8–Plato, 57-79
Wednesday, September 10–Plato, 95-102, 115-132
Friday, September 12–Plato, 133-158



Monday, September 15–Plato, 159-189
Wednesday, September 17–Plato, 190-207, 219-226
Friday, September 19–Plato, 227-249

Monday, September 22–Plato, 250-276; give topics for first paper
Wednesday, September 24–Portis, chp. 3; lecture on Aristotle and political science
Friday, September 26–instructor out of town; no class

Monday, September 29–Aristotle, 7-37
Wednesday, October 1–Aristotle, 38-51, 84-97
Friday, October 3–Aristotle, 97-123
                                                  
Monday, October 6–Aristotle, 133-160; first paper due
Wednesday, October 8–Aristotle, 251-260, 279-290
Friday, October 10–midterm examination

Monday, October 13–Portis, chp. 4; lecture on Augustine and early Christian political thought
Wednesday, October 15–Augustine, 13-22, 30-47
Friday, October 17–Augustine, 58-70, 78-91  

Monday, October 20–Augustine, 95-109, 130-139
Wednesday, October 22–Augustine, 140-163
Friday, October 24–Augustine, 164-174, 202-212

Monday, October 27–Augustine, 218-247; give topics for second paper
Wednesday, October 29–Portis, chp. 5; lecture on Aquinas and medieval Christendom
Friday, October 31–Aquinas, 1-4, 11-28

Monday, November 3–Aquinas, 29-55
Wednesday, November 5–Aquinas, 56-83
Friday, November 7–Aquinas, 114-119, 136-143, 220-228

Monday, November 10–Aquinas, 233-246, 249-257, 263-271; second paper due
Wednesday, November 12–Wiser handout; lecture on Luther, Calvin and the Reformation
Friday, November 14–Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian” (handout)

Monday, November 17–Luther, 3-43
Wednesday, November 19–Calvin, 47-84; give topics for third paper
Friday, November 21–Portis, chp. 6; lecture on Machiavelli and the Renaissance

Monday, December 1–Machiavelli; RA: 5-33
Wednesday, December 3–Machiavelli; RA: 33-60
Friday, December 5–Machiavelli; RA: 60-88; third paper due

Monday, December 8–Last day of class; course review

Friday, December 12, 12:30-2:30pm–final examination



The Grades:

Grading in this course will follow a strict 100-point scale:

91 - 100 = A
81 - 90 = B
71 - 80 = C
61 - 70 = D
60 and below = let’s not talk about that, shall we?

In calculating the grades, however, I throw in a 15-point margin for error, as the following scale should
show:

Pop quizzes 20 points (5 points each)
Mid-term exam 30 points 
Papers 30 points (10 points each)
Final exam 35 points
Total: 115 points

So, while grades will be distributed according to the 100-point scale listed above, there is actually 115
points possible in this class. Therefore, it is technically possible to, for example, blow off all the pop
quizzes and still come out with a solid A. I wouldn’t recommended trying that though! This margin exists to
provide cover for those inevitable bad days and mistakes that plague us all. Don’t abuse it, for you’ll find
that 15 points can disappear very quickly.

The pop quizzes are four questions (5 points total, with one point thrown in for being present that day) that
I will occasionally ask you to answer at the beginning of a class period. I will do this without warning eight
times over the course of the semester on days when specific reading assignments are being discussed. Only
the best four will be graded however (for a total of 20 possible points). All pop quiz questions will be
derived solely from the day’s reading assignment; they will be direct questions, requiring only a sentence
(or a word) to answer. No make-up quizzes will be given.

The papers are three short essays (4-5 pages each) which you will write over the course of the semester.
Two weeks before the papers are due I will present two or three possible paper topics which you may write
about. The topics will take the form of a question, and will be tied to the texts we have read up until that
point in class. You will choose one question, and answer it in your paper, citing the text relevant to the
question as support for your argument. Late papers are unacceptable, the sole exception being for
hospital stays or other emergencies that you can provide signed documentation for. Frankly, unless you
can demonstrate that you were carjacked on the way to school that morning, I don’t see why your paper
shouldn’t be here when it is supposed to be. Do not entrust it to friends to drop off at the last second; do not
take the chance that your or one of the university’s computer printers will blow up the night before; do not
allow yourself to be delayed by a last-minute trip home to file insurance claims for your sick grandmother:
plan well, use your time wisely, and get it in when (or before!) it is due. 

The midterm examination will include a quiz (fifteen questions of which you choose to answer ten; the
questions will be worth 2 points each, for a total of 20 points) and an essay question (worth 10 points). The
quiz questions will be fairly similar to those from the pop quizzes, only slightly more detailed; they will be
based on the reading, and should require only two or three sentences to answer. The essay question will ask
you to consider both of the figures you will have studied up until that point in the course, and will require



you to compare and contrast their writings in order to develop an answer. The midterm CANNOT be made
up, the sole exception being for hospital stays or other emergencies which you can provide signed
documentation for, or scheduling conflicts which you work out with me well (more than a week) in
advance.

The final examination will include a quiz (again, fifteen questions; you answer ten of them for 20 possible
points) and an essay question (this time worth 15 points). The quiz will be like the one from the midterm
examination, and will focus on the material covered in the second half of the semester; the essay question,
however, will be comprehensive, and will require reference to all material covered since the beginning of
the course. Rest assured, we will have a review session before the final exam.

The Regrettably Necessary Declaration:

It should go without saying that any sort of academic dishonesty is detrimental to both your own education
and my ability to fairly and sympathetically administer and grade this class. Hence, any sort of plagiarism,
cheating, assignment-swapping, excuse-falsifying, off-the-internet-copying, teacher’s-office-vandalizing or
general malfeasance that I actually verify will result in an automatic zero (“0”) for the assignment in
question, and potentially the entire course, depending on the gravity of the offense. You’re grown-ups by
now, so you consider the odds, and the consequences. If you’re not clear on what the actual policies on
plagiarism are, please consult the Arkansas State University Student Handbook.


