
PSCI 3320.002               Prof. Richard Ruderman                                                                                              
Spring 2021                            133 Wooten                                                                                                   
TR 2-3:20 PM (on Zoom)              Zoom Office Hours: W/R 11am-12pm  
e-mail: Richard.Ruderman[at]unt.edu                 (and by appointment) 
    (I don’t respond on Friday nights/Saturdays; please identify yourself and the subject clearly)  
 

POLITICAL THEORY: The State and Its Critics 
Required Texts: 
Aristotle, The Politics. Trans. P. Philips Simpson (Carolina Press)  
Hobbes, Thomas, Leviathan. Ed. Edwin Curley (Hackett) 
Locke, John, Two Treatises of Government. Ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge) 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Portable Nietzsche. Tr. Walter Kaufmann (Viking/Penguin) 
Qutb, Sayyid, Milestones, translator unknown (CreateSpace)  
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, The Discourses and Other Writings. Trans. V. Gourevitch (Cambridge) 
 
 Course Goals:  
In this course, you will learn to develop your skills of:  

o Critical Thinking—by learning to decipher how it was done by the masters, and 
how they enable us to analyze and evaluate our situation;   

o Communication—by learning how to write interpretive essays that present com-
plex and subtle arguments in clear and persuasive fashion; 

o Personal Responsibility—by learning through political philosophy how to liberate 
your heart and mind from the compelling pressure of the “today”;  

o Social Responsibility—by coming to recognize resources for living well that 
transcend how “we” (and all other cultures) have done it.   

 
Course Goals and Objectives:  
Modern political philosophy, unlike its ancient cousin, attempted, in Marx’s words, to change or 
re-make the world rather than merely to understand it. The great question of political philosophy, 
then, is: is Nature to be understood as a helpful guide to happiness and human fulfillment or as a 
miserable, chaotic state from which we must escape and create goals? And are human beings 
“social animals” (as Aristotle thought) who naturally desire to engage on friendly terms with one 
another or are they naturally selfish beings who must be taught to acquire what they need “ra-
tionally” and not (in so doing) to dominate over or exploit others (as Locke thought)?   
 
We begin (and end!) by turning to Nietzsche, who called out everyone, both ancient and modern.  
The Western experiment, he declared, was ending: “God is dead.” By this momentous statement, 
Nietzsche meant several things. God had died because “we” (modern Europeans) could no longer 
believe in Him. Moreover, we could no longer believe in anything as True or Higher than us, nei-
ther God, nor community, nor “timeless truths.” This was because modern political philosophy 
had (knowingly) destroyed all “ends” (they become just “matters of personal opinion”) and be-
cause we had become so small-souled, so incapable of exercising strength of will, that we 
couldn’t generate any “values” to live by. Nietzsche thus ushered in the two powerful anti-
rational (and contradictory) forces of our time: postmodernism and the rebirth of powerful reli-
gious sentiments (perhaps most chiefly in the Islamic world that modernity had somewhat by-
passed: Nietzsche’s first serious readers were in 1920s Persia, now Iran).   
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We then examine Sayyid Qutb, the leading theoretician of the Muslim Brotherhood. He largely 
agrees with Nietzsche that the spiritual life of the West has become lame. And he agrees that the 
answer to our ills lies in finding something to believe in, so strongly that we would fight and die 
for it, and so strongly that we would subordinate our lives to a generations-long struggle (thereby 
dignifying them). He of course identifies that “something” as Islam, which was never quite as 
affected by Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau as the Christian West was. How should we respond to 
those who say that life is only worth living when one is devoted to something serious?  
 
We will then examine the ways in which Hobbes and Locke (among others), on the basis of rea-
son and science, created the modern, liberal nation-state and the increasingly secular, tolerant, 
and materialistic life that goes along with it. Next, we turn all the way back to Aristotle who 
viewed the naturally evolving “city” as far more conformable to human nature than the neces-
sarily dehumanizing State. We will then turn to Rousseau, the first great thinker to criticize the 
liberal way of life in the name of “virtue” or morality. Rousseau saw liberalism making human 
beings smaller, largely because they become such disassociated individuals, so concerned with 
creature comforts and “fitting in,” that their greatest fear becomes being “judgmental.” As a re-
sult, Rousseau sought to change the world again. He (a philosopher!) condemned reason as 
harmful to social and political life (too cold, too efficient) and thereby promoted strangely twin 
attacks on liberalism: calls for “community” on the Left and for “the nation” on the Right (think 
of our concern with “roots”). We conclude by returning to Nietzsche and his all-out attack on the 
State as the destroyer of humanity.   
 
Even if some political philosophers may be the source of our troubles, only political philosophy 
can help us out of this massive confusion. Why? Political philosophy treats our identity and un-
derstanding of justice as riddles to be solved rather than as things already established by the time 
we arrive in college. And only political philosophy tries to rank and relate the various moral and 
political goods we seek to each other: should self-fulfillment or dedication to others (family, 
friends, community) take priority? Is science or reason itself good for life—or is it a tool for op-
pression (on the basis of either class or race)? Can we have progress without destroying even the 
good things in our tradition? To tackle this project, we will learn how to read great books with 
care, and how to make, analyze, and criticize arguments. 
 
Course Format and Requirements: The course consists of a careful reading of a few classic texts 
of political philosophy. The number of pages to read is kept small, so please read—and reread—
each text thoroughly. Classes will be a combination of lecture and discussion. Since discussion 
can clarify important matters for both you AND your colleagues, it is crucial both that you attend 
classes and that you read the assigned texts carefully before each class.  

 
NOTES: Because of the benefits to everyone involved, your class participation can be used to 
improve your grade. This is even more important in a Zoom class: you can make the class appear 
more real only if you ask and answer questions frequently! Unexcused absences (more than 
TWO) WILL be used to lower your grade so do not use them up for anything other than a dire 
emergency (e.g., illness, death in immediate family). You must supply valid evidence (e.g., a 
doctor's note) for an absence to be excused. Students with a third or fourth absence will have 
their final grade reduced one-third of a grade for each of those absences (an A-, that is, will be-
come a B+). I will assign a "WF" or "F" grade to students with more than four absences.  
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Ø Please keep your video ON during class—the more we can see one another, the better the 
interaction.   

Ø Unforeseen events may require a change in scheduled tests and/or classes. 
Ø If you are having any difficulties in class, please see me AT ONCE. Only then can I help 

you succeed in the course.  
Ø You must complete all written work to receive a passing grade. Late assignments will 

therefore be accepted (with the grade penalized for being late).  
 
Your course grade will be calculated as follows:  

One group powerpoint presentation       10% 
4 (out of 5) Question/Response Discussions (dates below)   20% 

 3 (out of 4) short (1000 word) online reflection papers    30% 
 ***(due: F. Feb. 12, F. Feb. 26, *M. Mar. 29, F. Apr. 16—all at 5 PM)  
 an online mid-term examination (W. Mar. 3)     20% 
 an online final examination (M. Apr. 26; available 9am-5pm)  20%   
 
The group powerpoint presentations involve 3-4 people (you choose your date) creating a 4 
page discussion (like I use in class) of a small, discrete section of a text. Instructions on our 
Course page. ***In the first week of class, you must send me a Message ranking your top three 
choices of dates (see Syllabus below—and don’t choose a date when a paper is due or an exam is 
happening). Choose 3 dates from W. Jan 20 to M. Apr. 19. Find your Group at Collaborations.  
 
There will be one discussion board for each author. For each, you must post a Question by end 
of the day Monday, and a Response (to one of your colleague’s Questions) by end of the day 
Friday. The Question should a genuine one that occurs to you: Why did the author say *this* es-
pecially after having said *that*? How do they fit together? The Response should always quote 
the text in making its explanation.   
 
The exams will consist of Multiple-Choice questions—to see if you have gotten the point of key 
passages in the books—and a short essay question—which make sure you have thought about the 
readings.  
 
The paper topics will be released 10 days before the day they are due. If you miss a reflection 
paper, you may submit it by the next class (and it will be docked 3 points per day) or count it as 
your excused “4th” paper. Papers must be submitted online. If you write all 4, I drop your lowest 
grade.  
        ***NOTE: All written work must be completed to pass this course.  

 
Tentative Schedule: 

 
M. Jan. 11:  Introduction: What is Political Philosophy? (1 class)  
 

A. Nietzsche and Qutb on the Crisis of Our Times 
 
W. Jan 13: The Portable Nietzsche, pp. 444-446, 447-450 (BGE #212, GS #343, 344); and 
   pp. 522-523, 530, 535-536, 538-541 (Twilight of the Idols, #14, 25, 35, 37).  
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M. Jan. 18: No Class—Martin Luther King Jr. Day (no Question due)  
*Discussion Question on Nietzsche due T. Jan 19; Response due F. Jan. 22 (both 11:59PM)  
 
W. Jan. 20: Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “Zarathustra’s Prologue” (121-137)   
 
M. Jan. 25: Qutb, Milestones, pp. 1-5, 28-32, 45-49, 52-53, 63-66.  
 
        

B. Early Modern Political Philosophy 
 
1) Hobbes Leviathan and the Proto-liberal Politics of Comfort, Safety, and Privacy 
             (5 classes, W. Jan. 27-W. Feb. 10) 
 
 Dedicatory Letter, Introduction; Part IV, ch. 46        (W. Jan. 27)  

Part I, ch. 6, 10-12             (M. Feb. 1) 
*Discussion Question on Hobbes due M. Feb. 1; Response due F. Feb. 5 (both 11:59 PM)  

Part I, chs. 13-17                (W. Feb. 3) 
 Part I, chs. 18, 21, 26 (174-181)           (M. Feb. 8) 
 Part II, chs. 29, 30 (219-231), “Review and Conclusion”       (W. Feb. 10)  
(1st reflection paper due by Friday, Feb. 12, 5 PM)  
 
2) Locke and the Liberal Politics of Individual Rights       (5 classes, M. Feb. 15-M. Mar. 1) 

 
Locke's First Treatise, Title page, Preface, chs. 1, 2, 6 (¶50-60) & 9      (M. Feb. 15) 

*Discussion Question on Locke due M. Feb. 15; Response due F. Feb. 19 (both 11:59PM)  
 

Locke's Second Treatise, chs. 1-5          (W. Feb. 17) 
 Second Treatise, ch. 6-10          (M. Feb. 22) 
 Second Treatise, chs. 11-15          (W. Feb. 24) 
(2nd reflection paper due on Friday, Feb. 26, 5 PM)  
 Second Treatise, chs. 16-19           (M. Mar. 1) 
 
***MIDTERM EXAM: Wednesday, March 3.  (Online; available 9am-5pm) 
 
 

C. The Classical Alternative: Aristotle’s Politics  
 
3) Aristotle’s Account of Humans as “Political Animals”      (4 classes: M. Mar. 8-W. Mar. 17) 
 
 Aristotle’s Politics, Bk. One, chs. 1-2         (M. Mar. 8) 
 Politics, Bk. Two, chs. 7-8         (W. Mar. 10) 
 Politics, Bk. Three, chs. 1-7         (M. Mar. 15) 
*Discussion Question on Aristotle due M. Mar. 15; Response due F. Mar. 19 (both 11:59PM)  
 Politics, Bk. Three, chs. 8-13         (W. Mar. 17)  
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D. First Crisis: The Critique of the Enlightenment 
 
3) Rousseau's Critique of Progress and Enlightenment      (5 classes, M. Mar. 22-W. Apr. 7) 
 
 Rousseau's First Discourse, Preface, Intro, Part One         (M. Mar. 22) 
 First Discourse, Part Two; “Last Reply”; “Preface to Narcissus”       (W. Mar. 24) 
 
M. Mar. 29: No Class (religious holiday); 3rd reflection paper due at 5PM.  
 
***Despite what Rousseau says, his notes to the Second Discourse are not optional—read them!  

Rousseau's Second Discourse, Dedicatory Letter, Preface, Intro     (W. Mar. 31)  
*Discussion Question on Rousseau due M. Apr. 5; Response due F. Apr. 9 (both 11:59PM)  

Rousseau's Second Discourse, Part One          (M. Apr. 5)  
Rousseau's Second Discourse, Part Two          (W. Apr. 7) 

 
 

D. Second Crisis: The Critique of Reason and Morals 
 
5) Nietzsche's Critique of Nature, Reason, and Morality     (3 classes, M. Apr. 12-M. Apr. 19) 

 (Readings from “Zarathustra” are in The Portable Nietzsche.)   
 
 Nietzsche's Zarathustra, Book One, nos. 6, 7 (149-153), 9-11 (156-163)    (M. Apr. 12) 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Book One, nos. 15, 16 (170-174), 19 (179-181)       (W. Apr. 14) 
4th reflection paper due on F. Apr. 16, 5 PM. 

Nietzsche's Zarathustra, Book Two, nos. 3 (200-202), 5 (205-208), 7 (211-214)  
             (M. Apr. 19) 

Final Review Session: Wed. Apr. 21           
 
FINAL EXAM:  Monday, April 26, online: 9 AM-5 PM.  
===================== 
Course drop information: see schedule at – 
http://essc.unt.edu/registrar/schedule/scheduleclass.html 
 
  


