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Political Science 251: Liberalism and its Critics (Modern Political Philosophy)
A. Course Description

Liberalism is the dominant political order in the world today, but we should not simply be satisfied with this fact.  Owing to both practical and theoretical concerns, we are confronted with the need to address the problem of liberalism through deeper study.  For while liberalism remains the leading political order, there are currently a number of challenges against it from many angles, not the least of which involve powerful religious movements throughout the world.  Moreover, liberalism itself admits of several powerful theoretical challenges.  Liberalism, we may claim, is the modern state, yet it is not the same thing as modernity as such.  And while regimes around the world appear to be faced with two practical alternatives today — liberal democracy or some version of authoritarianism — liberalism is not democracy, and democracy does not theoretically require liberalism.  But all this begs the question: what is liberalism, in the first place?

This course will address two overarching themes.  First, we will explore the intellectual foundations of liberalism in early modern political philosophy.  After a brief consideration of the father of modernity, Machiavelli, we will spend most of our time discussing the writings of three important architects of the liberal order: Thomas Hobbes, who in his Leviathan set forth the principles of this doctrine and argued that such principles mandated an absolutist state; Benedict Spinoza, whose Theologico-Political Treatise contains the first complete defense of liberal democracy in Western political thought; and John Locke, who took the foundations laid by Hobbes and made them palatable for a wider audience.  Indeed, the founders of America’s liberal democracy drew much inspiration from Locke.

Second, we will consider the spread of secularization as both a consequence of and a necessary condition for the liberal project.  The apparent tension between religion and politics — a tension we will explore in this course — caused early modern philosophers to treat religion in a new way.  In short, writers like Hobbes, Spinoza, and Locke were concerned with fostering the conditions for stable civil society, and their recommendation for such was to reduce the role of religion in the political lives of citizens.  How was this possible, and how successful has it been?  The wider philosophic debate surrounding these issues is captured by the term, the theologico-political problem (the adjective here was coined by Spinoza, in the title of his book on our syllabus, in 1670), which reduces essentially to this: is it better for human beings to arrange themselves under the laws of God or the laws of man?  Is the guidance given by revelation on the question of how to live our lives superior to that of reason, or vice-versa?  Are revelation and reason mutually exclusive?

Tocqueville and Nietzsche have much to say regarding these last questions, and they both have much to criticize liberalism for.  We will conclude with these two thinkers, and ask of them (and perhaps along with them, if you are so inclined), what is the problem with liberalism?

B. Course Requirements

No prior knowledge of these philosophers’ thought is required.  In fact, since Political Science 160 (Political Philosophy) is not a formal prerequisite, no prior knowledge of the history of political philosophy is required either.  Of course, some experience with both will be helpful.  But if/when we delve into a substantive discussion of another thinker (almost always an ancient or medieval thinker), there will be some lecture on that thinker to help get everybody up to speed.  Your writing assignments will not be evaluated on their interpretation of other thinkers in the history of political philosophy, unless of course you make prior arrangements with me for this.
The most important requirement for this course is that you read the assigned passages carefully before class, and that you are prepared to discuss them and to ask questions.  I encourage you to read your assignments more than once (you will always be repaid generously for multiple readings of a philosophic text), and to work with your colleagues over the course of the term to enhance your understanding of these books.  While part of your final grade will include a mark for class participation, I am not concerned with the quantity of remarks that you make, but rather with the quality of those remarks.  An excellent comment, in this case, will be a thoughtful one.

Your final grade will be determined as follows:

25%--First Essay (8 pages), due February 3 in class
30%--Second Essay (8 pages), due February 24 in class
30%--Third Essay (8 pages), due March 15 by 2:30 p.m. in my office
15%--Participation, Attendance, and Lunch
We will talk about the essay requirements in class.
C. Required Texts (available for purchase in the Bookstore)

Please use the following translations:
Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. by Harvey C. Mansfield, Jr. (Chicago)

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Hackett)

Benedict Spinoza, The Theologico-Political Treatise, trans. by Martin Yaffe (Focus)

John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (Cambridge)

John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration (Hackett)

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (Penguin; you may use the Mansfield translation [Chicago] if you own it.)

Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. by Walter Kaufman (Vintage)

D. Schedule

Please read assigned sections/passages before coming to class.  We may deviate from this schedule from time to time.
January 4
Introduction

January 6
Machiavelli’s Prince, Dedicatory Letter and Chapters 1-7

January 9
Machiavelli’s Prince, Chapters 8-14

January 11
Hobbes’ Leviathan, Chapter 46 (English text and Latin variant)

January 13
Hobbes’ Leviathan, Dedicatory Letter, Introduction, Chapters 1-9

January 16
Hobbes’ Leviathan, Chapters 10-12

January 18
Hobbes’ Leviathan, Chapters 13-15

January 20
Hobbes’ Leviathan, Chapters 16-19, First Essay Assigned
January 23
Hobbes’ Leviathan, Chapters 20-21 and Chapter 30

January 25
Machiavelli’s Prince, Ch. 15; Spinoza’s Political Treatise (handout)

January 27
Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, Preface and Chapters 1-2

January 30
Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, Chapters 3-6

February 1
Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, Chapters 12-15
February 3
Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise, Chapters 16-20, First Essay Due
February 6
Mid-term Break

February 8
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, Chapters 1-4

February 10
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, Chapter 5, Second Essay Assigned
February 13
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, Chapters 6-10

February 15
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, Chapters 11-14

February 17
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, Chapters 15-19

February 20
Locke’s A Letter Concerning Toleration, entire

February 22
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, selections

February 24
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, selections, Second Essay Due
February 27
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, selections, and Review Tocqueville

March 1
Nietzsche’s Preface to Thus Spoke Zarathustra (handout)

March 3
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals, Essay One, Third Essay Assigned
March 6
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals, Essay Two

March 8
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals, Essay Three, and Review Nietzsche

March 10
Conclusion

March 15
Third Essay Due
F. Disability Accommodations and Academic Honesty

Any student who feels he or she may need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact me privately to discuss specific needs.  Please contact the Office of Disability Services for Students in the Wellness Center (x4464) to coordinate reasonable accommodations.

All students are expected to make themselves aware of Carleton’s policy regarding academic honesty, and to follow it strictly.  The following two web pages are good places to start if you are unfamiliar with this policy:

http://apps.carleton.edu/campus/dos/handbook/academic_regs/?policy_id=21359

http://apps.carleton.edu/campus/doc/honesty/

Plagiarism or other violations of this policy will be punished severely.
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