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Course Overview:  We will explore four formative developments in humanism that remain relevant to 

reflecting upon how we argue over shared values.  Argument is a key concern of studies of rhetoric, 

which Aristotle defined as the art of investigating the means of persuasion that are available in a particular 

situation.  The rhetorics of the sophists, Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero will provide us with opportunities to 

review some of the most noted conceptions of wisdom, eloquence, and virtue in the history of humanism.  
 

We will begin with the Presocratics who became known as sophists.  Plato used the sophists as foils to 

distinguish the arts of rhetoric from the truths of philosophy.  While highly regarded in their own time, 

Plato’s version of the sophists contributed to their erasure from history, for only a few fragments of their 

writings remain.  As we will discuss in the first two classes, their skeptical critiques of sacred truths laid 

the foundations for the secular nature of humanism, though we know them today largely through Plato’s 

Gorgias.  Their relativistic conceptions of truth and justice provide a stark contrast with the philosopher 

kings of Plato’s Republic.  In the third class, we will turn to the philosopher who compromised between 

relativism and idealism to make a craft of moderation and argumentation.  Aristotle’s works on rhetoric, 

ethics, and politics came to define our conceptions of the arts of argument and the virtues of a well-

balanced constitution.  In our concluding class, we will discuss two traditions that were shaped directly 

and indirectly by classical rhetoric, the civic humanism of Cicero, and the Christian tradition with which 

it interacted through the Renaissance.  

 
Course Texts: Plato's Gorgias & Aristotle's Rhetoric (Focus Philosophical Library) (Required) 

http://www.amazon.com/Gorgias-Aristotles-Rhetoric-Philosophical-Library/dp/1585102997 
 

The Basic Works of Aristotle (Modern Library Classics) (Recommended, or online works listed below) 

http://www.amazon.com/Basic-Aristotle-Modern-Library-Classics/dp/0375757996 

 

1. June 6: The Rhetorical Origins of Humanism 
 

For Class: To get a sense of the rhetorical practices that  were formalized in 

classical models of argument and political wisdom, we will discuss the speeches 

from Book Nine of the Iliad in which Agamennon and others deliberate upon 

whether they should continue their attacks.  Browse through these speeches to get a 

feel for deliberative discourse represented in the mythic traditions that fourth -

century Greeks memorized as models of eloquence.  A contemporaneous model is 

Pericles' funeral oration from History of the Peloponnesian War by Thucydides.  

Please copy and print Pericles' funeral speech, which we will discuss in class.   
 

In Class: We will discuss how Gorgias and other Sophists helped found the humanities on the doctrine that “man is 

the measure of all things.”  While Plato succeeded in positioning philosophy above sophistry, it was Gorgias’ 

student Isocrates who developed a liberal arts educational philosophy, and it was the sophists who were allied with 

Pericles’ democratic party, while Plato spoke from oligarchic political traditions.  In addition to reviewing the 

extant fragments of the sophists’ writings, we will expand our perspective beyond the boundaries of the public to 

consider the traces of Women's Life in Greece and Rome that we can glean from the remnants Sappho's poetry. 
 

For background: To get a sense of these philosophical movements, you may wish to consult the entries on the 

Sophists and Greek Philosophy in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  You will also find a range of  materials 

on our Classical Rhetoric Resource Page, for example Exploring Ancient World Cultures, The Greeks (a PBS series 

multimedia website), and the Works of Homer from Perseus (an extensive archive of classical texts). 
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2. June 13: The Rhetoric of Philosophy 
 

 

For Class: Read Joe Sachs’ Introduction and Plato’s Gorgias. 
 

In Class: One of the ironies of the attack on rhetoric in Gorgias is that it is the 

first extant text that actually uses the term rhetorike.  Irony is one of the rhetorical 

devices that figure so richly in Plato’s dialogues.  He wrote against writing using 

the character of Socrates to create a literary dialogue in which philosophers argued 

with rhetoricians over who should inherit the educational legacy of the poets.  We 

will discuss how Plato dramatizes the dialectical process of inquiry in a highly 

rhetorical form that differs from the treatises that have taught us to think 

philosophically. 
 

For Background: Daniel Erikson’s “Gorgias, Polus and Socrates on Rhetoric in 

Gorgias” discusses the dialogue and the historical figures in it.  Also useful are the 

entries on Plato in the  Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy and on Plato on 

Rhetoric and Poetry in the Stanford Encyclopedia on Philosophy. 
 

 

3. June 20: The Classical Arts of Citizenship 
 

 

For Class: Read Aristotle’s Rhetoric in Sach’s edition.  We will also discuss Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and 

Politics, particularly the first books.  I have recommended an inexpensive one-volume collected works, but you can 

also find both on line, including free Kindle downloads of the Politics and Ethics. 
 

In Class: Aristotle’s works on rhetorics, ethics and politics were foundational texts for over two millennia and are 

still widely studied today.  Aristotle drew upon the relativism of the sophists and the idealism of Plato to 

acknowledge that in most deliberative situations, we must act not on the basis of certainties but contingencies.  

Aristotle concludes that we can best understand such situations by reflecting upon their potentials in a contigent and 

provisional manner.  As we will discuss, Aristotle’s conceptions of the arts of citizenship provide value-laden ways 

to assess collective action and moral reflections on contested ethical and political issues.   
 

For Background: For information on his ethics and general philosophy, consult the Aristotle entries in the  

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy and Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  

Useful information on Aristotle’s ethics and a wide range of philosophical issues 

and sources is also available in Bob Zunjic’s philosophy course. 

 

4. June 27: Two Classical Rhetorical Traditions 
 

For Class: Read Book 1 of Aristotle’s De Doctrina Christiana and Cicero’s     

De Oratore, XXV-XXXV (scroll down).  Also review the Sermon on the Mount, 

which we will subject to rhetorical analysis in class. 
 

In Class: Cicero was a major source for the transmission of classical rhetoric, for he adapted the principles of 

Greek rhetoric to broader, more literate, and less culturally homogeneous cultures.  The relations of Ciceronianism 

and Christianity were central to the evolution of humanism and the humanities.  An example of that relationship is 

provided by a letter of St. Jerome in which he reported that he had been called to the seat of judgment to profess his 

faith and had been condemned as a Ciceronian.  For an example of the rhetorical dynamics of Christianity, we will 

review the theories of Augustine and the rhetorical 

proselytizing that began with the Sermon on the Mount.  To 

conclude our discussions of argument, we will consider 

humanist and Christian traditions as ongoing arguments 

about the means and ends of our collective experience. 
 

For Background: You may wish to consult this synopsis of 

De Oratore, the entries on Cicero and Augustine in the 

Internet Encyclopedia, Zunijc’s page on the Sermon on the 

Mount, Deconstructing Rhetoric entry on Augustine, and 

Hinze’s “Reclaiming Rhetoric in the Christian Tradition.” 
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