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What are the liberal arts, and what is the purpose of a liberal education?  To the Romans 
who invented the phrase, education is what makes a person free (liber) to live well as a 
citizen, an active member of the political community.  What does reading books, especially 
poetry and fiction, have to do with freedom or citizenship?  In this course, we will examine 
how selected Greeks, Romans, Hebrews, and the Enlightenment thinkers inspired by 
antiquity draw on all the resources of the literary arts to envision the well-lived life in the 
context of (and sometimes in retreat from) various communities—family, friends, fellow 
religious believers, the city-state or polis, republic, empire, and cosmopolis.  Who belongs to 
the community, who does not, and why?  Is the community best organized on the basis of 
reason, common beliefs, shared tastes, habits of speech, or faith?  Is it perfectible? Why and 
how does it change over time?  How are decisions made, and how are differences of opinion 
handled?   And—to tie this together with the original question—what role does reading play 
in community life?   
 Despite what these questions may lead you to think, this isn’t a course in political 
theory: we will concentrate on the ways our texts work as literary texts.  We will ask how 
different genres—drama, historical prose, philosophical dialogue, epic poetry, treatise, opera, 
and memoir—present complex ideas about the role fiction and poetry play in imagining, 
idealizing, and critiquing the ways people live together.  While exploring this question, we’ll 
also reflect on the role of literature and art in higher education today.   
 In lecture, assigned readings will be discussed alongside selected works of art and 
music.  Papers will encourage a mix of creative and analytical thinking.  Attendance at lecture 
and precept is required.  In-lecture exercises will be held most weeks.   
 
Advice and contact information 
 
Three things will help you stay on top of the course.  1) Read the assigned texts before 
lecture.  2) Stay tuned at the very end of lecture, where I’ll wrap up with advice on what to 
focus on for our next meeting.  3) Talk, listen, and think in recitation.  
 
Office hours for Professor Connolly: Wednesdays 3-5 PM in the Department of Classics, on 
the fifth floor of Silver; or in the MAP office on the ninth floor of Silver.  If these hours are 
inconvenient, e-mail to make an appointment at another time on Wednesday or Thursday.  
Teaching assistants will hold independent office hours.   
Contact for Prof. Connolly: 212 992-9517 (2-9517 from an NYU phone) or joyc@nyu.edu.  
 
 



Readings 
 
Images shown in lecture and all readings not available in book form marked with asterisks 
below will be posted on Blackboard.  For all other readings, it’s your responsibility to secure 
the editions listed below (all are available at the NYU Bookstore; you can also find them 
online or at a local store).  It is crucially important that you bring the assigned text to lecture 
and recitation.  If you use other translations or editions, be aware that you will find it 
difficult to follow page references in lecture and recitation.   
 
Sophocles, Antigone.  Trans. Mary Blundell, aka Ruby Blondell 
Plato, Gorgias.  Trans. Donald Zeyl  
New Oxford Annotated Bible (the NSRV, or New Standard Revised Version, 3rd ed.)  
Vergil, Aeneid.  Trans. Fred Ahl 
Augustine, Confessions.  Trans. Henry Chadwick   
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract.  Trans. C. J. Betts   
Pierre Beaumarchais, Figaro Trilogy. Trans. David Coward  
Olaudah Equiano, Interesting Narrative.  Ed. Vincent Carretta  
 
Schedule of lectures and readings 
 
Jan 20:   Introduction     ** Recitations begin this week 
 
I. Democratic challenges 
 
Jan 25:   Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War: introduction, debate at Sparta,  
  first speech of Pericles, Pericles’ funeral oration, the plague, Pericles’ last  
  speech, civil war at Corcyra   ** available on Blackboard 
 
Jan 27:   History, continued: Mytilenian debate, the Melian dialogue, the Sicilian debate, 
  the Sicilian expedition 
        ** available on Blackboard 
 
Feb 1:   Sophocles, Antigone     ** paper prompt handed out 
 
Feb 3:   Antigone (reread selected passages) 
 
Feb 8:   Plato, Gorgias     ** First paper due  
 
Feb 10:  Gorgias, continued      
 
Feb 15:  NO CLASS 
 
II. Epic and empire 
 
Feb 17:   Vergil, Aeneid books 1-4    
 
Feb 22:  Aeneid 6     ** paper prompt handed out 
 



Feb 24:  Aeneid 7-12 (selections to be announced) 
 
III. The community of divine law  
 
Mar 1:   Genesis      ** Second paper due 
 
Mar 3:  Augustine, Confessions 1-3 
 
Mar 8:   Confessions, cont. (selections to be announced) 
 
Mar 10:  Midterm examination 
 
IV.  Republic and cosmopolis  
 
Mar 22:  Immanuel Kant, “What is Enlightenment?”  ** available on Blackboard 
  
Mar 24:  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Social Contract book 1  
 
Mar 29:  Social Contract book 2-3 
 
Mar 31:  Social Contract book 4 
 
Apr 5:  Kant, “Idea for a Universal History”  ** available on Blackboard 
 
V.  Dramatizing the Enlightenment 
 
Apr 7:   Beaumarchais, The Marriage of Figaro   
 
Apr 12:  Mozart, Le nozze di Figaro   ** Third paper due 
 
Apr 14:  Le nozze di Figaro, cont. 
 
VI.  Enlightenment visions 
 
Apr 19:  Equiano, Interesting Narrative 
 
Apr 21:  Interesting Narrative, cont. 
 
Apr 26:  Adam Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiment (excerpts) ** available on Blackboard 
 
Apr 28:  Smith, cont.  
 
May 3:    Wrap-up: final essay questions handed out 
 
 
There is no in-class final exam for this class; instead, you will write two short take-home 
essays.  Submit these by e-mail to your preceptor by noon May 10 (the day the final exam 
for our class is scheduled by the registrar).  Late exams will not be accepted.    



Requirements 
 
Three papers: first and second paper, 3 full pages each (each worth 15% of your total grade), 
third paper 6 full pages (20%) 
 
Midterm examination (15%)  
 
Final essays (20%) due by email to your preceptor at noon, May 10 
 
Participation: recitation attendance and contributions, in-lecture exercises: 15%  
 
In-lecture exercises range from 5 minute quiz-type affairs to responses to the reading and 
will be graded accordingly.  Any exercise demanding a bit of extra study (i.e. maps or 
timelines) will be announced ahead of time.  Your lowest grade will be dropped.   Missed 
exercises count as zeroes.  
 
Recitation, also known as “precept,” is an integral element of the course.  Attendance and 
active participation is required.  The preceptor may assign brief written or viva voce 
responses or pre-prepared presentations.  You are allowed one unexcused absence from 
recitation; any further absences will adversely affect your grade.  
 
Grading and general policies 
 
No extensions will be granted on or after the day papers are due.  Extensions will be granted 
only in cases of documentable emergency, and we will request written evidence of such. 
 
You must complete all components of the course: that is, you may not opt out of any papers 
or exams, or make a practice of skipping recitation; if you do so, you risk failing the course.   
 
Familiarize yourself with University regulations on academic integrity, especially plagiarism.   
 
If you find yourself struggling with any aspect of the course, consult Professor Connolly 
and/or your preceptor early and often.  We set aside office hours to answer your questions, 
and you’re encouraged to use them. 
 
The course has a Blackboard site where announcements, images shown in lecture, and 
handouts will be posted.   
 
Questions before, during, and after lecture are warmly encouraged.   
 


