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NOTE: This syllabus may be subject to minor revisions during the quarter.  Please 
check the course website on Canvas for the most up-to-date information. 

 
Course Description 

Freedom is one of the core values of the modern Western world.  Most people can 
agree that freedom is a good thing.  Yet we often disagree about what the concept 
means and about what kinds of political arrangements might best protect and enhance 
freedom.  Is freedom about being left alone?  Undertaking action with 
others?  Participating in governance?  Does freedom require a limited state?  An active 
and interventionist government?  A robustly participatory political system?  This seminar 
will consider and evaluate the answers that have been given to these questions by both 
historical and contemporary political thinkers in the Western tradition.   

 
Course Goals and Approach 

The overarching goal of this course is for us to learn how to construct our own 
arguments about conceptually and morally challenging issues.  We will pursue this goal 
in several ways.  First, we will reconstruct the assigned thinkers’ arguments through 
close textual reading.  In pursuing this goal, we will practice the virtue of interpretive 
charity by presenting each argument in what we take to be its strongest form. Second, 
we will apply these arguments to new cases and examples.  Third, we will evaluate 
these arguments using a range of standards (e.g. internal consistency, normative 
implications, political ramifications).  Finally, we will bring together the tasks of 
reconstruction, application, and evaluation to formulate our own arguments. 

 
Course Mechanics 

Students will be evaluated on the basis of a short paper (3-4 pages) due in Week 5 
(25%), a final seminar paper (5-6 pages) due during finals week (35%), four weekly (1-
1.5 pages) reader responses (20%) due before the beginning of class from the second 
week onward, and active participation in our class discussions and activities (20%).   
 
The short paper will involve close analysis of a passage from one thinker covered in 
the course.  The final paper will ask you to bring at least two of the thinkers we have 
covered into dialogue and to evaluate the persuasiveness of their arguments on a 
particular issue.  All assignments will offer a choice of questions and the opportunity to 
craft one’s own question.  Students who are unsatisfied with their performance on the 
short paper will have the opportunity to revise and resubmit it no later than one week 
after the original version has been returned.  For those who take advantage of this 
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opportunity, the final grade on the short paper will be a weighted average of the original 
(1/3) and revised (2/3) grades.  Detailed instructions and a grading rubric will be 
circulated with each assignment. 
 
Reader responses should be about one double-spaced page (and certainly no more 
than two pages).  In Week 1, you will sign up for the four weeks in which you would like 
to submit reader responses.  In each of these weeks, you will be assigned a weekly 
reading question to which you should respond. These questions will be posted in the 
Modules section of the course website. 
 
Students are more than welcome to trade reading questions with another student writing 
in the same week.  (Please inform me of these trades once they are made). The aim of 
these responses is to demonstrate that you have read and thought about the weekly 
readings.  Responses do not need to be in essay format (i.e. they do not need an 
introduction or conclusion).  However, they should adhere to the other standards of 
academic writing—clear prose, grammatical correctness, and use of parenthetical page 
citations when referring directly to parts of the text, even when one is not quoting 
directly from the text.   
 
Responses are graded on a five-point scale.  A response that earns a 5 does the 
following: answers the assigned reading question, appeals to direct textual evidence 
(either quoted or paraphrased, with parenthetical citations in either case), interprets that 
evidence for the reader, is written in clear and error-free prose, and is thoughtfully 
annotated (see below).  These responses are due by 10:00 AM on the relevant day (i.e. 
if you sign up to do a response for Tuesday, January 17, the response is due at 10:00 
AM on the 01/17).  Responses should be submitted via the Assignments section of 
Canvas.  If you’re submitting your first response, submit it for the Reader Response 1 
assignment.  If you’re submitting your second, submit it for the Reader Response 2 
assignment.  And so on.   
 
On the days for which you have submitted a response, I will bring a hard copy of the 
response to class.  Throughout the class, you will be expected to annotate your 
response, indicating areas where your answer might change in light of the class 
discussion.  These annotations will be considered in the evaluation of the response.  
For the purposes of our class discussion, you will be considered our resident expert on 
the issue you addressed in your reader response     
 
Regular attendance is essential for success in this course.  You can have one “no 
questions asked” absence from class.  After that, you can expect your final participation 
grade to drop by one third of a letter grade (e.g. from A to A-) for each absence that is 
not the result of illness or a family emergency.  If possible, let me know about these 
absences in advance and make a time to meet with me (in office hours or by 
appointment) to discuss the missed material.  In addition to attendance, effective 
participation requires that you contribute regularly to class discussions by making 
comments, asking questions, and listening actively to other members of the group.  
Effective participation does not consist in persistently dominating the class discussion.  
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Listening attentively to others is at least as important as speaking regularly.  You will 
receive a mid-term grade (in Week 5) and a final grade for class participation.    

 
The Honor Code and Plagiarism 

The Stanford University Honor Code is a part of this course.  Re-read the Honor Code, 
understand it and abide by it.  For the purposes of this course, pay attention to the 
provisions about plagiarism:  
    

For purposes of the Stanford University Honor Code, plagiarism is defined 
as the use, without giving reasonable and appropriate credit to or 
acknowledging the author or source, of another person's original work, 
whether such work is made up of code, formulas, ideas, language, 
research, strategies, writing or other form(s). 

 
It is important to stress that ignorance of the Stanford University Honor Code or the lack 
of intent to violate the Honor Code does not constitute a defense.  Penalties for violation 
of the Honor Code (including plagiarism) can be serious (e.g., suspension, and even 
expulsion).  To learn more about plagiarism and how plagiarism cases are adjudicated 
at Stanford, follow the links at the bottom of this page: 
http://studentaffairs.stanford.edu/judicialaffairs/integrity    
 

 
Students With Disabilities 

Students who may need an academic accommodation based on the impact of a 
disability must initiate the request with the Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC) 
located within the Office of Accessible Education (OAE). SDRC staff will evaluate the 
request with required documentation, recommend reasonable accommodations, and 
prepare an Accommodation Letter for faculty dated in the current quarter in which the 
request is being made. Students should contact the SDRC as soon as possible since 
timely notice is needed to coordinate accommodations. The OAE is located at 563 
Salvatierra Walk, phone (650) 723-1066. 

 
Readings 

You do not have to purchase books for this class.  All readings will be available in the 
Modules section of our course site on Canvas.  Optional materials (including podcasts) 
designed to complement the readings will also be available there.  Before you 
complete the required reading for a given week, please read the “Introduction and 
Reading Questions” in that week’s module on the course website. 
 

 
 

Schedule 
 
Week 1: Introduction 

01/10: Course introduction 
 

http://studentaffairs.stanford.edu/judicialaffairs/integrity
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01/12: Negative and positive freedom 
 Reading: Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty” (1958), excerpts. 
 Optional listening: In Our Time: Philosophy—Freedom.  

 
PART 1: “Negative” Freedom 
Week 2: Hobbes and Locke 
 01/17: Hobbes and Locke on Freedom and Political Authority 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 01/17 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651), excerpts; John Locke, 
Second Treatise of Government (1689), excerpts. 
Optional listening: Philosophy Bites—Quentin Skinner on Hobbes and 
the State; Open University—Jeremy Waldron on Locke. 

 
 01/19: Religious Freedom and Liberal Toleration 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 01/19 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: John Locke, Letter Concerning Toleration (1689), excerpt. 
Optional listening: Philosophy Bites—John Dunn on Locke and 
Toleration. 

 
Week 3: Mill 

01/24: The Harm Principle and Freedom of Speech 
Assignments: (1) Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 01/24 via 
Canvas; (2) Assignment for short paper distributed. 
Reading: John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, excerpts. 
Optional listening: Philosophy Bites—Richard Reeves on Mill’s On 
Liberty; Free Speech Bites—Jonathan Dimbleby on Why Free Expression 
Matters. 

 
01/26: Freedom of Action 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 01/26 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, excerpts. 

 Optional listening: Philosophy Bites—Richard Reeves on Mill’s On 
Liberty. 

 
Week 4: Cases and Applications 
 01/31: Obscenity and Censorship 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 01/31 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Patrick Devlin, “Morals and the Criminal Law” (1965), excerpt; 
H.L.A. Hart, “Immorality and Treason” (1959), excerpt; Bernard Williams et 
al., Report of the Committee on Obscenity and Film Censorship (1979), 
excerpt. 
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 02/02: Homelessness 
Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/02 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Jeremy Waldron, “Homelessness and the Issue of Freedom,” 
excerpt. 
Optional reading: National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty, 
No Safe Place: The Criminalization of Homelessness in U.S. Cities (2014). 

 
PART 2: “Positive” Freedom 
Week 5: Rousseau 
 02/07: Freedom and the Social Contract 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/07 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, excerpts. 

  Optional listening: In Our Time: Philosophy—The Social Contract. 
 
 02/09: Forced to be Free?  The Society of the General Will 

Assignments: (1) Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/09 via 
Canvas; (2) Short papers are due at 11:59 PM on 02/10 via Canvas. 
Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, excerpts. 

  Optional listening: In Our Time: Philosophy—The Social Contract. 
 

Week 6: Marx 
02/14: Structural Unfreedom 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/14 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto; 
Alienated Labor, excerpts. 

 Optional listening: In Our Time: Philosophy—Marx. 
 
02/16: Ideological Illusion 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/16 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, excerpt; 
Thomas Frank, What’s the Matter with Kansas?, excerpt. 

 Optional listening: In Our Time: Philosophy—Marx. 
 

Week 7: Cases and Applications 
02/21: Soda, Trans-fats, Cigarettes, and More! 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/21 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Cass Sunstein, Why Nudge?, excerpt; “Cases” document; 
Sarah Conly, “Coercive Paternalism in Health Care.” 

 
 02/23: Policy “Nudging”—a Compromise?  
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Assignments: (1) Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/23 via 
Canvas; (2) Assignment for final paper distributed.  
Reading: Cass Sunstein,”Nudging: A Very Short Guide”; Jim Holt, “The 
New, Soft Paternalism”; Economist, “The State is Looking After You.” 

  Optional listening: LSE Public Lecture—The Ethics of “Nudge.” 
 
PART 3: Alternatives 
Week 8: Classical Republicanism 
 02/28: Freedom as Non-domination 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 02/28 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Philip Pettit, Just Freedom, excerpt. 

  Optional listening: Philosophy Bites—Philip Pettit on republicanism. 
  Optional viewing: Quentin Skinner—What is Freedom? 
 
 03/02: Freedom and Democracy 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 03/02 via 
Canvas. 

  Reading: Philip Pettit, Just Freedom, excerpt. 
  Optional listening: Philosophy Bites—Philip Pettit on republicanism. 
  Optional viewing: Quentin Skinner—What is Freedom? 
 
Week 9: Tocqueville and Democratic Freedom 
 03/07: Freedom’s Difficult Apprenticeship 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 03/07 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, excerpts. 

  
 03/09: Democratic Threats to Freedom 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 03/09 via 
Canvas. 

  Reading: Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, excerpts. 
 
Week 10: Cases and Applications 
 03/14: Are Americans “Bowling Alone”?  Will the Internet Save Us? 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 03/14 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone, excerpts; Fact Sheet; Kay 
Lehman Schlozman, Sidney Verba, and Henry E. Brady.  “Who Speaks?  
Citizen Political Voice on the Internet Commons.”    

 
 03/16: Democracy: A Reality Check? 

Assignments: Reader responses are due at 10:00 AM on 03/16 via 
Canvas. 
Reading: Christopher H. Achen and Larry M. Bartels, Democracy for 
Realists, excerpt. 
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The final papers are due by 11:59 PM on 03/21 via Canvas. 


