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History of Political Thought 
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Course description 

This course introduces students to political philosophy through a study of key thinkers in 
the Western tradition of political thought. The Fall term is devoted to the study of ancient 
Greek and medieval political thought, with a focus on Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, and 
Thomas Aquinas. The Winter term is devoted to the study of modern political thought, 
with a focus on Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Edmund Burke, 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Karl Marx, and John Stuart Mill.  
 
The approach taken in this course is twofold. First, the study of each thinker will blend 
text with context. Each thinker examined in this course wrote in response to specific 
historical circumstances or events. Consequently, an examination of their reflections will 
be preceded by a description of circumstances or events to which they were responding. 
This will prepare the way for a careful reading of the texts in which they present their 
reflections on politics. Second, the transition from one thinker to another will be 
presented logically as well as chronologically. In addition to succeeding each other in 
time, these thinkers, implicitly or explicitly, respond to the views of one or more of their 
predecessors. 
 
The main objective of this course is to introduce students to thinkers whose writings 
were decisive in formulating how politics has been understood in the West. Related 
objectives include the following: 

• Provide students with an opportunity for a direct encounter with great thinkers 
through the experience of reading what the thinkers themselves have to say instead 
of what others have to say about them. 

• Help students improve their interpretive and critical skills through close and careful 
examination of philosophical texts.  

• Through direct engagement with these thinkers and the fundamental issues they 
raise, help students better understand their own assumptions and 
presuppositions about politics, as well as the extent to which they are heirs to a 
tradition when it comes to their own understanding of politics. 

 



Texts 

The following texts are required for this course and are available for purchase in the 
Carleton University bookstore. 

• Plato, Gorgias (translated by James H. Nichols Jr.), Cornell University Press. 
• Aristotle, The Politics (translated by Carnes Lord), University of Chicago Press. 
• Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Penguin Books (Introduction by CB Macpherson). 
• Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, A Discourse on the Origins of 

Inequality, and a Discourse on Political Economy (translated by G. D. H. Cole). 
 
Students are strongly advised to use the specific texts ordered for the course as 
continuous reference will be made to page numbers and passages from these editions 
during lectures. Use of other editions may make it difficult for students to follow the 
lectures. Students are also strongly advised to bring the relevant book to class. 
 
Additional required readings have been placed on reserve in the MacOdrum Library. 
These readings are included in the following texts: 

• The New English Bible (New Testament) 
• The Political Writings of St. Augustine, edited by Henry Paolucci. 
• The Political Ideas of St. Thomas Aquinas, edited by Dino Bigongiari. 
• John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, edited by Peter Laslett. 
• Edmund Burke, Reflections on the  Revolution in France, introduction by A J 

Grieve. 
• Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, edited by Phillips Bradley. 
• The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd edition, edited by Robert C Tucker. 
• John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, edited by Elizabeth Rapaport. 

 

Course Work/Evaluation 
The evaluation for this course will consist of the following: 
 
Fall Term (worth 50% of final grade)  

• 40%  Essay (topics to be assigned in class on September 19/essay due 
November 26 in class).  

• 50%  Fall-Term Examination (to be held during the official examination period, 
December 11-22). 

• 10% Participation in discussion groups. 
 
Winter Term (worth 50% of final grade)  

• 40% Essay (topics to be assigned in class on January 16/essay due March 25 in 
class).  

• 50%  Winter Term Examination (to be held during the official examination period, 
April 11-26). 

• 10% Participation in discussion groups. 
 

NOTE: All course requirements must be completed in order to receive a passing 
grade, and no grades are final until approved by the Faculty Dean.  



Essays 
Essays must conform to the following specifications: be 6-8 pages in length, double-
spaced, with 1.25 inch margins all around, and typed using a font size of 12 in Arial or 
Times New Roman style Essays will be evaluated according to the following criteria, 
each of which will be accorded equal weight in determining the grade: 

• Clarity: Is the essay written in a clear, easy to understand style. 

• Coherence: Does the essay develop and hold together in a coherent, logical 
manner. 

• Comprehension: Does the student show that she/he understands the topic. 

• Completeness: Has the student included everything required to address the 
topic.  

 
These criteria will be discussed in greater detail on September 19th when the essay 
topics for the first term are distributed. 
 
Reference to or citation of secondary materials of any kind in essays is strictly 
forbidden. 
 
Late papers will be subject to a one point deduction per day (including Saturdays and 
Sundays) unless students provide documentation proving that serious unforeseen 
circumstances have arisen (e.g. illness, accident, family affliction). For example, a paper 
submitted one day late that would have received a mark of 18/20 will receive a mark of 
17/20). 
 
Essays will be returned to students by their teaching assistant 3-4 weeks after the 
essays have been submitted.  If a student wishes to have an assignment returned by 
mail, he/she should submit it with a stamped, self-addressed envelope.  
 
Discussion groups 
Participation in discussion groups is crucial to success in this course. The participation 
grade will be based on attendance and the quality of interventions. 
 

Examinations 

The Fall-term examination will cover ancient Greek and medieval political thought. The 
Winter-term examination will cover modern political thought. As noted above, 
examinations will be scheduled during the official examination periods. Students are 
reminded not to make any travel arrangements before they have checked the 
examination schedule. 
 
Each exam (i.e. Fall-term and Winter-term) will be scheduled for three hours and will 
include three (3) sections. The first section (worth 30% of the mark), will include a list of 
key terms or expressions examined during the term. Students will be required to choose 
six (6) terms or expressions from the list, identify them, and explain their significance. 
The second section (worth 30% of the mark), will include six (6) questions. Students will 
be required to choose and answer three (3) questions (approximately ½ page to one 
page in length, single-spaced per question). The third section (worth 40% of the mark), 



will include three (3) questions. Students will be required to choose and answer one of 
these questions in the form of an essay (at least one page in length, single-spaced).  
 

Schedule 
Below is the lecture schedule for the Fall and Winter terms. Students are expected to 
attend all lectures. 
 
Fall Term 
 
September 5:  General introduction to course 
   
September 10: Introduction to Platonic political thought 
 
September 12: Platonic political thought 

Reading: Plato, Gorgias 447a-461a 
 

September 17: Platonic political thought 
   Reading: Plato, Gorgias 447a-461a 
 
September 19: Platonic political thought 

Reading: Plato, Gorgias 461b-481b 
*Fall-term essay topics assigned 

 
September 24: Platonic political thought 

Reading: Plato, Gorgias 461b-481b 
 
September 26: Platonic political thought 

Reading: Plato, Gorgias 481c-527e 
 
October 1: Platonic political thought 

Reading: Plato, Gorgias 481c-527e 
 
October 3: Platonic political thought 

Reading: Plato, Gorgias 481c-527e 
 

October 8: Introduction to Aristotelian political thought 
  

October 10: Aristotelian political thought 
Reading: Aristotle, Politics Book 1 

 
October 15: Aristotelian political thought 

Reading: Aristotle, Politics Book 2 
 
October 17: Aristotelian political thought 

Reading: Aristotle, Politics Book 3 
 
October 22: Aristotelian political thought 

Reading: Aristotle, Politics Book 4 
 
 



October 24: Aristotelian political thought 
Reading: Aristotle, Politics Books 5-8 

 
October 29:  Study break (no class) 
 
October 31:  Study break (no class) 
 
November 5: Introduction to Medieval political thought 
 
November 7: Medieval political thought: 

Reading (On reserve): ‘The letter of Paul to the Romans’ in The 
New English Bible. 

 
November 12: Introduction to Augustinian political thought 
 
November 14:  Augustinian political thought: 

Reading (On reserve): The Political Writings of St. Augustine, 
chap. 1, pp.1-28. 

 
November 19:  Augustinian political thought: 

Reading (On reserve): The Political Writings of St. Augustine, 
chap. 1, pp. 28-43. 

 
November 21: Introduction to the political thought of Thomas Aquinas 
 
November 26:  The political thought of Thomas Aquinas: 

Reading (On reserve): The Political Ideas of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
pp.3-85. 
*Fall-term essays due 

 
November 28:  The political thought of Thomas Aquinas: 

Reading (On reserve): The Political Ideas of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
pp.175-195. 

 
December 3:  The political thought of Thomas Aquinas: 

Reading (On reserve): The Political Ideas of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
pp.175-195. 

 
December 5:  Conclusion and review 
 
 
Winter Term 

 
January 7: Introduction to Modern political thought 
 
January 9: Modern political thought: Thomas Hobbes 
   Reading: Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, chaps. 1-5. 
 
January 14:  Modern political thought: Thomas Hobbes 
   Reading:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, chaps. 6-12. 



 
January 16:  Modern political thought: Thomas Hobbes 
   Reading:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, chaps. 13-16. 

*Winter-term essay topics assigned 
 

January 21:  Modern political thought: Thomas Hobbes 
   Reading:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, chaps. 17-26. 
 
January 23:  Modern political thought: Thomas Hobbes 
   Reading:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, chaps. 27-31. 
 
January 28:  Modern political thought: Thomas Hobbes 
   Reading:  Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 2, chaps. 44-47. 
 
January 30:  Modern political thought: John Locke 

Reading (On reserve): John Locke, The Second Treatise of 
Government, chaps. 1-4. 

 
February 4:  Modern political thought: John Locke 

Reading (On reserve): John Locke, The Second Treatise of 
Government, chaps. 5-9. 

 
February 6:  Modern political thought: John Locke 

Reading (On reserve): John Locke, The Second Treatise of 
Government, chaps. 10-15. 

 
February 11:  Modern political thought: John Locke   

Reading (On reserve): John Locke The Second Treatise of 
Government, chaps. 16-19. 

 
February 13:  Modern political thought: Jean-Jacques Rousseau   

Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins of 
Inequality. 
 

February 18: Study break (no class) 
 
February 20: Study break (no class) 
 
February 25:   Modern political thought: Jean-Jacques Rousseau   

Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins of 
Inequality. 

 
February 27:   Modern political thought: Jean-Jacques Rousseau   

Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, Books 1 
and 2. 

 
March 4: Modern political thought: Jean-Jacques Rousseau  

Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, Book 3. 
 
March 6: Modern political thought: Jean-Jacques Rousseau  

Reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, Book 4. 



 
March 11: Modern political thought: Edmund Burke  
 Reading (On reserve): Edmund Burke, Reflections on the 

Revolution in France. 
 
March 13: Modern political thought: Edmund Burke  
 Reading (On reserve): Edmund Burke, Reflections on the 

Revolution in France. 
 
March 18: Modern political thought: Alexis de Tocqueville 
 Reading (On reserve): Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in 

America, volume 1, preface and introduction, chaps. 3-5, 11-12, 
15-17. 

 
March 20:  Modern political thought: Alexis de Tocqueville  
 Reading (On reserve): Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in 

America, volume 2, book 2, chaps. 8, 13; book 3, chap. 1. 
 
March 25:  Modern political thought: Karl Marx  
 Reading (On reserve): Karl Marx, ‘The German Ideology’ (Part 1), 

in The Marx-Engels Reader, pp. 148-200. 
*Winter-term essays due 

 
March 27:  Modern political thought: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels  
 Reading (On reserve): Karl Marx, ‘Wage Labour and Capital’, in 

The Marx-Engels Reader, pp. 203-217; Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels, ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’ in The Marx-Engels 
Reader, pp. 473-500. 

 
April 1: Modern political thought: John Stuart Mill 
   Reading (On reserve): John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, Chaps. 1-2. 
 
April 3: Modern political thought: John Stuart Mill 
   Reading (On reserve): John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, Chaps. 3-5. 
 
April 8: Conclusion and review 
 
 
Academic Accommodations 

The Paul Menton Centre for Students with Disabilities (PMC) provides services to 
students with Learning Disabilities (LD), psychiatric/mental health disabilities, Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD), chronic 
medical conditions, and impairments in mobility, hearing, and vision. If you have a 
disability requiring academic accommodations in this course, please contact PMC at 
613-520-6608 or pmc@carleton.ca for a formal evaluation. If you are already registered 
with the PMC, contact your PMC coordinator to send me your Letter of 
Accommodation at the beginning of the term, and no later than two weeks before the 
first in-class scheduled test or exam requiring accommodation (if applicable). After 
requesting accommodation from PMC, meet with me to ensure accommodation 

mailto:pmc@carleton.ca


arrangements are made. Please consult the PMC website for the deadline to request 
accommodations for the formally-scheduled exam (if applicable).  
For Religious Observance: Students requesting accommodation for religious 
observances should apply in writing to their instructor for alternate dates and/or means 
of satisfying academic requirements. Such requests should be made during the first two 
weeks of class, or as soon as possible after the need for accommodation is known to 
exist, but no later than two weeks before the compulsory academic event. 
Accommodation is to be worked out directly and on an individual basis between the 
student and the instructor(s) involved. Instructors will make accommodations in a way 
that avoids academic disadvantage to the student. Instructors and students may contact 
an Equity Services Advisor for assistance (www.carleton.ca/equity). 
 
For Pregnancy: Pregnant students requiring academic accommodations are 
encouraged to contact an Equity Advisor in Equity Services to complete a letter of 
accommodation. Then, make an appointment to discuss your needs with the instructor at 
least two weeks prior to the first academic event in which it is anticipated the 
accommodation will be required. 
 
Plagiarism: The University Senate defines plagiarism as “presenting, whether 
intentional or not, the ideas, expression of ideas or work of others as one’s own.”  This 
can include:   
 
• reproducing or paraphrasing portions of someone else’s published or unpublished 

material, regardless of the source, and presenting these as one’s own without proper 
citation or reference to the original source; 

• submitting a take-home examination, essay, laboratory report or other assignment 
written, in whole or in part, by someone else; 

• using ideas or direct, verbatim quotations, or paraphrased material, concepts, or ideas 
without appropriate acknowledgment in any academic assignment; 

• using another’s data or research findings; 
• failing to acknowledge sources through the use of proper citations when using 

another’s works and/or failing to use quotation marks; 
• handing in "substantially the same piece of work for academic credit more than once 

without prior written permission of the course instructor in which the submission occurs. 
 

Plagiarism is a serious offence which cannot be resolved directly with the course’s 
instructor.  The Associate Deans of the Faculty conduct a rigorous investigation, 
including an interview with the student, when an instructor suspects a piece of work has 
been plagiarized.  Penalties are not trivial. They include a mark of zero for the 
plagiarized work or a final grade of "F" for the course.  
 
Oral Examination: At the discretion of the instructor, students may be required to pass 
a brief oral examination on research papers and essays. 
 
Submission and Return of Term Work: Papers must be handed directly to the 
instructor and will not be date-stamped in the departmental office. Late assignments may 
be submitted to the drop box in the corridor outside B640 Loeb. Assignments will be 
retrieved every business day at 4 p.m., stamped with that day's date, and then 
distributed to the instructor.  For essays not returned in class please attach a stamped, 
self-addressed envelope if you wish to have your assignment returned by mail.  Please 



note that assignments sent via fax or email will not be accepted. Final exams are 
intended solely for the purpose of evaluation and will not be returned. 
 
Grading: Assignments and exams will be graded with a percentage grade. To convert 
this to a letter grade or to the university 12-point system, please refer to the following 
table. 
 
Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale Percentage Letter grade 12-point scale 
90-100 A+ 12 67-69 C+ 6 
85-89 A 11 63-66 C 5 
80-84 A- 10 60-62 C- 4 
77-79 B+ 9 57-59 D+ 3 
73-76 B 8 53-56 D 2 
70-72 B- 7 50-52 D- 1 

 
Grades:  Final grades are derived from the completion of course assignments.  Failure 
to write the final exam will result in the grade ABS.  Deferred final exams are available 
ONLY if the student is in good standing in the course. 
 
Approval of final grades: Standing in a course is determined by the course instructor 
subject to the approval of the Faculty Dean. This means that grades submitted by an 
instructor may be subject to revision. No grades are final until they have been approved 
by the Dean. 
 
Carleton E-mail Accounts: All email communication to students from the 
Department of Political Science will be via official Carleton university e-mail 
accounts and/or cuLearn.  As important course and University information is 
distributed this way, it is the student’s responsibility to monitor their Carleton and 
cuLearn accounts.  
 
Carleton Political Science Society: The Carleton Political Science Society 
(CPSS) has made its mission to provide a social environment for politically 
inclined students and faculty. Holding social events, debates, and panel 
discussions, CPSS aims to involve all political science students at Carleton 
University. Our mandate is to arrange social and academic activities in order to 
instill a sense of belonging within the Department and the larger University 
community. Members can benefit through numerous opportunities which will 
complement both academic and social life at Carleton University. To find out 
more, visit http://facebook.com/CarletonPoliticalScienceSociety or come to our 
office in Loeb D688. 
 
Official Course Outline: The course outline posted to the Political Science website is 
the official course outline.  
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