
CARLETON COLLEGE: THE DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

POSC 160: POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

INFO

Instructor: Joel Alden Schlosser Dates: Spring Term 2010
Email: jschloss@carleton.edu Times: M, W 11:10 – 12:20 PM, F 12 – 1 PM
Phone: x4175 Place: Willis 205
Office: Willis 416 Office hours: M and W 3:30 – 5 PM and by 

appointment

COURSE DESCRIPTION

What are politics? What are the origins of political communities? What are their purposes? Is 
there a natural political society? Is there an ideal one? What is citizenship? What is the good life?  
How is this related to political life? Are institutions more important than traditions and practices? 
How are they interrelated? What kind of political science can understand these questions?

With this course we will begin what I hope might become a lifelong investigation into these and 
similar questions. For ten intense weeks we will both immerse ourselves in a tradition of thinking 
about politics while also coming up for air in our own world. Drawing on some of the greatest 
thinkers in the Western tradition, you will develop basic historical and philosophic knowledge of  
their thought while also learning to evaluate and create your own arguments about political life 
today.

OBJECTIVES

The primary objective of this course is for you to learn how to think like a political theorist.  
This includes the ability to do the following things and do them well:

• Understand the arguments in the history of political philosophy including key concepts 
and historical patterns.

• Interpret and explain the differences within and among thinkers.
• Organize and judge the strengths and weaknesses of historical arguments in relation to 

each other and from the perspective of contemporary political and ethical questions.
• Generate and critique your own political and ethical positions.
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ACTIVITIES AND ASSIGNMENTS

Although at the introductory level, this is an intensive course.  You will need approximately five 
to seven hours per week outside of class in order to prepare fully for class meetings.  The 
readings are especially demanding and difficult. Take your time! Depending on your own speed  
and preferences, you may also allot your preparation time to taking notes on the readings,  
meeting with other students to discuss the material, or preparing in other collaborative ways. I 
strongly encourage you to meet regularly with other students from the class; study groups will 
significantly help your success in the course.

Specific activities and assignments are as follows:

1. Participation. While the size of this course demands a lecture format, your 
participation both inside and outside class will form a critical part of your learning. I will  
introduce the important contexts and key concepts, but you are expected to participate 
with vim and vigor. Additionally, quality counts over quantity. The more time you spend 
outside class reading and reflecting, the better our discussions in class.

*IMPORTANT* Many of our discussions in class will involve sensitive issues such as 
race, class, gender, and sexuality. It is of the utmost importance that we maintain an 
environment of respect and openness conducive to everyone’s full and honest 
participation. In this respect, each individual student’s success in the course depends on  
the success of the class as a whole; we cannot expect to discuss these issues thoughtfully 
and with sophistication unless all students feel that they can contribute to the 
conversation.

2. Postings on Moodle. For each historical thinker we discuss, you will be required to 
post at least one response during the time allotted to this thinker. In your Moodle posts, 
you can pose questions, compare ideas in the readings to contemporary politics, praise or  
criticize a reading or argument – anything that brings your voice to the readings at hand.  
The purpose of the forums on Moodle is to provide a place for you to reflect on the 
readings. This can also include responding to earlier postings by your classmates as long  
as you also introduce something new. I will use these to focus discussion for each class 
period. I will also provide reading questions for each thinker and you can use your 
Moodle posts to explore answers to these questions.

3. Writing projects. Writing will also play a crucial role in your learning in this course. In 
your writing assignments you can explore ideas at length and develop your own voice as a  
political theorist. There are four writing projects due during the course of the term. Each 
project builds on the previous one; you must submit and complete these projects 
sequentially in order to receive full credit. The Writing Projects are described in detail at  
the end of this syllabus.

REQUIRED TEXTS

The following texts may be purchased at the Carleton Bookstore, or elsewhere as may be your 
preference. Please purchase only the editions indicated, as we will require identical  
translations in class. Additional readings I will post on Moodle (M).

• Aristotle. The Politics. Stephen Everson, ed. Cambridge University Press, 1996.
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• Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan.  Edwin Curley, ed. Hackett Publishing Co., 1994.

• Locke, John. Two Treatises on Government and A Letter Concerning Toleration. Ian 
Shapiro, ed. Yale University Press, 2003.

• Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. Basic Political Writings. Donald A. Cress, trans. Hackett 
Publishing Co., 1987.

• Tucker, Robert C., ed. The Marx-Engels Reader, Second Edition. W.W. Norton, 1978. 

EVALUATION

The following is a list of requirements and means of evaluation. I will give you specific 
rubrics of how I evaluate participation and writing assignments; you should be very 
familiar with these expectations.

Task Due Date Percentage of grade
1. Participation (class 
discussion and attendance; see 
rubric on Moodle)

Ongoing 10%

2. Moodle Posts Ongoing 10%

3. Writing Project 1 (Summary 
of Aristotle’s argument)

Outline 4/2
Final 4/11

Pass/Fail*

4. Writing Project 2 (Aristotle 
and Hobbes)

Complete draft 4/21
Final 4/25

20%

5. Writing Project 3 (Locke 
and Rousseau) 

Complete draft 5/19
Final 5/23

20%

6. Writing Project 4 (Critical 
analysis)

Complete draft 6/2
Final 6/7 (end of finals period)

40%

*You must pass Writing Project 1 before you can receive credit for any subsequent 
writing assignments.

COURSE POLICIES

ATTENDANCE: As said above, class discussion forms a vital part of this course. I strongly 
recommend that you avoid missing class unnecessarily. You must make up all absences by 
completing either an additional Moodle post or some other activity  as specified by me.  If you do 
not make up your absence, each absence will lower your participation by ten percent. I will count 
excessive tardiness as half an absence.

MISSING AND LATE WRITING PROJECTS: Writing projects are due at the specified times. 
Each day a writing project is late I will deduct ten percent of your grade. Missing writing projects 
will receive no credit.
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INTEGRITY: I will report all cheating, plagiarism, and academic misconduct immediately to the 
College. Please also note Carleton College’s policy on Academic Integrity and its Community 
Standards as detailed at http://apps.carleton.edu/campus/dos/handbook/policies/?
policy_id=6131.

SUPPORT: Please make use of the Write Place as well as other Academic Services the College 
has to offer. See the list of support services at 
http://www.carleton.edu/student/support/index.html. 

LAPTOPS: Because of extreme potential for distraction, no laptops are allowed in class. If 
you have medical reasons for needing a laptop, please discuss this with me outside of class.

COURSE SCHEDULE

Class Topic To be completed before class:

3/29 What is political theory? Wolin, “Political Philosophy and 
Philosophy” (M)
 

3/31 Aristotle’s Politics

The political animal

Aristotle, The Politics
Book 1 (entirety)

4/2 WRITING WORKSHOP I Bring outline of Writing Project 1 
(Aristotle’s argument on slavery)

4/5 The citizen Book 3 (entirety)

4/7 The middling regime Book 4, Chs. 1 – 14; Book 5, Chs. 1 – 2

4/9 The “ideal regime” Book 7, Chs. 1 – 15

*EMAIL COMPLETE PAPER TO 
JOEL BY 8 PM SUNDAY APRIL 11*

4/12 Hobbes’ Leviathan

Human nature, political nature

Hobbes, Leviathan
Hobbes’ Introduction, Chs. 5 – 6, 11

4/14 The state of nature Chs. 13 – 15

4/16 The art of politics Chs. 17 – 21
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4/19 Politics of sovereignty Chs. 29 – 31

4/21 WRITING WORKSHOP II Bring TWO complete drafts of Writing 
Project 2 to class: submit one to Joel and 
use other in workshop

*EMAIL REVISED PAPER TO JOEL 
BY 8 PM SUNDAY APRIL 25*

4/23 NO CLASS: Midwest Political 
Science Association Annual 
Conference

Work on your papers!

4/26 Locke’s Second Treatise

Nature and property

Locke, Second Treatise
Chs. 1 – 5
 

4/28 Political society Chs. 6 – 12

4/30 Revolution Chs. 13 – 19

5/3 NO CLASS: MIDTERM BREAK

5/5 Rousseau’s Political Writings

The corruptions of liberalism

Rousseau, The Basic Political Writings
“Discourse on the Arts and Sciences”

5/7 Natural man “Discourse on the Origin of Inequality,” 
Letter to Geneva, Preface, Part I

5/10 Unnatural society Part II

5/12 Return of the social contract “On the Social Contract,” Book I

5/14 The people and the legislator Book II

5/17 Return of the sovereign Book III, Chs. 1, 5, 11 – 15
Book IV, Chs. 1, 8

5/19 WRITING WORKSHOP Bring TWO complete drafts of Writing 
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Project 3 to class: submit one to Joel and 
use other in workshop

*EMAIL REVISED PAPER TO JOEL 
BY 8 PM SUNDAY MAY 23*

5/21 Marx and Engels

The limits of liberalism and the need for 
revolution

Marx-Engels Reader
Marx, “The Communist Manifesto”
 

5/24 Imagining Communism Marx, “Critique of the Gotha Program”

5/26 Socialism Realized? Marx, “The Civil War in France”

5/28 Elaborating Communism Engels, “Speech at the Graveside of Karl 
Marx” and “Socialism: Utopian and 
Scientific”

5/31 Late Modern Politics Wolin, “Fugitive Democracy” (M)

6/2 WRITING WORKSHOP Bring TWO complete drafts of Writing 
Project 4 to class: submit one to Joel and 
use other in workshop

*EMAIL REVISED PAPER TO JOEL 
BY END OF EXAM PERIOD*
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Writing Projects Sequence

Writing Project 1: Aristotle on Slavery

Did Aristotle approve of slavery?  Prepare a concise, accurate summary of Aristotle’s views on 
slavery.  This will involve a very close reading of Chapters 5 and  6 of Book I.  Your interpretation 
must also be consistent with what he says elsewhere in Book I and should draw on the entirety of  
Book I. For this assignment, you do not need to evaluate the argument; I just want you to explain, 
clearly and accurately, what the arguments are.

Although this assignment asks you to analyze and clarify Aristotle’s argument, you still need a 
thesis statement which tells your reader exactly what your opinion of his argument is and how 
you are going to explain it. This is the key to your entire essay; make sure you state your thesis in 
the clearest manner possible.

I will evaluate your essays on the specific criteria listed at the end of this syllabus. Each section 
will count for roughly one-third of your overall grade.

GUIDLINES: Your summary may not exceed 2 pages (12-pt font, 1”margins, double-spaced). The 
purpose of this assignment is to develop your ability to understand a complex text, identify its 
central arguments, and communicate them simply and accurately.

***

Writing Project 2: Comparing Aristotle and Hobbes

In the final books of the Politics, Aristotle proposes an ideal polity; Hobbes, in his Leviathan, 
proposes a much different ideal (if we can even call it ideal). Compare their arguments on this 
point. How do they each reason to their conclusions? Do they have radically different reasons 
behind their different conclusions, or do they begin with similar assumptions? Identify and 
discuss their most important assumptions that lead to these conclusions, then spell out how they 
reasoned from these assumptions.

While you are required to demonstrate comprehension of Aristotle and Hobbes’ arguments, it is  
very important that you have a clear thesis statement, which tells your reader exactly what your 
opinion of his argument is and how you are going to explain it. This is the key to your entire essay;  
make sure you state your thesis in the clearest manner possible.

I will evaluate your essays on the specific criteria listed at the end of this syllabus. Each section 
will count for roughly one-third of your overall grade.

GUIDLINES: Your summary may not exceed 3 pages (12-pt font, 1”margins, double-spaced). 
The purpose of this assignment is to develop your ability to reconstruct and explain the author’s 
chain of reasoning, to compare different theories, and to identify the fundamental assumptions 
and principles of a theory. 

***
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Writing Project 3: Comparing Locke and Rousseau

What is the proper role of property in politics? Locke has a very specific understanding of the 
relation of property to the creation and maintenance of the state but Rousseau would strenuously 
disagree based on his treatment of property in the Second Discourse. What are their arguments 
about property? Should the protection of property be a political priority?

While you are required to demonstrate comprehension of Locke and Rousseau’s arguments, it is  
very important that you have a clear thesis statement, which tells your reader exactly to what 
you would argue is the proper relationship of property and politics. This is the key to your entire 
essay; make sure you state your thesis in the clearest and most direct manner possible.

I will evaluate your essays on the specific criteria listed at the end of this syllabus. Each section 
will count for roughly one-third of your overall grade.

GUIDLINES: Your essay may not exceed 3 pages (12-pt font, 1” margins, double-spaced). The 
purpose of this assignment is the same as the previous assignment; take the chance to improve 
your clarity, tighten your prose, and focus your argument! 

***

Writing Project 4: Critical Analysis

Choose one of the following arguments to critique.  Like in the first three assignments, explain the 
author’s reasoning clearly and concisely. This time, however, extend yourself by also explaining  
precisely where the author goes wrong.  This is the time for your brilliant critique! Talley ho!

Also remember that these are difficult problems. You will need time and space to think through 
the various possibilities, talk with your classmates, talk to me, and draw on all the readings and 
class discussions to develop an insightful and creative argument.

• Aristotle argues in his Politics that political status should be based on a person’s natural 
abilities, so citizenship should be denied to people incapable of contributing to the 
regime’s goals.  Your paper should argue that Aristotle is incorrect and that we should 
ignore natural inequalities in determining political status.  (You may find Hobbes, Locke, 
or Rousseau useful in developing your critique.)

• Hobbes argues that rational people, having experienced the horrors of the state of nature,  
would consent to absolute government.  Your paper should argue that Hobbes is incorrect 
that people would consent to absolute government.  (You may find Locke or Rousseau 
useful in developing your critique).

• Locke argues that a chief purpose of government is to protect one’s natural right to 
property, because property rights are an important component of personal liberty.  Your 
paper should argue that Locke is incorrect that protecting property rights is important to 
protecting personal liberty.  (You may find Rousseau or Marx useful in developing your 
critique).

• Rousseau argues that the church must be subordinate to the state, in order to maintain 
unity and ensure that religious teachings don’t undermine civic virtue.  Your paper should 
argue that Rousseau is incorrect and that the state is obligated to grant citizens a broad 
degree of religious freedom.  (You may find Hobbes or Locke useful in developing your 
critique.)
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• Marx argues that liberal rights simply hide underlying oppressive powers founded in the 
structure of capitalism. Your paper should argue that Marx is wrong and that liberal 
democracy addresses these problems sufficiently while also providing for important 
liberal freedoms. (You may find Hobbes or Locke useful in developing your critique.)

GUIDELINES: Your paper should not exceed 5 pages (12-point font, 1” margins, double-spaced). 
As always, make sure you have a clear, specific thesis statement.

This assignment will involve advancing your own position or argument as a critique of one of the 
arguments we discussed in the course. You also should enlist at least one other thinker’s 
arguments (such as the thinkers suggested) to use as critical leverage against your adversary. (You 
may also, if you choose, use some of the secondary readings from the course.) Thus I will evaluate 
not only your comprehension and synthesis of existing arguments but also your own creativity 
and new line of critique.

***

Evaluation Criteria for Writing Projects

I will evaluate all of your essays on the following specific criteria. Each section will count for 
roughly one-third of your overall grade.

1. THESIS

Do you have a thesis? Have you stated it clearly and concisely? Does your thesis say something  
new or interesting? Does it address a puzzle or controversy? 

2. ARGUMENT 

Can I follow the argument? Is it clear and direct? How well is it supported with quotes and 
examples from the text(s)? Do you (the author) demonstrate comprehension of these texts? Have 
you shown critical thinking, i.e. the ability to evaluate and contrast different arguments?

3. STRUCTURE AND STYLE

Does the form of the essay follow its content? Do paragraphs follow logically from one another? 
Does the prose engage me? Does your voice work effectively in the paper? 

A NOTE ON DOCUMENTATION

Citation of sources often varies between disciplines and fields. In this course, your papers should 
rely entirely on the texts we read for class; you need only put the text and page number in 
parentheses like so (TEXT, 00). This parenthetical system works best when citing a small number 
of sources, as will be the case in this course. Generally, the Chicago Manual of Style (Chicago, 
1993) is your best bet if you have any citation questions.
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