CLAS 3305  Ancient Thought:  From Myth to Argument

What we seek to understand: 

· that our world is connected  by long threads of continuity to the Ancient Near East (…that we’re still carrying baggage those ancient peoples first picked up more than 5,000 years ago)

· that myth both informs and explains much about our earliest civic and religious institutions

· that understanding mythology and religion requires consideration of context as well as content 

· that analogy, symbol and  metaphor are crucial to both myth and religion

· that we still live with and by mythology today

· that mythology has always and will always inspire the arts
Overarching all of this:

We study, in this course, both the content and the context of the earliest stories of the Ancient Near East.   But in a very important sense, we do this to further our understanding of the content and context of the stories we tell today.   Where do the stories come from?  Why do we continue telling them?   In what sense do we believe them?   In what sense are they ‘true’ or ‘false’?   Does it matter whether they are true or false?

It is no coincidence that this course is both a classics course and a religious studies course.  We will find in these early myths the seeds of both the Greco-Roman world and our mostly Judeo-Christian Western world.   In explicating these connections, we will seek answers to some of mankind’s earliest questions:   Who are we?  Where do we come from?  What is our purpose here?  How should we live our lives?  How should we treat others?  Who should govern?  Who should judge?  What is justice?

These are philosophical questions that have no final answers, of course, but asking them allows us to explore the answers the earliest civilizations devised:  answers which are still written large across our world today.

Some few of you may feel that the course material aims to push you towards (or away from) particular religious beliefs.   While this is not true, poking around in these ancient stories does make some people uneasy as they discover the roots of Judeo-Christian mythology.    

