CONTEMPORARY POLITICAL THEORY
(Capstone Seminar)
Instructor:
Email:
Course Times:
Course Location:
Office:
Office Hours:

Alexandra Oprea
alex.oprea@duke.edu
1.30pm - 4.00pm Tuesdays
TBA
TBA
Mondays, 2pm-5pm or by appointment

Course Description
The 20th century was a century of war, segregation and fears a of nuclear
holocaust. It was the worst of times. Political theorists feared both nationalist
ideologies on the left and the right and technocratic politics devoid of morality.
The 20th century was also a century of human and civil rights, extensive
welfare provisions and spread of democracy. It was the best of times. Political
theorists presented hopeful and more inclusive visions of new ideals of both
liberalism and democracy.
The course will consist primarily in sustained engagement with primary sources
in the history of 20th century political thought, including Lenin, Mussolini,
Arendt, de Beauvoir, Malcolm X, Foucault, Marcuse, Rawls, Habermas and
Okin.

Pre-Requisites
This is a capstone seminar in political science that assumes familiarity with (a)
writing an essay in political theory/philosophy, (b) the general outlines of the
history of Western political thought. Background in the history of the 20th
century is not required, but is an asset in the class.
Course Objectives
The object of this course is to engage with the political ideas that both
influence and haunt contemporary political discourse. At the end of these
discussions, I expect you to be more reflective citizens of your particular
political communities because of: (a) your ability to describe, critique and
respond to different political ideas; (b) your knowledge of both the hopes and
the disappointments of the politics of the previous century; (c) your in-class
reflections on the role of political science and political theory within society.
Required Materials
All excerpted materials are available via the course website. You will be
expected to bring the texts to class for discussions together with your notes.
Some of the books we read are well worth reading in their entirety.
My primary recommendations for books you should purchase on Amazon are:
Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (Penguin)
Simone de Beauvior, Second Sex (Vintage)
Ta-Nahiti Coates, Between the World and Me (Spiegel & Grau)
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (Vintage)
Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (MIT)
Susan Moller Okin, Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (Princeton)
Carl Schmitt, Concept of the Political (Chicago)

Assignments
You will be responsible for a portfolio, an analytical paper, an oral presentation
and written feedback to your peers. In addition, you will also have four-six
reading quizzes randomly distributed throughout the semester.
The reading quizzes will be distributed randomly throughout the semester at the
beginning of class. They will test basic knowledge of the reading, and should be
very easy if you have done the reading carefully. If you are absent or too late to
class on a day when there is a quiz, you will receive a zero for that quiz, unless
you have a note from your academic dean, in which case you may submit an
extra reading response for the week as a replacement. I will, however, drop
your lowest quiz score.
For the oral presentation, each student will give a six minute presentation on one
supplementary reading corresponding to the topic of the class sessions. The
presentation will be followed by a four minute Q&A. A successful presentation
will be clear and concise, conveying the key elements of the reading without
going into excessive detail.
I will send out a sign-up sheet after the drop-add period. I encourage everyone
to meet with me early in the semester to choose readings on the basis of your
interests. You may decide to choose a piece of fiction, a philosophical essay, a
historical chapter, news coverage of the topic in the period under discussion or
other cultural or political materials of interest.
Your analytical paper will involve a 10 to 15 page critical reconstruction of one of
the arguments you have encountered in your primary readings. In order to
develop the best arguments, we will begin planning the paper from the very
start of the course with your weekly questions (see below). In addition, there
will be preliminary milestones on the way to developing a well-structured and
persuasive argument.
Oct. 4th: you will turn in three possible questions you would like to pursue
Nov. 1st: you will turn in a 1pg outline of your main argument
Nov 15, 22, 29: writing workshops (writing feedback to your classmates)
Dec. 10th: final paper due

For each writing workshop, you are expected to bring either
(1) an outline of your argument under 3pgs
(2) one section of your paper under 5pgs
You will be exchanging these documents with a writing partner and giving each
other feedback on the basis of rubrics provided in class.
Your writing portfolio will include the following components:
• weekly questions
• outlines, sketches and drafts of your own written work
• comments to two peers on their written work
Your weekly questions on the class website must include at least one substantive
question on the basis of the text that you would be interested in pursuing for
your analytical paper. You are welcome to also post clarification questions and
other helpful questions about reading. Each question must be shorter than 250
words.
The Craft of Writing
Written work other than the in-class final must be typed in 12-point standard
font (e.g. Times New Roman) and double-spaced, with one-inch margins, and
page numbers.
All evidence must be cited in accordance with MLA or Chicago format. If you
are unsure of these rules and requirements, see me, or consult a style
handbook. If you have any questions about writing essays in college or writing
in political theory, please see me as early as possible.
Academic Integrity
Plagiarism is a serious offense, and consists of knowingly misrepresenting
another’s work as your own. This can apply to buying papers online or
misappropriating an author’s words or research without reference. If you have
questions about citing sources, see me in advance.

Discussing Politics
This course aims to foster a comfortable environment for talking about
political ideas and opinions. As the arguments will often be complex and
contentious, please remain respectful of others and yourself.
Receiving a good participation grade requires you to ask questions and engage
in conversation. Of course, students have varying comfort levels for speaking
up, so please chat with me in office hours or email if you find it difficult to
contribute.
If you are unable to attend class for a legitimate reason (illness, family
emergency, etc.), please contact the instructor via email to provide the reason
either before you miss or within five days after missing when possible. More
than two unexcused absence will negatively impact your grade.
Accommodating Students with Disabilities
Students with disabilities who believe they may need accommodations in this
class are encouraged to contact me as soon as possible to better ensure that
such accommodations can be implemented in a timely fashion.
Grading Policy
Unless otherwise stated, you must submit a hard copy and an electronic version
of an assignment in the beginning of class. No late work will be considered
unless discussed with me at least a week in advance.
Portfolio (Nov. 29th)
Analytical Essay (Dec. 10th)
Participation
Oral Presentation
Quizzes

35%
40%
15%
10%
10%

Although assignments are individually graded, I do take into consideration your
progress and improvement over the course.

COURSE OUTLINE
All of the texts refer to the selections uploaded to the course website. For the
texts that I recommend for purchasing, I marked the page numbers.
Week 1.

Introduction

Sep. 6

The Worst of Times, The Best of Times

PART I. Political Ideologies
Week 2.

Imperialism

Sep. 13

Lenin, “Imperialism as a Special Stage of Capitalism,”
Lenin, “The Place of Imperialism in History,”
Lenin, “Preface to the French and German Editions,”
from Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917)
Franz Fanon, “Concerning Violence,” Wretched of the Earth (1961)

Week 3.

Fascism

Sep. 20

Benito Mussolini and Giovanni Gentile,
“The Doctrine of Fascism” (1932)
Adolf Hitler, “Nation and Race” (1925)
Carl Schmidt "The Concept of the Political" (1927), 19-80

Week 4.

Totalitarianism

Sep. 27

Michnik, Adam, "Letters from the Gdansk Prison" (1985)
(excerpts)

Hannah Arendt, "The Totalitarian Movement"
Hannah Arendt, "Totalitarianism in Power"
from The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951)
Week 5.

Liberalism

Oct. 4

John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (1971)
Chapter I (sec. 3, 41), Chapter II (sec. 11), Chapter III (sec. 24)
Robert Nozick, “Distributive Justice" (Section I)
from Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974)
Due: Three possible questions

PART II. Human and Civil Rights
Week 6.

International Human Rights

Oct. 11

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)
Hannah Arendt, "The House of Justice", "Epilogue"
Hannah Arendt, "Judgment, Appeal, and Execution"
from Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963), 3-12, 234-280
"Voices of the Tribunal" (http://voicesofthetribunal.org/)
from UN International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda

FALL BREAK
Week 7.

Women's Rights

Oct. 25

Susan Okin, "Part I: Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?"
In Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (1999), 7-27

Iris Marion Young, “The Five Faces of Oppression,”
from Justice and the Politics of Difference (1990)
bell hooks, “Feminism: A Movement to End Sexist Oppression,”
Feminist Theory: from margin to center (1984)
Week 8.

American Civil Rights

Nov. 1

Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963)
Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet” (1964)
Brown v. Board of Education (1954)
Ta-Nahiti Coates, "Between the World and Me" (2015)
Due: Outline of Your Argument

PART III. Structures of Power
Week 9.

Power and Biopolitics

Nov. 8

Michel Foucault, “Panopticism”
from Discipline and Punish (1975), 195-231.
Simone de Beauvoir, "Vol. I. Facts and Myths, Part I. Destiny",
from Second Sex (1949).
Giorgio Agamben, Part III, sec. 1, 2, 3
from Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (1995).

Week 10.

Capital

Nov. 15

Jürgen Habermas, "Political Functions of the Public Sphere",
from The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962), 57-89.

Jon Elster, “The Market and the Forum”
Writing Workshop Part I (45 hour)
Week 11.

Technology

Nov. 21

Herbert Marcuse, "From Negative to Positive Thinking:
Technological Rationality and the Logic of Domination"
from One Dimensional Man (1964), 147-174.
Theodor Adorno, “The Culture Industry Reconsidered”
Writing Workshop Part II (45 hour)

THANKSGIVING BREAK
Week 12.

Identity

Nov. 29

Seyla Benhabib “Democracy and Identity”
Amy Gutmann, “The Claims of Cultural Identity Groups”
Roger Scruton, “Why I Became a Conservative” (2003)
Writing Workshop Part III (45 minutes)
Due: Portfolio

Week 13.

The 21st Century and the Politics of the Future

Dec. 6

Isaac Asimov "The Last Question" (1956)

Dec. 10

Due: Analytical Paper

