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Course Abstract 
This course offers an overview of classic texts in modern political thought. Attention is 
given to thinkers’ historical contexts, their debates across time with one another, and the 
relevance of their political thought today. Throughout the course we will explore key 
concepts such as the social contract, sovereignty, authority, and autonomy; we will address 
the relation between politics and language; and investigate the foundations and meaning of 
rights, liberty, and equality. Finally, throughout the course we will link these discussions to 
larger questions of modernity, liberalism, and democracy. 
 

Attendance and Participation 
Success in this course depends upon your active engagement with the reading material and 
with each other. Please come on time, be sure to have read the day’s assignment, and be 
prepared to ask at least one clearly formulated question. Attendance at all precepts is 
mandatory. Excused absences may be arranged with the preceptor in cases of religious 
holidays, illness, or other emergencies. Unexcused absences will affect your participation 
grade, as will attending without participating. 
 

Writing 
The best way to think about the course material is to write about it. So in this course you will 
be asked to hand in two shorter pieces of writing as well as two longer essays.  
 
More specifically, you will be asked to write: 

• One short analysis piece explaining an individual passage (600 words), due Feb. 27; 
• One short thought piece linking readings to contemporary politics (600 words), 

due April 17 at the latest, but you are encouraged to submit earlier; 
• Two essays (1500-1800 words each), due March 17 and May 4. 
• Final exam (take-home) that will include some short-answer questions as well as 

one or more longer essays. 
 
For the short pieces and essays I will post possible questions as the semester progresses but 
you will have substantial freedoms in picking your own topics in consultation with your 
preceptor. 
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Grading 
Class & precept participation – 10% 
Two short pieces – 20% (10% each) 
Two essays – 40% (20% each) 
Final exam – 30% 
 
For grading criteria see separate handout on expectations. This also includes some advice on 
how to write a paper in political theory. 
 

Late Paper Policy 
Papers are due to your preceptor at 5pm on the respective date. Late papers will be penalized 
one third of a letter grade per calendar day (e.g. an A- paper one day late becomes a B+), 
except in documented cases of illness or emergency.  
 
Note:  Each student may, at her or his discretion, take a 24-hour extension for one of the 

four assignments, no questions asked. To use the extension, simply indicate that you are 
doing so on the title page of your paper when you submit it. 

 

Academic Honesty 
You will find a great deal of material online about the books we will read in this course. 
Consult some of it, if you must, but trust none of it. You will derive the most from this 
course if you spend your time reading the books themselves, not articles written about them. 
 
If you do consult any sources other than the books, you must list them in a bibliography to 
the relevant writing assignment. If you use a particular idea from your extra reading, you 
must cite your source. There is no shame in admitting that a secondary reading sparked your 
thinking. An acknowledgment of intellectual indebtedness is always better than a stolen 
thought. If you do not reference an idea, you are implicitly claiming it as your own. If that 
claim is not true, you commit academic dishonesty. When in doubt, always cite!1 
 

Electronic Devices 
Our lectures will be a device-free zone.2 You may not use laptops, tablets, or any mobile 
devices in class for any purpose. Instead, be prepared to take notes by hand and bring 
hardcopies of the book we are reading. In case you require the use of electronic devices as 
part of the accommodation of a disability or impairment, please let me know and I will 
happily make an exception. 
 

																																																								
1 If you want to read more about how to cite and what constitutes plagiarism, consult Charles Lipson’s Doing 
Honest Work in College (2008). And never hesitate to approach me with any questions you might have. 
2 Even assuming away all potential distractions for you and your classmates, current research (coming out of 
Princeton!) strongly suggests that students taking notes on laptops perform worse on conceptual questions than 
students who take notes longhand with pen and paper. See Pam A. Mueller and Daniel M. Oppenheimer, “The 
Pen Is Mightier Than the Keyboard: Advantages of Longhand Over Laptop Note Taking,”  Psychological Science 
(2014), Vol.  25(6): 1159-1168; available online: http://pss.sagepub.com/content/25/6/1159. 
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Office Hours 
I hold drop-in office hours every Tuesdays and Thursdays from 11:00a.m. till 12:00p.m. in 
Scheide Caldwell House 204A. I am also available for sign-up office hours on Mondays and 
Wednesdays. Please sign up on WASE. If none of these times work for you, I am also 
available by appointment at other times. Just send me an email. 
 

Required Books 
Please purchase the following ten books in physical form and bring the appropriate book to 
lecture and precept. We will be looking closely at certain passages together. The books have 
been preordered for you at Labyrinth.  
 
 
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan [1651], ed. Edwin Curley (Hackett). 

John Locke, Two Treatises of Government [1689], ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge). 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Major Political Writings [1755-1762], trans. and ed. John T. Scott 
(Chicago). 

Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations [1776], ed. Edwin Cannan (Chicago). 

Immanuel Kant, Perpetual Peace and Other Essays [1784-1795], trans. Ted Humphrey (Hackett). 

Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Closed Commercial State [1800], trans. Anthony Curtis Adler 
(SUNY). 

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America [1835], trans. Harvey Mansfield and Delba 
Winthrop (Chicago). 

Karl Marx, Selected Writing [1843-1848], ed. Lawrence H. Simon (Hackett). 

Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality. A Polemic [1887], trans. Maudemarie Clark 
and Alan J. Swensen (Hackett). 

W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk [1903], ed. David Blight and Robert Gooding-
Williams (Bedford). 

 
I will also make available a reference list of optional readings for each thinker that provide 
some more intellectual background and offer further reading suggestions from the secondary 
literature. For lectures and precepts, however, you should focus on the assigned course 
books only. 
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Schedule 
 

Feb 7  Introduction to the course.  
Feb 9  Hobbes, Leviathan, Letter Dedicatory; The Introduction (pp. 1-5), Chs. 1-12. 
 
Feb 14  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapters 13-21.  
Feb 16  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapters 29-30. 
 
Feb 21  John Locke, Second Treatise, Chapters 1-10 (§§ 1-133). 
Feb 23  John Locke, Second Treatise, Chapters 11-19 (§§ 134-243). 
 

*** Feb 27: Short Analysis Piece Due *** 
 
Feb 28  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality, Dedication; Preface; Part One. 
Mar 2  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality, Part Two; Notes (esp. 9 & 15). 
 
Mar 7 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, Books One and Two. 
Mar 9 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, Books Three and Four. 
 
Mar 14  Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Introduction; Book 1, chs. 1-5. 
Mar 16  Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Bk. 3 (401-445); Bk. 5, ch. 3 (471-486) 
 

*** Mar 17: First Essay Due *** 
* Spring Recess * 

 
Mar 28 Immanuel Kant, “On the Proverb: That May Be True in Theory, But Is Of 

No Practical Use” (1793) [Parts 2 and 3] & “An Answer to the Question: 
What is Enlightenment?” (1784). 

Mar 30 Immanuel Kant, “Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Intent” 
(1784) & “Toward Perpetual Peace” (1795). 

 
April 4  Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Closed Commercial State, Introduction, First Book. 
April 6  Johann Gottlieb Fichte, The Closed Commercial State, Second & Third Books. 
 
April 11  Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 1, selections. 
April 13 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 2, selections. 
 

*** By April 17 at the latest: Short Thought Piece Due *** 
 
April 18  Karl Marx, On the Jewish Question (1843). 
April 20 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (1848). 
 
April 25  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality, Preface & First Treatise. 
April 27 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality, Second & Third Treatises. 
 
May 2  W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Forethought & Chapters 1-6. 
May 4  W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Chapters 10-14. 

 
*** May 4: Second Essay Due ***  
*** Final Exam: Take-Home *** 


