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GOVT 344W: Conservatism Professor Gregory Koutnik 
Hamilton College, Fall 2020 Office Hours T 9 am–Noon, 1–3pm (via Zoom) 
TR 1:10-4:10 pm, SCHA 201 Email: gkoutnik@hamilton.edu 
 
Course Description 
What traditions of political thought have shaped conservatism and what ideas do these traditions 
offer to conservatives and their opponents going forward? Rather than focusing on the 
Republican Party or prominent figures within it, this course explores such schools of conservative 
political thought as traditionalism, agrarianism, libertarianism, anarcho-capitalism, neo-
conservatism, and right-wing populism, with emphasis on tensions between them. We will read 
standard texts by Burke, Oakeshott, Kirk, Hayek, Nozick, Friedman, and others, while also 
considering unconventional voices like Wendell Berry and Matt Zwolinski. Active reading and 
writing will help students explore questions of the good life, human nature, morality, liberty, 
order, property, and progress that lie at the heart of conservatism. 
 
Teaching During COVID-19 
My goal is to lead an engaging and rewarding seminar while making student health and well-
being my top priority. With that in mind, any student can attend class remotely at any time and 
for any reason, no questions asked. I only ask that students let me know in advance by email 
when they switch to attending class remotely. The class meetings for this course will be blended 
and synchronous—that is, students will attend in person and/or remotely, and all students will 
interact with me and with one another live and simultaneously. Flexibility is the name of the 
game this semester. There will be unforeseen challenges, and especially technical difficulties, that 
we will have to work through together. I also recognize that my general plan for the course may 
not meet everyone’s individual needs during this time, so please get in touch with me early if you 
want to discuss special arrangements, especially for international students and others attending 
remotely from different time-zones. For those of you on campus, remember that the Student Code of 
Conduct applies inside as well as outside this class. Accordingly, students are required to maintain six 
feet of physical distancing, wear appropriate face coverings, and attend class remotely from their 
rooms whenever they feel unwell. Above all, I will rely on student feedback to inform the way I 
teach this semester, so please do not hesitate to get in touch with me early and often about what 
I can do to improve the course experience for everyone, both in-person and remote.  
 
Participation: This promises to be a rich and engaging seminar, but you will only get out of it 
what you and your classmates put in. Come to class having read the texts closely and be ready to 
discuss them. And do not hesitate to ask questions—I’m here to help! 
 
Course Texts and Laptop Policy: Students are not required to purchase any books for this course. 
Readings will be posted on Blackboard under “Documents.” Given the technological 
requirements of teaching during COVID-19, and because all of the readings are digital, I 
recognize the need for laptops in the classroom. However, laptops and other devices are ONLY 
to be used for class-related purposes. I will not hesitate to mark students absent whom I suspect 
are using their devices for purposes unrelated to the course during class time.  
 
Disabilities and Accommodations: 
Hamilton College will make reasonable accommodations for students with properly documented 
disabilities. If you are eligible to receive accommodations and would like to request them for this 
course, be sure to discuss it with me during the first two weeks of class. You will also need to 
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provide Allen Harrison, Assistant Dean of Students (aharriso@hamilaton.edu), with appropriate 
documentation of your disability.  
 
Writing-Intensive Course: This is an official Writing-Intensive (WI) course per Hamilton College 
guidelines. Special emphasis will be placed on effective strategies for written argumentation. No 
matter how strong your writing may be now, it can and will improve over the course of this 
semester. The bulk of your course grade will be determined by your performance on five written 
assignments throughout the semester that are outlined below under “Assignments.” I will 
provide extensive feedback not just on content but also on structure, argument, style, and 
grammar for every writing assignment, and students will have the opportunity to participate in 
one-on-one and group writing workshops with me. Students will also receive feedback from their 
peers on the initial draft of their research paper and will have the option of re-writing their 
midterm paper after they receive their initial grade from me, provided that they provide a written 
statement summarizing the revisions they make in response to my feedback. Finally, all students 
are strongly encouraged to bring drafts of the research paper and other assignments to the 
Writing Center for workshopping and feedback.   
 
Attendance, Office Hours, Assignments, and Grades 
     Attendance Policy: Attendance will be taken and students are expected to attend class, either in 
person or remotely via Zoom. However, every student gets one free absence, no questions asked, 
provided the student notifies me by email in advance. Unexcused absences will result in 
reductions to your participation grade reflecting the number of absences. If you need to miss 
more than one class sessions this semester, talk to me in advance and we will discuss options. This 
includes any absences related to COVID-19.  
     Office Hours: Due to COVID-19, all office hours will be held remotely via Zoom (link posted on 
Blackboard). Students are expected to attend office hours at least once, and I strongly encourage 
every student to meet with me within the first few weeks of the semester. Whenever possible, 
please schedule an appointment with me at least one hour in advance on YouCanBook.me (link 
posted on Blackboard). My regular office hours are on Tuesdays from 9 am to noon and 1 pm to 
3 pm, but do not hesitate to schedule an alternative time to meet if you cannot attend those hours.  
     Assignments: The political autobiography (750-1000 words) is a short, low-stakes opening 
writing assignment that gives students the opportunity to reflect on their own political identities. 
The midterm (1750-2000 words) and final (2500-2750) take-home papers assess students’ ability 
to analyze the course texts and write a persuasive argument about them. The research paper 
(3250-4000 words) is an ongoing and iterative writing assignment requiring multiple drafts, 
revisions, and rounds of feedback from me and from your peers. It requires students to develop 
a research question and to answer it through work beyond the assigned texts. Finally, students 
will rewrite their political autobiographies from scratch as an autobiography reflection paper 
(1000-1250 words) focused on how the course texts and themes have influenced the student’s own 
political thinking. I will provide more details regarding these assignments once the course begins.  
     Components of Course Grade: Your grade in this course will be determined by the following: 

 Seminar Participation: 10% 

 Political Autobiography: 5%  

 Midterm Paper: 20% 

 Final Paper: 25% 

 Research Paper (Research Proposal, First Draft, 
Peer Review, and Final Draft): 35% 

 Autobiography Reflection Paper: 5% 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

aharriso@hamilaton.edu
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Academic Integrity: Breaches of academic integrity—including cheating and plagiarism—will not 
be tolerated in this or any other course at Hamilton. If you have any doubt about the details of 
the honor code you signed before registering for your first courses at Hamilton, review it now at 
https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code. Ignorance of the 
honor code is not a legitimate excuse for breaches of academic integrity. 

 
Course Schedule (Readings are to be completed prior to the seminar for which they are listed) 
 
8/27 Introduction: What is the Good Life? 
Olga Khazan, “Why Conservatives Find Life More Meaningful Than Liberals” (link) 
Jonathan Haidt, “The Conservative Advantage” 
 
9/3 What is Conservatism? 
Michael Oakeshott, “On Being Conservative”; F.A. Hayek, “Why I am Not a Conservative”  
 
**Sunday, 9/6: Political Autobiography DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
9/10 Traditionalism 
Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (selections); Russel Kirk, The Conservative 
Mind (selections) 
 
SATURDAY, 9/12 Classical Virtue and Political Philosophy 
Plato, Republic (selections); Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics and Politics (selections); Leo Strauss, 
“Natural Right and History” (selections) 
 
9/17 Statism and Authoritarianism 
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (frontispiece; selections); Carl Schmitt, The Crisis of Parliamentary 
Democracy (selections); Seward Collins, “Monarch as Alternative” 
 
9/24 Agrarianism 
Twelve Southerners, I’ll Take My Stand (selections); Wendell Berry, “The Work of Local Culture“; 
Berry, “The Total Economy”; Berry, “It All Turns on Affection” 
 
10/1 Religious Conservatism and the Benedict Option 
Rod Dreher, The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation (selections) 
 
**Sunday, 10/4: Research Paper Proposal DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard; Midterm Prompts 
Posted on Monday, 10/5** 
 
10/8 Classical Liberalism and Market Libertarianism 
Hayek, “The Use of Knowledge in Society”; Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (selections) 
 
**Tuesday, 10/13: Midterm Paper DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
10/15 Natural Rights Libertarianism 
John Locke, 2nd Treatise (selection); Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (selections) 
 

https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2018/07/why-conservatives-find-life-more-meaningful-than-liberals/566105/
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10/22 Anarcho-Capitalism vs. Market Socialism 
Ayn Rand, The Virtue of Selfishness (selections); Murray Rothbard, Anatomy of the State (all); Matt 
Zwolinski, “Classical Liberalism and the Basic Income”; Zwolinski, “Property Rights, Coercion, 
and the Welfare State”; Mike Munger, “Libertarian Mungerfesto: Hayekian Socialism” 
 
10/29 Neo-Conservatism vs. Paleo-Conservatism 
Dan Himmelfarb, “Conservative Splits”; Justin Vaïsse, Neoconservatism (selections); Patrick 
Buchanan, A Republic, Not an Empire (selections) 
 
11/5 Nationalism, Populism, and Race 
Albert J. Beveridge, “The March of the Flag”; Henry Cabot Lodge, “Speech on a Literacy Test for 
Immigrants”; Kevin Phillips, “Post-Conservative America”; Samuel Francis, “Message from 
MARs: The Social Politics of the New Right”; Francis, “Why Conservatism Failed”; Jan-Werner 
Müller, What is Populism? (selections) 
 
**Sunday, 11/8: First Draft of Research Paper DUE 11:59 pm via email to peer reviewers** 
 
11/12 Conservative Critiques of the Right 
Mark Mitchell, “Right-Wing Critics of American Conservatism”; Jacob Levy, “The Shortcut to 
Serfdom”; Levy, “Law and Border”; Levy, “Black Liberty Matters”; Various, “Against the Dead 
Consensus”; Ross Douthat, “What Are Conservatives Actually Debating?” 
 
**Thursday, 11/12: Research Paper Peer Reviews DUE 11:59 pm via email to me** 
 
11/19 The Future of Conservatism  
Will Arbery, “Heroes of the Fourth Turning” 
 
**Friday, 11/20: Final Paper Topics Posted** 
 
**Tuesday, 12/1: Research Paper Final Draft DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
**Tuesday, 12/8: Final Paper DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
**Thursday, 12/10: Political Autobiography Reflection DUE 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 


