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Course Description 
This course offers an introduction to the history of Western political thought from the 
late fifteenth century through the nineteenth century.  We will consider the 
secularization of politics, the changing relationship between the individual and society, 
the rise of consent-based forms of political authority, and the development and 
critiques of liberal conceptions of property.  We will cover the following thinkers: 
Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Burke, Mill, and Marx. 
 
Course Goals and Approach 
The overarching goal of this course is for us to learn how to engage with the complex 
arguments of political thinkers from the modern period.  We will pursue this goal in 
three ways.  First, we will reconstruct the thinkers’ arguments through close textual 
reading and consideration of their political and intellectual contexts.  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 evaluate the strengths and 
weaknesses of these arguments using a range of standards (e.g. logical consistency, 
normative implications, political implications).  Third, we will construct comparative 
evaluations of the arguments of multiple thinkers.  Ideally, by practicing the skills of 
reconstruction, evaluation, and comparison, we will become better able to formulate 
and defend our own principled political arguments.   
 
Course Mechanics 
Students will be evaluated on the basis of a short paper (4-5 pages) (20%), a final 
paper (7-8 pages) (40%), six (1-2 page) reader responses (15%) due before the first 
class on a new thinker (e.g. one reader response on Machiavelli, one on Hobbes, etc.), 
class attendance and participation (10%) and attendance and participation in 
discussion sections (15%).  
 

Papers: 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 a dialogue and to evaluate the 
persuasiveness of their arguments.  All assignments will offer a choice of 
questions.  Students will have the opportunity to revise their short paper and 
resubmit it no later than one week after the original version has been returned.  
For those who take advantage of this opportunity, the final grade on the short 
paper will be a weighted average of the original (1/3) and revised (2/3) grades.  
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Detailed instructions and a grading rubric will be circulated with each 
assignment. 

 
Reader responses: Reader responses should be about one double-spaced 
page (and certainly no more than two pages) and should respond to one of the 
weekly reading questions.  Responses are graded on a check/check minus 
system.  The aim of these responses is to demonstrate that you have read and 
thought about the weekly readings.  They 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 to particular 
parts of the text, even when one is not quoting directly from the text.  You must 
hand in at least five reader responses from the second week onward.  If you 
submit more than six, you’ll be evaluated on your strongest six (e.g. if you 
submit seven reader responses and receive six checks and one check minuses, 
the check minuses will drop out).  Six responses with a check will earn you an 
‘A’ for the 15% of your final grade allotted to reader responses.             

 
Class attendance and participation: This is not a conventional lecture class.  
While our sessions will always focus on reconstructing and interpreting a 
thinkers’ argument, this is something we will do together.  This will require not 
only your regular attendance but also your effective participation.  After two 
“free” (no questions asked) absences, you can expect your participation grade 
to drop by one third of a letter grade for each absence that is not the result of 
illness or a family emergency.  If possible, let me know about such absences in 
advance and make a time to meet with Glory or me (in office hours or by 
appointment) to discuss the missed material.  In addition to regular attendance, 
effective participation requires that you contribute regularly to class sessions by 
reading passages, offering interpretations of passages and arguments, asking 
questions, providing clarifications, and listening actively to other members of the 
group.  Effective participation does not consist in persistently dominating the 
class discussion.  Listening attentively to others is at least as important as 
speaking regularly.  Attendance and participation is an easy way to earn 10% of 
your final course grade.  However, it is also a necessary step for writing 
successful papers. Generally, students who have repeated absences and/or are 
disengaged during class sessions have found it difficult to earn grades higher 
than a ‘C’ on their papers.  Don’t let yourself be one of these students!    
 
Section attendance and participation: There are two sections scheduled for 
this course: 
  

Friday 9:30-10:20 AM, Building 160, Room 125 
 
 Friday 11:30 AM-12:20 PM, Building 160, Room 125 
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You can enroll in a section via Coursework.  There are no discussion sections in 
the first week of class.  Rules for discussion sections are the same as those for 
class attendance and participation (see above).  However, you get no “free” 
absences for sections.  Please also be aware that Glory has discretion over how 
your section attendance and participation grade is determined.  For instance, 
Glory may ask you to contribute questions to be discussed in a given week, 
circulate brief readings or discussion prompts and ask you to read them prior to 
the section meeting, or administer brief quizzes during a section.  Specific 
section expectations will be discussed in your first section meeting on Friday, 
October 2.    

 
Office Hours 
Office hours are a chance for you to discuss questions you have about the readings 
and class sessions, to talk about strategies for succeeding on assignments, to raise 
concerns or problems you are encountering in the course, or to just stop by and 
introduce yourself and discuss your goals for the course.  
 
Professor McQueen has office hours on Mondays, 1:30-3:30 PM in 405 Encina Hall 
West.  You can sign up for a slot in the “Sign-Up” section of the Coursework site.  If 
you cannot make it to office hours during this time slot, we can set up an alternate time 
via email. 
 
Glory has office hours on Thursdays, 2:00-4:00 PM in 313 Encina Hall West.  You can 
You can sign up for a slot in the “Sign-Up” section of the Coursework site.  If you 
cannot make it to office hours during this time slot, we can set up an alternate time via 
email.  
 
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 particular 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 
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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 
Almost all readings will be assigned from the two books listed below.  Additional 
readings are posted in the ‘Materials’ section of our site on Coursework.  These 
readings are denoted by a [C] on the Schedule below.   
 

1. David Wootton (ed.), Modern Political Thought: Readings from Machiavelli to 
Nietzsche, 2nd edition (Hackett, 2008).  ISBN: 0872208974. 

2. Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (Cambridge, 1988).  ISBN: 0521349931. 
 
Podcasts 
In addition to the assigned readings, you are expected to listen to brief podcasts 
containing interviews with prominent scholars of early modern political thought.  These 
podcasts provide nice introductions to the thinkers covered in the course and help to 
illuminate important concepts and questions.  Links to these podcasts are posted in 
the ‘Materials’ section on Coursework and are denoted by a [C] on the Schedule below.   
 
Schedule 
09/21: Introduction 
 
09/23: Politics and Modernity 
Reading: David Miller, “Why do we need political philosophy?” [C].   
 
[Images of the artwork that Miller discusses in this piece are included at the end of the 
pdf document.  If you are interested in knowing more about the artwork, which is itself 
an important piece of political thought, there’s a brief video about it here: 
http://tinyurl.com/nzrebcw]  
 
Reading notes:  After completing this reading, you should be able to answer the 
following questions: (1) What are the three ideas conveyed by Loronzetti’s frescos that 
David Miller thinks are central to political philosophy?  (2) What does Miller mean by 
“government”?  (3) One reason that we might think the study of political philosophy 
isn’t worthwhile is because political actors “do not pay any attention to works of 
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political philosophy.”  What is Miller’s response to this claim?  (4) Miller concludes that 
”political philosophy can illuminate the way we think about politics without making 
claims to a special kind of truth that is inaccessible to the ordinary person.”  What 
claims does he make to support this conclusion?   
 
09/28-10/05: Machiavelli 
Assignments and deadlines 

1. Reader response on Machiavelli due by 9:30 AM on 09/28 (via Coursework 
Drop Box). 

2. Paper 1 assignment distributed on 10/30.   
 
Listening: “Quentin Skinner on Machiavelli’s The Prince,” Philosophy Bites podcast 
[C]. 
 
Reading: Machiavelli, The Prince, 3-95; Wootton, pp. 53-88.  [Note:  Appendix B in our 
edition of The Prince contains discussions of some of the key terms used in the text.  
This appendix is followed by a set of biographical notes on the key people Machiavelli 
discusses.  Use these additional reference materials to the extent that they help 
illuminate relevant portions of the text]. 
 
Reading questions: 

1. In chapter 15 of The Prince, Machiavelli reasons: “If a ruler who wants always to 
act honourably is surrounded by many unscrupulous men his downfall is 
inevitable.”  Which features of human nature do you think Machiavelli has in 
mind when he refers to the “many unscrupulous men”?  In what ways do these 
features pose problems for a prince “who wants always to act honourably”? 

2. In chapter 25 of The Prince, Machiavelli offers two metaphors for fortune.  What 
are these metaphors?  What do they reveal about how a prince should deal with 
fortune?  Are the messages of the two metaphors consistent with one another? 

3. In book 2, chapter 2 of the Discourses, Machiavelli considers why it is “that in 
those ancient times people were more lovers of freedom than in these.”  He 
locates the explanation in “the difference between our religion and the ancient.”  
What, according to Machiavelli, are the differences between the Christianity of 
his time and the pagan religion of Rome?  What is the political relevance of 
these differences? 

4. In book 3, chapter 1 of the Discourses, Machiavelli argues that all republics have 
a tendency to become corrupt over time.  What does Machiavelli mean by 
“corruption”?  What are the causes of this corruption?  Describe one of this 
remedies for corruption.                                                                    

 
10/07-10/12: Hobbes 
Assignments and deadlines 

1. Reader response on Hobbes due by 9:30 AM on 10/07 (via Coursework Drop 
Box). 
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2. Paper 1 due by 5:00 PM on 10/12 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Listening: “Quentin Skinner on Hobbes on the State,” Philosophy Bites podcast [C]. 
 
Reading: Wootton, pp. 128-131; 143-148; 158-204; 233-241. 
 
Reading questions: 

1. In chapter 13 of Leviathan, Hobbes argues that “during the time men live without 
a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is 
called war; and such a war, as is of every man, against every man.”  Outline 
three reasons why Hobbes thinks the state of nature (the state in which humans 
find themselves in the absence of government) is a state of war. 

2. In chapter 17 of Leviathan, Hobbes outlines the process through which people 
contract to create a sovereign power.  What is the purpose of this contract?  
Who are the parties to the contract?  What form(s) can the resultant sovereign 
power take? 

3. In discussing the rights of the sovereign in chapter 18 of Leviathan, Hobbes 
argues: “Because every subject is by this institution author of all the actions, 
and judgments of the sovereign instituted; it follows, that whatsoever he doth, it 
can be no injury to any of his subjects; nor ought he to be by any of them 
accused of injustice.”  What is the basis of Hobbes’ claim here?  Why can every 
subject be considered “author of all the actions…and judgments of the 
sovereign”?                                          

 
10/14-10/21: Locke (NO CLASS on 10/19) 
Assignments and deadlines: Reader response on Locke due by 9:30 AM on 10/14 
(via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Listening: “Locke: Jon Pike and Jeremy Waldron,” Open University podcast [C].  
[Note: this podcast is a good deal longer than the Philosophy Bites podcasts.  If you 
prefer, there is a transcript available for download in iTunes].   
 
Reading: Wootton, pp. 278-299, 307-325, 333-353.  
 
Reading questions: 

1. In chapter 1 of the Second Treatise, Locke offers a description of the state of 
nature (the state in which humans find themselves in the absence of 
government) that differs from that of Hobbes.  Outline what you take to be the 
three most important differences between the two accounts of the state of 
nature.   

2. In chapter 5 of the Second Treatise, Locke makes an argument about property 
that begins with the premise (A) that “God hath given the world to men in 
common” and ends with the conclusion that (B) “men have agreed to a 
disproportionate and unequal possession of the earth.”  How does Locke get 
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from (A) to (B)?  What are the steps in the argument?  [Note: those who answer 
this question may write their answer in outline format if they prefer]. 

3. Locke argues that free and equal individuals cannot be ruled without their 
consent.  In chapter 8 of the Second Treatise, he draws a distinction between 
express and tacit consent.  What counts as tacit consent according to Locke?  
What role does the concept of tacit consent play in Locke’s argument?  List one 
potential problem with Locke’s reliance on tacit consent.     

 
10/26-11/02: Rousseau 
Assignments and deadlines: Reader response on Rousseau due by 9:30 AM on 
10/26 (via Coursework Drop Box).   
 
Listening: “Melissa Lane on Rousseau on Modern Society,” Philosophy Bites podcast 
[C]. 
 
Reading: Wootton, pp. 379-456; 462-473; 482-487.  [Note: pp. 410-426 contain notes 
to the Discourse.  Refer to them to the extent that they help illuminate relevant portions 
of the text]. 
 
Reading questions: 

1. In part two of the Discourse, Rousseau describes “the first yoke they imposed 
on themselves without realizing it.”  What is he referring to here?  Why is it a 
cause for concern?  How do these concerns connect to Rousseau’s larger 
narrative about inequality and freedom? 

2. In book 1, chapter 7 of the Social Contract, Rousseau writes that citizens can be 
“forced to be free.”  What do you think Rousseau means here?  Consider this 
passage in light of the foregoing chapters and the subsequent one.   

3. In book 1, chapter 8 of the Social Contract, Rousseau writes that the social 
contract gives our actions “moral liberty.”  What does mean by “moral liberty”?  
What is it about the social contract that allows us to have this kind of liberty? 

4. In book 2, chapter 7 of the Social Contract, Rousseau discusses a strange figure 
called the Legislator.  What is the Legislator’s role?  Why does Rousseau think 
the Legislator is necessary for the social contract? 

 
11/04: Burke 
Assignments and deadlines: Reader response on Burke due by 9:30 AM on 11/04 
(via Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Listening: “Richard Bourke on Edmund Burke on Politics,” Philosophy Bites podcast 
[C]. 
 
Reading: Wootton, pp. 502-521; additional passages from Burke’s Reflections [C]; 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen [C]. 
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Reading questions: 
1. We are now familiar with three versions of the social contract.  Burke gives us a 

fourth that is entirely different from those of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau.  
Outline what you take to be the three most important features of the Burkean 
social contract and indicate the way in which you think it differs most 
significantly from that of one of Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau. 

2. Burke argues that “government is not made in virtue of natural rights.”  Critical 
remarks about natural rights are peppered throughout Reflections.  Outline what 
you take to be the central thrust of Burke’s critique of natural rights. 

3. In an argument on your “additional passages” handout, Burke mounts a defense 
of prejudice.  What does Burke mean by “prejudice”?  Why does he consider 
prejudice is politically valuable?   

 
11/09-11/16: Mill 
Assignments and deadlines: Reader response on Mill due by 9:30 AM on 11/09 (via 
Coursework Drop Box). 
 
Listening: “Richard Reeves on Mill’s On Liberty,” Philosophy Bites podcast [C]; “Janet 
Radcliffe Richards on Men and Women’s Natures,” Philosophy Bites podcast [C]. 
 
Reading: Wootton, pp. 570-575, 592-651; excerpts from On the Subjection of Women, 
pages TBA. 
 
Reading questions: 

1. Mill begins On Liberty by suggesting that there is, in his time, a new threat to 
individual liberty.  What was the “old” threat?  What is the new threat?  How 
does this new form of tyranny operate? 

2. In chapter 2 of On Liberty, Mill argues that we should tolerate any opinion, no 
matter what its content.  He first outlines the case for tolerating an opinion that 
may be true.  Why is such toleration essential?  Mill also argues that we benefit 
from tolerating mistaken opinions.  What reasons does he offer for this position? 

3. In chapter 3 of On Liberty, Mill argues that we should encourage “experiments in 
living” and various forms of individual eccentricity.  How, according to Mill, do 
these things contribute to social progress?  How do they contribute to individual 
or personal development? 

4. In On the Subjection of Women, Mill aims to resist those who say “that the 
nature of the two sexes adapts them to their present functions and position, and 
renders these appropriate to them.”  What is Mill’s response to this argument?   

 
11/18-11/30: Marx 
Assignments and deadlines:  

1. Reader response on Marx due by 9:30 AM on 11/18 (via Coursework Drop Box). 
2. Assignment for Paper 2 distributed 11/18.   
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Listening: “Jonathan Wolff on Marx on Alienation,” Philosophy Bites podcast [C]. 
 
Reading: Wootton, pp. 706-713, 775-815, 766-772. 
 
Reading questions:  

1. In The Communist Manifesto, Marx argues that at a certain point “the feudal 
relations of property became no longer compatible with the already developed 
productive forces; they became so many fetters.  They had to be burst asunder; 
they were burst asunder.”  What is the argument Marx is making here?  What 
does it reveal about his understanding of the causes of historical change? 

2. Marx argues that the ideas that dominate in a given historical epoch “are 
nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships 
grasped as ideas, hence of the relationships which make the one class the ruling 
one and therefore the ideas of its domination.”  Why, according to Marx, is this 
the case?  Pick one of the thinkers covered in the course and briefly outline how 
Marx might interpret one of their arguments as a reflection of the interests of the 
ruling class.   

3. Marx’s account of alienation is central to his analysis of capitalism.  What does 
Marx mean by alienation?  Briefly outline and give an example of each of the 
four forms of alienation discussed in Marx’s essay on “Alienated Labor.” 

 
 
12/02: Concluding Remarks 
Reading: Charles Taylor, “Three Malaises” [C]; Alexis de Tocqueville, “What Sort of 

Despotism Democratic Nations Have to Fear” [C]. 
 
Reading notes: In our final session, we will take stock of some of the big ideas we 
have seen emerge in this course, including: the separation of religion from politics, the 
rise of individualism, government by consent, and property rights and market society. 
As you do your reading for our final class, please think about how we should evaluate 
these developments. Are they, on the whole, positive or negative?  Both Tocqueville 
and Taylor offer somewhat dark interpretations of these developments, arguing that 
many of them have led to fragmented societies whose members are uniquely 
vulnerable to new and dangerous forms of despotism.  What do you make of these 
arguments?   
   
 
12/07: Paper 2 due by 11:59 PM on 12/07 (via Coursework Drop Box).   
 


