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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

SS 386, “Political Thought,” introduces students to the fundamental questions of political life, as expressed in classic works of political 

philosophy.  The course presents the history of political thought not as a monolithic tradition, but as a series of debates over the meaning 

of justice, man’s place in nature, and the human good.  Students explore two main approaches to these questions – ancient and modern 

– and they compare and contrast Western ways of wrestling with fundamental questions to others that have arisen outside the West.  The

course culminates in a consideration of the place of the American regime in the history of political thought. 

COURSE OBJECTIVES 

 Students will be able to examine justice through the lenses of the fundamental political philosophers in our history.

 Students will compare and contrast ancient and modern interpretations of political life

 Students will understand the origins of political power, how it is held, transferred, and wielded through the lenses of ancient

and modern political philosophy.

 Students will be able to examine contemporary views of political regimes, understand their origins, and evaluate their

strengths, weaknesses.

 Students will learn through close study of classic texts and be able to read and comprehend philosophical writing

TEXTS 

1. Plato, Republic, trans. A. Bloom, Basic Books.

2. Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. H. C. Mansfield, University of Chicago Press.

3. Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. E. Curley, Hackett.

4. Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, trans. Gourevitch, Cambridge University Press.

5. Tocqueville, Democracy in America, University of Chicago Press.

COURSE STANDARDS 

USMA Writing Standards:   All writing requirements in SS386 — exams, quizzes, papers — are evaluated using the four 

interdependent dimensions of writing.  Good writing observes all four of these dimensions.  Failure in any one area may constitute 

overall failure of the writing requirement.   

Substance—persuasiveness, factual accuracy, appropriate and adequate evidence, pertinent research, purposeful use of data, 

intelligent thought, evidence of imagination, proper attribution.  (Does the author’s written work answer the question?  Does it make a 

substantial point?  Does it communicate intelligent, responsible ideas?  Does it offer original analysis, not mere summary?);  

Organization—coherence, intelligibility, conciseness, orderliness, soundness of logical relationships, completeness, appropriate 

method and form of presentation.  (Does the author’s written work have a clear beginning, middle, and end?  Does it support a well-

conceived, clearly written, properly placed thesis statement?  Do ideas flow logically from sentence to sentence, paragraph to 

paragraph?);  

Style—fluent language, precise diction, appropriate tone, effective sentence structure, use of active verbs, imaginative use of 

language, etc.  (Does the choice of words convey meaning clearly?  Does the tone suit the intended audience?  Does the writing avoid 

clichés, slang, and inappropriate passive voice?);  

Correctness—observance of appropriate usage, grammar, spelling, punctuation, documentation format, and other conventions of 

educated discourse.  (Can the writer spell, punctuate, cite evidence, and document correctly?  Do sentences follow the principles 

governing the way words fit together?  Do errors distract the reader’s attention from the message?).  
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Schedule and Description of Assignments 

LSN / 

Date 

Assignment Description 

Various Presentations Most classes will begin with a student presentation.  The presenter does two things: 

(1) No later than 2000 on the night prior to the class, the presenter will post to

google docs a three-paragraph report summarizing in-class discussion for the 

previous lesson, the assigned reading for the coming lesson, and offering some 

original insight into the assigned reading. (2) At the beginning of the lesson, the 

presenter will give a brief of no more than five minutes based on his or her report.  

The report should consist of approximately 1:30 recap of previous lesson, 1:30 

summary of today’s reading, and 2:00 minutes of original insight relating the 

lesson’s reading to the book/course themes and/or current events. Following the 

report, an assigned “respondent” will raise questions, criticisms, and suggestions to 

the presenter. You are free to switch your presentation date with a classmate if you 

give me advance notice. If you miss your presentation, you will receive a 0 on the 

assignment and may not make it up as there are not enough open lessons for all 

students to have this opportunity.  

29 JAN Essay 1 By the end of Book 4 of Plato’s Republic, has Socrates proven that justice is “good 

and profitable” for the just man? Answer in an essay of no more than three pages, 

supporting your claims with citations from the text. It is acceptable to use in-line 

citations on this assignment. 

13 / 12-

14 MAR 

Dialogue Each student will engage in a fifteen-minute dialogue with MAJ Chambers on 

Plato’s Republic. The dialogue will be graded according to whether the student 

demonstrates his or her mastery of the text. 

Various Reading 

Responses 

Twice during the semester, students will write and submit a two-page reading 

response analyzing a short passage (3-5 sentences) in the reading assigned for that 

day. The focus of the reading response will be your thoughts on the passage, 

whether you agree/disagree, and why. It is not a regurgitation of the passage and/or 

what we’ve read to that point. Reading responses are due at the beginning of class 

period. Students will sign up for reading response days on the shared drive NLT 12 

1600 JAN 2018. Students will not do a reading response for the same reading that 

they are tasked to be a presenter. It is acceptable to use in-line citations on this 

assignment. 
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27 / 03 

APR 

Essay 2 Machiavelli’s Prince and Hobbes’ Leviathan claim to teach their readers how 

humans engage in politics always and everywhere, not only in sixteenth-century 

Florence or seventeenth-century England.  Do these texts help us to understand 

contemporary politics?  Select a statesman who has lived in the last century and 

analyze how they acquired and used political power, using either the Prince or the 

Leviathan.  Examples of statesmen to study include, but are not limited to: Ibn Saud, 

Lee Kuan Yew, Margaret Thatcher, Slobodan Milosevic, or Paul Kagame.  You may 

also consider leaders of republics and failed statesmen.  Essays should be 5-7 pages 

long.  They will be evaluated according to how well they demonstrate mastery of the 

philosophical text in question, and the quality of research and analysis regarding 

contemporary politics. Chicago style citations must be used.   

37-39 Group 

Presentations 

During Block 4, Power and The Role of the State, students will divide into three 

teams to focus on various views of justice, social structure, and the role of 

government.  Each team will prepare a 45- minute class based on the assigned 

readings. The class will include at least 15 minutes of structured discussion. 

Additionally, groups will create and distribute a handout with relevant information 

and outlines of their presentation. A good presentation will relate the assigned topic 

to other works we have read in the course as well as contemporary movements or 

events in society today.  

TBD TEE The TEE will be all-inclusive, but focus disproportionately on Tocqueville’s 

Democracy in America. 

GRADING RUBRIC 

A+ 

Mastery: Applies concepts to new situations. Extends and synthesizes arguments. A 

A- 

B+ 

Excellence: Solid understanding of concepts. Strong foundation for future work. B 

B- 

C+ 
Proficiency: Acceptable understanding. Questionable comprehension. 

C 

C- 
Marginal Proficiency: Doubtful understanding. Weak foundation for future learning. 

D 

F Failure: Failure to demonstrate understanding 
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SYLLABUS OF READINGS 

BLOCK 1: ANCIENT POLITICAL PHILSOPHY 

LSN DATE READING NOTES 

1 9 JAN 
What is political 

philosophy? 

• Plato, “Apology of Socrates,” 17a-35b (sharedrive)

• Machiavelli, “Letter to Vettori,” p. 107-11 in The Prince,

trans. Mansfield

2 11 JAN 

What is political 

philosophy? 

(cont.) 

“Apology of Socrates,” 35e-41e (sharedrive) 

3 16 JAN 
What isn’t justice 

and why? 
Plato, Republic 1 *TUES after MLK wkd

4 18 JAN 
How is a city like 

a soul? 
Republic 2 

5 22 JAN 

How should 

warriors be 

educated? 

Republic 3 

6 24 JAN What is justice? Republic 4 *Mod Schedule

7 26 JAN Class Drop: Essay 1 due by 29 1600 JAN 18 

8 30 JAN 
Is the family 

natural? 
Republic 5 

9 1 FEB 
What is 

Philosophy? 
• Republic 6-7

10 5 FEB 
What is a regime? 

What is tyranny? 
• Republic 8-9 *Mon after YWW

11 7 FEB 

What does the 

afterlife have to 

do with the good 

life? 

Republic 10 

12 9 FEB 
What is a “mixed 

regime”? 

Polybius, Histories, Book 6 (sharedrive) 

The Dying Art of Disagreement (Sharedrive) 

13 13 FEB Class Drop: Dialogues 

BLOCK 2: MODERN POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

LSN DATE 2.1: Foundations of Modernity NOTES 

14 15 FEB What is a prince? Machiavelli, Prince: Ded. Letter, chaps.1-3 

15 20 FEB 

What are 

“fortune” and 

“virtue”? 

Prince: chaps. 4-6 
*Mon after Pres Wkd \

100th Night

16 22 FEB Does politics 

require that one be 

evil? 

Prince: chaps. 7-11 

17 26 FEB What is “effectual 

truth”? 

Prince: chaps. 12-19 

18 1 MAR 
Mercenary 

Toolbox 

Blackwater founder wants to boost the Afghan air war with his 

private air force 

Bring Mercenaries to Afghanistan 

Erik Prince’s Plan is Garbage 

Mercenaries Fight Boko Haram 

The Fight Against Boko Haram 

*day prior is Supe’s

Day

19 5 MAR Can man conquer 

fortune? 
Prince: chaps. 20-26 

2.2: The “Modern” State 

20 7 MAR 

What does sense-

perception have to 

do with politics? 

• Hobbes, Leviathan: Frontispiece (between p. lxxvii and 1),

Dedicatory Letter (p. 1-2), Introduction (p. 3-5), chaps. 1-3 (p.

6-15), chaps. 10-11 (p. 50-63)

• Book of Job 40-2 (sharedrive)

https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrdS1GeFEwTjhURFk
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrdS1GeFEwTjhURFk
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrNkFnSVQwSm5IenM
https://www.milsuite.mil/book/content?filterID=contentstatus%5Bpublished%5D~objecttype~objecttype%5Bthread%5D
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1JdPPqF0vStmYUCoBQrM4T2eXpsNJQ85K
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1JdPPqF0vStmYUCoBQrM4T2eXpsNJQ85K
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1NUaf8AZef3SK1f3TsBgW-04jZ0lvnG_r
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1y4hlVd0HTpVHl_aJcws62YwG8Ir4FUCL
hhttps://drive.google.com/open?id=109JSkApeupEOO_JwUHSQI-4TIIz8O45c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1kimbo5c0Ak
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21 9 MAR 

What is a “law of 

nature”?  
Leviathan: chaps. 12-15 (p. 63-100) 

*mod schedule - PPW

22 20 MAR 

Why must 

sovereignty be 

absolute? 

Leviathan: chaps. 17-21 (p. 106-45), chap. 30 (p. 219-33) 

*TUES following

spring break

23 22 MAR 
What is new in 

Hobbes’ thought? 

Leviathan: chaps. 31-2 (p. 233-50), chap. 38 (p. 301-14), chap. 

43 (397-410), chap. 44.1-3 (p. 411-12), chap. 46.1-18 (p. 453-

60), Review and Conclusion (p. 489-97) 

2.3: Modern Science and Politics 

24 26 MAR 

Does natural 

science improve 

human life? 

Rousseau, “Discourse on the Sciences and Arts” (First 

Discourse) (p. 2-28) 

25 28 MAR 
What is and isn’t 

“natural”? 

Rousseau, “Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of 

Inequality Among Men” (Second Discourse): Epistle 

Dedicatory (p. 111-23), Preface (p. 124-8), Exordium (p. 131-

3), Part I (p. 134-60), Note IX (p. 197-204), Notes XV-XVII 

(p. 218-21) 

26 30 MAR 
What is and isn’t 

“natural”? (cont.) 
Rousseau, “Second Discourse”: Part II (p. 161-88) 

27 3 APR Class Drop: Essay 2 due by 03 1600 APR 18 

BLOCK 3: THE AMERICAN REGIME 

LSN DATE NOTES 

28 6 APR 

Why does 

democracy 

demand a 

“political science 

altogether new”? 

Tocqueville, Democracy in America (DA), Volume 1: 

Introduction (p. 3-15); chap. 2-3 (p. 27-53), chap. 5 (partial, p. 

56-65)

29 10 APR 

What is the 

“tyranny of the 

majority” and 

how is it limited? 

DA, Volume 1: chaps. 7-8 (p. 235-64), chap. 9 (partial, p. 274-

88) 

30 12 APR 

Can equality 

overcome racial 

difference? 

DA, Volume 1: chap. 10 (partial, p. 302-79) 

31 16 APR 

What effect does 

democracy have 

on Americans? 

DA, Volume II, Part 1, chapters 1-2; Volume II, Part 2, 

chapters 2, 10, and 13; Volume II, Part 3, chapter 1 
*MON after Sandhurst

32 18 APR 

What is 

“democratic 

despotism” and 

how can it be 

avoided? 

DA, Volume 2: Part 4 (p. 639-76) 

33 20 APR Class Drop 

BLOCK 4: POWER AND THE ROLE OF THE STATE 

LSN DATE NOTES 

34 24 APR 

What is the public 

sphere and how 

has it structurally 

transformed? 

Jurgen Habermas, “The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere,” ch 1 §1, 3; ch 2 §4-5; §7 ¶1-4. (33 pgs); §11 

(10 pg) §12 ¶7 (“In English”)-9, ¶14 (“The physiocrats”)-16; 

§13 ¶8 (‘The public of `human beings’”)-9; §14 ¶8 (“Marx

denounced”); §15 ¶1-8; §19; §20 ¶22 (“The resulting

consensus”)

35 26 APR 

How are power 

and knowledge 

distributed? 

Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge, pp. 78-108 (1976); 141-

142 (1977) 

36 30 APR Class Drop: Presentation Prep 
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Group Presentations 

37 2 MAY 

*John Rawls, A Theory of Justice ([1971] revised ed. 1999),

pp 3-15, and marked passages on pp. 37-8, 52-5, 57, 62-5, 67-

8, 104, 109-10, 118-9, 123- 4, 130-5, 155-6, 176-83, 214-5,

266-7.

*day before projects

day

38 7 MAY Robert Nozick, “Anarchy, State, and Utopia” extract 

39 9 MAY 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Communist Manifesto (1848), 

Preface, I, II, IV, and Principles of Communism. 

40 11 MAY Class AAR 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrMG8wZnZKS1IzWkE
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrUkJzcVN0SnFxRTg
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrN2puX2loY2gzcjg
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7l0TtYoksrrN2puX2loY2gzcjg



