
CARLETON COLLEGE: THE DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

POSC 259 : Justice Among Nations

INFO

Instructor: Joel Alden Schlosser Dates: Spring Term 2010
Email: jschloss@carleton.edu Times: M, W, 1:50 – 3 PM; F, 2:20 – 3:20 PM
Phone: x4175 Place: Willis 203
Office: Willis 416 Office hours: M & W 3 – 5 PM and by 

appointment

COURSE DESCRIPTION

What is justice among nations? How do different peoples, cultures, and ethnicities relate 
to one another at the international level? What, if anything, justifies violence or war? Are 
there international codes of morality or is it a “war of all against all”? This course will 
bring classic works of political philosophy into conversation with the central questions of 
international relations, especially those concerning the moral basis of power and the 
character of international politics. Using the thought of Thucydides and Herodotus as 
our starting point, we will think through problems of contemporary international 
relations theory in light of these earlier thinkers, attempting to use the lucid thinking of 
the past to illuminate the present

OBJECTIVES

This course undertakes a close study of two classic texts both to develop your 
understanding of the texts themselves (as well as their historical contexts) and to 
provoke imaginative reflection on the ways we use (or abuse) such texts in developing 
theories for and approaches to thinking about politics today. Thus by the end of the 
course you will be able to do the following, and do them well:

• Understand the approaches and arguments of Thucydides and Herodotus 
including key arguments, concepts, and ambiguities.

• Compare and contrast the differences within and among these two historians, 
developing connections as well as identifying disjunctures.

• Analyze the strengths and weaknesses of these thinkers and their arguments in 
relation to each other and from the perspective of contemporary political and 
ethical questions.

• Construct and evaluate your own political commitments and theory of 
international politics, as well as possible critiques of these positions, by 
developing a reflective essay on your reading and thinking throughout the term.
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ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES

This is an intensive course: we will read much of two quite long books and try not only to 
understand their ideas but to take them up on our own terms.  Expect to spend at least 2 
hours per class preparing the reading. If you find yourself needing much more 
time than this, talk to me about how you can prepare more efficiently. That said, given 
the complexity of the material, I cannot stress enough the need for thorough and 
undistracted preparation before every class. You owe it to these thinkers to take your 
time! Depending on your own speed and preferences, you may also allot your 
preparation time to taking notes on the readings, meeting with other students to discuss 
the material, or preparing in other collaborative ways. I strongly encourage you to meet 
regularly with other students from the class. Even informal meetings over dinner after 
class will significantly help both your writing and your thinking.

Specific activities and assignments will run as follows:

1. Participation. In addition to attendance, I expect you to participate actively 
in all classroom activities. But because this is a large class, you will need to be 
especially attentive of your two roles as a student:

1. Your role as a participant. This includes active listening as well as 
speaking. Additionally, quality counts over quantity. The more time you 
spend outside class reading and reflecting, the better our discussions in 
class. Thus participation in this role will include preparedness and 
thoughtful engagement (both listening and speaking) in classroom 
activities.

2. Your role as an observer. Sometimes I will separate a small 
discussion section from the larger class and those not chosen as 
participants will assume the role of observer. Observers should carefully 
attend and take notes on the discussions as if they were Herodotus 
studying the Egyptians. At the end of discussion periods I will ask 
observers to report to the class both on the content of what has been 
discussed as well as on how it has been discussed. As an observer you 
should always be prepared to answer  these questions in full.

*IMPORTANT* Our discussions in class may involve sensitive issues such 
as race, class, gender, and sexuality. It is of the utmost importance that we 
maintain an environment of respect and openness conducive to everyone’s 
full and honest participation. In this respect, each individual student’s success 
in the course depends on the success of the class as a whole; we cannot expect 
to discuss these issues thoughtfully and with sophistication unless all 
students feel that they can contribute to the conversation.

2. Research Essays. During the course of the term each of you will write two 
research essays, one on Thucydides and one on Herodotus. During the first 
week of class you will select the reading on which this essay will focus and 
write the essay in advance of that class meeting. I will read your essays prior 
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to class and expect you to share in leading the class for that session. After 
class I will post your essay on Moodle for your classmates' reference. (For 
more details on these essays see the description at the end of the syllabus.)

3. Reflective Essay. While we will discuss the specifics of Thucydides' and 
Herodotus's arguments during the term, we will also reflect on the question of 
the usefulness of these texts for trying to understand politics today. At the end 
of the term you will write a 5 – 7 page essay that discusses your previous 
research essays on Thucydides and Herodotus as well as how your own 
thinking has developed during the term about this question. (For more details 
on this essay see the description at the end of the syllabus.)

 
REQUIRED TEXTS

The following texts may be purchased at the Carleton Bookstore, or elsewhere as may be 
your preference. Please purchase only the editions indicated, as we will 
require identical translations in class. I will place additional readings  on Moodle 
(M).

• The Landmark Thucydides. Robert B. Strassler, ed. Free Press, 1998.
• The Landmark Herodotus. Robert B. Strassler, ed. Pantheon, 2008.
• Euripides' Trojan Women. Peter Burian, ed. Oxford, 2008.

EVALUATION

The following is a list of requirements and means of evaluation:

Task Due Date Percentage of grade
1. Participation (class 
discussions and 
attendance)

Ongoing 10%

2. Short Essays Ongoing 30% each

3. Reflective Essay Due at the end of exam time 40%

COURSE POLICIES

ATTENDANCE: Our class activities form a vital part of this course. Whether excused or 
not, each absence will lower your participation grade by 10% unless made up with the 
submission of a response paper on the material for the next day's course; I will give you 
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details on this response paper if you need to make up an absence. Excessive tardiness 
will lower your participation grade by 5%.

MISSING AND LATE ASSIGNMENTS: Assignments are due at the specified times. 
Each day an assignment is late I will deduct one letter grade. Missing assignments will 
receive no credit.

INTEGRITY: I will report all cheating, plagiarism, and academic misconduct 
immediately to the College. Please also note Carleton College’s policy on Academic 
Integrity and its Community Standards as detailed at 
http://apps.carleton.edu/campus/dos/handbook/policies/?policy_id=6131.

SUPPORT: Please make use of the Write Place as well as other Academic Services the 
College has to offer. See the list of support services at 
http://www.carleton.edu/student/support/index.html. 

LAPTOPS: Because of extreme potential for distraction, no laptops are allowed in 
class. If you have medical reasons for needing a laptop, please discuss this with me 
outside of class.

COURSE SCHEDULE

Class Topic To be completed before class:

3/29 Why read Thucydides (or Herodotus)? Welch, “Why IR Theorists Should Stop 
Reading Thucydides” (M)
 

3/31 Thucydides' History
The approach and scope of the work

Book I.1-88*

4/2 No Class: Western Political Science 
Association Annual Conference

Keep reading!
Book I.89-146*

4/5 Pericles' Funeral Oration Read: Book II.34-65
Skim: Rest of Book II

4/7 Mytilene, Plataea, Corcyra Book III.1-50

4/9 Book III.51-87, 115-116

4/12 Pylos, Sicily, Delium Book IV.1-41, 58-65, 90-101, 117-119
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4/14 Book V.14-26, 35-38, 43-50

4/16 The Melian Dialogue Book V.84-116

4/19 Sicily and the Sicilian Expedition Book VI.1-41

4/21 Book VI.42-105

4/23 Interlude with Clara Hardy Euripides, Trojan Women*

4/26 Nicias, Athens, and the Sicilian 
“catastrophe”

Book VII.8-17, 42-87
 

4/28 Alcibiades, Persia, and the Athenian 
“catastrophe”

Book VIII.1-4, 11-12, 45-54, 63-76, 81-98

4/30 Using Thucydides' History Hanson, “On Thucydides” (M)
Euben, “Thucydides in Baghdad” (M)

5/3 NO CLASS: MIDTERM BREAK Optional:
Mendelsohn, “Arms and the Man” (M)
Kaplan, “Why We Should Read 
Herodotus” (M)

5/5 Herodotus's Histories
Croesus and the Lydians

Book I.1-94*

5/7 The rise of Cyrus and Persia Book I.95-216*

5/10 Cambyses and his conquests Read: Book III.1-38, 61-88, 118-160
Skim: Book II

5/12 Book IV.1, 83-98, 118-205

5/14 The Ionian Revolt Book V.28 – Book VI.49*

5/17
 
Persia versus the Greeks I: Marathon Book VI.94-140
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5/19
 
Xerxes's Army Book VII.1-99

5/21 Uniting Greece against the Persians Book VII.100-174

 

5/24
 
Persia versus the Greeks II: 
Thermopylae

Book VII.175-239

5/26
 
Persia versus the Greeks III: The Battle 
of Salamis

Book VIII.1-94

5/28 Book VIII.94-144

5/31
 
Persia versus the Greeks IV: Plataea Book IX.1-65

6/2 Book IX.66-122
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Writing Project Sequence

1. Research Essays

For each thinker we read you will write a 5-7 page research essay on a particular portion 
of that thinker's text. This is a chance for you to delve a little more deeply into a section 
of the text while also trying to relate it to the broader conversation we have pursued until 
that point in the semester. Please email me (jschloss@carleton.edu) your 
research essay no later than 8 AM on the day of class.

In these essays, I would like you to do three things:

1. Give a reading of the text assigned for your day. A “reading” means that you will 
focus on what you consider one or two important themes or passages of the text 
and show how these themes or passages explain the overall coherence of the 
section or book. As you consider these key themes, reflect not only on what is 
being said but also on how it’s being said: think in terms of form as well as 
content as you try to come to terms with Thucydides or Herodotus.

2. Drawing on the texts I have placed on Closed Reserve at the library as well as any 
other scholarly books or texts (including primary texts if you read Ancient 
Greek), try to situate your reading in terms of what others have said. How does 
your argument differ from the arguments of other scholars? How do these 
differences help you further distinguish your own positions? You do not need to 
survey everything everyone has said; simply select at least two alternatives to  
your own argument.

3. Connect this argument about the portion of the text to some of the larger themes 
of the course. How does your argument lead us to view Herodotus's project in a 
different light? How does it offer a counterexample to the prevailing view of 
Thucydides? How does it illuminate questions about international politics? Here 
you should step beyond the particular passage you are reading and speak 
generally about the broader implications of your research.

The best papers will connect these three elements into a clear, coherent essay running 
fewer than 2500 words. Think of these essays as your opportunity to take intellectual  
risks by testing potential ideas and connections that might lead to new ways of seeing the 
text as a whole even if you only focus on one particular section. I will read this essay in 
advance of class and bring it up in discussion if appropriate, so you might also have the 
chance to enlist the entire class in thinking about your future writing. Think of the class 
at large as your audience; I will also post all essays to Moodle for your classmates' 
reference.

Purpose: Writing these essays will help you practice two important skills in our course: 
first, you will practice “coming to terms,” the first step of all intellectual work where you 
attempt to explain and assess another thinker’s approach. Second, you will also practice 
forwarding and/or countering the work of others by situating yourself in terms of a 
broader conversation about Thucydides or Herodotus.
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2. Reflective Essays

At the conclusion of the term you will write a 5 – 7 page essay reflecting on whether or 
not Thucydides or Herodotus is “useful” for thinking about political life.  This is not a 
typical academic or research essay. Instead, in writing this essay you will reflect on the 
previous research essays you have written as well as other observations from your 
reading and class discussions in order to develop an argument for whether we should 
read Thucydides and Herodotus or not. Here I want you to speak more casually as 
yourself and think aloud about what we have done and why we should or should not 
engage these texts. Please email me (jschloss@carleton.edu) your reflective 
essay no later than 9:30 PM on the final day of exams.

In these essays, I would like you to do two things:

1. Discuss your previous research essays and what specific insights you gained from 
writing them. Before you begin to pontificate about the greater significance of 
Thucydides and Herodotus, elaborate exactly what kind of knowledge you gained 
from engaging these texts through your earlier essays.

2. Connect the specific insights gained from your research essays to a larger 
argument about the usefulness or uselessness of reading Thucydides and 
Herodotus. Make sure that you discuss what you mean by “useful” or “useless” as 
you develop this section –  a thinker may not give realistic prescriptions but that 
does not entirely make this thinking useless. What questions does Thucydides or 
Herodotus help us reconsider? Alternatively, what questions does Thucydides or 
Herodotus suggest to us as urgent when we may have forgotten them in the first 
place?

The best papers will connect these three elements into a clear, coherent essay running 
fewer than 2500 words. Think of these essays as your opportunity to reflect on all the 
work you have done this term and articulate for yourself what has come of it. I welcome 
especially creative work here, and would be happy to talk to you about your ideas 
throughout the term.

Purpose: This reflective essay will practice your “higher order” thinking by asking you 
to create something new from the analytical work you have done during the term. 
Moreover, this writing project should give you a chance to develop your imaginative 
faculties alongside your rational ones. Here I want you to show your intellectual 
creativity and courage by offering your own compelling answer to the question: why 
should we read Thucydides or Herodotus? 
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