
	

In this course we examine some of the major strands of political thought in the modern era, through reading of a selected number of classic texts.  
For the first part of the course, we read three landmark works in the development of modern liberalism: John Locke’s Treatise of Civil 
Government, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, and the Federalist  Papers of John Jay, James Madison,  and Alexander Hamilton. Locke’s Treatise 
(written in 1683) sets forth a theory private property and limited government from the premise of human beings’ natural freedom and equality.  
Smith’s  Wealth of Nations  (1776) is most famous for its landmark status in the field of economics, but it is equally a work of political and social 
theory, presenting a comprehensive vision of commercial market exchange as the means to further the good of all through individuals’ self-
interested pursuits.   The authors of the Federalist Papers explain and defend the distillation of liberal and republican thinking that went into the 
framing of the U.S. Constitution,  a scheme intended both to empower and to constrain the  nation’s  newly-established federal government.  

We then take up authors who draw attention to, and seek to account for, the gap between these liberal conceptions and the real social conditions 
of the modern age. We read  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’ Communist Manifesto (1848)  for its the authors’ radical critique of the dynamic of 
capital accumulation under the dominant liberal regime of private property, and the consequent subjugation of the propertyless working class.  
We  look to Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1851) for his caustic analysis of the susceptibility of constitutional government to 
reactionary populism.   For the final weeks of the course, we turn to two major political thinkers from the twentieth century, W.E.B. DuBois and 
Hannah Arendt.  DuBois’ Black Reconstruction in America (1935) draws upon insights from Marx in an effort to understand why the U.S. failed to 
achieve a genuinely liberal, egalitarian democracy after the abolition of slavery.  Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism offers a complementary 
view of the  failure of the nation-states in Europe and elsewhere to make good on the promise of liberal constitutionalism.   
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