POLSCI 109

LEFT, RIGHT, AND CENTER

SUMMER I, 2007

Old Chem 123:  M, T, TH 3:30-5:35 p.m.

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.  The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.  And just when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating something that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them names, battle-cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this borrowed language.

Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte
The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood.  Indeed the world is ruled by little else.  Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.  Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.


John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money
Stefan Dolgert

Perkins 02CF

spd5@duke.edu

Office Hours: M, T, TH 5:40-6:30 and by appointment

Freedom.  Justice.  Democracy.  We take these terms for granted as our common inheritance, but what do they really mean?  Am I free if I can sell my labor on the open market, or does wage labor vitiate precisely my capacity to be free?  Is it just that we live in luxury while thirty thousand people die every day across the globe from malnutrition?  Does justice require redistribution, or is affluence justified as long as it is acquired through effort and hard work?  Finally, what exactly is a democracy?  Is our present Republic a faithful adaptation of the ancient concept of popular sovereignty to modern reality, or is it a bastardization that masks the reality of our servitude under the cloak of fair-seeming words?  Like St. Augustine when asked about the nature of time, the more we ask ourselves about these concepts the less we seem to know for sure.

We will explore these questions through a close examination of some of the core texts in modern political philosophy.  Love them or hate them: the world of today is inescapably indebted to the thinking of Locke, Rousseau, Burke, and Marx (among others), and to understand contemporary political ideology we must return to these foundational texts.  We do so not to praise them, but to understand them as best we can on their own terms – only through a grounded understanding of our political inheritance can we hope to ask the right questions today.

We will begin with the English Revolution of the 17th century, and will see how many of the debates of today stem from the events of over 300 years ago.  We will examine not only the most oft-cited thinker of that era, John Locke, but also the royalist and communist advocates spawned by the celebrated “Century of Revolution.”  Those who believe Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin invented communism may be surprised to find that well before the Industrial Revolution, the English political tradition struggled with many of the same questions about property, justice, and democracy that have gained renewed attention in this age of globalization.  In addition we will also closely examine the role of Christianity in the making of modern political theory – though the king may be dead, the connection between the theory of “divine right” and our contemporary beliefs about order, virtue, and religion is very much alive.

Following this we will explore, in successive weeks, the most important political philosophers of the 18th and 19th centuries and their connection to the great revolutions of their times.  The ideas of Rousseau were inspirational to many of the ardent French Revolutionaries of 1789-94, and equally important was the response to these thinkers by the founder of conservatism, Edmund Burke.  In the 19th century Europe and the United States were deluged by the waves of democratic revolution, and we will see Tocqueville’s ambivalent response to this phenomenon, as well as Marx’s innovation that birthed the international movement for workers’ rights.  The second and third weeks are thus each organized around a debate between two thinkers – Rousseau vs. Burke; Tocqueville vs. Marx – so that we can understand what is at stake in each political philosopher’s thought via the contest over the meaning of these revolutionary moments.  Political philosophy seems abstract, to be sure – but its substance is the stuff of political reality.

The final two weeks of the course will bring us into the 20th and 21st centuries, and will see highlighted the issue of religion in contemporary ideological debate, as well as the importance of the concept of property to these discussions.  While much of the course focuses on the very real divisions that separate Left, Right, and Center, we will conclude in the final week with a look at the other side of the coin – where commonality may tentatively outweigh division and contestation.  We will look at a number of writers who examine environmentalism, and who, while coming from vastly differing places on the traditional ideological spectrum, seem to share a set of common assumptions about the new role that humanity must take up vis a vis the larger environment in which we find ourselves.  This final note of possible concord is not meant to gloss over all of the differences highlighted previously in the course – it merely serves as a reminder that commonality is an ever-present possible moment in an ideologically diverse world.

So returning to the place from where this inquiry began, a question to begin this course is: where do you stand?  Perhaps more provocatively we could also ask: are you as free as you think you are? 

Books (at the Regulator):

Divine Right and Democracy, ed. David Wootton

Second Treatise of Government, John Locke

The Basic Political Writings, Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Reflections on the Revolution in France, Edmund Burke

Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville

Selected Writings, Karl Marx

We Drink From Our Own Wells, Gustavo Gutierrez

Class Style:

This class will be conducted as a discussion-intensive seminar.  I will lecture on occasion, to be sure, but the primary impetus and energy in this classroom will come from you, the students.  This seminar will also utilize a number of different methods in presenting the materials, including simulations, semi-formal debates, roleplay, and short excerpts from contemporary films.  Please come prepared to discuss the materials each day, and this means arguing about them in a thoughtful manner with your instructor and fellow classmates.  These discussions should be respectful of others’ views, but in no way does that suggest that we paper over our differences with others.  We will learn from each other precisely to the extent that we can figure out exactly how much we disagree with one another.

Assignments:

Two short (5-6 pages) papers: (200 points each) = 400 points 

Four reflection papers (2 pages): (100 points each) = 400 points

“Ideology in Practice” Presentation: 100 points 

Participation (possibly to include reading quizzes): 100 points

1000 points possible

Reflection papers are due Monday (at the beginning of class) 5/21, 5/28, 6/11, and 6/18.  You should pick one theme (or two at most) from the reading and respond in a thoughtful manner.  This can include 1) writing about something that you found puzzling, and trying to explain it; 2) something you agree with and want to elaborate on; 3) something you find wrongheaded and want to challenge/criticize.  Other versions of good reflection papers are possible, but they should all focus on a particular passage/concept that you then elaborate upon.

The short papers are due Monday (at the beginning of class) 6/4, and Wednesday, 6/27 at 5 pm.  Late papers will be lose a letter grade for every day they are late, beginning directly after the class period in which they are due.   They should be written in Times New Roman 12 point (no Courier!) with standard margins.  If papers are emailed it is the student’s responsibility to make sure that the draft sent is the proper one, and if in doubt about the satisfactory transmission of the document you should bring a written copy to class.  Email snafus are not acceptable excuses for late papers.

It is important that you cite the material you have relied upon in writing these papers, though for the reflection-papers I am less interested in careful citation than I am in seeing your first-blush reactions to these texts/movies. If you have questions about when you need to provide citation for a source, please see the Duke Libraries' guide on avoiding plagiarism. If you have questions about how to provide citation on your sources, please see the Duke Libraries' guide on citation formats.  Use any citation format that you like; the main thing is that you give credit to the sources you use.

By registering for this course, you have agreed to abide by the Duke University Honor Code: http://www.integrity.duke.edu/ugrad/honorcode.html. 

The “Ideology in Practice” Project will involve contacting and interviewing a local political actor/group, and doing a presentation in-class on LDOC that relates to the work this person or organization performs.  What is their ideology, and how do they go about putting it into practice?  Lots of discretion will be given in terms of the manner of the presentation (filmed interviews, powerpoint, in-class handouts, a play, etc.), but the actor/group chosen must be approved by the instructor no later than May 31.  For ideas on which local groups to contact, try the Duke Office of Student Affairs, the Duke Community Service center (684-4377), or consult with the instructor.  

Attendance:  Mandatory, with one “free” absence (no notice necessary).  Each unexcused absence after that subtracts 50 points from your participation grade, and thus two such absences results in a zero for participation.

Schedule:

May 17:  Introductions, What is “Left, Right, Center”?  The Meaning of Ideology, Two Opinion Pieces

FILM: Ferris Bueller’s Day Off 

Questions:  Are you Left, Right, or Center?  Are these even meaningful categories today?  Who cares about political ideology?  What are the four functions of ideology, and what is the triadic model of ideology?

May 21:  The Divine Right of Kings

Wootton, (21-77 suggested), 91-126

FILMS: Elizabeth; The Messenger

Questions:  Why did the English believe that monarchy was the best form of government?  In what ways is Christianity linked to this idea?  How do we weigh tradeoffs between order and freedom?  Is monarchy really so bad?  What arguments today seem similar to this style of argumentation?  

May 22:  The Radical Alternative

Wootton, 273-333
Questions:  What is property?  Who are the true owners of land and labor?  What is the importance of property to the notion of democracy?  

May 24:  Locke, the Revolutionary Moderate

Locke, 7-68, 107-24

ENGLISH REVOLUTION ROLEPLAY

Questions:  How does Locke justify property?  the origins of political society?  What is the purpose of government?  What can justify a revolution?  What role does religion play in his theory?

May 28:  Rousseau and the Paradoxes of the Democratic Contract

Rousseau, On the Social Contract Books I & II, 141-172

Questions:  How can men be born free, yet now all are in chains?  What is the General Will, and how is it distinct from the Will of All?  What is the Sovereign?  Can we force someone to be free?  What is important about equality?

May 29:  Rousseau on the Forms of Government and Civil Religion

Rousseau, On the Social Contract Books III & IV, 173-227 

DEMOCRATIC SIMULATION

Questions:  What distinguishes the forms of government?  Why do we need a civil religion?  How is this different from the ordinary conception of religion?  What is Rousseau’s view of representation?  What lessons can we draw from Rousseau for contemporary political institutions?

May 31:  Burke and the Birth of Conservatism

Burke, 12-92

FILM: Marie Antoinette

DEBATE – Rousseau vs. Burke

Questions:  What is the basis for Burke’s rejection of the French Revolution and the doctrine of natural rights?  What role does religion play in his critique?  What is his view of human nature?  of human rationality?  Is good government based on a social contract?  What is the nature of freedom and representation?

June 4:  Tocqueville and the Democratic Revolution

Tocqueville, 1-15, 73-85, 102-146, 219-222, 297-316

Questions:  Why did Tocqueville write this book?  What is the danger of the tyranny of the majority, and how can it be combated?  Is his discussion of the need for an “aristocracy” credible?   What are the prospects for maintaining liberty in a democracy?  Do we have liberty today?

June 5:  Marx’s Critique of Capitalism

Marx, Economic Philosophic Manuscripts, 54-97; The Communist Manifesto, 157-86

FILMS: The Corporation; Manufacturing Consent

Questions:  What is “species being,” and how is it relevant to Marx’s view of human nature?  What is alienation, and why is it important?  How does religion look to Marx?  What drives history?  What separates the various forms of socialism, and why does Marx go to such lengths to make these distinctions?  
June 7:  Marx’s Vision for a Different World

Marx, The German Ideology, 102-56; The Civil War in France, 301-14

FILMS: Reds; People Like Us

DEBATE – Marx vs. Tocqueville 
Questions:  How does ideology function?  What is its relationship to the economic structure of society?  What political innovations is Marx proposing?  What does communism look like?  Is Marx calling for a wholesale change in human nature?
June 11: Reagan’s America

George Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, Chapters 1, 5, 9, 12, 19, 21 (on Blackboard, approx. 60 pages)
FILM: Wall Street
Questions:  Who creates wealth?  What should the government’s relationship be toward capital and the market?  How is capitalism related to religion?

June 12:  Liberation Theology

Gustavo Gutierrez, Foreword, Preface, 1-18

Questions:  How is Liberation Theology a critique of prior Christian theology?  How is it a return to an earlier vision of the church?  

June 14:  Liberation Theology II

Gustavo Gutierrez, 91-137

FILM: Romero
Questions:  How does Liberation Theology relate to the United States of America?  Why is Christianity in the U.S.A. still largely a political force only on the Right?

June 18:  A New Frontier for Liberation?

Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology” (Blackboard)

FILM: Princess Mononoke

Questions:  Is technology more than merely a “means”?  What does Heidegger mean when he calls it a way of knowing?  What is a “cause,” according to Heidegger?  Are we trapped by technology?  Can we use it to our advantage, or is there another way of thinking about the matter?   Why does he talk in his conclusion about “the piety of thinking”?

June 19:  Are We Masters or Stewards of the Earth?
Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic”, 237-264 (Blackboard)

Murray Bookchin, Society and Ecology, 415-28 (Blackboard)

Julian Simon, Introduction to The Resourceful Earth, 41-66 (Blackboard)
DEBATE – Greens vs. Prometheans

Questions:  What is the biotic community, and what kind of ethics/politics can we derive from the “land ethic”?  What are the responses of the Prometheans to this position?  How should we think about our relationship to non-human nature?  What are Bookchin’s claims about the relationship between ecological and political problems?

June 21:  Common Ground?

Matthew Scully, Dominion, 1-46 (Blackboard)

Andrew Linzey, Animal Theology, 44-75 (Blackboard)

FILM: Peaceable Kingdom

Questions:  What are the bases for Scully’s and Linzey’s approaches to nature and non-human animals?  How distinct are these from more secular thinkers like Murray Bookchin?  Can these divergent perspectives find a common approach to environmental issues, or is the philosophical gulf between them so wide that it cannot be meaningfully bridged?

June 25: LDOC!  Presentations!

June 27:  Final Paper due at 5 p.m.
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