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Patchen Markell 
Pick Hall 412 

2-8057, p-markell@uchicago.edu 
Office hours: MW 1:30–2:30 pm 

 
 

CONTEMPORARY POLITICAL THEORY AND ITS HISTORIES 
 

Political Science 48500 
Autumn Quarter 2014 

 
Tuesdays, 1:30–4:20 pm, Pick Hall 506 

 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
 
What is the relationship of history to the practice of contemporary political theory? What role 
does attention to history—or its neglect—play in the reproduction and contestation of theoretical 
authority? What is the relationship between the history of political thought (whatever that is!) 
and other modes of historical research and writing? What relevance might methodological 
disputes among historians (of political thought and of other things) have for theoretical 
engagement with the present? What light do the histories of academic institutions, of the 
disciplines, and of canon-formation shed on contemporary theoretical practice? 
 
This seminar will consider these and related issues through an idiosyncratic and selective survey 
of important recent work in the field, chosen and supplemented with an eye toward the disclosure 
of its own historical contexts, and toward the critical evaluation of its investments in, stances 
toward, and, sometimes, disavowals of history.  In 2014, the course will include units on the 
theory and history of human rights; the revival of republicanism in contemporary political 
theory; new approaches to the work and legacy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau; and recent debates 
over “realism” and political theory. 
 
This is a two-quarter seminar, which will continue in the Winter of 2015.  The Winter syllabus 
will be developed collaboratively, and will allow participants in the course to design, carry out, 
and share more extensive research projects than would be possible in a ten-week course.  
Students who wish to take only the first quarter of the course may complete a seminar paper of 
regular length instead; but only students who have taken the course in the Autumn will be 
permitted to enroll in the Winter. 
 
ADMISSION: 
 
This course is designed for Ph.D. students in political theory.  Students from the Political Science 
department may enroll without prior consent.  Students from other programs with appropriate 
interests and background are welcome, space permitting, but must obtain my consent before 
registering.  I do not make decisions about admission to courses prior to the first session, so 
please do not contact me to request consent before the beginning of the term; instead, simply 
come to the first class, where I will provide information about how to request consent if you are 
still interested in taking the course after you’ve heard me describe it in more detail. 
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TEXTS FOR PURCHASE:  
 
The following required texts are available for purchase at the Seminary Coop.  All other readings 
will be placed on electronic reserve via the course’s Chalk site.  Links to electronic versions of 
journal articles will also be embedded within the syllabus when possible, but note that these may 
require access via the network of a subscribing institution, or via a proxy server. 
 
Seyla Benhabib, Dignity in Adversity 
Jane Anna Gordon, Creolizing Political Theory 
Jimmy Casas Klausen, Fugitive Rousseau: Slavery, Primitivism, and Political Freedom  
Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia 
Philip Pettit, On the People’s Terms 
 
ELECTRONIC DEVICES:  
 
I prefer that you use printed books and copies of articles in the seminar itself.  If you do use a 
laptop or tablet to access course materials or to take notes during the seminar, I may ask you to 
stop if your use of the device is distracting to other members of the seminar.  You may not use 
devices for any other purpose in the seminar, and I ask that you disable wireless connections and 
silence—fully silence, not put on “vibrate”—cell phones while in class.  Also, you may not 
congregate or form a line near the forward lavatory. 
 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS: 
 
(a) If you intend to take the course in the Winter as well as the Autumn, you must submit a 5–7 
page research proposal by Monday, December 1, which should include: a statement of the 
problem or question to be addressed, and a brief explanation of its stakes; a summary of the 
research required to address the question; a bibliography; and one or more suggestions for the 
organization of the Winter term of the seminar.  This proposal will not be graded, but students 
who do not submit proposals will not be admitted to the Winter term of the course. 
 
(b) If you continue the course in the Winter quarter, you must complete a 25–30 page research 
paper.  The grade for this paper will retroactively become your grade for the Fall as well as the 
Winter. 
 
(c) If you take the course in the Fall quarter only, you must complete a 15–20 page seminar 
paper on a topic of your choice, which need not involve substantial research beyond the material 
on the syllabus, by Monday, December 8, unless you have arranged in advance for a later due 
date. Your grade for the paper will determine your grade for the Fall quarter of the seminar. 
 
(d) Auditors are welcome in the Autumn quarter, space permitting.  Auditors are expected to do 
the reading and participate in the discussion along with everyone else.  Since the Winter quarter 
will be more closely focused on students’ own research, I doubt there will be much interest in 
auditing that term, but I’m open to it, under the right circumstances.  Anyone wishing to audit the 
Winter quarter will still have to submit a research proposal, per (a) above. 
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SCHEDULE OF MEETINGS AND READING ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Week 1 (September 30): Introduction 
 
 No reading assignment. 
 
Week 2 (October 7): Human rights, I 
 

1.  John Rawls, “The Law of Peoples,” Collected Papers, 529–64. 
2.  Raymond Geuss, “Neither History Nor Praxis,” Outside Ethics, 29–39. 
3.  Joshua Cohen, “Minimalism About Human Rights: The Most We Can Hope For?” 

Journal of Political Philosophy 12, 2 (2004): 190–213. 
4.  Charles Beitz, “From Practice to Theory,” Constellations 20, 1 (2013): 27–37. 
5.  Seyla Benhabib, chaps. 3–5 in Dignity in Adversity, 41–93. 
6.  Bonnie Honig, “Emergence,” chap. 4 in Emergency Politics, 40–64. 

 
Week 3 (October 14): Human rights, II 
 

Samuel Moyn, The Last Utopia (all). 
 
Week 4 (October 21): Human Rights, III 
 

1.  Pheng Cheah, “Human Rights and the Material Making of Humanity: A Response to 
Samuel Moyn’s The Last Utopia,” Qui Parle 22, 1 (2013): 55–61. 

2.  Antony Anghie, “Whose Utopia? Human Rights, Development, and the Third World,” 
Qui Parle 22, 1 (2013): 63–80. 

3.  Seyla Benhabib, “Moving Beyond False Binarisms: On Samuel Moyn’s The Last 
Utopia,” Qui Parle 22, 1 (2013): 81–93. 

4.  Samuel Moyn, “The Continuing Perplexities of Human Rights,” Qui Parle 22, 1 
(2013): 95–115. 

5.  Steven Skowronek, “The Reassociation of Ideas and Purposes: Racism, Liberalism, 
and the American Political Tradition,” American Political Science Review 100, 3 
(2006): 385–401. 

6.  Barbara J. Keys, chaps. 1–2 in Reclaiming American Virtue, 15–47. 
 
Week 5 (October 28): Republicanism, I 
 

Philip Pettit, On the People’s Terms (all). 
 
Week 6 (November 4): Republicanism, II 
 

1. Melvin Rogers, “Republican Confusion and Liberal Clarification,” Philosophy and 
Social Criticism 34, no. 7 (September 2008): 799–824. 

2. Clifford Ando, “Domesticating Domination,” in Law, Language, and Empire in the 
Roman Tradition, 81–114. 
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3. Joy Connolly, The Life of Roman Republicanism, selections TBA. 
4. John McCormick, “Republicanism and Democracy,” in Machiavellian Democracy, 

141–69. 
5. Nadia Urbinati, “Competing for Liberty: The Republican Critique of Democracy,” 

American Political Science Review 106, 3 (August 2012): 607–19. 
6. Alex Gourevitch, “Labor Republicanism and the Transformation of Work,” Political 

Theory 41, no. 4 (August 2013): 591–617. 
 
Week 7 (November 11): Republicanism, III 
 

1. Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” in Liberty, 166–217. 
2. Quentin Skinner, “A Third Concept of Liberty,” Proceedings of the British Academy 

117 (2002): 237–68. 
3. Philip Pettit, “Keeping Republican Freedom Simple,” Political Theory 30, no. 3 (June 

2002): 339–56. 
4. James Tully, “‘Two Concepts of Liberty’ in Context,” in Isaiah Berlin and the Politics 

of Freedom, ed. Bruce Baum and Robert Nichols, 23–51. 
5. George Crowder, “In Defence of Berlin: A Reply to James Tully,” in Isaiah Berlin and 

the Politics of Freedom, ed. Bruce Baum and Robert Nichols, 52–69. 
6. Andrew N. Rubin, “Transnational Literary Spaces at War,” in Archives of Authority: 

Empire, Culture, and the Cold War, 47–73. 
7. Jeanne Morefield, “Michael Ignatieff’s Tragedy,” in Empires without Imperialism, 

201–31. 
 
Week 8 (November 18): Rereading Rousseau, I 
 

Jimmy Casas Klausen, Fugitive Rousseau (all).  
 
Week 9 (November 25): Rereading Rousseau, II 
 

Jane Anna Gordon, Creolizing Political Theory (all). 
 
Week 10 (December 2): Realism, Politics, and History 
 

1. Bernard Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, 4–17 and 52–61. 
2. Raymond Geuss, History and Illusion in Politics, 131–52. 
3. Raymond Geuss, Politics and the Imagination, 31–42 and 167–85. 
4. Melissa Lane, “Constraint, Freedom, and Exemplar,” in Political Philosophy versus 

History? ed. Jonathan Floyd and Marc Stears, 128–50. 
5. Bonnie Honig and Marc Stears, “The New Realism: From Modus Vivendi to Justice,” 

in Political Philosophy versus History? ed. Jonathan Floyd and Marc Stears, 177–205. 
6. George Ciccariello-Maher, “Decolonial Realism: Ethics, Politics, and Dialectics in 

Fanon and Dussel,” Contemporary Political Theory 13, 1 (2014): 2–22. 
7.  Lauren Berlant, “Starved,” SAQ 106, no. 3 (Summer 2007): 433–44. 


