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Instructor Information:
Patricia Rich
office: Doherty Hall 4301 B 
email: prich@andrew.cmu.edu
mailbox: Baker Hall 135

Course Information:
location: Doherty Hall 4303
time: 1:30-2:50
dates: July 2nd – August 10th

office hours by appointment

Course Description: 
Political philosophy is the study of the state and its relationship to individuals and society as a 
whole, focusing on normative questions; it asks how the authority of the state can be justified, 
how best to organize a state, what rights and obligations states and people have, and so forth. 
Answering these questions will require considering more basic ones, such as what human nature 
is, and what moral obligations exist between us. 

These questions have taken on a renewed sense of meaning for the average person in 
recent times, as the Occupy movement reevaluates the purpose of government and the success of 
our own system, people world wide – and especially in the Middle East – stage revolutions to 
improve their lives, and we prepare to elect a president as labels such as “socialist” and 
“libertarian” are flung about, intended largely to provoke particular emotional responses. This 
course will thus take a two-pronged approach to political philosophy, studying both its history 
and application to modern political issues; we will both discover the origins of concepts like 
“socialism” and “libertarianism” and apply them to current issues, using them to make sense of 
the debates happening in our country and world.  To facilitate this, the last week of the course is 
left open for the discussion of special topics of current relevance and interest to the class, and 
may involve an in-class debate and/or watching a documentary.  

In addition to learning political philosophy, students will gain and strengthen more 
general philosophical skills. By the end of the course, students will be able to: identify key 
premises, conclusions, background assumptions, and implications of arguments; find principled 
grounds by which to say that one argument is better than the other; paraphrase others' arguments 
clearly and accurately, both aloud and in writing; make compelling arguments directed towards 
those who disagree with their positions; describe the progression of ideas in political philosophy 
leading from Plato to today; assess modern political arguments; and apply concepts learned in 
the course to our modern political discourse, situating contemporary figures within the history of 
political philosophy.

Text:
There is no required text; readings will be posted to the course Blackboard site.   

Course Requirements:
Students should come to class on time each day having carefully read the material to be 
discussed.  Fulfillment of this requirement will be tested through frequent, unannounced, one-
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question quizzes that cannot be made up.  While I will usually either lecture or lead the 
discussion, students are expected to be actively involved, asking questions and supplying 
answers and comments during class.  On some days, each student will be responsible for a small 
portion of the discussion; when this is the case, students are expected to be well-prepared and do 
their best to communicate what they have learned to their classmates.  Students will also write 
one very short paper and two more substantial papers.  If students wish, the second substantial 
paper can be replaced by participation in an in-class debate and a brief write-up of the debate. 

Grading:
20% Reading quizzes
20% Student-led discussions
15% Short paper (2 pages)
20% Critical paper 1 (approx. 5 pages)
25% Critical paper 2  (5 pages) OR Debate and write-up (1 page)

Explanation of Requirements and Grading:

Reading Quizzes: 
There will be assigned readings for most classes; these will be posted on Blackboard.  Students 
should come to class each day having read the material to be discussed.  (It is recommended that 
students go back and re-read the material or class notes for any readings the student finds 
difficult the first time through.  Notes for every class will be posted on Blackboard following the 
discussion.)  To make sure that students are attending regularly and carefully doing the readings, 
unannounced reading quizzes will be given frequently.  Each reading quiz will consist of one 
question that should be easy to answer for those who understood the reading on a basic level and 
recognized the main ideas.  Quizzes will be graded on a 5 point scale, with 5 being a perfect 
answer, 3 being an answer that doesn’t make clear whether or not the reading was done, and 1 
being an answer that shows that the student did not read the material.  Absent or late students 
receive no credit and cannot make up the quizzes; they are partially intended to incentivize 
attendance and participation in class discussions.  The final reading quiz grade will be done 
holistically, however, so it is possible to miss a quiz or two without a reduction in the reading 
quiz grade: for example, if you were to miss one reading quiz but earn 5's on all the others, you 
would get full credit for the reading quizzes.   

Student-Led Discussions
Some especially influential works discussed in this class (e.g. those of Marx and Smith) are full-
length books, so that a course of this length does not leave time for students to read the works in 
entirety and fully understand them. In these cases, the works will sometimes be divided so that 
each student can look at a small part of the work carefully, and then act as the class's expert on 
that portion of the reading during the class discussion. Often the whole class will read the most 
central parts as well, so that everyone understands the basic premises of the work. This system 
will allow us to tackle long works when it is necessary to do so. Participation in this part of the 
class discussions will help to maintain an active class discourse, give you practice and 
experience carefully reading philosophy and explaining arguments, and give you a chance to 
make sure you are understanding the course material.  



When you are responsible for a part of the reading, begin by doing the part of the reading 
assigned to everyone and your own part carefully. Then prepare to do 3 things during the class 
discussion: succinctly summarize your part of the reading for the class in your own words, 
focusing on main ideas, conclusions, and important claims and assumptions; offer 2-3 specific 
discussion questions pertaining to your part of the reading; and share any additional insights you 
have into the reading as a result of having thought about it more carefully than others. More 
guidance and sample discussion questions will be provided when the time comes. You need not 
provide written notes or prepare a formal presentation. Everyone is expected to participate in the 
discussion portion, i.e. respond to the discussion questions prepared by the other students just as 
you would to discussion questions asked by the instructor during regular discussions.  Students 
who do not pay attention to the discussion-leading classmate or participate actively in their 
discussion sections may have their own grade for this portion of the class reduced. 

Papers:
Students should hand in an electronic copy of each paper via email before midnight on the due 
date.  All papers should be typed and double-spaced.  Please save papers either as .doc, .odt, or 
.pdf; if you use a newer version of Microsoft Word, please be sure not to send a .docx file as I 
will not be able to open it easily.  Late work will not be accepted, and will receive no credit, 
unless the student makes arrangements with me well in advance and has good reason for 
requesting an extension.  Length guidelines will be taken seriously; if you use less space than is 
offered you probably haven’t explained yourself fully, and if you take more space than is offered 
you probably aren’t being as concise as you should be.  Economy of words is a virtue in 
philosophy!  Rubrics will be provided to guide you, and I am available to help if you have any 
questions.  

The first paper will be due the second Friday of class, July 13th.  Don’t worry – it will be an easy 
topic for students who have been coming to class and reading carefully.  You will have to briefly 
summarize two arguments from class and identify the main differences between them, but you 
will not be asked to evaluate the arguments.  This paper will be mostly a test of comprehension 
to give me a feel for both your writing ability and understanding of the material.  
Details for the assignment will be given a week before the paper is due.  

For the other two papers, you will be asked to evaluate arguments, think critically, and defend a 
position.  These papers will be a bit longer (about 5 pages) and you will have more freedom to 
write about something that interests you, although I will give some guidelines and some broad 
topics for you to choose from.   

If there is sufficient interest, some or all students can participate in a debate at the end of the year 
and submit a brief write-up of the debate in place of the last paper.  The topic will be something 
controversial and currently relevant, but the debaters will be expected to cite philosophers 
studied in class to bolster their arguments.  I will assist the debaters in selecting a topic of 
interest to everyone, insofar as that is possible.   



Course Policies:

Attendance and Preparation

While I will not record absences and there is no maximum number of absences permitted to pass 
the course, frequent absences will negatively impact your grade by reducing your reading quiz 
and student-led discussion grades. Students should aim for full attendance; this is a discussion-
based course, which means that you must be in class and participating in the discussions in order 
to work through the material with your classmates, understand it thoroughly, and form and test 
your own views on the complex topics we will discuss. The more reliably you attend, the better 
you will learn the material and the better you will become at evaluating and creating arguments. 
It is also imperative that you do the assigned readings carefully before class; quality discussions 
depend on everyone's preparation and familiarity with the readings under consideration.

Course Conduct

Since it is usually helpful to have the readings in front of you during class, the use of laptops is 
acceptable. However, please be sure that if you opt to use such a device you only use it for 
reading and note-taking; having your web-browser open will only tempt you and distract those 
around you. Quality discussions require everyone's full attention.  

Carnegie Mellon Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism (from 
http://www.cmu.edu/policies/documents/Cheating.html) 

Students at Carnegie Mellon are engaged in preparation for professional activity of the highest 
standards. Each profession constrains its members with both ethical responsibilities and 
disciplinary limits. To assure the validity of the learning experience a university establishes clear 
standards for student work. 

In any presentation, creative, artistic, or research, it is the ethical responsibility of each student to 
identify the conceptual sources of the work submitted. Failure to do so is dishonest and is the 
basis for a charge of cheating or plagiarism, which is subject to disciplinary action. 

Cheating includes but is not necessarily limited to: 

1. Plagiarism, explained below. 
2. Submission of work that is not the student's own for papers, assignments or exams. 
3. Submission or use of falsified data. 
4. Theft of or unauthorized access to an exam. 
5. Use of an alternate, stand-in or proxy during an examination. 
6. Use of unauthorized material including textbooks, notes or computer programs in the 

preparation of an assignment or during an examination. 
7. Supplying or communicating in any way unauthorized information to another student for 

the preparation of an assignment or during an examination. 
8. Collaboration in the preparation of an assignment. Unless specifically permitted or 

required by the instructor, collaboration will usually be viewed by the university as 
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cheating. Each student, therefore, is responsible for understanding the policies of the 
department offering any course as they refer to the amount of help and collaboration 
permitted in preparation of assignments. 

9. Submission of the same work for credit in two courses without obtaining the permission 
of the instructors beforehand. 

Plagiarism includes, but is not limited to, failure to indicate the source with quotation marks or 
footnotes where appropriate if any of the following are reproduced in the work submitted by a 
student: 

1. A phrase, written or musical. 
2. A graphic element. 
3. A proof. 
4. Specific language. 
5. An idea derived from the work, published or unpublished, of another person. 

In this course, plagiarism on a paper can result in a grade of 0 for the paper.  Repeat offenders 
will automatically fail the course and be reported to the department and the Dean, as required by 
department policy.  Clear cases of unintentional plagiarism (improper citation, etc.) will be dealt 
with at the discretion of the instructor.

Tentative Schedule:
Mon July 2nd  - Discuss syllabus; introduction
Tues July 3rd  – Plato, Crito
Wed July 4th – Independence Day – no class
Thur July 5th  – Plato, Republic – assigned sections
Fri July 6th   – Aristotle and Cicero; Hampton reading

Mon July 9th – Machiavelli, The Prince & The Discourses – assigned sections
Tues July 10th –  More, Utopia- assigned chapters
Wed July 11th  –  discretionary (discussion on foundational issues: human nature / PD?)
Thurs July 12th –Hobbes, Leviathan
Fri July 13th – Rousseau, ***Short Paper Due

Mon  July 16th – Locke
Tues July 17th  – Hume (no reading)
Wed July 18th  – Rawls
Thurs July 19th  – Adam Smith – assigned sections
Fri July 20 th – Nozick's libertarianism

Mon July 23rd   – Other notable libertarians (Rand, Friedman, etc.) - assigned sections
Tues July 24th --  Marx – assigned sections
Wed July 25th   –  Marx
Thurs July 26th    – discretionary 
Fri July 27th   – Bakunin & Anarchism, ***Paper 2 due 



Mon July 30 th  - Socialists: Proudhon, … (no reading)
Tues July 31st  –Socialism, Modern (Gerald Cohen)
Wed August 1st  – Mill & Utilitarianism
Thurs August 2nd  –  Dworkin, Communitarianism (no reading)
Fri August 3rd – Review: How should society be organized?

Mon August 6th  – TBA – documentary?
Tues August 7th  –  TBA – topic of interest
Wed August 8th – TBA – topic of interest
Thurs August 9 th – Last Day – Debate or discussion
Fri August 10 th – ***Final paper or debate write-up due (no class)
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