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The focus of the course is the nature of justice, the legitimacy of law, and the justification of punishment. We 
will begin with the account of sin and retribution in the first books of the Bible and Euripides’ mythological 
account of the origin of the legal system in the Oresteia. The remainder of the first half will be devoted to the 
philosophical account of the nature of justice provided by Plato in the Republic, as well as his rendering of the 
trial and execution of Socrates. 

  

The second half of the course turns to more modern works on the same subject. We begin with Thomas 
Paine’s version of the theory of natural rights and the origin of a legitimate state through a social contract 
in The Rights of Man. We finish with three novels—Herman Melville’s Billy Budd, Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Crime 
and Punishment and Franz Kafka’s The Trial. Each of these presents a challenging view of crime, the legal 
system and the human soul. 
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Our readings present examples of people who are punished: Adam, Eve, Job, Agamemnon, Clytamnestra, 
Orestes, Socrates, Billy Budd, Raskolnikov, and Josef K. In each case, we will consider what (if anything) they 
did to deserve punishment and what an appropriate punishment would be. We will also discuss the origin 
and justification of legal systems. 

  

Course Requirements and Grading 

  

One of our main aims is to learn how to read carefully and think critically. There will be a fair amount of 
reading, and it is absolutely essential to devote enough time to work through the texts. No secondary texts 
will be assigned and none should be consulted. This is especially the case for Cliffs Notes or other “study aids” 
that merely provide synopses of the material. In order to assure a thorough knowledge of the texts, the 
midterm and final will be largely explication de texte, that is, you will be given passages from the readings 
and required to identify them, provide the context, and explain what is important about them. If you are not 
completely familiar with the assigned texts, you will not be able to pass the class. The particular translations 
assigned must be used: since the passages will be drawn from those translations, reading any others will not 
prepare you for the exam. The midterm will count as 25% of the grade and the final as 30%. 

  

The rest of the grade will be determined by three papers: a very short (2-3 page) paper on week 2 in the 
class, and two longer (6-8 page) papers on assigned topics.  The first will count as 5% of the final grade, the 
second and the third 15% and the last 15%. The papers require no research or reading outside of the texts. If 
any other resource is used in preparing the papers it must be properly acknowledged. This holds for any 
resource used, not just things directly quoted. Class participation, including attending all lectures and 
recitations but especially participation in recitation sections, will count for the final 10% of the grade. 

  

Students are expected to attend all lectures and recitations. It is preferable not to use laptops or other 
electronic devices, but if you want to take notes used them web access should be turned off. Please do not 
disrupt the class by coming late or leaving early. 

  

Required Texts: 

The Book of Job, translated by Stephen Mitchell (Harper Perennial) 



Aeschylus, Oresteia, translated by Robert Fagles (Penguin) 

Plato, Five Dialogues, translated by G. M. A. Grube , 2nd edition (Hackett) 

Plato, Republic, translated by Grube, revised by C. D. C. Reeve (Hackett) 

Thomas Paine Rights of Man (Dover, also available online) 

Herman Mellville, Billy Budd (Penguin, also available online) 

Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, translated by Jessie Coulson (Oxford’s World 
Classics) 

Franz Kafka, The Trial, translated by Breon Mitchell (Schocken) 

  

  

Jan 27-29: Introduction, Genesis Chapters 1-3, 16-22 

Feb 3: Job 

Feb. 5: Agamemnon (1st paper due) 

Feb 10: Libation Bearers 

Feb 12: Eumenides 

Feb 17: no class 

Feb 19: Apology 

Feb 24 Euthyphro 

Feb 26: Crito, Pheado 114d to the end 

Mar 3: Republic books 1, 2 

Mar 5: Republic books 3, 4 

Mar 10: Republic books 5, 6 

Mar 12: Republic books 7, 8 (2nd paper due) 



Week of Mar 17:  Spring break 

Mar 24: Republic books 9-10 

Mar 26: Midterm 

Mar 31: Rights of Man, Part 1 pp. 28-50 

Apr 2: part II, Introduction and Chapters 1-4 

Apr 7: Billy Budd 

Apr 9: Billy Budd 

Apr 14: Crime and Punishment Part 1 

Apr 16: Crime and Punishment Part 2 

Apr 21: Crime and Punishment Part 3 

Apr 23: Crime and Punishment Part 4 

Apr 28: Crime and Punishment Part 5 

Apr 30: Crime and Punishment Part 6 (3rd paper due) 

May 5: The Trial 

May 7: The Trial 

May 12: The Trial 

  

 


