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Course Themes 
This course surveys contemporary normative political theory from the standpoint of the question 
of the relationship between theory and practice.  This is to say that, while examining and 
evaluating particular moral theories as they apply to politics, we do not simply assume that 
theory is competent to rule practice.  We are thus alert to the question of the nature and limits of 
theory (or “reason,” or “philosophy”) as it functions in the political-moral realm. We ask: Can 
theory guide practice, and, if so, in what way, and within what limits?  
 
After introducing this fundamental question of the meaning and limits of “reason” in moral-
political theory, we first briefly consider attempts to make politics a science on the model of the 
natural sciences.  Next we examine the mainstream of Anglo-American normative political 
theory: the revival of liberal-egalitarian moral theory in the work of John Rawls, and then the 
scaling down of the later Rawls’ ambitions in the “idea of public reason,” as well as associated 
theories of “deliberative democracy.” We will conclude this unit with a consideration of Richard 
Rorty’s utterly relativistic (“anti-foundationalist”) defense of liberalism. Then will also consider 
various criticisms of Rawls from both communitarian (Charles Taylor, Michael Sandel) and 
more traditionalist or Aristotelian positions (Robert George, Alasdair MacIntyre).   Next we 
survey the family of perspectives on the American political spectrum considered “conservative.” 
Then we will address the radical critique of modernity in the thought of Martin Heidegger, and 
the legacy of Heidegger in French postmodernists such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and 
Emmanuel Levinas, and in Leo Strauss’s effort to combine philosophical radicalism and political 
moderation through a recovery of what he considers authentic classical rationalism.   
 
From time to time throughout the course we will shift focus from theoretical works to articles 
closer to contemporary practical political argument and advocacy.  Some of these are in included 
in the Sandel reader, and others will be gathered from the current opinion press (New Republic, 
Atlantic, Weekly Standard, National Review, First Things, newspaper editorial pages and 
opinion columns, etc.).   
 
Course Objectives 
This course aims to contribute to all four of the officially articulated “Aims of a BYU 
Education.”  (Find these, in connection with the specific aims of the Department of Political 
Science, at http://fhss.byu.edu/polsci/assessment/Default.aspx .)  In particular, it aims at 
“intellectual enlargement” through careful and rigorous engagement with texts, and thus at the 
development of capacities in critical, analytical, and synthetic thinking.  Students who apply 
themselves in this class are expected to experience great growth in their ability to understand and 
critically to address the fundamental moral and political issues of our time.  This implies as well 
significant growth in the students’ self-understanding as moral and political beings whose very 



sense of right and wrong is bound up with fundamental intellectual commitments that can be 
made explicit only through painstaking reflection.   Such growth of course spills over into the 
other principal aims of the university, since honest self-understanding is indispensable to full 
moral and spiritual maturity and provides a sure foundation for the richest lifelong learning and 
for wise service to others. 
 
Required Texts (available at BYU Bookstore) 
Dunn, The Future of Conservatism: Conflict and Consensus in the Post-Reagan Era 
Lilla, The Reckless Mind  
Sandel, Justice: a Reader 
Course Packet 
 
Graded Assignments 
A. Weekly Summaries/Responses on assigned reading. 
Class time will be devoted largely to discussion of texts.  Assigned materials must therefore be 
read carefully in advance of class. Students will submit weekly a 300-500 word response to 
reading assigned for that week.  The class will be divided into three groups, each submitting 
summaries either Monday, Wednesday, or Friday covering materials for the preceding week up 
to and including the day of submission, except that all students are asked to submit the first 
Friday, 5 September.  (During weeks without a Friday or without a Wednesday, please submit on 
the last day of class in that week.)  At least ½ of each summary-response should consist in a brief 
and precise summary of the main arguments examined; the rest should be a reasoned response to 
these arguments or the careful articulation of questions about them. Clear evidence of serious 
engagement with the text is expected and will be rewarded. Typed assignments are preferred, but 
students may submit neatly hand-written short papers.  Each assignment should include a clear 
heading indicating date and readings covered. 
 
There are 15 weeks or partial weeks of class, weekly responses are not required the first week or 
the last.  The three lowest grades will be replaced by a doubling of the three highest grades.  15 
X 10 = 150 points possible for weekly responses. 
 
B.  A Course Paper will be due in the following stages: 
1. Choose a topic theme or author, and submit a paragraph explaining your interest and possible 
sources to use. 9/22 (or, for Monday summary/response writers, 9/24).   
 NOTE: ALL STUDENTS ARE REQUIRED TO HAVE MET PROF. HANCOCK 
IN HIS OFFICE BEFORE THE SUBMISSION OF THIS TOPIC. 
2. Paper Phase 1.  A careful summary of and response to an article or chapter related to your 
theme or author.  750-1000 words.   20 points. 10/6 (or 10/8 for the Monday summary/response 
group).  
3.  Refine topic for Paper Phase 2 and identify sources in consultation with Prof. Hancock. 
Before 10/20. 
4.  Paper Phase 2. Draft of term paper.  Includes careful summary and analysis of sources.  
Paper must be correct and presentable, though argument and organization may be provisional. 
1200-2000 words. 30 points.  11/21. 
5. Paper Phase 3.  Final Paper. 1500-2000 words. 100 points 
 (150 points total for paper phases) 



6. Midterm Exam.  Short Essays. 75 points.  10/24 
7. Final Exam. Comprehensive; Essay and Shorter Answer questions. 125 points.  10/16, 7am 
 
TOTAL points possible:  500  
 
Note: Thoughtful and informed class participation will also be rewarded in the final grading. 

 
Provisional Schedule of Readings and Assignments (Readings not indicated by 
“Lilla,” “Sandel,” or “Dunn” are in course packet.) 
 
9/3  Solzhenitsyn, “A World Split Apart” 
9/5  Lilla, Preface and Afterword 
 
9/8 Cohn, Kolikowsky  
9/10  Strauss, “Epilogue” 
9/12 [opinion press review] 
 
9/15  Mill, “Utilitarianism” (Sandel pp. 14-31) 
9/17  cont. pp. 31-47 
9/19 Sandel III, Libertarianism (Friedman & Nozick)  
 
9/22 Sandel III, cont. (Hayek) 
9/24 Sandel V. Markets & Morals 
9/26 Berkowitz, “Academic Liberal,” & Sandel VII. Rawls 
 
9/29 Sandel VII. Rawls, cont. 
10/1 Sandel VIII. Distributive Justice 
10/3 Bloom, “Rawls vs. The Tradition” 
 
10/6 Bloom, cont. 
10/8 Rawls, “Commonwealth Interview” & Sandel XIII, pp. 343-358 
10/10 Sandel XIII cont., pp. 359-377 
 
10/13 Sandel XII. Justice, Community, Membership (MacIntyre) 
10/15   Sandel XII. (Sandel, Walzer) 
10/17 Taylor, “Inescapable Frameworks” 
 
10/20 Rorty, “Contingency, Irony, Solidarity” 
10/22 Sandel XIV. Morality and Law 
10/24 MIDTERM EXAM 



10/27 Kessler, “Keeping the Tablets” 
10/29 Voegelin, “Gnosticism,” Chambers, “The Direct Glance” 
10/31 Dunn: Ceaser & Mansfield chapters 
 
11/3 Dunn: Mahoney & Lawler chapters 
11/5 Lilla ch. 1: Heidegger  
11/7 [opinion press review] 
 
11/10 Heidegger, “Technology” 
11/12 cont. 
11/14 Arendt, “What is Freedom” 
 
11/17 Levinas, “Philosophy and the Idea of Infinity” 
11/19 cont. 
11/21 [opinion press review] 
 
11/24 Lilla ch. 4: Kojeve (& Strauss) 
11/25 Strauss, “German Nihilism” 
 
12/1 Strauss, “What is Political Philosophy” 
12/3 cont.  
12/5 [opinion press review] 
 
12/8 Lilla ch. 5: Foucault 
12/10 Lilla ch. 6: Derrida 
 
FINAL EXAM – IN REGULAR CLASSROOM: Tuesday 16 December 7-10am. 
 
Policy Statements 

Plagiarism:  Cheating of any kind is a serious breach of personal morality and an offense against 
your fellow students, your instructors, and the entire University.  

Academic dishonesty will absolutely not be tolerated in this class. Any student found to have 
cheated on exams or to have submitted work that was not his or her own will be given a failing 
grade for the entire course. Furthermore, students are under obligation not to tolerate cheating by 
their fellows. If you have any doubt as to whether a certain activity would be considered cheating, 
you are under obligation to consult with your instructor before proceeding.  

While all students sign the honor code, there are still specific skills most students need to master 
over time in order to correctly cite sources, especially in this new age of the internet; as well as 
deal with the stress and strain of college life without resorting to cheating. Please know that as your 
professor I will notice instances of cheating on exams or plagiarizing on papers. See 
http://www.byu.edu/honorcode for specific examples of intentional, inadvertent plagiarism.  

Discrimination: Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits sex discrimination against 
any participant in an educational program or activity that receives federal funds. The act is intended 
to eliminate sex discrimination in education. Title IX covers discrimination in programs, admissions, 
activities, and student-to-student sexual harassment. BYU's policy against sexual harassment 



extends not only to employees of the university but to students as well. If you encounter unlawful 
sexual harassment or gender based discrimination, please talk to your professor; contact the Equal 
Employment Office at 378-5895 or 367-5689 (24 hours); or contact the Honor Code Office at 378-
2847.  

Disabilities: Brigham Young University is committed to providing a working and learning 
atmosphere which reasonably accommodates qualified persons with disabilities. If you have any 
disability which may impair your ability to complete this course successfully, please contact the 
Services for Students with Disabilities Office (378-2767).  Reasonable academic accommodations 
are reviewed for all students who have qualified documented disabilities. Services are coordinated 
with the student and instructor by the SSD office. If you need assistance or if you feel you have 
been unlawfully discriminated against on the basis of disability, you may seek resolution through 
established grievance policy and procedures. You should contact the Equal Employment Office at 
378-5895, D-282 ASB.  

 

Appendix 1:  Writing Guidelines for Papers: 
 [Note: This was stolen from Prof. Christensen – I find that it contains much good advice.] 
 
In political science, our goal is to convey information succinctly and clearly in our writing.  The following guidelines will 
help you to write better and in accordance with my expectations. 
 
Paper presentation. 
The paper must be typed and double spaced.  There should be no spelling, typographical, or grammatical errors. 
 
Avoid the passive voice.   
Do not say AThe box was shown to us by the professor@  Say instead AThe professor showed us the box.@  You can identify 
the passive voice if you notice that the subject is missing Ait is argued that short people are cranky@ (who is doing the arguing 
is missing), or if the subject follows the verb Ait is argued by some that short people are cranky.@  There are some times when 
the passive voice should be used, but most writers use it too much.  Unless you have a good reason to say something in the 
passive voice, revise the sentence to eliminate the passive voice. 
 
Cut out all unnecessary words.   
Do not say AIt is my opinion that the United States is a democracy@ In a paper that you write the reader knows that 
everything that you say is your opinion.  Just say AThe United States is a democracy.@  Similarly, do not say AThe Russians 
were unaware and did not have knowledge with regards to the fact that  . . .@  Say instead AThe Russians did not know that . . 
.@ 
 
Avoid colloquial language.   
Papers should not read like a telephone conversation.  Do not say AIt really stinks that government is so big@ Say instead 
AGovernment has grown too big@ Do not say AThe prisoners flew the coop@ Say instead AThe prisoners escaped.@  You 
should try to avoid slang words or words that are common in informal speech.  Using more formal speech does not mean, 
however, that you have to use big or complex words.  Use the best word for the situation.  It may be short or it may be long, 
but use the best word. 
 
Do not use jargon or vague language.   
If I read Athe transcendent modalities of bureaucratic reifications@ I will have no idea what you are trying to say unless you 
have previously defined what these terms mean in your context.  It is also better to use concrete or specific language rather 
than abstract or general terms. 
 
Use active verbs whenever possible.   
Rather than saying AA third proposal put forth by the committee is that courses should only be taught on Tuesdays@ say 
instead AThe committee also proposed that courses be taught only on Tuesdays@ The first sentence=s verb is Ais@ the second 
sentence=s verb is Aproposed.@  AProposed@ is an active verb in contrast to a state of being verb such as Ais.@  A good test 



of active verbs is to circle every state of being verb in your paper (is, are, was, were, be, being, been).  If most of your verbs 
are state of being verbs, there is probably a need to revise some of them to more active verbs. 
 
Know grammar rules.   
For example, Ait=s@ means Ait is.@  The possessive form of Ait@ is Aits.@  Two independent clauses are usually joined by a 
semicolon or ,and ,nor ,for ,but ,so ,yet ,or.  Ai.e.@ is used for exhaustive lists; e.g. is used for examples.  Compound subjects 
and predicates require parallel structures.  
 
Use the best word.   
If you say Aeconomic growth is reverberating,@ I will suggest that you reword the phrase.  A better choice of words might be 
Agrowth rates are fluctuating.@  Good writing is not just using correct grammar.  It is using the best words and phrases to 
convey your message unambiguously. 
 
Avoid choppiness in paragraphs and between paragraphs. 
It is important to use transitions to link paragraphs.  It is also necessary to link the sentences in a paragraph with transitions.  
Though the repetition of words is usually undesirable, sentences in a paragraph can be linked together by repeating a key 
word.  Another way to link sentences in a paragraph is to use transition words.  Some examples are and, also, besides, further, 
furthermore, in addition, moreover, next, too, first, second, for example, for instance, to illustrate, in fact, specifically, also, in 
the same manner, similarly, likewise, but, however, on the other hand, in contrast, nevertheless, still, even though, on the 
contrary, yet, although, in other words, in short, in summary, in conclusion, to sum up, that is, therefore, after, as, before, 
next, during, later, finally, meanwhile, then, when, while, immediately, above, below, beyond, farther on, nearby, opposite, 
close, if, so, therefore, consequently, thus, as a result, for this reason, since.1  If your writing is choppy, consider using some 
of these or other transition words to link your sentences together better. 
 
Back up your claims or arguments with examples (real or hypothetical) or sound logic. 
Without support you are Aarguing by assertion.@  For example, a person could claim that affirmative action programs are bad 
because that person doesn=t like them.  Most people are not persuaded by such arguments.  Use analogies, examples, and 
logic to support your points. 
 
Writing grammatically correct sentences is not necessarily good writing.  A paper could be written without any errors but still 
be marked down to a C grade because phrasing is awkward or paragraphs are unstructured or wordy.  Do not be offended 
because I tell you that you can write better.  Every semester I have students who tell me that they have always received A 
grades on their papers and I am the first professor to give them a B.  I had the same experience when I was a student at BYU, 
and I am grateful to the professor who forced me to improve my writing by pushing me beyond simply writing grammatically 
correct sentences. 
 
Each paragraph must have a clear, internal structure. 
Develop one idea per paragraph, and tell the reader what that idea is in the first sentence of the paragraph, the topic sentence. 
 The rest of the paragraph should be related to that first sentence.  For example, if a paragraph begins with APublic opinion in 
France made it difficult for the French government to send large numbers of troops in support of the Chad government in its 
dispute with Libya,@ then everything else in the paragraph should deal with public opinion in France.  Half way through the 
paragraph do not switch and start talking about how aid to the Chad government was being wasted by official incompetence 
or corruption.  If you want to put both ideas in the paragraph, change the leading sentence to ACorruption in Chad and public 
opinion in France both made it difficult for the French government to assist Chad in an effective manner.@ 
 
Your audience is an educated reader. 
Do not expect them to know all the details of the events that you are writing about.  On the other hand, you can just make 
simple reference to historical or international events that the educated reader should know about.  It would be appropriate to 
say Ajust as the Weimar Republic failed because of electoral instability, so also do some fear that electoral instability will 
threaten Russian democracy.@  You do not need to explain what the Weimar Republic was. 
 
Use a consistent and acceptable style of citation.   

                                                 
1Diana Hacker, A Writer=s Reference, 4th ed. (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, 1999), 35. 



In most cases there will be no need to cite in your papers, but if you use a quote or paraphrase someone else=s ideas, use a 
proper citation style.  In the political science department, Turabian is the standard.  Turabian allows for using footnotes, 
endnotes, or parenthetical citations with a works cited page at the end of the paper.  I prefer the use of parenthetical citations 
but any of the three styles is acceptable. 
 
Do not plagiarize. 
You must cite anytime you use someone=s words or ideas.  Arguments borrowed from other writers (even if they are 
paraphrased in your own words) and disputed statements of fact must be cited to their sources. You should also cite facts that 
are not common knowledge.  You do not need to cite when an author makes an argument that many others make or cites a 
fact that could be found in many other books.  For example, you would not cite someone who claimed that war causes 
suffering or someone who pointed out that China is the most populous country in the world. 
 
Avoid the excessive use of quotations. 
You should use quotations when (1) you are examining the exact text, such as an analysis of the wording of a treaty, or (2) the 
author=s wording is so superior that a paraphrase of the author=s point would be inferior.  In all other situations you should 
paraphrase the author=s point with a citation.  For example, your original quotation may say AThe Chinese have long felt 
superior to their neighbors even though China has often been conquered by those same neighbors.@  There is nothing 
spectacular about this quote, so don=t quote it.  Paraphrase the information in your own wordsB China retains its attitude of 
superiority to its neighbors even when those neighbors have defeated China in battle (Hoople 1997, p. 26).  Your paper will 
read better if it isn=t just a string of quotations put together.  
 
Check your writing style by following these tips. 
(1) Count the number of words in each of your sentences.  You should have sentences of varied lengths.  If this is not the 
case, revise the length of some of your sentences to give some variety to your writing. 
(2) Count the number of state of being verbs in your sentences (is, are, was, were, be, being, been).  If most of your verbs are 
state of being verbs, revise. 
(3) Read your paper aloud.  As you read it you will stumble across awkward or garbled sentences or sentences that are too 
long.  Revise those sentences. 
 
Avoid packing your paper with fluff in order to lengthen the paper.   
The paper should be tight and organized.  If I come across a paragraph, a sentence, or a page that could be deleted without 
detracting from your arguments, I will indicate that on your paper.  You should anticipate such comments from me and revise 
your paper accordingly before you turn it in.  Similarly, do not try to include all of your research just because you have spent 
the time doing the research.  You will come across many interesting and important facts, but they may not be directly relevant 
to your thesis.  Do not make the mistake of including discussion or argument that does not fit into the overall structure of your 
paper. 
 
Anticipate and address counterarguments 
Your arguments will be stronger if you anticipate counter arguments and try to deal with them in your paper.  After you have 
written your paper, ask yourself what would someone say who disagrees with me?  Consider each of those arguments and 
then consider including a response to at least some of those arguments in your paper.  You can say ASome may claim that I 
am wrong because I have not considered the cost of these proposals.  (The counterargument) However, what price can we put 
on peace and human dignity?  Are we willing to condemn a whole class of people to a life of suffering in order to lower our 
tax rate by a few percentage points?@ (your response).  By including a response to possible a possible criticism of your 
argument, you will have made your argument more persuasive.  

 

Appendix 2 
Writing in Political Philosophy – With Some Criteria for Evaluation of Student Papers 
Ralph Hancock 
June 2003 
 
 
 The tradition of western political philosophy is a conversation that has been carried on 



for more than two thousand years.  This conversation is by no means limited to the mechanics of 
political institutions; in fact it begins with the questions how one should live, a question which 
proves to be inseparable from an exploration of the political and ethical dimension of our 
existence.  The classic texts of the tradition of political philosophy raise the most fundamental 
human questions by engaging arguments made in earlier texts.  To learn about this tradition is to 
begin to participate in this conversation.   
 Essential to this learning is writing.  Writing is not a mere artifact of thinking or a simple 
reporting of already existing thought.  Writing is essential to thinking, perhaps indeed its 
consummation.  You have not thought a thought completely until you have clearly articulated it 
in language available to other thinkers – until you have written that thought, and probable re-
written it.   
 A key challenge of this class is therefore learning to respond in writing to the great texts 
of political philosophy.  What makes this difficult as well as rewarding is that no method or 
formula can spare you the individual effort of finding a thread in this conversation that is 
meaningful to you.  There is no simple and clear starting point where all the answers or even the 
shape of the questions is defined and settled n advance; there is no way to know just were the 
conversation will lead you before you take the risk of entering into it.  This is to say that you 
cannot expect to know just what you are going to write before you actually being to write, before 
you engage this conversation.   
 Of course, before you jump into the conversation you must ‘listen’ to it intently (that is, 
read the texts very carefully) for a while, until you are ready to venture a question or comment of 
your own.  You will learn to hear the author’s response in the text(s) you are studying, and then 
develop in turn your next question or proposition.  This question or proposition might in turn 
provide the occasion for another engagement with the text.  Your papers should thus reflect this 
kind of conversation with the great authors of the Western tradition of political philosophy; you 
should strive both to give faithful accounts of their views and to develop your own in disciplined 
response to these texts.  Finally, you will see that there is no clear division between explaining 
and interpreting Plato’s or Augustine’s thoughts and developing your own.   
  
 The best student papers in this class will demonstrate just this kind of thoughtful 
engagement with texts.  And they will do so in writing that is clear, correct in grammar, spelling 
and punctuation, interesting, and well-organized.  An “A” paper must no only fulfill the formal 
requirements of the assignment; in it the author must take the initiative to use the assignment as a 
framework for real thinking, for the articulation of fresh (if not absolutely original) ideas.  A 
superior paper will thus not only be careful and rigorous in arguing within given categories and 
assumptions.  It will go further, indicating and perhaps beginning to develop possibilities beyond 
the obvious.  
 To bring to light such fresh possibilities of course involves imagination, but it is not 
simple “creative” or “subjective” in the usual – that is, loose – sense of these terms.  On the 
contrary, such writing requires very careful organization (at the level of the whole paper as well 
as within paragraphs); artful transitions between paragraphs and other parts in order to convey a 
sense of structure; and precise, resourceful diction (word choice).   
 I like to compare a well-crafted paper to a well-told joke.  The writer must know what the 
punch line is and why it is “funny” (why the point of the paper matters), and then must arrange 
everything (organization, tone, pace, phrasing) to build up to and give maximum effect to that 
punch line.   



 This description of student writing no doubt appears a bit daunting, but keep in mind that 
I am trying to describe for you the truly superior paper, the one I would gratefully award an 
“A+.”  I have been evaluation student papers for many years now and do not expect your writing 
to fulfill my every fantasy.  So it is possible to pass and even to earn praise and good grades 
without proving that you are both an original, profound thinker and accomplished in the craft of 
writing.  In fact it is possible to reach the “A” or at least the “A-“ range by excelling in just one 
of the main dimensions I have outlined, without necessarily showing distinction in the other.  I 
might as well confess that my grader’s conscience has a particular soft spot for any paper that 
seems to express a real idea, to demonstrate thinking that is at once authentically personal and 
actually engaged with the classic text we study.  If you demonstrate this, you will find me quit 
forgiving of minor mistakes or weakness in the formal qualities of your paper.  On the other 
hand, if you fail to find inspiration to give wings to your writing in a particular assignment 
(believe me, I know as an author that the gift of conceiving new possibilities is not something 
that you can turn on and off with a switch), I am quite able to appreciate earthbound writing (at 
least to the level of a B+ or perhaps an A-) when it demonstrates careful reading of the text(s) at 
hand, and is careful, clear, and correct.   
 Papers in the “B” range are those that fulfill the assignment conscientiously, showing 
some substantial, analytical familiarity with the texts being considered and some reasonable 
attempt to make connections.  The writing is clear and competent, and makes a plausible (if not 
necessarily profound or exciting) argument; such writing must of course be unmarred by formal 
errors or weaknesses that detract seriously from the comprehensibility and flow of the writing.   
 “C” papers are generally those judged adequate to fulfill the assignment, but without 
much to praise either in terms of the quality of the thinking or of the writing.  Such papers cannot 
be perfunctory; they must give evidence of substantive familiarity (if not necessarily careful 
analysis) of the text(s) under consideration.  They must have a point, even if it is not a very 
interesting one (or even, to the experienced reader – me, that is – a very plausible one).  Again, 
virtues in thinking can sometimes redeem (up to a point) vices in writing (and vise versa? – an 
open question): badly written paper that somehow convinces e that an actual idea is lurking there 
somewhere may win me over and cause to append a “+” to a C.  I’m vulnerable that way.   
 Perfunctory, non-serious papers are “Fs.”  If I’m pretty sure the paper is perfunctory, but 
you manage to make me think that you might have actually tried to read and explain the texts but 
just could not adequately fulfill the assignment, them you might get a “D.” 
 Deliberately plagiarized papers (cheating, that is) deserve and will be rewarded with a 
failing grade for the whole class, and whatever additional sanctions the University will allow me 
to impose.   

 
 


