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University of M ontana 
Political Science D epartm ent

PSC 453E Dr. Grey
Office: LA351A ; Phone: 243-2721 
Email: ram ona.grey@ .um ontana.edu 
Office H rsT /T h  lla m -2 p m , 
or by appo in tm ent

Modern P olitica l Theory

C ourse D escrip tion:
This course covers political th in k e rs  from the 16th c., beginning 

w ith T hom as Hobbes, to the  early 20 th cen tury , ending w ith Marx. This 
sem ester we will exam ine the following questions w ith regard to several 
political theorists.

(1) W hat is "classical" abou t classical political though t?  W hat is 
"modern" abou t m odern political though t?  Is there  one, two, or more 
trad itions of political though t?

(2) W hat difficulties are  involved in m aking a  view of h u m an  
n a tu re  the  basis  of a  political theory?

(3) Should political theory concern itself w ith estab lish ing  
s ta n d a rd s  of h u m an  conduct?

(4) Does labeling a  political a rgum en t or theo rist (say, 
"conservative," "liberal," or "radical") help u s  to u n d e rs tan d  it or him ?

C ourse Objectives: upon  successfully  com pleting the course  work, the 
s tu d e n t should  be able to:

1. Recognize general differences betw een m odern and  classical theory 
regarding the  purpose  of political inquiry, the  origins of the  sta te , and  
n a tu re  of a  "good life."

2. Identify and  a sse ss  the  various te s ts  or criteria  (such a s  relevance, 
significance, or eth ical considerations) th a t can  be use  to estab lish  the 
value of a  theoretical a rgum en t or theorist.

3. P resen t and  orally defend a  series of interpretive, analy tical essays 
w hich exam ine a  th in k e r 's  ideas abou t h u m an  n a tu re , ju stice , social 
obligation, and  political legitimacy.

4. Orally critique an  essay  in term s of its analytical clarity, u se  of 
language, accuracy  in its in te rp reta tion  of the  readings, and  the  logic of 
its conclusion.
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5. The goal of the  course work, overall, is to encourage s tu d e n ts  no t only 
to learn  abou t m odern th inkers, b u t also to th in k  philosophically abou t 
politics. P olitica l ph ilosophy . . . “is  a com plex, im precise,
p sych olog ica lly  dem anding, im agination-requiring field  o f enquiry, 
in  w h ich  noth in g  lik e  certa in ty  can ever be obtained , on ly , at th e  
m ost, a high degree o f p lausib ility  and coh eren ce  and ev id en ce  o f  
in te llec tu a l power and originality  and e ffe c tiv e n e ss .”
—Isaiah Berlin

To achieve the  above objectives— C ourse Grading:
This course will be tau g h t a s  a  sem inar w ith som e lecturing. Each 

s tu d e n t will subm it and  orally defend in c lass th ree  critica l essa y s  
(45% of course grade or 15 p ts  each), not to exceed 4 double-spaced 
pages. The essays will be assigned  weekly and  are due no later th a n  the 
c lass period before you are scheduled  to orally defend it. (For topics, see 
schedule below.) If you are ab sen t the  day we are scheduled  to d iscuss  
your essay, you will not get credit for it. In addition, each s tu d e n t will 
com plete a  take-hom e final (35% of course grade.)

E ach s tu d e n t will be graded on c lass p a r t ic ip a t io n  and  a ttendance  
(10% of course grade.) S tu d en ts  who a tten d  class, b u t seldom  raise 
questions or partic ipate  in d iscussion  typically receive betw een 6 -5p ts 
ou t of the  lOpt. See below regarding absences. Finally since it does not 
honor a writer to read h im /h er  w ithout seeking  to challenge h im /h er  
(Burke), s tu d e n ts  will be required to subm it tw o typed-w ritten  
q u estion s for each of the  essa y s  d iscu ssed  th a t day (10% of course 
grade.)

Cautionaru note: if you are ab sen t m ore th a n  3xs, th ree  a ttendance  
po in ts will be deducted  for every absence thereafter. Excused absences 
require a  m edical note for illness, injury, family em ergency, or le tter from 
in stru c to r for field trips, ASUM service, m u s ic /d ra m a  perform ances, 
intercollegiate ath letics, m ilitary service. In s tru c to r will also excuse 
absences for reaso n s of m andato ry  public service.

S tu d en ts  tak ing  th is  course to fu l f i l l  w r itin g  th e  4 0 0  req u irem en ts
will be required  to revise and  expand  one o f  their e ssa y s  into 10-12 pages. 
Substan tive  and  gram m atical revisions will be expected. The w riting 
grade will be based  upon  the  following w riting guidelines and  
expectations:

> The critical, in terpretive essay  m u st provide a  clear th e s is  
(preferably a t the  end of the  in troductory  paragraph), indicating 
the  a u th o r’s m ain  po in ts w ith regard  to the  essay  question.
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> The essay  m u st suppo rt the  th es is  s ta tem en t w ith sp ec ific  
references to the  prim ary  texts, providing fo o tn o tes  for all
quoted m ateria l an d  a bibliography a t the  end. Please use  
Chicago style.

> S tu d en ts  should  pay close a tten tion  to the ir ch o ice  o f w ords in 
sum m arizing  and  clarifying the  su b s tan ce  of a  political theory  
(i.e. the  good sta te  and  a  good s ta te  are  not the  same). They 
m u st dem onstra te  aw areness of how w ords can  clarify a n d /o r  
obscure  a  th eo ris t’s principles, illu stra tions, and , in general, the 
n a tu re  of the ir political inquiry.

> After the  first essay  draft is defended in class, it will be re tu rned  
w ith editorial com m ents. S tu d en ts  are  encouraged to ta lk  w ith 
me abou t the ir essays before revising them .

> S tu d en t m u st include original e ssay  draft w ith  revised  draft.
> Revised essay  will be graded based upon: gram m ar, spelling, 

appropria te  choice of words, tran s itio n s betw een parag raphs, 
u se  of quoted m ateria l to sup p o rt the ir in terp retation , accuracy  
in paraph rasing , logical organization of ideas and  points, and  
clarity.

> Only one rev is io n  is allowed. Please proof read  the  final drafts 
for any  gram m atical, spelling, or typos before tu rn in g  it in.

G ra d u a te  S tu d en ts , in addition to com pleting the  above assignm ents, 
will subm it a  research  paper (10-15pp) on one of political th inkers  
covered in the  course  in consu lta tion  w ith the  professor. This paper will 
be of g radua te  quality, and  will probe more deeply into a  theoretical issue  
related  to m odern though t th a n  those of the  u n d erg rad u a te  essays. The 
paper shall include an  in troduction  th a t clearly identifies a  question  or 
issue  and  its significance in m odern political theory, and  will draw  upon 
appropria te  prim ary  and  secondarn  lite ra tu re  to sup p o rt the  p ap er’s 
th es is  and  analysis.

• Plus/M inus Grades will be used based on the following:
100-93 = A; 92-90 = A-; 89-87= B+; 86-83 = B; 82-80 = B-; 79-77= C+;
76-73= C; 72-70=C-; 69-67=D+; 66-63=D; 62-60=D-; 59< =F

Required Texts:
(ed. R. Grey) Political Theory & the H um an Predicament, Prelim inary 

Edition Reader
Ed. Robert Tucker, The Marx-Engels R eader
For full texts: see h t tp : / /w w w .gutenberg .org /
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C ourse Schedule:

8 /2 7 Introduction to the Course
Political Theory: the Search fo r  S tandards, R ules and  L aw s  
Read for next time: Hobbes, L eviathan, "Dedication of 
Godolphin," "Introduction,” see selections from reader; for 
those w riting the  Hobbes essay: see Part I (Chaps. I-IV); Part 
I (Chaps. XI-XVI).

8 /2 9 Thom as H obbes's Natural Man; Social Contract Theory 
Read: Leviathan, P art I & Part II

9 /3 Leviathan: The Seat o f  Power 
Read: finish Leviathan, Part II

9 /5 - Analysis & D iscussion of H obbes’ Theory
9 /1 2 E ssays (due 9 /3 ): Consider Hobbes' analysis of

h u m an  n a tu re — is it b ru tish  m an  or b ru tish  conditions?
How does an  em phasis on one or the  o ther affect the 
theo rist's  vision of the  predicam ent?

Or E ssays (due 9 /5 ): ‘It’s h is c lear-cu t individualism  th a t 
m akes H obbes’ philosophy the m ost revolutionary of h is age.’

9 /2 4

E ssays (due 9 /5 ): Hobbes apparen tly  believed th a t there  is 
‘no obligation on any m an, w hich a rise th  not from som e act 
of h is own; for all m en equally, are by n a tu re  free.” D iscuss 
the  im plications of th is  ‘free will’ for H obbes’ theory of 
governm ent.

9 /1 7 H obbes' Critics & His Constitutionalism
Read: Locke, Second Treatise On Government, see reader
selections; for those w riting on Locke see
C haps. 1-6.

E ssays (due 9 /1 0 ): ‘Hobbes denied the  independen t 
existence of e th ics .’
Or
E ssays (due 9 /1 2 ): “Hobbes is often defined a s  an  
abso lu tist, a  descrip tion th a t is, a t best, only partially  tru e .”

E ssays (due 9 /1 2 ) ‘Hobbes does not claim  infallibility for 
Leviathan, b u t it is h a rd  to see how Leviathan can  endure  
u n less  its  citizens believe th a t it will do right by them , a  
belief th a t m ust, if it is to be su sta ined , have som e basis  in 
fac t.’ D iscuss.
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Slack Day: if we are on schedule w ith essays, there  will be no 
class. Use the  tim e to get ahead  in read ings & preparing  
essays & questions.

Locke: the  S tate  of N ature & Social C ontract Revisited 
Read: for those w riting Locke essays see The Second 
Treatise, C haps. 7-10; C haps. 11-14.

Locke's Liberalism  & His N atural Right to Revolution 
Read: for those w riting the Locke essays, see C haps. 18-19;

E ssays (due 9 /2 6 ): ‘Both Hobbes and  Locke recognize laws 
of n a tu re , b u t th a t d oesn ’t m ean th a t they m ean t the  sam e 
th ing  by them .”
Or
E ssays (due 9 /2 6 ): ‘All the  m ajor a ssu m p tio n s th a t underlie 
m odern dem ocratic theory  can  be traced  back  to Jo h n  
Locke’s Second Treatise o f Government.’ How so?

C ontinued D iscussion of Locke
Read: R ousseau , The Social Contract, Books I & II (see full 
text ornh t tp : / /w w w .co n stitu tio n .o rg /jjr /so co n _ 0 1 .h tm  
E ssays (due 10/1): "Locke’s n a tu ra l rights-social con tract 
theory provides a  justification  for anarchy  b u t not a  firm 
basis  for governm ent." 
or
E ssays (due 10/1): Can one defend constitu tional 
governm ent w ithout resorting  to 1} a  s ta te  of n a tu re  
a rgum ent?  Or 2, a  view of h u m an  n a tu re?  Or 3, a  social 
con trac t theory?

R ousseau 's Social C ontract Theory & G eneral Will 
Read: R ousseau , Book III

R ousseau 's G eneral Will Reconsidered 
Read: R ousseau , Book IV
E ssays (due 10/8): "Man w as born  free, and  he is 
everywhere in chains." W hat does R ousseau  m ean by th is  
fam ous observation? W hat im plications does it have for h is 
social con trac t theory?
Or
E ssays (due 10 /10): ‘R ousseau  and  Locke differed
considerably  over w hat m akes a  polity dem ocratic, yet both 
m ay be righ t.’
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10 / 17- R ousseau 's D em ocratic Com m unity
10 /24 Read W ollstonecraft’s A Vindication o f  the R ights o f  Women, 

reader selections

E ssay (due 10 /15): “W hat R ousseau  con tribu ted  to 
socialism  w as the  general idea th a t all rights, including those 
of property, are righ ts w ithin the  com m unity  and  not against 
it.”
Or
E ssays (due 10/17):"If R ousseau  is a  dem ocrat, so m uch  
the  w orst for democracy."
Or
E ssays (due 10 /22): “If freedom  is so valuable, why should  
we not, if we could, force people to be free?”

10 /29 - W ollstonecraft: Rights, E ducation  & W om en’s N atural D uties 
10/31 Read: Je rem y  B entham , Principles of M orals & Legislation; 

J .S . Mill, On Liberty, selections from reader.

11 /7

E ssays (due 10 /24 ): On w hat basis  does W ollstonecraft 
defend the  equal righ ts of wom en? Is he r a rgum en t a  hybrid 
of earlier social con trac t th eo ris t’s, like Locke and  R ousseau? 
How so? If not, w hat m akes her theory distinctive?

E ssays (due 10 /24 ): ‘Labeling W ollstonecraft a  fem inist, 
based  upon  her a rg u m en ts  in A Vindication o f  the R ights o f  
Women, is m ore com plicated th a n  one m ight th ink . Indeed, 
one can  identify radical, liberal, and  conservative no tions in 
her accoun t of w om en’s oppression  and  its remedy.

11 /5 - B entham  and  Ja m e s  Mill’s U tilitarianism  reconsidered:
Read: Those w riting J .S . Mill essays, see all of On Liberty

E ssays (due 10 /31 ): W hat would a  u tilita rian  penal system  
look like? W hat would constitu te  “serious” crim es? W hat 
would be the  purpose  of “p u n ish m en t” or “reform ”? W hat 
k inds of sen tences would be adm in istered  u n d e r u tilita rian  
system ?

Or
E ssays (due 1 1 /5 ) W hat is the  significance of B en tham ’s 
belief th a t ‘pu sh -p in  is a s  good (i.e. a  pleasure) a s  poetry’ for 
h is political theory? (Pushpin is a  ch ild ren ’s gam e in w hich 
p ins are  pu sh ed  one across another.)
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1 1 / 1 2 - Jo h n  S tu a rt Mill’s Liberalism
11/19 Read: B urke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, reader 

selections.
E ssays (due 11/7): ‘It is the  idea of self-cultivation, not the 
idea of liberty, w hich is the  basis  of J .S . Mill’s political 
th o u g h t? ’ D iscuss.
Or
E ssays (due 11 /12): ‘Mills political th ough t m ay be a  p lea 
for eccentricity, b u t it is eccentricity  of a  very predictable 
k in d .’ Com m ent 
Or
E ssays (due 11 /12): W hich political theo rist — Locke, 
W ollstonecraft or J .S . Mill, offers the  m ost convincing 
a rgum en t for liberty, and  why?

11 /19 - E dm und B urke 's C onservatism  & Realism  reconsidered 
11 /26 Read: Marx-Engels Reader, pp .676-717; 203-

217; 367-376; 403-417; 579-585.
E ssays (due 11 /19 ): "The lesson, above all, to learn  from 
B urke is this: we m u st s ta r t w ith the  world a s  it is, not a s  we 
should  like it to be."
Or

12 /5

E ssays (due 11 /21 ): "If every political theorist is in h is 
h eart of h e a rts  a  u top ian , th en  B urke is an  exception?"

* * * Thanksgiving B reak November 27 th - Dec 1st * * * * * *  *

12 /3 - Marx & Engels Radicalism
Read: Marx-Engels Reader, 70-105; 133-135; 439-442;542- 
555; 725-729.

E ssays (due 1 1 /2 6 ) The validity of M arxism  as  a  political 
doctrine s ta n d s  or falls on its  assertion  th a t the  pro letaria t is 
the  h istorical force w hich will bring abou t socialism."

E ssays (due 11 /26): W hat are  the  ‘m odern ’ id eas/id ea ls  in 
M arxist theory?
Or

E ssays (due 12/3):"It is only because  of the  belief in the 
inevitability of p rogress th a t Marx though t it possible to 
d ispense w ith ethical considerations."

* Final due Thursday D ecem ber 12th by 12 pm* * * * * *
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