
HEROIC POLITICS: Heroism in Western Political Thought 
 

From Achilles to Superman, heroes have been a constant feature of Western culture. Yet their 
role in political orders is complex, varied, and dynamic—and not always aligned with the 
common good. In this seminar we will analyze the political significance of the hero, from its 
classical origins through the rise of the modern era. We begin by studying accounts of heroism 
from archaic and classical Athens, moving on to treatments from the modern and contemporary 
period, including works by Homer, Plato, Lincoln, Carlyle and Arendt. Through a cross section 
of political and literary sources we will take up a series of questions: How has our understanding 
of heroism changed through time? What role do heroes and heroic narratives play in our 
contemporary political landscape? Who is allowed to be a hero, in what conditions? Can heroic 
narratives make us better, more active democratic citizens? Or does a love of heroes encourage 
us to populate the world with helpless citizens and dastardly villains? 
 
Readings and Texts: 
 
Readings will come from a variety of literary and scholarly sources. There are several required 
texts for this class; others I will post online as necessary. As books can quickly get quite 
expensive, I have made an attempt to get readily available and less expensive editions wherever 
possible (also editions likely to be in the library.) Because some of these texts are translations, 
and because all editions tend to have their own unique pagination, I do ask that you get the 
specific edition of the text I’ve noted here. If you would prefer to shop around for the best price 
or a used copy on Amazon or another book seller, I have included the ISBN number for all 
required texts below for your convenience.  
 
Required Texts: 
 

• Homer, Iliad, Peter Jones & D.C.H. Rieu (eds.) Translated by E.V. Rieu (Penguin 
Classics, 2003) ISBN: 978-0140447941 

• Thucydides, A History of the Peloponnesian War, Translated by Rex Warner (Penguin 
Classics, London 1972) ISBN: 978-0140440393 

• Sophocles, “Antigone” in Three Theban Plays, Trans. Robert Fagels (Penguin 
Classics,1982) ISBN: 978-0140444254  

• Plato, Six Great Dialogues: Apology, Crito, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Symposium, The 
Republic, Translated by Benjamin Jowett (Dover Thrift Editions, 2007) ISBN: 978-
0486454658 

• Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958) 
ISBN: 978-0226025988 

• Aristotle, Poetics, Trans. Michael Heath (Penguin Classics, 1996) ISBN: 978-
0140446364 

• Mark Millar & Steve McNiven, Marvel: Civil War (New York: Marvel Comics, 2007) 
ISBN: 978-0785121794 

 
Seminar Aims and Expectations: 
 
The assigned readings and materials make up the heart of this class. Our sessions will be focused 
on interpreting these texts, reflecting on the ideas and questions they raise about heroism, its 
costs and benefits, and debating their implications for our understanding of politics today. It is 
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essential that you complete all required readings before class. This seminar is intended as a 
forum for you to engage, critique, and discuss the ideas presented in the readings and course 
materials. My role as your instructor is to help you acquire the tools to write about, critically 
evaluate, and analyze some of the great works on heroism produced in Western thought. I’d like 
to help you to get as much value out of this class as possible. 

EXPECTATIONS: 
 
Be Prepared: A seminar is a discussion-centric, not lecture-centric, class: Do the readings, in 
full, before class; take reading notes, record questions, and bring your notes and texts to class. 
This will let you get the most out of our discussion. This class also satisfies a writing II 
requirement, and requires several shorter and longer assignments. Completing these assignments 
on time is essential to success in this course. Come prepared to work. 
 
Show Respect: Political theory is full of many very interesting and often incendiary debates. In 
this class you are frequently going to be asked to take a position on a text: beyond ‘having an 
opinion’, you will be asked to formulate a position with reasoned interpretations of textual 
evidence that you can refer to in discussion, and which you can use to discuss the contributions 
of others. You will likely have to engage with ideas you disagree with. Play nice.  
 
Show up: Attendance at all sessions is required and part of your participation grade. Class begins 
on the hour—be respectful of your classmates and show up on time, with cell phones turned off 
and yourselves mentally prepared to discuss the weekly material. If you cannot make class for 
some reason, or will be late, please arrange with me ahead of time to avoid any penalty.  
 
Participate: Your participation is one of the most significant portions of your grade. You are 
expected to speak up in class and regularly contribute: aim for at least three comments a class. 
These can be questions to others, or substantive comments on a question in the reading. If you 
are intimidated by public speaking feel free to come talk to me about it in office hours or by 
appointment. 
 
GRADING: your grade will be determined as follows:  
 
Participation: 15% 
 
This includes attendance (5%) and contributions to the discussion (10%). I ask that you try to 
speak at least two to three times a class—note, this is a minimum suggestion for participation. If 
the idea of this terrifies you, come talk to me in office hours. You can also supplement your 
participation grade by responding to a discussion question posed in one of the weekly thought 
pieces on the course discussion forum (more on this below), or by showing me proof of a study 
group with friends from the seminar, or reading notes you’ve taken (this is subject to my 
discretion, and must be substantive; a few lines on a piece of paper won’t cut it.) 
   
Weekly Reading Responses: 10% 
 
Each week you will submit a short (about 250 words to a page) response to the week’s required 
readings. This response is to be posted by Monday evening at 9:00 PM, prior to class, on the 
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course website. These responses should be your own critical analysis of the readings. Some 
weeks I will ask you to respond to specific questions to prepare for our discussion. The point of 
this exercise is to identify one way in which you see the readings speaking to each other (you 
may compare readings across weeks); alternatively, you may use this exercise to define a key 
concept or term that you think clarifies the readings or a central idea that you think is important 
within the text. Take these posts seriously as writing and thinking exercises: when grading, I will 
be looking for thoughtfulness, careful reflection on the reading, and clear analysis. **You may 
miss one week of your choosing without penalty.**  
 
Short Analytic Thought Piece & Discussion: 25% 
 
You will be responsible for one short (about 800-900 words; 2-3 pages double spaced) thought 
piece that addresses the readings for a specific week; I will circulate a signup-sheet in our first 
meeting. Your paper should include 3 questions, problems, or puzzles for discussion; you may 
integrate these into your argument, or list them separately at the end. These pieces should be 
completed by the same deadline as the reading responses—Monday evening at 9:00 PM prior 
to class—turned into me via e-mail; I will then circulate these to the whole class. Part of this 
assignment is to lead discussion in the following class on a topic related to your thought piece of 
your choosing (you can work with others). ***The week that you circulate your analytic paper, 
you do not have to submit a reading response.*** 
 
50% Final Paper Project. In this class you will write a 10-12 page research paper on a subject 
of your choosing. (I will circulate a more specific description of this project and its guidelines 
further along in the quarter.) Note that this project will be broken down into distinct parts, each 
worth a portion of your final grade. These include: 
 5% Research Question 
 5% Annotated Bibliography 
 5% Thesis and Outline 
 35% Final Paper  
The point of these smaller assignments is to build towards a final project that is more developed 
and polished, and to take a little pressure off the final essay grade. Their specific due dates are 
listed below. 
 
Academic Honesty and Plagiarism: In keeping with UCLA’s honor code and standards for 
personal integrity, I take academic honesty very seriously. Anyone found to be cheating, 
plagiarizing, or otherwise in breach of UCLA’s standards for academic integrity will fail the 
relevant assignment, and all instances of cheating will be reported to the dean. No exceptions. If 
you are unsure of what constitutes plagiarism or cheating, you may familiarize yourself with the 
UCLA guide on the subject here: http://www.studentgroups.ucla.edu/dos/students/integrity/. You 
are also welcome to ask me if you have questions. 
 
Special Academic Accommodations: If you have special circumstances or need any special 
accommodations for your assignments, please come and see me as early in the quarter as 
possible, so that we can take them into consideration. You can learn more about these through 
UCLA’s Office for Students with Disabilities (OSD) and the resources they offer at their 
website, http://www.osd.ucla.edu  



HEROIC POLITICS: Heroism in Western Political Thought 
 

 
 
COURSE OVERVIEW & READING ASSIGNMENTS: 

[ONLINE] refers to materials posted on the course website. I have provided links or 
instructions for other online sources. [BOOKSTORE] Refers to the UCLA store, though 
you are welcome to look elsewhere for a better price.  

 
Part One: Classical Heroism in Greece 
 
April 1, Week One: Archaic Heroism 

Homer, The Iliad: “Introduction: Outline of the Plot” p. x-xii;  “Plague and Wrath,” p. 3-
20,”  “Hector and Andromache” p. 99-113, “The Embassy to Achilles,” p. 144-163; 
“Achilles’ Decision,” p.  319-325 * (you may read the whole chapter if you like); “The 
Death of Hector, 380-394” “Priam and Achilles,” p. 420-442 [BOOKSTORE] 

 
April 8, Week Two: Heroism in the Polis 

Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Selections: “Book 1: Introduction” p.35-
49; “Periclean funeral oration,” “The Plague, and “The Policy of Pericles.” P.143-164; 
“The Syracuse Adventure” p. 414-428; “Alcibiades in Sparta” p. 465-470: “Destruction 
of the Athenian Expedition” 525-537. [BOOKSTORE.]  

 
April 15, Week Three: Philosopher as Hero 

Plato, Six Great Dialogues,  [BOOKSTORE] 
“Introductory note” p. iii- iv  
“The Apology” p. 1-22  
“The Republic” (selections) 

Book 2, (entire) p. 212-238 
Book 7. P. 360-370 You may read the whole book if you like, but pay particular 
attention to the cave analogy at the start. 
Book 10: 435-460 

 
April 22, Week Four: Tragic Heroism 
 Sophocles, Antigone, entire. [BOOKSTORE] 

Aristotle, Poetics, p. 3-48 [BOOKSTORE] 
Simon Goldhill, “The Question of Tragedy,” Love, Sex, Tragedy: How the Ancient World 
Shapes Our Lives (Chicago, University of Chicago Press 2004) p. 220-232 [ONLINE] 
 
*Aristotle: Nichomachean Ethics, Book 1 [ONLINE]) (optional) 

 
** final project assignment circulated** 

 
Part Two: Modern Heroism and Political Puzzles  
 
April 29, Week Five: Heroic Passions and the Republic 

Rousseau, “On the qualities of the hero.” [ONLINE] 
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James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, The Federalist Papers, Letters 10, 51 
Online:http://oll.libertyfund.org/index.php?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php%3
Ftitle=788&Itemid=27 
Abraham Lincoln: “Lyceum Address” 
http://www.abrahamlincolnonline.org/lincoln/speeches/lyceum.htm 
“Gettysburg Address” 
http://www.abrahamlincolnonline.org/lincoln/speeches/gettysburg.htm 

 
May 6th, Week Six: Heroic Leaders, Followers, and Political Founding  

Thomas Carlyle, “On Heroes, Hero Worship, and the Heroic in History,” Part 1, 
[ONLINE] 
Selections: Norse mythology 16-26; 30-38; 39-41 (Odin) 85-94 (Tyr) [Online] 
Movie: True Grit (watch entire) 
 
*You should also take a look at the two videos from Tony Zhou’s excellent web series, 
“Every Frame A Painting” posted on the course website. These are good examples of 
how to analyze the technical qualities of movies from a visual/aesthetic point of view, 
how shooting a scene impacts the narrative, and generally the kinds of choices directors 
and editors are making when they choose to tell a story on film. 

 
May 13th, Week Seven: Heroic Action as Political Action  

Arendt, Hannah, The Human Condition, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958) 
“Prologue,” “The human condition,” and “Action” (selection) 1-21; 175-247 Optional: 
“The Public and the Private Realm.” [BOOKSTORE] 

 
**NOTE: Class this week, May 13th, meets at POWEL LIBRARY, in InqLab 1 (Room 
238 Powell). Before class, please watch the Powel Library video on mapping out a topic 
(link below) and bring your results + a preliminary research question with you to class. 
We will take some time in class to work on your annotated bibliography and final 
research question, due next week, in class.**  
 
Library Research Activity: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jj-F6YVtsxI 

 
May 20th, Week Eight: Theater and Heroic Political Narrative 
 

Rousseau, Part I, “Letter to D’Alembert” [ONLINE]  
Michael Rogin, Independence day, 1-53 (If you like this reading, you might read all the 
way to page 72) [ONLINE] 
Film: Independence Day 
 

**Annotated Bibliography Due in Class** 
 
May 29th, Week Nine: (Super) Heroes and Sovereign Power 

 
Mark Millar, Marvel: Civil War 
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R. Reynolds, Superheroes: A Modern Mythology (University Press of Mississippi, 1992) 
Ch. 1, Ch. 3 [ONLINE] 
Schmitt: Concept of the Political, selections [ONLINE] 
Bradford W. Wright, Comic Book Nation, “Epilogue: Spiderman at Ground Zero” 
[ONLINE]  
 

**Thesis workshop in class** 
 
June 3rd, Week Ten: Heroes and Utopia 

Kateb, “Introduction” in Kateb, ed. Utopia: The Potential and Prospect of the Human 
Condition, p. 1-26 [ONLINE] 
BF Skinner “Freedom and the Control of Men” (Ibid), 57-75 [ONLINE] 

 Gray, The Warriors, Chapter 2. Also read the introduction by Arendt. [ONLINE] 
 

** Thesis and Outline Due in Class** 
 
June 10th Exam Week: No Class 
 

***Final Papers Due*** 


