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Course Description 

This course aims to develop students’ understanding of and appreciation for 1) major figures in 

the history of Western political thought, and 2) key questions that have driven political thinking 

from ancient times to the present. Figures considered include Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, 

Hobbes, Locke, Mill, and Rawls, as well as a selection of other contemporary theorists. Each of 

the texts covered was written in and for a particular context, though our approach in this course 

will be philosophical/theoretical rather than historical. That is, we will focus primarily (though 

not exclusively) on the claims and arguments contained in the texts, rather than on the 

biographies of their authors. Whenever possible, we will explore the relevance of these 

arguments to contemporary political issues and debates. That said, our primary aim is not to 

resolve these contemporary debates, but rather to consider the kinds of theoretical issues that 

underlie them. Resolving the debates is your task after you have completed the course and are 

equipped to reason thoughtfully and cogently about issues of profound political significance. 

 

The course schedule is organized both chronologically and thematically. The first 9 weeks are 

spent reading older texts (4th century BCE – 16th century CE), while the remaining 6 weeks focus 

on writings primarily from the 20th and 21st centuries. The texts are also grouped roughly 

according to the themes on which we will concentrate during those weeks. 

 

Course Requirements 

Grades will be determined based on the following requirements: 

 Regular attendance at all class meetings and participation in class discussions. Note: the 

quality (i.e. thoughtfulness) of discussion contributions will be more highly valued than 

the quantity thereof. Furthermore, to ensure your preparation for class, and to enhance my 

preparation, you will be required to post to the online discussion board a short (1 

paragraph) reflection on the readings for each class meeting, no later than 7:00am the 

morning of that meeting. If you need to miss a class for some good reason, please consult 

with me beforehand if at all possible. (Attendance & Participation: 25% of total grade) 

 Three short papers of 3-4 pages. These will be assigned and collected throughout the 

semester, as reflected in the course schedule below. The purpose of these papers is (a) to 

challenge you to analyze the course material critically and construct your own coherent 

thesis in response. Well in advance of each paper’s due date, I will distribute prompting 

questions to guide your writing. If you prefer to write on your own topic, that is fine, 

though I ask that you speak with me about it at least one week prior to the deadline for 

that paper. These papers are due in hard copy at the beginning of class on the date they 

are due. (Papers: 45% of total grade – 15% for each paper) 

 Final Exam at the end of the semester. This exam will be cumulative and will test your 

understanding of the material from the whole of the course. It will consist of some 

multiple choice questions, some short-answer questions, and one longer essay. (Final 

Exam: 30% of total grade) 
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Required Texts 

 

You should purchase the following texts for use in this class. Used copies are fine, though you 

should purchase the editions indicated below – otherwise it will be difficult for us all to be on the 

same page, literally. These are classic texts in political thought, and they deserve a place in the 

personal library of any erudite individual. If you plan to study political theory in the future, you 

may want to purchase other texts on the syllabus as well, as you will undoubtedly make use of 

them again. 

 

 Plato, Republic, trans. Allan Bloom (Basic Books, 1968) 

 Aristotle, Politics, trans. Carnes Lord (University of Chicago, 1984) 

 Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield (University of Chicago, 1998) 

 Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Edwin Curley (Hackett, 1994) 

 Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1960) 

 John Rawls, Political Liberalism (Columbia Univ. Press, 1996) 

 

Course Schedule 

  

The following schedule remains open to change at any point during the semester. 

Readings marked with a * will be made available electronically. 

 

Week 1 

 Monday:  Introduction (no assigned reading) 

  

What is Politics For? 

 

Wednesday:  Plato, Republic, Books 1 & 2 

 

Week 2 

 Monday:  Plato, Republic, Book 4 & 5 

 Wednesday:  Plato, Republic, Book 7 

 

Week 3 

 Monday:  Aristotle, Politics, Book I, III.1-8 

 Wednesday:  Aristotle, Politics, Book IV.1-11 

 

Week 4 

 Monday:  Aristotle, Politics, Book VII.1-3, 13-17 

    FIRST SHORT PAPER TOPICS DISTRIBUTED 

 

 Wednesday:  Machiavelli, The Prince, I-XI 

 

Week 5 

 Monday:  Machiavelli, The Prince, XII-XXVI 
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Liberty and Government by Agreement 

 

 Wednesday:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Chaps. 6, 11, 13 

 

Week 6 

 Monday:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Chaps. 14-16 

    FIRST SHORT PAPER DUE 

 Wednesday:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Chaps. 17,18 

 

Week 7 

 Monday:  Locke, 2nd Treatise of Government, Chaps. 2-3 & 5 

 Wednesday:  Locke, 2nd Treatise of Government, Chap. 8, 9 

 

Week 8 

 Monday:   Locke, 2nd Treatise of Government, Chaps, 15, 18-19 

 Wednesday:  J.S. Mill, On Liberty*, I-II 

    SECOND SHORT PAPER TOPICS DISTRIBUTED 

 

Week 9 

 Monday:  J.S. Mill, On Liberty*, III-V 

 Wednesday:  Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty”* 

 

Political Liberalism 

 

Week 10  

Monday:  Rawls, Theory of Justice*, §1-4,  20-22, 24-25 

Wednesday:  Rawls, Theory of Justice* §11-12, 26, 29 

   SECOND SHORT PAPER DUE 

     

Week 11 

Monday: Michael Sandel, “The Procedural Republic and the Unencumbered 

Self,” Political Theory 12 (1984): 81-96.* 

Wednesday: Susan Moller Okin, “Justice and Gender,” Philosophical Affairs 16 

(1987): 42-72.* 

 

Week 12 

Monday: Rawls, Political Liberalism, “Introduction to the Paperback 

Edition,” and IV: “The Idea of an Overlapping Consensus” 

Wednesday: Rawls, Political Liberalism, VI: “The Idea of Public Reason” 

    THIRD SHORT PAPER TOPICS DISTRIBUTED  

 

Human Rights & Human Capabilities 

 

Week 13 

Monday: Universal Declaration of Human Rights*; Declaration of 

Independence* 
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Wednesday: Charles Beitz, “Human Rights as a Common Concern,” American 

Political Science Review 95 (2001): 269-82.* 

 

Week 14 

 Monday:  Jeremy Bentham, “Anarchical Fallacies.”* 

 Wednesday:  Amartya Sen, “Equality of What?”* 

     

 

Week 15 

Monday: Martha C. Nussbaum, Women and Human Development, Chapter 1 

(“In Defense of Universal Values”)* 

 

Conclusion 

 

Wednesday: Rawls, Political Liberalism, I.§8.2 (pgs. 44-46); Machiavelli, The 

Prince, XV 

    THIRD SHORT PAPER DUE 


