
MSU is an Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Institution 

Michigan State University 
 
 
Department of Philosophy phone / messages (517) 381-4494 
518 South Kedzie Hall nails@msu.edu 
East Lansing, MI 48824-1032 
 

24 November 2009 
to: Dean Karin Wurst, College of Arts and Letters 
cc: Provost Kim Wilcox 
from: Debra Nails, Philosophy 
re:   the case for classics  
 
Thank you, and Marilyn, for your time and thoughtfulness when I attended your consultation session 11 
November to discuss the discontinuation of the degree in classical studies.    
 Since then, I have received many notes from colleagues in the U.S., the U.K., Australia, Finland, 
et al., commiserating with the loss of the ancient philosophy program.  They infer correctly that ancient 
philosophy cannot flourish without classical languages.  But without ancient philosophy, the reputation of 
MSU’s undergraduate degree in philosophy would be devalued, and our best students would no longer be 
competitive for the best graduate programs.  If we become the only university in the CIC without a clas-
sics degree, the job prospects for my graduate students will also be diminished, as will prospects for ex-
ternal funding of faculty in cognate disciplines.  MSU is already at the bottom of the CIC in that classics 
here has no distinctive identity, a situation that will only be made worse if it is hidden within a Depart-
ment of Romance Languages.  I mention this first because the dominoes have been falling since I saw 
you, causing me to reflect on the situation longer than I originally intended.  Because no money is saved 
by discontinuing the degree, while the loss to MSU’s reputation is catastrophic, I hope that you will re-
consider your recommendation to end the classical studies major. 
 Also since our meeting, the classicists have submitted their plan, a copy of which I requested and 
received last night.  I don’t know how the College and University curriculum committees will rule but, 
having been encouraged to hear you say how important Greek and Latin are, consistent with your promise 
that “the subject matter content will not disappear from the curriculum even if a major is discontinued,” I 
am now discouraged to see that there is no commitment beyond two semesters of classical Greek annual-
ly.  The cover letter mentions nothing about advanced reading courses in the language, so I concede that 
ancient philosophy has been written off under any future scenario.  That is especially worrying because 
no self-respecting ancient philosopher would accept a position at MSU if there were no classics program; 
no research-minded philosopher would accept a position in a department sharing its working space with 
religious studies and where existing tenure expectations were developed for a research university.  I ap-
preciate that you are solution-oriented, but the future of humanities at MSU is  looking ever more grim 
from my perspective.   
 The remainder of this memo—because I promised it—rehearses what I discussed with you 11 
November.  
 As you know, I have a professional interest in the future of classics course content, particularly 
the languages, because my area of expertise is ancient Greek philosophy and I teach classics-related ma-
terial to some 300 students annually:  I currently have four PhD students whose employment prospects 
are dependent in part on their knowledge of classical Greek.  Every year, I teach PHL 210 and PHL 210H, 
Ancient Greek Philosophy, to 50 students; upper-division courses on Plato and Aristotle to some 50 un-
dergraduate and graduate students, and IAH 221A, Athens & Sparta, affiliated with the Peace and Justice 
program, to 200 students.  I cringe to think that those 200 students are exposed to the ancient world by 
me, teaching outside my discipline, instead of by someone with a PhD in classics.   From my perspective, 
a robust classics program would be highly desirable, but classics has been stretched so paper-thin, over so 
many years, that it is unable to provide the support philosophy already needs, not to mention the several 
other disciplines with which it is intertwined.  I have tried to alleviate the problems I face with the current 
minimal presence of classics in a variety of ways, though I am tiring of the extra effort required:  I ac-
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company my graduate students to Greek reading groups at the University of Michigan every month be-
cause no such thing exists at MSU; I take and send students to lectures there and to performances at 
GVSU, which conducts the summer Greek reading group; I send graduate students to Greek intensive 
programs at other CIC universities—and undergraduates to Texas—because they cannot get what they 
need here.  Some of my students use the CIC opportunity to take graduate-level Greek courses for credit 
at the University of Michigan as well.  Keeping up with programs that might meet the students’ needs is a 
project in itself.    
 The numbers I mention are very small by MSU standards, I know; but it sometimes appears that 
MSU has collectively decided that those too weak to row must be thrown from the lifeboat—a chilling 
thought for all of us who know that classics could not be brought back by incremental hiring in some 
hoped-for future.  The only classical studies success stories of the past two decades have resulted from 
multiple simultaneous hires, yet it would be foolish to expect an economic boom in our lifetime that 
would make such hires possible.   
  


