
Contemporary Political Theory:
Politics and Philosophy in the “Late Modern” World
Political Science 4423/5423, Section 1, MWF 1:00-1:50pm
Wilson 404

Instructor: Professor Russell Arben Fox
Office and Office hours: Wilson 419; MWF 2:30-4:00pm or by appointment 
Office E-mail: rfox@astate.edu

The Topic:

This is an upper-level seminar course on contemporary political theory. We will frame our discussions by
reference to “modernity”–that is, the present-day world, conceived theoretically. “Modernity” is not merely
an arbitrary collection of decades–as hard as it may be to believe, philosophers and political thinkers really
don’t simply divide history into convenient spans for the purpose of fitting things into a semester-long
course. The theorists we shall study in this class, and the discussions we will have about them, presume
that modernity is really about something–and consequently, that modern political thought, whether liberal
or conservative or anything else, is really a consideration of the political and theoretical dimensions of that
“something.” So, in exploring modernity–ways of interpreting it, ways of working out its problems, even
ways of, perhaps, escaping it–we are exploring our own framework for politics.

The Reading:

This course will involve a good deal of reading, much of which will be difficult. The authors we will study
have developed and communicated their ideas in response to complex political and philosophical problems,
and they reflected on these problems in the context of a long intellectual history, filled with similar
struggles with similar problems. They regularly invoked concepts and arguments which characterized the
ancient Greek world, or medieval philosophy, or the age of Enlightenment, or contemporary debates in
ethics and logic. The point is, be aware that this reading will not be easy. You should go through the
assigned reading before class, prepare questions about it to bring up in class discussion, takes notes on the
discussion, and then go home and read through it again.

The books required for this class are:

Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future [BPF] (Penguin Press, 1968)
Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge [PK] (Pantheon Press, 1980)
Richard Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope [PSH] (Penguin Press, 1999)
Leo Strauss, What is Political Philosophy? [WPP] (University of Chicago Press, 1988)
Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity [EA] (Harvard University Press, 1992)

I will also hand out some photocopied essays at the times listed on the schedule. These essays are:

Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”
Charles Taylor, “Language and Human Nature”
Richard Rorty, “Method, Social Science and Social Hope”

All essays are from Interpreting Politics, Michael T. Gibbons, ed. (New York University Press, 1987)



The Schedule:

Friday, August 23–lecture on modernity and postmodernity

Monday, August 26–lecture on Leo Strauss
Wednesday, August 28–professor attending APSA conference; no class
Friday, August 30--professor attending APSA conference; no class

Monday, September 2--Labor Day holiday; no class
Wednesday, September 4–WPP, 9-27
Friday, September 6–WPP, 27-40

Monday, September 9–WPP, 40-55
Wednesday, September 11–WPP, 56-77
Friday, September 13–WPP, 78-94

(topics for writing assignment #1 handed out)

Monday, September 16–lecture on Hannah Arendt
Wednesday, September 18–BPF, 91-104
Friday, September 20–BPF, 104-120

Monday, September 23–BPF, 120-141
Wednesday, September 25–BPF, 143-156
Friday, September 27–BPF, 156-171

Monday, September 30–BPF, 173-196
Wednesday, October 2–BPF, 197-211
Friday, October 4–BPF, 211-226

(topics for writing assignment #2 handed out; writing assignment #1 due)

Monday, October 7–lecture on Michel Foucault
Wednesday, October 9–“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”
Friday, October 11–PK, 78-92

Monday, October 14–PK, 92-108
Wednesday, October 16–PK, 109-133
Friday, October 18–PK, 134-145

Monday, October 21–PK, 1-36 
(topics for writing assignment #3 handed out)

Wednesday, October 23–lecture on Charles Taylor
Friday, October 25–“Language and Human Nature,” 101-119

(writing assignment #2 due)

Monday, October 28–“Language and Human Nature,” 119-132
Wednesday, October 30–EA, 1-23
Friday, November 1–EA, 25-41



Monday, November 4–EA 43-69; 
Wednesday, November 6–EA, 71-91
Friday, November 8–EA, 93-108

Monday, November 11–EA, 109-121
(topics for writing assignment #4 handed out; writing assignment #3 due)

Wednesday, November 13–lecture on Richard Rorty
Friday, November 15–“Method, Social Science and Social Hope”

Monday, November 18–PSH, xvi-xxxii
Wednesday, November 20–PSH, 23-46
Friday, November 22–PSH, 47-71

Monday, November 25–PSH, 72-90
Wednesday, November 27–PSH, 148-174
Friday, November 29–Thanksgiving holiday; no class

Monday, December 2–final class period; course review
(writing assignment #4 due)

Friday, December 6, 2:45-4:45pm–final examination



The Grades:

Grades for this course will be determined by your writing assignments, your participation grade, and your
score on the final examination.

The final examination will mostly be essay-based. There will be a five short answer questions (4 points
each), in which you will be asked to define important terms and concepts; an essay question which will
require you to pick one of the quotations which I will include in the test (I will include one from each of the
five authors we will study), and then interpret that quotation to the best of your ability (15 points); and a
general essay question which will require you to survey the whole course and make some observations on
what you have learned (25 points)

The participation grade will obviously be somewhat subjective; however, with the small number of students
in this class, it shouldn’t be hard to determine who is contributing and who isn’t. There will be a total of 5
participation points available to each student, each full week of the course, up to maximum of 60 points. I
will keep track of those points privately, though I will discuss them with you, upon request.

The writing assignments will consist of three medium-length papers (about 6-8 pages) which you will write
over the course of this semester. These writing assignments will be opportunities for you to think a little bit
more deeply about particular questions and issues we discuss in class, develop your skill in writing about
these matters, and get some feedback from me on your comprehension of and approach to the material.
Four times this semester, after we conclude a particular segment of the course material, I will hand out
some suggested topics for your papers, drawn from that material (So, for instance, after we complete our
readings and discussion of Arendt, on Friday, October 4, a sheet with three or four suggested writing topics
will be available at the end of class). You will have three weeks to complete this assignment. (So, any
essays written on one of the Arendt topics would be due by the end of the day on Friday, October 25.)
These essays will require some outside research on your part; I will include, along with the proposed paper
topics, include a bibliography of articles or books that may be helpful to you in crafting your response to
your chosen topic. I will not expect you to use more than 3 or 4 sources besides the text material in your
papers; all sources, however, should be appropriately noted in accordance with your preferred academic
style (see me if you need some help with the format of your papers). Spelling and grammar will most
certainly count. Which three essays you choose to write is entirely up to you; please work on them early
and take advantage of my willingness to read through rough drafts and help you out with your work. Please
note that I will not accept late essays without documentation of a hospital stay or similar emergency. The
essays will be worth 20 points each.

The breakdown of your final grade will thus be as follows:

Writing assignments–a total of 60 points possible
Participation–a total of 60 points possible
Final examination–a total of 60 points possible

There is no firm point-based grade scale, as I will develop a curve to represent the best efforts of the
majority of the class.

Please note that any sort of plagiarism (from another student, off the internet, etc.) on any of the writing
assignments will, if I catch you at it, result in zero points for that essay. A second offense will result in an
automatic “F” for the class.


