
Minicourse Weekly Outline and Recommended Readings 

Great Thinkers in the History of Western Poli<cal Thought: Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Hobbes, 
Locke, Rousseau, and Marx by Dr. Ian Drake; Wednesdays, 10 am to 12 pm; January 27, February 3, 10, 
17 and 24, 2021   

This five-part series will review the ideas, lives and Cmes of major thinkers in the history of Western 
poliCcal philosophy.  From the ancient Greeks to our own day, poliCcal theorists have proposed 
dramaCcally different ideas about how and why we should govern ourselves or be governed by others.  
This series will review these controversial ideas and how the biographies of their chief proponents 
affected their proposals. 

1/27: Plato and the Ancients 
In this introductory session, we will discuss how thinkers from the ancient world understood poliCcs 
and gave us some of the first and most powerful responses to the key quesCon of poliCcs: How 
should we be governed?  We will consider the ideas of Heraclitus, Parmenides, and Plato. 
Further readings: Plato's Republic 

2/3: Machiavelli 
We will discuss the ideas of the Middle Ages, including the thinker who served as the bridge between 
the ancients and the moderns, Aristotle.  We shall also discuss the Italian Renaissance thinker Niccolo 
Machiavelli.  He provides a contrasCng and strikingly modern response to the views of ancient 
philosophers, including his dictum that it is beUer to be feared than loved. 
Further reading: Machiavelli's The Prince 

2/10: Hobbes & Locke 
In this discussion, we will consider the ideas of English thinkers Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.  We 
will address the virtues and drawbacks of monarchy, republicanism, and democracy. 
Further readings: Hobbes' Leviathan and Locke's Second Trea6se on Government 

2/17: Rousseau 
In this penulCmate session we will discuss the Swiss-cum-French thinker Jean Jacques Rousseau.  An 
inspiraCon for the French RevoluCon, Rousseau embraced a sensibility partly modern and partly 
ancient.  We will discuss his ideas on the power of the state and his concerns about the corrupCng 
influence of society on human nature. 
Further reading: Rousseau's Confessions, Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among 
Men, and The Social Contract 

2/24: Mill & Marx 
In this final session we will consider two of 19th-century Europe's most powerful thinkers, John Stuart 
Mill and Karl Marx. We will review Mill's promoCon of uClitarianism and his advocacy of the "greatest 
good for the greatest number."  Marx, by contrast, had a very determinisCc view of human nature and 
economic and poliCcal life.  We will consider his arguments for socialism and communism. 
Further reading: Mill's On Liberty and U6litarianism; Marx's Communist Manifesto


