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I. Purpose and Scope
The Laws is unique among Plato’s many dialogues.  It is his longest dialogue.  It is set at a distance from Athens.  Its opening word is “god.”  Socrates does not appear as a character.  Its characters seem to take for granted a good many beliefs and propositions that one might wish to question.  The latter has led some readers to consider the Laws a different kind of philosophic work from Plato’s other dialogues, or even to wonder if it is a philosophic work at all.  This, and the larger encompassing questions of what philosophy is and how it relates to politics, will be among the things we will be thinking about as we work through the book.

But if we must reserve judgment about the philosophic status of the Laws, we need not hesitate to recognize that it is an emphatically political book, indeed a great political book, and the fountain of the civic republican tradition of political thought.  Unlike the Republic, Plato’s other great political dialogue, the Laws investigates precisely the sort of general but practical questions that must concern any serious political thinker – and actor.  Whereas the Republic inquires into the problem of justice and ascends to a trans-political inquiry into the Good, the Laws concerns itself with the specific laws and institutions requisite to a good society, understanding a good society to be one whose primary purpose is to inculcate excellence or virtue, and therewith happiness, in its citizens.  The dialogue addresses such basic concerns as religion, property, education, penal institutions, the relations between the sexes, and even drinking, all from the standpoint of their relation to society and its primary mission.  Yet, to return to the question raised above, this practical focus is not at odds with a philosophic perspective.  Far from it: The practical cast of the conversation in the Laws arises from the fact that one of its characters has been selected to help write new laws for a new city.  Surely such legislating is the most philosophic of practical political tasks, at least when the legislator is a thoughtful person.  And when the conversation is written by Plato, and when the legislator is advised by an “Athenian Stranger” who does most of the talking, we might well expect that the education the book offers will in fact prove to be philosophic, perhaps even in more than one way.

II. Course Requirements
By far the most important requirement is that you read all assigned passages closely and before class, and preferably twice. The Laws is not an easy book to read or understand.  But it is a rich book that repays close attention.  Aside from the dialogue itself, I strongly recommend that you read Thomas Pangle’s Interpretive Essay.  The Essay is a section-by-section commentary, meant to be read alongside the dialogue.  The procedure I would recommend is that you read the assigned portion of the dialogue, then Pangle’s commentary on that section, and then the assigned portion of the dialogue again.  (For those interested in further commentary, I have placed two books on closed reserve at the Library: The Argument and the Action of Plato’s Laws, by Leo Strauss, and Plato’s “Laws”: The Discovery of Being, by Seth Benardete.)  You will be asked to present a short paper (5 to 7 pages) on a selected portion of the text (chosen by the instructor in accordance with your preference, if possible) and to lead class discussion for a portion of that day’s meeting.  The short paper will count for 25% of your grade.  A twenty-page seminar paper will count for 50% of your grade.  The seminar paper will be due on Wednesday, March 10; paper topics must be approved by the instructor by Wednesday, February 25.  The remaining 25% of your grade will be based on class participation, including your class presentation: since this is a seminar, your active and sustained participation is expected.

III. Academic Honesty

Strict standards of academic integrity will be upheld in this class.  When you hand in a paper you will be understood to be affirming that you have neither given nor received inappropriate aid.  Students who are found to have violated this standard should expect severe sanctions.

IV. Class Schedule
Note: the following schedule is approximate.  We may depart from it if class discussions etc. so require.

January 6: 624a-632d

January 8: remainder of Book 1

January 13: Book 2

January 15: Book 2, cont’d

January 20: Book 3

January 22: Book 3, cont’d

January 27: Book 4

January 29: Book 5

February 3: Review previous reading

February 5: Book 6

February 10: Book 6, cont’d

February 12: 788a-809a (first part of Book 7)

February 17: 809b-835b (second part of Book 7, first part of Book 8)

February 19: remainder of Book 8

February 24: Book 9

February 26: Book 10

March 2: Book 11

March 4: Book 12

March 9: Review previous reading

