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But since my intent is to write something useful to whoever understands 
it, it has appeared to me more fitting to go directly to the effectual truth 
of the thing than to the imagination of it.  And many have imagined 
republics and principalities that have never been seen or known to exist 
in truth; for it is so far from how one lives to how one should live that he 
who lets go of what is done for what should be done learns his ruin 
rather than his preservation. 

       Niccolo Machiavelli 
          

To be purchased: 
 
Machiavelli, Niccolo.  The Prince (Mansfield, trans.) 
Machiavelli, Niccolo. Mandragola 
Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan 
Locke, John.  Second Treatise of Government  
Rousseau, Jean Jacques. The Social Contract (Masters, trans.) 
Nietzsche, Friedrich. Genealogy of Morals  (Kaufmann, trans.) 
 

 This course will engage us in what may very well be the most important human activity: 
political philosophy.  Political philosophy pursues methodical answers to the two fundamental 
quandaries human beings must face:  How ought we to live?  How can we make that idea of the good 
life a practical reality?  Unless we assume that human beings can be reshaped at will, both of these 
questions require an investigation of human nature: of the true good and happiness we should pursue 
and of the rational, selfish, and passionate elements of our nature that make all political practice a 
perilous enterprise.   
 Yet reason may not be the best, or the only, way to truth.  The philosophical enterprise must 
be open to the possibility that divine revelation, accepted on faith, provides more complete and 
authoritative answers to these questions.  In order to discover the limits of reason, however, 
philosophy must push its rational investigation as far as it will go, even at the risk of contradicting 
the accounts and commandments of revelation. 
 
 This course is, more specifically, on modern political philosophy.  Consequently, it 
assumes there is a body of thought properly labeled ancient political philosophy, and it assumes 
that this distinction is not merely historical, but also and principally substantive.  It assumes, in 
other words, that modern political philosophers tend to approach their topic in ways that are 
significantly different from those of ancient political philosophers.  We will be looking both for 
what distinguishes ancient from modern and for the radical disagreements within modern 
thought. 



 In any case, a study of modern political philosophy is, in a sense, a study of the origins of 
19th and 20th century politics.  Unlike ancient political thought, which had little effect on the 
politics of the time, modern thought has tended to translate relatively rapidly into practice.  It 
has, in the form of mere ideas, shaped the world we live in.  This is certainly the case for 
Americans.  Our revolution, our constitutions, and our way of life arose in the modern world and 
under the influence of early modern political ideas.  

Yet ours was not the only modern revolution shaped by modern ideas.  The revolutions 
and regimes that followed, in France, Russia, and Germany, were all inspired or shaped by other 
strands of modern thought.  If we look at the monstrous cruelty inflicted on millions upon 
millions of innocents by these regimes, we cannot avoid the conclusion that ideas can, indeed, 
have terrible consequences.   
 Our aim will not be, however, to explain past and present politics.  While the readings are 
ordered more or less chronologically, we will not treat them as a series of curious historical artifacts.  
We will study and evaluate them as they present themselves, as attempts to reason through human 
things to the end of solving human problems; that is, our things and our problems.  Even those ideas 
in some way responsible for political horrors will be approached as if it might nonetheless hold the 
truth about us. 
 
      The readings will not offer their riches readily.  They are difficult in style and often 
forbidding in argument.  Even the ideas that are closest to ours will seem strange.  Careful reading 
and re-reading are necessary.  Ask the authors why they say such peculiar things and be willing to 
accept that their strange ideas are more sound than those with which we are comfortable.  Think, 
then think again.  If we are to understand these ideas and, thereby, deepen our understanding of 
ourselves and politics more generally, we must engage them with curiosity and spirit.  These works 
will reward such efforts.  Approach them as a student, as one in need of greater understanding.  But 
also engage them in argument.  Require them to make sense.  The desire to learn is often served as 
well by combativeness as it is by respect. 
 Consequently, the most important parts of this course are your careful reading of the 
assignments and our discussions, debates, in class (20%).  I will also ask you to bring to each class 
written questions or comments about the day’s assignment (20%).  These efforts will prepare you for 
the three essays (20% each).  If you do not complete and submit all written work, you will fail the 
course. 
 
 You will, at the end of each essay, affirm your adherence to the principles and terms of 
the College’s honor code.  You are responsible for reading and understanding that code.  Ignorance 
will not be accepted as an excuse.  If you are ever unsure of its meaning and any particular 
application, contact either me or the writing center.  
 You are, in this course, allowed to discuss the paper topics with other members of this 
class.  But such discussions must be limited to the substance of the question and the relevant 
readings.  They must not extend into the outlining, writing, and rewriting of the essays.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Introduction 
 
Jan. 10  a. Ancient and modern, philosophy and relativism: what will we study and how? 
 
Jan. 15  b. Aristotle, Bk. One, Ch. I-II; Bk. Three, Ch. VII-VIII (acad_dept_pgm) 
 
Jan 17  c. Aristotle, Bk. Three, Ch. IX-XI, XIII; Bk. Seven, Ch. I-III 
 
 Machiavelli: The politics of acquisition and dominion 
 
Jan. 22  a: The Prince: Dedicatory Letter, Chapters I-II. 
 
Jan. 24  b. The Prince: Chapter III-VI 
 
Jan. 31  c. The Prince: Chapters VII-IX 
 
Feb. 5  d. The Prince: Chapters X-XV 
 
Feb. 7  e. The Prince: Chapter XVI-XVIII 
 
Feb. 12 f. The Prince: Chapters XXIV-XXVI 
 
 Machiavelli:  Morality and acquisitiveness in private life 
 
Feb. 14 Mandragola 
 
 Hobbes: The science of natural rights and artificial sovereignty 
 
Feb. 19 a. Leviathan: Letter, Introduction (Hobbes’s), Ch.s X (1-16, 53-54),  
   XI (1-6, 13, 21, 25-27), XIII, XIV 
 
Feb. 21 b. Leviathan: Ch.s XV (1-8, 13-14, 21, 35-40), XVII, XIX (1-17), XXI (1-7),  
  XXIX (1-12) 
 
Feb. 26 c. Leviathan: Ch.s XII, XXXI, XXXII, XLIV 
 
 Locke: Liberty, and property, and the separation of powers 
 
Feb. 28 a. Second Treatise: Preface-Chapter IV 
 
Mar. 11 b. Essay Concerning Human Understanding: II xxi ( acad. vol.) 
  Second Treatise: Chapter V 
 
Mar. 13 c. Second Treatise: Chapter VI, VII (-86) 
 
Mar. 18 d. Second Treatise: Chapters VII (84-end), VIII-XIII 



 
Mar. 25  e. Second Treatise: Chapters XIV, XV(§174), XVIII (§§199, 202, 207-209), XIX 
 
 Hume’s skepticism 
 
Mar. 27   “Of the Original Contract” (acad_dept_pgm) 
 
 Rousseau’s radical critique of liberalism 
 
April 1  a. The Social Contract: Forward, Book I: i-v  
 
April 3  b. The Social Contract: Book I: vi-viii, Book II: i-ii 
 
April 8  c. The Social Contract: Book II: iii-vi 
 
Apr. 10 d. The Social Contract:  Book II: vii-xi 
 
Apr. 15 e. The Social Contract: Book III: i-v, xii, xv 
 
 Nietzsche’s radical critique of just about everything 
 
Apr. 17 a. On the Genealogy of Morals: Essay I, sections 1-8 
 
Apr. 22 b. On the Genealogy of Morals: Essay I, sections 9-end 
 
Apr. 24 Conclusion 
 
 
 
 


