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CONSERVATIVE POLITICAL THOUGHT
Dr. James S. Wunsch

The intellectual ferment of the late 17th and early 18th centuries ushered in the "modern" era in which we still are living. Throwing open the dusty and cobwebbed halls of post-medieval European political thought, they represented the philosophers attempt to catch-up with the changing economies, polities and societies of Europe. Challenging the emphasis on religion, knowledge through revelation and the paramount role of the church; challenging the control that church and state had on production and trade; and challenging the customary rights and obligations that structured and controlled life in Europe, this movement asserted the primacy of rationalism, of self-interest, or of the nation-state, and of the individual.

It is largely these beliefs which are (or appear to be) the foundations of modern Western Society. We are generally so steeped in them that they serve not as discussion points but as implicit assumptions which often guide the options we see and the choices we make without our even knowing it. Whether they know and admit it or not, most Americans are "liberals," at least of the 19th century sort. Yet, we are discontented. We worry about the environment, the poor, and the tendency of so many to immolate themselves on drugs, alcohol, mind-numbing materialism, and endless quest for riches and the like. We find ourselves alienated from other nations, other classes, our neighbors, even at times from ourselves. Could the fault be in our philosophy? Is the classical liberalism that so dominates our thinking based on fallacious understanding of human nature, of what constitutes "society," of what and how we know?

The purpose of this course is to explore these issues. This is not a course about pat Buchanan or Phil Gram, nor about Republicans and Democrats. Indeed, as you explore these issues, you will find that contemporary political discourse often crosscuts these categories and issues, and may even seem hopelessly contradictory and confused. One purpose of the course is to help you see the mixed roots of most political issues and parties.

This is a course which attempts to explore politics under assumptions different from those of classical, Western liberalism. What if humans are not the rational, individualistic, autonomous creatures many have seen them to be? How might such alternative assumptions explain public life as we now see and live it? Is, in fact, our society sustained not by the characteristics of individualism, rationalism, competition, etc., we believe, but by tradition, community, and faith? If so, what should be done in American public life to sustain these sources?

To explore these questions we will read several of the major authors who have based their thinking and writing on such different assumptions about human nature. These will include the ringing cry-to-arms Reflections on the Revolution in France by Edmund Burke, the thoughtful study of America by Tocqueville, some contemporary thinkers, and an integrating work by Robert Nisbet. We will close with George F. Will's cantankerous work Statecraft as Soulcraft, an attempt to apply classical conservative assumptions to current American life. Our emphasis will be first on understanding our authors, second on comparing and contrasting the and third on critiquing them. No one is trying to "convert" anyone to anything. The instructor only insists you understand this particular philosophical perspective. Whether or not you "like" it, or what you want to do about it is immaterial to the course and has no bearing at all on your grade. However, an open mind is probably essential to achieve the required understanding!

Reading will be heavy and is expected to be done in advance of classes assigned. Spot quizzes may be given at anytime the instructor believes students are failing to complete their readings and come prepared to class. Other student obligations include: 

· Six "memos" of approximately 1500 words (due on Tuesdays in class) on that week's reading assignment; the memo is not to be a summary of the assignment, but an analytical discussion of one or more key issues covered by the assignment; these will be graded and along with class participation will account for 40% of your final grade. Papers must be typed and will be graded for style and format (grammar, syntax, spelling, organization, clarity or argument), as well as substance. These are to be completed every other week and are due in class. Paper submitted after class hour are considered to be one day late, etc. Late papers will be penalized by 5% per day. Don't get behind! 

Please be aware that I know these are challenging readings. I intend them to be! A significant part of your college education is learning how to read complex arguments in the original manuscript: not someone else's "pre-digested" pap. That means you will need to struggle with some, at times, awkward prose, words you may not recognize, and sentence constructions which leave you bewildered. But by mastering this material, you will grow and learn how to interpret and digest complex books for yourself. That alone is a substantial accomplishment.

Each weekend as you do your reading, ask yourself the following questions: 

· On what issues does the author focus in this reading assignment? 

· What is he saying regarding these? 

· Why are these issues important enough to warrant this attention? 

· How do his points relate to ones he made in other assignments? 

· How do his points relate to his fundamental positions on the nature of human beings and the nature of a good state? 

· Are there any contradictions or complications in his arguments in this assignment? What puzzles are there here? 

As you reflect on these questions, you will both prepare yourself to class discussion, and help select and organize your weekly essay.

Any essay may be rewritten and resubmitted once within one week of its original due date. The two grades will be averaged. Because of the volume of essays I have to read, I will not "pre-read" essays. I will be available during office hours and by appointment to explore specific questions with any of you, providing you convince me you are keeping up with the readings, you attend class regularly, and you come prepared to seriously engage the issue you wish to discuss. 

· A mid-term exam (20% of the final grade) 

· A final exam (30% of the final grade) 

· Class contributions (10% of the fixed grade) 

 
ASSIGNMENTS
 

August 24 Introduction, overview, welcome

August 29 & 31 Robert Nisbet, Conservatism
Sept. 5 & 7 Edmund burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France: 

Introduction, pp. 1-77

Sept. 12 & 14 Burke, pp 78-190

Sept. 19 & 21 Burke, pp. 191-286

Sept. 26 & 28 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America: pp. 1-112.

Oct. 3 Catch-up Review

Oct. 5 MID-TERM EXAM
Oct. 10 & 12 Tocqueville: pp. 113-230

Oct. 24 & 26 Toqueville: pp. 231-315

Oct. 31 & Nov. 2 Tocqueville: pp. 316-413

Nov. 7 & 9 Tocqueville: pp. 417-558

Nov. 14 & 16 Tocqueville: pp. 559-664

Nov. 21 Tocqueville: pp. 665-705

Nov. 28 & 30 Russell Kirk: The Portable Conservative: selected essays

Dec. 5 & 7 George F. Will, Statecraft as Soulcraft
FINAL EXAM: AS SCHEDULED
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