
Introduction to Political Theory Fall 2018 
Tuesday and Thursday  12 :00-1 :15pm 

Room : Blue Hall 
 
Prof. Jean-François Caron 
Office: 8.232 
Email: jean-francois.caron@nu.edu.kz 
Office Hours: Mondays 2 :00-3 :00 ; Tuesdays 2 :00-4 :00 ; Wednesdays 2 :00-
4 :00 ; Thursdays 11 :00-12 :00 ; Fridays 2 :00-4 :00 
 
This course is an introduction to the history of political theory. We will study many of the 
great texts of the Western tradition. These works raise important questions about the 
nature of individual rights, the roots of government authority, the circumstances of 
legitimate revolution, the justification of religious tolerance, and the meaning of political 
ideals such as liberty, equality, and justice. 
 
Despite the age of some of the texts with which we will wrestle, the purpose of the 
course is not exclusively historical. Instead, part of the reason that these texts are widely 
seen as classics is because they continue to shape and inform the analysis of current 
political phenomena. It is through the categories and concepts created, clarified, and 
challenged by these thinkers that we conceptualize, understand, and assess our political 
lives. 
 
The course has three major goals. First, students should take from the course a 
substantive familiarity with many of the greatest texts in the Western tradition and a 
sense of the major lines of argument and schools of thought within that tradition. This 
familiarity with core texts provides an important background for further study in political 
theory – both contemporary and historical. 
 
Second, the texts we will read are rich and multifaceted. This is part of what has allowed 
them to capture and hold the interest of audiences for many generations. There is great 
intellectual reward to be had by working through the ideas of the canonical authors. For 
the same reason, however, these texts elude simple summary and authoritative 
interpretation. Indeed, the second major goal of the course is to learn to read, 
understand, and appreciate complex works. 
 
Third, studying the classic treatments of core political concepts should allow us to gain a 
greater sophistication and perspective in our own deployment of them. In other words, it 
should make us more reflective and self-conscious about the way that we should 
organize our societies.  
 
Students are required to:  
 

 Attend and participate in all class sessions  
 Read all course material 
 Complete all assignments 
 Put forward your best effort on all class-related activities and engage the material, 



the instructor and colleagues with an open mind.  
 

Learning objectives  

Be able to discuss and write effectively about some key priorities of ancient and modern 
political thought;  

Be able, in writing and discussion, to identify chief differences among thinkers from the 
ancient, modern and contemporary political thought; 

Be able to characterize disputes among ancient and modern political thinkers over the 
nature and purpose of government;  

Develop students’ critical skills; 

Be able to differentiate among varied accounts of the political ideals of liberty, equality 
and democracy and raise and answer critical questions about the coexistence of these 
values. 

Final Grades will be divided the following way : 
 
 
1st exam (September 6) :       15% 
 
A question about the readings of week 5 (Cicero, Commonwealth, book 1 and 2 ;  
Polybius, Histories, Book 6) 
 
Mid term (October 4) :       30% 
 
3rd exam (November 15) :      25% 
 
A question about the reading of week 13 (Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism and the 
Politics of Recognition). 
 
Final exam (TBD) :       30% 
 
For the exams of September 6 and November 15, the questions will be sent to you  
by email and will be posted on Moodle at 12 :00pm. You can write your answer  
wherever you want and use all the documentation you wish.  
 
You will have until 1 :15pm to submit your answer on Moodle. Late submissions  
will not be accepted and will result in a grade of zero (0%) for the assignment.  
 
Grading scale  
 
A  95-100 
A-  90-94.99 



B+ 85-89.99 
B  80-84.99 
B- 75-79.99 
C+  70-74.99 
C  65-69.99 
C-  60-64.99 
D+  55-59.99 
D  50-54.99 
F  <50 
 
The required reading for this course can all be found online (except for 2 readings that 
will be sent by email). You are expected to download them from the web. These 
readings are mandatory and you are expected to read them prior to the lectures.  
 
Class policies 
 

 You should follow all instructions specified in the syllabus.  
 

 The abusive use of cell phones will not be tolerated in this class. Those who 
will not respect this policy will be expelled from the classroom (and it will be 
recorded as a missed class).  

 
 Just a hint : if I am not replying to your email within 24 hours, it’s because the 

answer can be found in the syllabus. 
 

 There will be no extra credit offered for this class.  
 

 Office hours are listed at the beginning of the syllabus.  I cannot guarantee that I 
will be in my office outside posted office hours. If you need to meet with me 
at a different time, send me an email and I will be glad to make arrangements 
with you. If you make an appointment with me and are late by more than 5 
minutes, our meeting will be canceled and 5% will be deducted from your 
final grade. It is a matter of respect for my time and for the one of your 
colleagues. If you need to cancel a meeting, send me an email at least 24 hours 
in advance.  

 
- Please note that I will not repeat my lectures during my office hours. It is only 

an occasion to ask for clarifications on specific points discussed in class. If you 
miss a class for whatever reason or don’t take notes during my classes, it is up to 
you to catch up by your own means.  

 
- Class attendance is mandatory. My classes start at 12 :00pm on the dot. I’m 

expecting you to be on time. Those who will be late will be considered as 
absent. In accordance with NU Undergraduate Attendance Policy and 
Procedures, I reserve the right to lower your final grade by 10% if you miss more 
than 3 classes or give you a « F » if you miss more than 5 classes (point 17 of the 
Policy). Please be advised that sleeping during the class will be considered 



as a missed class.   
 
   You will be asked to hand over your ID card to the class TA prior to the start 
   of the class. It will be given back at the end of the class. 
 

If you miss a class for medical reasons, you need to submit your medical 
certificate no later than 3 days after the consultation with the doctor. 
Certificates submitted after this deadline will not be accepted and your 
absence will be recorded as a missed class.   

 
- Anyone who will be late for an exam will be denied entry to the classroom 

and will receive an automatic grade of 0% for the evaluation.  
 
Those who will nonetheless try to enter (such as knocking on the door or 
the class windows) in the classroom will receive a « F » for the class. It is a 
matter of respect for your colleagues who are trying to focus on their exam.   

 

By remaining enrolled in this class, you agree to respect 
these policies. 

  



 
 

 
 

Any form of cheating will immediately earn you a failing grade for 
the entire course.  You must know that if you are found guilty of 

such an offense, you will lose your stipend until the end of the 
next semester. By remaining enrolled, you consent to this policy. 

 
Your final grade is final. It is not a basis for negotiations. If I feel 
any form of explicit or implicit coercion on your part to change 
your grade, I will not hesitate to file an academic misconduct 

report against you (category B offense). 
 

What is coercion ? Begging for a grade otherwise you will 
lose your stipend, end up on academic probation or because 

your parents will disown you. Be aware that this attitude is 
absolutely unacceptable and will not be tolerated. You will 

receive the grade you deserve in this class ; not the one you 
would like to have. If you work hard, you will have a good 

grade ; if you are not serious, you will have a bad grade. It’s 
as simple as that.  

 

Remember: Knowledge is more important 
than grades 

 



Course Outline 
 
Week One (14-16 August): Introduction  
 
Week Two (21-23 August): Who should rule ? Plato 
reading: Plato, The Republic, Book 6 and 7. 
http://www.idph.com.br/conteudos/ebooks/republic.pdf 
 
Week Three : (28 August) : Who should rule ? Aristotle 
reading: Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, Book 5. 
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.5.v.html 
   
Week Four : (4-6 September): The tension between philosophy and democracy + 
first exam 
readings : Aristophanes, The Clouds http://classics.mit.edu/Aristophanes/clouds.html 
Plato : Plato, Apology http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/apology.html  
 
Week Five (11-13 September) : The Roman Republic 
readings : Cicero, Commonwealth, book 1 and 2.  http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/cicero-
treatise-on-the-commonwealth--5  
Polybius, Histories, Book 6. Will be sent by email 
 
Week Six : (18-20 September) Machiavelli and the foundation of Modernity  
readings: Nicolo Machiavelli, The Prince. http://www.bartleby.com/36/1/prince.pdf  
reading : Quentin Skinner, Machiavelli : A Very Short Introduction. Will be sent by 
email 
 
Week Seven : (25-27 September): Modernity and the logic of political consent 
reading: Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapters 14-19. 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/h/hobbes/thomas/h68l/chapter14.html  
John Locke, Second Treatise of Government :  
Reading : http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/locke1689a.pdf 
 
Week Eight: (2-4 October) Enlightenment Revolution + mid term 
readings: Immanuel Kant, What is Enlightenment ? 
http://braungardt.trialectics.com/philosophy/early-modern-philosophy-16th-18th-century-
europe/kant/enlightenment/  
Nick Bostrom, ‘A History of Transhumanism Thought’. 
https://nickbostrom.com/papers/history.pdf  
 
Fall break 
 
Week Ten : (16-18 October) Liberalism 
readings: John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, Chapters 2,3 and 4. 
http://socserv.mcmaster.ca/econ/ugcm/3ll3/mill/liberty.pdf 
 
Week Eleven (6-8 November): Marxism 
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reading: Karl Marx, Communist Manifesto, 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Manifesto.pdf 
reading : Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension. http://www.marginalutility.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/10/aesthetic-dimension-_-marcuse.pdf  
 
Week Twelve (13-15 November) Totalitarianism + third exam 
reading: Carl J. Friedrich and Zbignew Brzezinski, Totalitarian Dictatorship and 
Autocracy, chapter 2. https://is.muni.cz/el/1421/jaro2010/HIB0405/Friedrich_-
_Brzezinski.pdf  
 
Week thirteen : (20 November): How to deal with multiculturalism? 
reading: Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism and the Politics of Recognition. 
http://elplandehiram.org/documentos/JoustingNYC/Politics_of_Recognition.pdf 
(22 November) The end of ideologies  
reading: Francis Fukuyama, The End of History ? http://www.wesjones.com/eoh.htm    
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