
PS119: TRAGEDY, COMEDY, POLITICS 
 

Dr. Elizabeth Barringer 
Office: Bunche Hall 4262 

Office Hours: Tuesday, 1-3:00 PM 
e-mail: ebarringer@ucla.edu 

  
This class will survey several classical works of ancient tragedy and comedy alongside canonical 
works of political theory. The class critically examines how culture and media shape political 
thought and action; also how it can help us think through perennial political questions. We will 
examine ancient and modern texts including works by Sophocles, Aristophanes, Plato, Aristotle, 
Nietzsche, Rousseau, and a few modern films. Through these texts we will critically analyze 
some central dilemmas of political theory. How can we uphold justice in uncontrollable, 
unpredictable circumstances? Is obeying the law more important than doing the right thing? How 
does our popular entertainment shape our political culture, and to the extent it does, is censorship 
politically necessary? Can watching tragedies and comedies make us better citizens? 
 
COURSE EXPECTATIONS & REQUIREMENTS: 
 
Attendance at all lectures is mandatory. Attendance means attention, showing up prepared to 
work and think about the readings with your fellow students. Class begins on the hour—be 
respectful of your classmates and show up on time, with cell phones turned off and put away, 
and yourselves mentally prepared to discuss the assigned material. Class runs for two hours; 
most days, however, I will not lecture the full time. The last half hour or so of class time most 
days will be set aside for an optional discussion section; but you should keep that time on your 
schedules open. 
 
Do the readings, in full, before class. Readings/film viewings should be completed by the day 
they are listed as due. I have tried to keep the overall reading around 60 pages per class, or 120 
pages per week (less, if the work is particularly dense; sometimes more for plays, which have 
significantly fewer words per-page). The texts are the heart and soul of this class, and draw from 
a some of the most famous plays and philosophical works in western thought. There is no way to 
make the works that we will study in this course “easy,” and I do not expect you to show up in 
class understanding every line. You should come into class with your questions, and having 
already completed the reading. You should also bring your texts with you to class. In lecture 
we will take on some of the more confusing parts of the readings, and discuss the foundation and 
contexts of these theories in detail. Come prepared to work. 
 
Respect: The ancient theater, and our own, has given us some beautiful, astounding, and 
inspiring ideas. Also many brutal, repugnant, and difficult ones. It is imperative in this class that 
you treat yourselves and others with respect. Our task this quarter is to understand these texts, 
their assumptions, limits, and conclusions, and to see how different ways of thinking about 
politics (good and bad) conceptually work. That does not mean that you have to agree with the 
positions taken in these texts; nor does it mean that you can’t disagree with other people 
(including me) about what they mean, or what is significant about their conclusions. In political 
theory, disagreement is often a sign of respect—it means you have said something worth 



engaging—but rudeness never is. You are expected to treat others with decency and generosity. 
If you are uncomfortable with some element of the course, the readings, or unsure what 
standards “respect” implies, please come talk to me about it in my office hours. 
 
One further note on course content: The films and plays we study in this course contain 
mature, often explicitly sexual and violent content, in prose intended to provoke an emotional 
reaction from an audience. Many of the plays and some of the assigned movies and short films of 
this class (especially Athenian comedy) use strong, wildly obscene language. If you find these 
subjects extremely difficult this may not be the class is for you; however I encourage you to 
come speak with me if you have any questions or concerns, or if you are not sure. 
 
GRADING: Your grade in this class will be determined as follows:  
 
Quizzes (25%) will focus on the readings. They will be available to take online, from your home 
computer or at the library, within a 48-hour window through moodle. Of the six quizzes total, 
you may drop the lowest grade. As you take these quizzes at home, they will be open book. 
However: once you start the quiz, you will have only 30 minutes to complete it. Your answers 
and work should be entirely your own. 
 
Inevitably moodle has personality crises at inconvenient moments. If moodle crashes during a 
quiz, you can e-mail your answers to me in word or another text program—but I must receive 
them within the 48 hours the quiz is “live.” If you miss the window, don’t panic. You get to drop 
your lowest grade. 
 
Midterm Paper (5-6 pages, 35%); and a Final Paper (6 pages, 40%). I will cover the format 
of these papers in more detail in class, however these papers should have a clear thesis that 
explicitly answers the question presented by one of the essay prompts assigned; and they should 
build an argument using textual analysis based on the primary works read (and watched) in class. 
A good way to prepare for these essays is to take reading notes, highlighting passages that seem 
particularly interesting or provocative as you go. Even better, form a reading group with friends 
and then argue about what is important or interesting in those passages. This will save you time 
when you need to write papers and gather evidence for your work, and will help you get a sense 
of what points of an argument are weak or strong. Papers are due both in class in hard copy 
format, as well as online through turnitin.com. I will give more specific submission instructions 
closer to the due-date. 
 
Late papers are penalized at a rate of a full grade if turned in within the first 24 hours after a 
deadline has passed, then a half-grade a day for every 24 hours after that. The maximum grade a 
paper turned in within 24 hours after the due-date can receive, for instance, is a 90 (A-); after 48 
hours, an 85 (B); 72 hours, an 80 (B-), etc. 
 
Academic Honesty and Plagiarism: 
 
In keeping with UCLA’s honor code and standards for personal behavior and 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 should also feel 
free 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 
 
TEXTS AND ASSIGNED READINGS: 
 
Below is a list of required and optional texts for this class. All required texts have been ordered 
into the bookstore but I encourage you to shop around for the best price. I do ask that you get the 
editions I’ve listed here. There are many (some, terrible) translations of these works to choose 
from on the market. Since we will frequently be working with these texts in class—and because 
these texts will be the basis for reading quizzes and your papers—it will make your life 
significantly easier if you have the same translation and page numbers as everyone else. 
 
I’ve listed the books below by ISBN for ease of online search. You can paste this number into 
your favorite online bookseller directly. The first list are required texts; the second list is 
optional—meaning, .pdfs of the assigned readings from these works will be made available 
online. But if you would prefer have a hardcopy, this list will ensure you get the right edition. 
 
Required Texts: 
 
Aeschylus, The Oresteia (Penguin) ISBN: 9780140443332 
Sophocles, Three Theban Plays (Penguin) ISBN: 9780140444254 
Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy (Vintage) ISBN: 9780394703695 
Aristotle, Poetics (Penguin) ISBN: 9780140446364 
Plato, Republic (Hackett) ISBN: 9780872207363 
Rousseau, Rousseau, Politics and the Arts (Cornell) ISBN 9780801490712 
 
Optional Texts: 
 
Simon Goldhill, Love, Sex, and Tragedy (Chicago) ISBN 9780226301198 
Euripides, The Bacchae and Other Plays (Penguin) ISBN 9780140447262 
Aristophanes, Lysistrata and Other Plays (Penguin) ISBN  9780140448146 
 
Films: You should treat the films assigned below as required texts. All can be purchased to 
stream from Amazon or other online services for a few dollars; some are available to stream on 
services like Netflix. I have requested movie titles licensed to UCLA’s Library be made 
available through the course website for free. If this request is accepted, you will need a UCLA 



login and access to the UCLA VPN to stream these films, but you may watch them in the 
comfort of your own home. I will say more on this in class. 
 
COURSE OVERVIEW AND ASSIGNMENT SCHEDULE:  
 
(Note: I reserve the right to alter these assignments at my discretion.) 
 
Week 1: Political Theater  

Jan. 10 Goldhill: “Question of Tragedy” (Online)  
Jan. 12: Aeschylus, Agamemnon, entire. 

 
Week 2: Democratic Remainders 

Jan. 17: Aeschylus, “The Eumenides” The Oresteia, p. 227-277 (Entire: You may also 
read the preceding play, included in the same volume “The Libation Bearers,” if you want 
to have the whole backstory, but it is not required.) 
Jan 19: Film: Liberty Valence, 1962 
 

First Quiz Online 
 

Week 3: Tragic Character 
Jan 24: Aristotle, Poetics, p. 3-48  
Aristotle: Nichomachean Ethics, Book 1 (Online) 
Jan 26: Sophocles, “Oedipus” Three Theban Plays, p. 155-251 

 
Week 4: Democratic Tragedies and Comedies 

Jan. 31: Sophocles, “Antigone” Three Theban Plays, p. 54-128 
 Thucydides, Periklean Funeral Oration (online) 
Feb. 2: Aristophanes, Lysistrata 

Simon Goldhill. Love, Sex & Tragedy, “His and hers—a love story?” and “Greek 
Love” (Online) 

Second Quiz Online 
First Paper Topics Circulated 

 
Week 5: Comedians vs. Philosophers  

Feb. 7: Aristophanes, The Clouds 
Film: Thank you for Smoking (2006) 

Feb. 9: Plato, Apology (Online) 
      
Week 6: Truth and Politics 
 

**First Paper due: hard copy & on Turnitin.** 
 

Feb 14: Plato, Republic Book 3; (Also read the summary of books 1& 2, posted online.)  
Video: Tony Zhou, “Every Frame a Painting: The Marvel Symphonic Universe.” 
Feb 16: Plato, Republic, Book 7, “Cave” Allegory: p. 208-221; Book 10 (entire) 



Video: Tony Zhou, “Every Frame a Painting: How does an Editor Think & Feel?” 
and “What is Bayhem?” (Online) 

Third Quiz Online 
 

Week 7: Dionysus: educator & destroyer of cities 
Feb. 21: Euripides: The Bacchae, (Online) 

Vernant: Greek Myths, Dionysus (Online) 
Feb 23: Aristophanes, The Frogs  

 
Week 8: Political Fakery 

Feb 28:Rousseau, Letter to D’Alembert, p. 1-57  
Mar. 2: Rousseau, Letter to D’Alembert, p. 57-92; 113-137  

 
Fourth Quiz Online 

 
Week 9: Nietzsche & Tragedy 

Mar. 7: Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, 1-8 (p. 31-67)  
Mar. 9: Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy  9-18 (p. 67-114)  

Film (TV): Star Trek OS (Season 2:2), Who mourns for Adonais? 
 
Fifth Quiz Online 

Final Paper Topics Circulated 
 
Week 10: A More Perfect World? 
 Mar. 14: Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed (Selections online) 

Tony Zhou: “Every Frame a Painting: The Art of the Gag,” & “The Geometry of 
a Scene.” (These are both short analyses by Zhou of how different directors create 
and use the ‘world’ of film. For those of you particularly interested in modern 
film and modern directors, also recommended from this series, but not required, 
are “David Fincher, and the Other Way is Wrong,” “Joel and Ethan Cohen: Shot, 
Reverse Shot,” or “Edgar Wright: How to Do Visual Comedy.”) 

Mar. 16: Stanley Cavell “The Good of Film” (Online)  
Film: Groundhog Day (1993) 

    
     Sixth Quiz Online 
 

**FINAL PAPER DUE EXAM WEEK** 
 
 


