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Spring 2015 
M,W,R 1.35-2.40pm 

POLS 2338 
Contemporary Political Thought 

 

Instructor: Prof. Natalie Bormann 
E-Mail: n.bormann@northeastern.edu 
Office: 307A Meserve 
Office Hours: T 2-4pm 

   

 
Overview 
This course is designed to introduce students to a range of 
positions in contemporary political thought, familiarizing them with 
key texts, authors, and debates, such as those concerning critiques 
of sovereign power, ethics, and pluralism.  It introduces students to 
a range of methodological and theoretical approaches associated 
with these texts and explores some of their implications in the 
assessment of modern societies, their values and institutional 
arrangements.  The course seeks to develop in students the ability 
to critically reflect on the nature and scope of political discourse. 
 
Goals 

§ Identify and discuss major concepts deployed in a theory 
and apply them in making and analyzing moral and 
political judgments 

§  Ability to engage in interpretation and criticism of theories, 
and to evaluate different interpretations. 

§  Foster the ability to construct and evaluate ideas, to relate 
to intellectual languages, to formulate and express ideas at 
different levels of abstraction, to assess and criticize the 
views of others. 

 
Requirements 
The course consists of weekly lectures, which are participatory in 
nature.  The course requires that students read and participate 
actively and regularly in discussions.     
The use of laptop computers and smart phones is not permitted 
during class. 
 
3 Essays (60%) 

§  classic, argumentative research papers that should be 1000 
words long.  Essays respond to a given question/prompt, 
which will be made available ahead of time.  

Book Critique (20%) 
§  critical evaluation of Judith Butler’s book in 1000 words. 

Final exam (10%) 
§  an exam that seek to review main discussion points of the 

course. 
Participation (10%) 

§  Student participation is crucial to the success of this 
course. You are expected to read and participate regularly 
and actively in class discussions. 

 

 Reading 
[Week1-7] 

§  Finlayson, A. (2003) 
Contemporary Political 
Thought [on blackboard] 

[Week8-14] 
§  Butler, J. (2006) 

Precarious Life – The 
Powers of Mourning and 
Violence, Verso  

 
 

Key dates 

Feb 9, March 2, March 30  

Essay 1, 2 and 3 are due 

April 16 

Book Critique is due 

April 22 

Final Exam 



 

Introductions 
[Week1] Jan 12/14/15 Introducing the course / Why study Political Thought?  

“General Introduction” (1-25), “Political Theory in the Twentieth Century” (29-33)  

Part 1 / Contemporary perspectives and traditions 
[Week2]  Jan 21/22/26 Liberalisms / Rorty, Rawls, Berlin 

Introduction (107-112),  
Excerpts from “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality” by Rorty (132-136), 
Excerpts from “Political Philosophy and Abstraction” by Rawls (138-144),  
Excerpts from “The Pursuit of the Ideal” by Berlin (145-148) 

[Week3]  Jan 28/29 Conservatism / Oakshott 
    Introduction (154-168),  

Excerpts from “Rationalism in Politics” by Oakshott (169-186) 

[Week4]  Feb 2/4/5 Marxism / Laclau and Mouffe 
    Marxism and Post-Marxism by Carver (198 – 208),   

Excerpts from “The Proliferation of Struggles” by Laclau and Mouffe (209 – 220) 

[Week5]  Feb 9/11/12 Feminism / Philips, Young, Butler 
Introduction (310-320),  
Excerpts from “Equality and Difference” by Phillips (321-327),  
Excerpts from “Polity and Group Difference” by Young (334-343),  
Excerpts from “Contingent Foundations” by Butler (344- 350) 

[Week6]  Feb 18/19 Environmentalism / Dobson 
Ecologism and Environmentalism (351 – 363),  
Excerpts from “Environmentalism and Ecologism” by Dobson (364 – 385),  

 [Week7] Feb 23/25/26 Poststructuralism / Foucault, Butler 
Poststructuralism and Postmodernism (438 – 448), 
Excerpts from “The Purity of Politics” by Connolly (459 – 465),  
Excerpts from “From Parody to Politics” by Butler (466 – 472) 

Part 2 / Alternative perspectives – Reading Butler’s Precarious Life 
[Week8]  Mar 2/4  Introducing Butler and Precarious Life 

[Week9]  Mar 16/18/19 Language, violence, representation  
Butler “Explanation and Exoneration, or what we can hear” [Ch1] 

[Week10] Mar 23/25/26 Violence, mourning, politics  
    Butler “Violence, mourning and politics” [Ch2] 

[Week11] Mar 30/Apr 1/2    Sovereign power and states of exception  
       Butler “Indefinite Detention” [Ch3] 

[Week12] Apr 6/8/9 Critique and resistance  
    Butler “The charge of anti-semitism” [Ch4] 

[Week13] Apr 13/15/16 Global ethics 
    Butler  “Precarious Life” {ch5] 

[Week14] Apr 22  Last class 
 
 
The Department of Political Science takes very seriously the issue of academic honesty. Any student who appears to violate the University’s 
Academic Honesty and Integrity Policy (see www.osccr.neu.edu/policy.html) may be referred to the Vice-Provost for Research and Graduate 
Education.  If a proven violation involves an exam or course assignment, the student shall receive a failing grade for the assignment, in 
addition to sanctions imposed by the Vice-Provost for Research and Graduate Education.   Individual faculty, with the support of the 
Department, can impose harsher penalties as they deem necessary.   
The Academic Honesty and Integrity Policy includes cheating, fabrication, plagiarism,  and other types of dishonest activities. Plagiarism is 
defined broadly as taking ideas, concepts, or actual words of another person and passing them off as your own work.  Of particular note in 
recent years is the increase in cut-and-paste plagiarism, which involves downloading phrases from websites or other Internet sources.   
 


