
 

 

Political Science 200-500 

Foundations of Political Science 
 

Course Information 

 

Instructor: Joseph Daniel Ura 

Associate Professor of Political Science 

jura@tamu.edu 

Allen 2115, Office Hours: WF, 10:00-11:30 

 

Teaching Assistant: Rotem Dvir 

  rdvir@tamu.edu 

  Allen 2095, Office Hours: T, 10:30-12:00; R 1:30-3:30 

 

Class Meetings:  MWF, 3:00-3:50, Harrington 100 

 

Credit Hours:  3.0 

 

Prerequisites:  None 

 

Course Description 

 

Survey of the scholarly discipline of political science and its theoretical foundations, principal subfields, 

major research questions, and modes of scholarship. 

 

Learning Objectives 

 

At the conclusion of this course, student should be able to: 

 Recognize political behavior and distinguish it from other collective activities. 

 Explain fundamental political science concepts and apply them to analyze historical, 

contemporary, and theoretical political decisions and events. 

 Acknowledge and address the costs and benefits of political behavior in human societies. 

 Demonstrate critical thinking about major ideas and themes in political science. 

 

Reading Assignments and Texts 

 

Reading assignments for each week of class are listed in the Course Schedule section of this syllabus. 

With the exception of the first week’s assignments, readings should be completed prior to each week’s 

class meetings. All reading assignments are available through internet link or in a downloadable ZIP 

file on my academic website, http://people.tamu.edu/~jura/ under the “Courses” tab in the far right 

column. You need not purchase any books for this class. The schedule of assigned readings indicates 

how to access each item listed. Please note that some materials can only be accessed on computers 

connected to the University’s network.  

 

If you have trouble accessing any of the assigned materials, please let me know as soon as possible.   

 

http://people.tamu.edu/~jura/


 

 

With a few exceptions, assigned readings are primary sources rather than pedagogical texts. They deal 

with complicated subjects, of which you may not have much previous knowledge. Understanding the 

arguments and ideas in these selections sometimes may be difficult, and you may struggle to grasp what 

an author is trying to communicate or the importance of his or her ideas.  

 

This is completely normal; in fact, it is unavoidable. Do not stop reading. Do not stop thinking. Do not 

be afraid to ask your classmates or me for help. Do not give up. A willingness to work to understand 

something new in spite of difficulties you encounter is one of the most valuable character traits you can 

have.  

 

Grades 

 

Student rule 10.3 explains, in part: 

The five passing grades at the undergraduate level are, A, B, C, D and S, representing varying 
degrees of achievement; these letters carry grade points and significance as follows: 
Assigned by the instructor: 

 A: Excellent, 4 grade points per semester hour 

 B: Good, 3 grade points per semester hour 

 C: Satisfactory, 2 grade points per semester hour 

 D: Passing, 1 grade point per semester hour 

 F: Failing, no grade points, hours included in GPR 

 I: Incomplete, no grade points (hours not included in GPR) 

Grades assigned if student is taking an undergraduate course S/U: 

 S: Satisfactory (C or above), hours not included in GPR  

 U: Unsatisfactory (D or F), no grade points, hours included in GPR) 
 

Grades in this course will be assigned with those guidelines in mind. Students should expect that grades 

of A will be awarded only to those students who demonstrate especially strong command of the material 

covered in the course. Work that is merely good or satisfactory will be assigned grades of B or C, 

respectively. Work of lower quality will be rewarded with grades of D or F. 

 

In order to translate these qualitative guidelines into quantifiable measures of performance, letter 

grades for the course will be assigned on the following scale based on the percentage of possible points 

earned: 

 

90-100% A 

80-89%  B 

70-79%  C 

60-69%  D 

Below 60%  F 

 

Final grades are computed from your scores for three cumulative exams. Scores for these items are 

weighted according to the following scale.  

 

Exam 1   25% 

Exam 2   30% 

Exam 3   40% 



 

 

In-Class Activities 15% 

I will distribute an information sheet one week prior to each exam with information about the exam 

format and some guidance about topics to emphasize as you review. I will use the class period prior to 

each exam to answer questions that have arisen during your exam preparations.  

 

I will incorporate numerous activities and short individual and group assignments during the course of 

the semester to motivate ideas and review assigned readings. You will be awarded points based on your 

participation and performance in these. Activities include strategic games, short quizzes, brief writing 

assignments, and group work. In-class activities will not be announced in advance. 

 

Attendance and Make-Up Policies 

 

Attendance per se is not part of this course’s grading scheme. Students who are unable to attend class 

when an exam is given may take a makeup exam for absences excused by University rule 

(http://student-rules.tamu.edu/rule07). Likewise, students with university excused absences from class 

may “make-up” class activities by submitting a one page (double-spaced, 12 point serif font with one 

inch margins) summary of a reading assigned during the week of the missed class. Make-up assignments 

are due in the second class period after the absence. Students are responsible for identifying whether an 

activity occurred during a missed class. Students should make every effort to notify me in advance of an 

expected absence (e.g. missing an exam to observe a religious holiday) from exams and to notify me of 

reasons for an unexpected absence (e.g. illness) from an exam in a timely fashion. 

 

Students with Disabilities (Americans with Disabilities Act) 

 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides 

comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities. Among other things, this legislation 

requires that all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for 

reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability requiring an 

accommodation, please contact Disability Services, currently located in the Disability Services building 

at the Student Services at White Creek complex on west campus or call 979-845-1637. For additional 

information, visit http://disability.tamu.edu. 

  

Academic Integrity 

 

The Aggie Honor Code states, “An Aggie does not lie, cheat or steal, or tolerate those who do." 

 

Students should be aware of and take seriously their obligations to perform original academic work, give 

appropriate credit to sources, and to use only authorized aid and materials. Please review the Aggie 

Honor Code and rules regarding academic conduct. These may be found online at 

http://aggiehonor.tamu.edu. 

 

Classroom Conduct 

 

Though it should go without saying, I expect students to behave appropriately in the classroom. At a 

minimum, this means that you should be attentive during lectures and refrain from distracting behavior.  

 

Students to turn cell phones off or set them to silent during class.  

 

http://disability.tamu.edu/


 

 

Students are required to bring a laptop, tablet, or smartphone to class. Students will sometimes be 

allowed to use these during in-class activities. However, students may not use otherwise use electronic 

devices unless specifically directed to do so (or are used as an approved accommodation for a disability). 

 

Also, this course relies on student discussions. While these interactions may reveal deep disagreements 

about important questions of policy and politics, I expect that all students will engage in these debates 

and discussions in a manner that is consistent with the Student Code of Conduct and basic manners. At 

a minimum, this implies that you should treat one another with respect, avoid interrupting someone 

who is speaking, and refrain from personal attacks or impugning someone’s motives. 

 

Communication 

 

E-mail is my preferred methods of communication. Write to me from an official university email account 

to ensure that your messages are not captured by spam filters. Please use an informative subject line 

that mentions the class’s number (e.g. “Question about next week’s POLS 200 exam,” and not 

“question.”) I will do my best to respond to emails within one business day. Please do not expect 

immediate replies to emails, especially when they are sent after business hours or on weekends.  

 

Schedule of Assigned Readings and Exams 

 

Week of January 16:  Politics and political science 

 

Harold Lasswell, Who Gets What, When, How, Chapter 1 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapter XIII 

http://bit.ly/1UVxJWO 

 

Further reading 

 

John Locke, The Two Treatises of Civil Government (Book 2), Chapters II and III 

http://bit.ly/1fsdUGy 

 

Week of January 23:  Objectives of politics 

 

John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Chapter I 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Chapter 7 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations” 

http://theatln.tc/1KC95mS 

 

Further reading 

 

Edmund Burke, “A Vindication of Natural Society”  

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/burke-a-vindication-of-natural-society 

http://bit.ly/1UVxJWO
http://bit.ly/1fsdUGy
http://theatln.tc/1KC95mS
http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/burke-a-vindication-of-natural-society


 

 

 

Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man¸ Selections from Part I 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/paine-the-rights-of-man-part-i-1791-ed 

 

Week of January 30:  Difficulties in disorganized social activity 

 

Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons” 

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/162/3859/1243.full 

 

Thomas Schelling, “Bargaining, Communication, and Limited War” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/172548 

 

Week of February 6: Organization outside government 

 

Leonard E. Read, “I, Pencil” 

http://bit.ly/1vm9jvg 

 

Elinor Ostrom, “Coping with Tragedies of the Commons” 

http://bit.ly/1OdHQSf 

 

Michael Munger, “Orange Blossom Special: Externalities and the Coase Theorem” 

http://bit.ly/2iPKreO 

 

Further reading 

 

Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Chapters I and II 

http://bit.ly/1WHmD9U 

 

Week of February 13: Catch-up and Exam 1 

 

Exam 1, February 17 

 

Week of February 20: The origins of governments 

 

David Hume, “Of the Origin of Government” 

http://bit.ly/2j8Avet 

 

Charles Tilly, “War Making and State Making as Organized Crime” 

http://bit.ly/1WVbTEK 

 

The Godfather (film), Opening scene 

https://youtu.be/OIBpHO1gZgQ 

 

Further reading 

 

Douglas North, “Institutions” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1942704 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/paine-the-rights-of-man-part-i-1791-ed
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/162/3859/1243.full
http://www.jstor.org/stable/172548
http://bit.ly/1vm9jvg
http://bit.ly/1OdHQSf
http://bit.ly/2iPKreO
http://bit.ly/1WHmD9U
http://bit.ly/2j8Avet
http://bit.ly/1WVbTEK
https://youtu.be/OIBpHO1gZgQ
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1942704


 

 

 

Week of February 27: Constitutions and legitimacy 

 

Donald S. Lutz, “The Iroquois Confederation Constitution: An Analysis” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3331052 

 

John M. Carey, “Parchment, Equilibria, and Institutions” 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001041400003300603 

 

Further reading 

 

Max Weber, “The Three Pure Types of Legitimate Rule” 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Tom R. Tyler, Why People Obey the Law, Chapters 1-4 

http://www.psych.nyu.edu/tyler/lab/Chapters_1-4.pdf 

 

Constitution of the United States of America 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution 

 

Week of March 7: Majority rule and democracy 

 

Melissa Schwartzberg, “What Did Democracy Really Mean in Athens?” (Video) 

http://ed.ted.com/lessons/what-did-democracy-really-mean-in-athens-melissa-schwartzberg 

 

Tom Christiano, “Democracy” 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/democracy/ 

 

Francis Galton, “Vox Populi” 

http://galton.org/essays/1900-1911/galton-1907-vox-populi.pdf 

 

Further reading 

 

Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy, Chapters III and IV 

(Professor Ura’s Website) 

 

Kenneth Arrow, “A Difficulty in the Concept of Social Welfare” 

http://www.stat.uchicago.edu/~lekheng/meetings/mathofranking/ref/arrow.pdf 

 

Week of March 13: Spring break, class does not meet 

 

Week of March 20: Policymaking 

 

David Easton, “An Approach to the Analysis of Political Systems” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2008920 

 

John W. Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, Chapter 8 

http://bit.ly/1PopOO7 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3331052
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001041400003300603
http://www.psych.nyu.edu/tyler/lab/Chapters_1-4.pdf
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution
http://ed.ted.com/lessons/what-did-democracy-really-mean-in-athens-melissa-schwartzberg
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/democracy/
http://galton.org/essays/1900-1911/galton-1907-vox-populi.pdf
http://www.stat.uchicago.edu/~lekheng/meetings/mathofranking/ref/arrow.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2008920
http://bit.ly/1PopOO7


 

 

 

Week of March 27: Catch-up and Exam 2 

 

Exam 2, March 31 

 

Week of April 3: Political psychology 

 

George A. Quattrone and Amos Tversky, “Contrasting Rational and Psychological Analyses of Political 

Choice” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1962487 

 

Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckman, The Social Construction of Reality, Part Three 

http://perflensburg.se/Berger%20social-construction-of-reality.pdf 

 

Further reading 

 

Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, Chapter I 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/61 

 

Margaret Mead, Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies 

http://bit.ly/1No6OBQ 

 

Week of April 10: Political violence 

 

James Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2706903 

 

Thucydides, The Melian Dialogue 

http://lygdamus.com/resources/New%20PDFS/Melian.pdf 

 

Classes do not meet on Friday, April 14. 

 

Further reading 

 

Carl von Clausewitz, On War, Chapter 1 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/clausewitz-on-war-vol-1 

 

Week of April 17: Development  

 

Jeffrey D. Sachs, Andrew D. Mellinger, and John L. Gallup, “The Geography of Poverty and Wealth” 

http://bit.ly/2k4g2vo 

 

Mancur Olson, “Dictatorship, Democracy, and Development” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2938736 

 

Daron Acemoglu, “Root Causes” 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2003/06/pdf/Acemoglu.pdf 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1962487
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2706903
http://lygdamus.com/resources/New%20PDFS/Melian.pdf
http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/clausewitz-on-war-vol-1
http://bit.ly/2k4g2vo
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2938736
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2003/06/pdf/Acemoglu.pdf


 

 

Week of April 24: Catch-Up and Exam 3 

 

Exam 3, April 28 

 

Week of May 1: Make-up exams 

 

May 1 is the final day of regular classes for the spring semester. Students who have not yet made up an 

exam missed during a university excused absence may do so on May 1. 

 

Please note: There is no additional exam given during the final exam period.  


