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The University’s Faculty Council and Provost have now given final ap-
proval to the Jefferson Center’s proposal for a Certificate Program in 

Great Books, available to undergraduate students in all colleges in the uni-
versity. Students who satisfy the requirements will graduate with a Certifi-
cate stating that they have completed an integrated, six course program (two 
courses more than a minor) in the Great Books. Of the six courses, four will 
be required: one on basic religious texts including the Bible, one on classical 
Greek philosophy and literature, one on the history of political philosophy, 
and one on the American Founding and the political tradition that has grown 
out of the Founding. Two other elective courses will be chosen from our care-
fully vetted list of courses in the great books taught by our affiliated faculty in 
departments including American Studies, Art History, Asian Studies, Classics, 
English, French and Italian, Government, History, Philosophy, Religious Stud-
ies, Russian and East European Studies, Sociology, and Spanish. All students 
who complete the required four courses will have studied in depth the Bible 
and major works of Homer, Plato, Aristotle, the Greek tragedians, St. Thomas 
Aquinas, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Madison, Hamilton, Jefferson, the Decla-
ration of Independence, the American Constitution and leading constitutional 
cases, Marx, Tocqueville, and Nietzsche—as well as authors such as Dante, 
Boccacio, Shakespeare, Kant, Hegel, Dubois, Martin Luther King, etc., whom 
they will encounter in their two elective courses.

Certificate Program Approved
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The Jefferson Center undergraduate book 
club has held discussion meetings this Fall 

on Cervantes’ Don Quixote (in the wake of 
Prof. Stan Zimic’s inspiring public lecture); on 
the essay, “What Is Liberal Education,” by Leo 
Strauss; and—after a screening—on the movie 
“The Man Who Shot Liberty Valence,” portray-
ing the moral complexity of the replacement 
of the heroic Wild West by the rule of law. The 
Club is planning more meetings to discuss 
short key texts and more movie nights next 
semester, including readings from Franklin, 
Shakespeare, Rousseau, and others. 

Undergraduate Great Books Club

Picasso’s Don Quixote



In September, we were 
privileged to have 

Professor Stan Zimic, of 
the University of Texas’s 
Department of Spanish 
literature, deliver a lecture 
on Cervantes’ immortal 
masterpiece, Don Quixote. 
Professor Zimic addressed 
critically, from a new 
perspective, some of the 
almost universally accept-
ed interpretations of the 
work’s novelistic structures 
and of the hero’s “quijo-
tism.” The main argument 
of his lecture—sustained 

Public Lecture Series

Core Texts and Ideas

Page 2

We are delighted to welcome as our first visiting scholar Prof. Xiong 
Wenchi, the Director of the Center for Ethics and International Affairs 

Studies at the Shanghai International Studies University. Dr. Xiong Wenchi 
completed his dissertation on Aristotle’s Political Philosophy at Fudan Uni-
versity and has published scholarly studies in Chinese on the thought of 
Aristotle, Rousseau,  Jurgen Habermas, and contemporary issues in political 
philosophy. He has a deep interest in articulating a dialogue between Confu-
cian and ancient Greek thinking, and has come to our Center to pursue this 
goal in conversation and collaboration with our faculty and students.

We Welcome Our First Scholar in Residence

Students may pursue a major in 
Core Texts and Ideas under the 

auspices of the Humanities Honors 
Program, which offers each student 
the opportunity to fashion his or her 
own course of study. Humanities 
majors work closely with the Hu-
manities adviser to design a major 
consisting of 42 credit hours. Each 
course in the individual program 
of study must clearly contribute to 
a coherent major with a focus on a 
particular theme, idea, or question. 

The Humanities major culminates 
in the writing of a senior thesis that 
addresses a particular aspect, case, 
application or interpretation of the 
chosen topic. Examples of possible 
Humanities majors drawing upon 
the Program for Core Texts and Ideas 
include “Revolutionary Philosophy 
and Political Factions,” “Medieval 
and Reformation Christian Thought,” 
“Political Philosophy,” and “The His-
tory of Scientific Thought.”

Undergraduate Major

Professor Stanislav Zimic



by an attentive consideration of pertinent 
texts—was that the perennial, fundamen-
tal question of Don Quixote’s “heroism or 
foolishness” can only be answered by a 
clear understanding that the two Parts of 
Don Quixote (published in 1605 and 1615 
respectively) were conceived very differ-
ently. Cervantes wrote the first part mainly 
as a literary parody, but the second mainly 
as a work inspired by a crucial, existential 
problem—which, in effect, explains its uni-
versal appeal.

In November, Peter Ahrensdorf, Professor 
of Political Science and Classics at Da-

vidson College, spoke on “Homer and the 
Foundations of Classical Civilization.” He 
pointed out that while Homer has always 
been regarded as a poet of the first rank, it 
is forgotten today that such philosophic fig-
ures as Herodotus, Thucydides, Plato, and 
Machiavelli considered him to be a foun-
dational political, moral, and philosophic 
thinker as well as the theoretical founder of 
Greek civilization. By reflecting on Homer, 
we can recognize the two most distinc-
tive and fundamental features of classical 
civilization: first, its humanism—that is, its 
celebration of human excellence over divine 
greatness; and secondly, its philosophic 

rationalism—that is, its elevation of the con-
templative life of the mind over the politi-
cal and military life of action. As a result of 
Homer’s influence, two of the distinguish-
ing features of Greek Civilization were to be 
its extraordinary celebration of the beauty 
of the human animal, body and soul, as can 
be seen in Greek athletics, Greek sculpture, 
and Greek nudity; and also its singularly 
questioning posture toward the divine, as 
can be seen in Greek philosophy.

Our first lecturer in the coming semester 
will be the leading Rousseau scholar 

Prof. Arthur Melzer of Michigan State Uni-
versity, who will talk on “Rousseau and the 
Modern Cult of Sincerity” Friday, February 
12. Earlier ages lived under the command-
ment: “Be Holy” or “Be Patriotic” or “Be 
Wise.” Today, the reigning commandment 
is: “Be Yourself.” Contemporary society is 
characterized by the canonization of sin-
cerity as the highest virtue. How did this 
extraordinary transformation of culture 
occur and what does it mean? Melzer will 
take us back to the thought of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau in an effort to answer this press-
ing question about ourselves.

Subsequent lecturers will include the 
classical historian Barry Strauss of Cor-

nell University, speaking in early March 
on the meaning of the figure of Spartacus 
in the western tradition, and Jean Bethke 
Elshtain of the Divinity School of the Uni-
versity of Chicago, delivering a lecture 
entitled “St. Augustine Goes Global” on 
Thursday April 8. 

All our lectures are available at our website 
to be listened to or to be downloaded.
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Professor Peter Ahrensdorf
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It is only with the invaluable help of our teaching post-doctoral fellows 
that we are able to offer on a regular basis our four required courses in the 

certificate program. In their first semester the fellows assist senior faculty in 
teaching these courses, and then teach sections of these courses and others 
of their own choosing on their own. Each fellow has come to our program 
after having completed a dissertation in one or more of the great books, and 
continues to produce scholarship on the great books while teaching in our 
undergraduate program.

John Bugbee primarily researches medieval 
literature and theology, but also makes 

occasional border raids on the philosophy of 
science, usually under the influence of American 
philosopher and logician Charles Peirce. He is 
interested in the idea of laws of nature as it appears 
in all three realms. He holds a Ph.D. in medieval 
English literature (with a dissertation on Chaucer 
and Bernard of Clairvaux) and master's degrees 
in both English and Religious Studies, all from the 
University of Virginia. Publication credits include 
articles in Medium Aevum and Zygon: The Journal 
of Religion and Science. At the Jefferson Center 
he has offered courses in the scriptures of world 
religions, in medieval philosophy and literature, 
and in Europe's seventeenth-century scientific 
revolution.

Christopher Moore has just finished 
teaching a course on Roman poetry 

and philosophy, with particular attention 
given to Virgil, Stoicism, and the art 
of living. In the Spring he will teach a 
drama class, cross-listed with European 
Studies and Philosophy, devoted to 
classical Greek and classical French texts 
and their reception. His current research 
focuses on the union of self-knowledge, 
the origins of philosophy, the Socratic 
mode of conversation, dialogue form, and 
democracy.

Meet Our Teaching Post-Doctoral Fellows

Dr. John Bugbee

Dr. Christopher Moore



Benjamin Lorch began to study the Great Books as 
an undergraduate at St. John’s College and went on 

to study political theory at Boston College, where he 
received his Ph.D. in 2008. His dissertation examined 
the approach of ancient political theory to the question 
of what role moral considerations should play in the 
determination of public policy. As a postdoctoral fellow 
in the Jefferson Center, Ben has taught courses in the 
history of political theory and published articles in The 
Review of Politics and POLIS. A citizen of Israel, Ben 
has also written and lectured on Jewish philosophy 
and contemporary Israeli politics, and he is currently 
beginning a new research project on religion and 
politics in ancient political theory.

Erik Dempsey is a scholar of political science, 
specializing in classical political thought. He is 

currently at work on a book manuscript which looks at 
the place of virtue and prudence in Aristotle’s thought, 
a project which targets the questions of what Aristotle 
takes virtue to be and what the importance of politics 
is in a well-lived human life. He also has a particular 
interest in the relationship between religion and politics 
and in different religious traditions; his book examines 
the reception of Aristotle’s thought in the Middle Ages, 
among both the Thomist and Averroist schools.  He is a 
devoted and successful teacher, who has taught classes 
on political philosophy of all eras, as well as classes on 
American politics and on the political importance of 
science in modern society and public policy.  He’s a born-
and-bred New Yorker and Yankee fan, a former engineer, 
and an Eagle Scout.

The funds necessary to support these essential teaching and research fellowships have 
been generously donated by the Clayton Fund, in Houston; the Thomas W. Smith 

Foundation, in Greenwich, Connecticut; the Bill and Katie Weaver Charitable Trust, 
in Dallas; The Gil and Dody Weaver Foundation, in Dallas; the Jack Miller Center for 
Teaching America’s Founding Principles and History, in Philadelphia; and the Veritas 
Fund, in Alexandria, Virginia.
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Dr. Erik Dempsey

Dr. Benjamin Lorch
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Executive Seminars for Alumni and Friends

Three monthly seminar discussion 
groups are being organized, in 

Austin, Dallas, and Houston, to be 
held on one Sunday afternoon each 
month, January through May, for 
ninety minutes.

In Austin, the theme will be the      
nature and meaning of compas-

sion. The first discussion will look 
at Nietzsche’s account, in his Birth of 
Tragedy, of the ancient transition from 
the tragic outlook to the scientific 
one. We will then turn to a discussion 
of an ancient tragedy: Aeschylus’ Ag-
amemnon. We’ll wrestle with the ques-
tion, what distinguishes tragic pity 
from other, forms of compassion? As 
we turn to consider works by Shake-

speare, Jane 
Austen, and 
Melville, we 
will continue 
to enrich our 
understand-
ing of the 
psychology 
of compas-
sion, what 
it is, how it 
relates to rea-

son and to other aspects of the soul, 
and its changing political import.

In Dallas and Houston, our semi-
nars will examine the challenges 

that constitutional democracies 
confront during wartime. Our over-
arching goal will be to help us under-
stand how our constitutional system 
of government can provide the Presi-
dency with the necessary discretion-

ary power 
to protect 
the nation 
during 
existential 
crises while 
also fulfill-
ing our na-
tion’s com-
mitment to 
individual 
civil liber-
ties. We’ll 
begin with 
the political theory of John Locke, 
whose Second Treatise lays out the 
principles of modern constitutional-
ism, separation of powers, and execu-
tive prerogative power that informed 
the American Founders when they 
drafted the U.S. Constitution. We’ll 
then take up the U.S. Constitution 
itself, and selections from the Federal-
ist Papers, paying particular attention 
to Hamilton’s defense of a powerful 
unitary executive branch. Next, we’ll 
turn to case studies in American pres-
idential history and Supreme Court 
jurisprudence, focusing on Lincoln’s 
defense of his extra-constitutional 
actions during the Civil War and the 
Court’s handling of challenges to 
civil liberties during WW II and the 
Cold War. We’ll finish with an analy-
sis of the new challenges to consti-
tutional protections of civil liberties 
and to our nations security during 
the War on Terror under the Bush and 
Obama Administrations.

John Locke

Jean-Jacques Rousseau



Core Texts and Ideas

Page 7

Contact Us At:

The University of Texas at Austin 
The Thomas Jefferson Center for the Study of Core Texts and Ideas
1 University Station, C4100
Austin, TX 78712

Phone:  
E-mail:

(512) 471.6648
cti@austin.utexas.edu

Or visit us on the web at:
http://www.utexas.edu/cola/centers/coretexts

Dedicated to the use of “core texts” – 
that is, world classics or works of major 

cultural significance – in undergraduate 
curricula, the ACTC will hold its regular 
annual conference April 15-18 at Seton Hall 
University in New Brunswick, New Jer-

sey. Co-sponsored by Centenary College 
of New Jersey, the College of New Jersey, 
and Columbia University, the conference 
offers teachers and program administrators 
the opportunity to discuss the educations 
offered in their curricula and courses. For 
further information about registration, lodg-
ing, joining a panel an offering a short pa-
per, etc., visit the website at: http://www.
coretexts.org.

Upcoming Annual Conference 
of the National Association for 
Core Texts and Courses (ACTC)

Devin Stauffer, associate professor of 
government, and a member of the 

Jefferson Center’s steering committee, 
has been named a 2009-10 recipient of the 
President’s Associates Teaching Excellence 
Award. Stauffer specializes in classical and 
early modern political thought. His most re-
cent book is The Unity of Plato’s ‘Gorgias’: 
Rhetoric, Justice, and the Philosophic Life, 
published originally in 2006 by Cambridge 
University Press, and released this year in 
paperback.

College of Liberal Arts Dean Randy Diehl 
commented that, “Devin Stauffer is a 

stellar example 
of the excellent 
teachers in Gov-
ernment, and 
college exit poll 
surveys indicate 
that he’s among 
the leaders in 
the department 
in terms of the 
number of stu-
dents who list 
him as one of the 
best professors 
they had at UT.”

Steering Committee Member wins Teaching Prize

Professor Devin Stauffer



The Thomas Jefferson Center for the Study of Core Texts and Ideas
1 University Station, C4100
Austin, TX 78712

Core Texts and Ideas
The Thomas Jefferson Center for the Study of

Serious study of the great books of the Western tradition is an essential 
component of a liberal arts education. Under the leadership of Tom and 
Lorraine Pangle, the Thomas Jefferson Center for 
the Study of Core Texts and Ideas has emerged 
as a primary venue for encouraging students’ 
critical but respectful reading of the works that 
have shaped our culture and institutions. As 
dean of the College of Liberal Arts, I wholeheart-
edly support the efforts of the Pangles and of the 
Center’s Steering Committee members to build a 
program that serves as a model for other colleges 
and universities in Texas and throughout the 
nation. 

With best wishes,

Randy L. Diehl
Dean, College of Liberal Arts
David Bruton, Jr. Regents Chair in Liberal Arts

A Message from the Dean

Dean Randy Diehl


