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POLS 110CT - Conservative Political Thought
University of California, Santa Barbara 

Spring 2019

Contact Information

Instructor: Caleb R. Miller Email: Miller@polsci.ucsb.edu

Course Time: MW 9:30-10:45am Office Hours: MW 10:45am-12:15pm

Course Location: Phelps 1444 Office Location: Ellison 3712

Course Description

What does it mean to be conservative? While long associated in the United States with 
the Republican Party, there also exists a vibrant and complicated tradition of 
conservative political thought that stands apart from it, one which at different times 
conforms to and departs from the positions and policies historically associated with the 
Grand Old Party. This tradition includes thinkers as diverse as Edmund Burke, the 
Federalists, John Calhoun, Russell Kirk, Friedrich Hayek, Michael Oakeshott, Milton 
Friedman, Frank Knight, Philip Rieff, and Jordan Peterson, all of whom offer a unique 
take on the meaning and merits of conservative thinking. By plumbing that tradition, the 
course will aim to better understand the intellectual roots of American conservatism, as 
well as the degree to which this tradition continues to inform contemporary 
manifestations of conservatism from Reagan to Trump. 

Roughly, the course is divided into four parts. The first focuses on the 18th and 19th 
century roots of American conservatism, including Burke’s reaction to the excesses of 
the French Revolution, Federalist support for the United States Constitution, and John 
Calhoun’s defense of a “concurrent majority” that contributed to Southern secession. 
The second looks to the writings of Hayek and Oakeshott as an expression of Cold War 
liberalism, a reaction to the totalizing forces of Soviet-style communism that prioritized 
individual liberty as the foundation of a free society. The third part explores the  
conceptual relationship between conservatism and capitalism, as articulated by 
Friedman and Knight. Finally, the course will conclude with an examination of 
conservative approaches to authority and hierarchy, specifically looking to Rieff’s 
critique of a post-Freudian society, Peterson’s celebration of masculinity, and Corey 
Robin’s exploration of conservatism’s historic hostility to equality.

Students should expect heavy reading loads throughout the term, sometimes bordering 
on 70 pages or more. Moreover, as this will be a small class, students are expected to 
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regularly prepare comments and questions in order to better facilitate class discussion. 
As always, students are also encouraged to read actively, underlining/highlighting the 
text, writing marginal notes, and keeping a separate set of reading notes. To succeed, 
students must attend all meetings.

Course Objectives

• Critically engage with a variety of conservative thinkers
• Cogently discuss the arguments and ideas appropriate to their works
• Write tightly argued, coherent, well-supported essays that places different thinkers in 

conversation with one another
• Regularly present on conservative texts by identifying key themes, significant and/or 

challenging passages, and important questions concerning the implications of the 
thinker’s argument

Required Texts

• Russell Kirk - The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Eliot [Gateway Editions 2001, 
978-0895261717]

• Edmund Burke - Reflections on the Revolution in France [Oxford 2009, 
978-0199539024]

• John Calhoun - A Disquisition on Government and Selections from The Discourse 
[Hackett 1995, 978-0872202931]

• Friedrich Hayek - The Constitution of Liberty [University of Chicago 2011, 
978-0226315393]

• Michael Oakeshott - Rationalism in Politics and other essays [Liberty Fund 2010,  
978-0865970953]

• Milton Friedman - Capitalism and Freedom [University of Chicago 2002, 
978-0226264219]

• Corey Robin - The Reactionary Mind: Conservatism from Edmund Burke to Donald 
Trump [Oxford 2017, 978-0190692001]

All other readings will made available on Gauchospace.  

Assignments and Grading

25% Paper 1

30% Paper 2

35% Paper 3

10% In-Class Participation



�  of �3 4

Papers: Three 4-page (maximum) double-spaced papers, 1" margins, addressing 
concepts relevant to the course. These papers will be used to assess the students' 
ability to make strong, concise, conceptual arguments through reference to the text. 
Paper topics will be made available roughly one and a half weeks in advance of due 
date. Chicago style citations (as endnotes), title page, and works cited page are 
required. Papers will be graded according to a rubric found on the course Gauchospace 
page; students are asked to attach a rubric to each paper they submit. 

In-Class Participation: In addition to regularly participating in class, students will be 
asked to lead discussion (in groups of six) three times over the course of the quarter. 
When leading discussion, students should bring our attention to major arguments in the 
text, challenging and/or significant passages, and possible discussion questions.

Additionally, students are strongly encouraged to meet with a writing lab fellow prior to 
turning in their first papers. Appointments can be made through the MyCLAS system or 
at the CLAS office, SRB 3210.

Finally, plagiarism is a serious offense and will be treated as such. If any students are 
caught plagiarizing, the case will be turned over to the Office of Judicial Affairs. Any 
student unclear about what may constitute plagiarism can turn to the Student's Guide to 
Academic Integrity on the Judicial Affairs website.

Course Schedule

Introduction
• Monday, April 1st Course Syllabus
• Wednesday, April 3rd Russell Kirk - “The Idea of Conservatism”; Michael Oakeshott - “On 

being Conservative”

Edmund Burke, Philosophical Founder of Modern Conservatism
• Monday, April 8th Russell Kirk - “Burke and Politics of Prescription”
• Wednesday, April 10th Edmund Burke - Reflections on the Revolution in France (p. 85-125, 

145-156, 169-195)

Conservatism and the Constitution
• Monday, April 15th Russell Kirk - “John Adams and Liberty Under Law”
• Wednesday, April 17th John Adams - “A Defense of the Constitution of the Government of 

the United States of America”; James Madison - “Federalist 10” & “Federalist 51”; The 
Federal Farmer - Letters I-II

Roots of Southern Conservatism
• Monday, April 22nd Russell Kirk - “Southern Conservatism: Randolph and Calhoun”
• Wednesday, April 24th John C. Calhoun - A Disquisition on Government

Cold War Liberalism
• Monday, April 29th Michael Oakeshott - “Rationalism in Politics” & “Political Education”
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• Wednesday, May 1st Michael Oakeshott - “The Moral Life in the Writings of Thomas 
Hobbes”

• Monday, May 6th Friedrich Hayek - The Constitution of Liberty (p. 47-132)
• Wednesday, May 8th Friedrich Hayek - The Constitution of Liberty (p. 133-196) 
• Monday, May 13th Friedrich Hayek - The Constitution of Liberty (p. 197-231, 308-328, 

520-533)

Conservatism and Capitalism
• Wednesday, May 15th Milton Friedman - Capitalism and Freedom (p. 1-36, 161-202)
• Monday, May 20th Frank Knight - “The Ethics of Competition” and “Economic Psychology 

and the Value Problem”

Authority and Hierarchy
• Wednesday, May 22nd Philip Rieff - The Triumph of the Therapeutic (p. 23-65, 199-223)
• Wednesday, May 29th Jordan Peterson - “Jordan B. Peterson on 12 Rules for Life” (Video)
• Monday, June 3rd Corey Robin - The Reactionary Mind: Conservatism from Edmund Burke 

to Donald Trump (3-88)
• Wednesday, June 5th Corey Robin - The Reactionary Mind: Conservatism from Edmund 

Burke to Donald Trump (201-272)

Other Services

Campus Learning Assistance Service (CLAS): helps students increase their mastery of 
course material through course-specific tutoring and academic skills development, 
including a Writing Lab. Visit their website: www.clas.ucsb.edu. Sign up for services at 
their website or main office, Student Resource Building, Room 3210, Monday- Friday 
9am to 5 pm. 805.893.3269 
 
Counseling & Career Services: offers counseling for personal & career concerns, self-
help information and connections to off-campus mental health resources. 805.893.4411 
 
Student Health Social Services: provides a range of services to help students identify 
and overcome obstacles to academic performance stemming from financial, medical, 
emotional, social, or family situations. 805.893.3380 

Disabled Students Program (DSP): provides academic support services to eligible 
students with temporary and permanent disabilities. Please inform the professor if you 
require special classroom accommodations due to a disability. You must register with 
DSP prior to receiving these accommodations, and you must re-register each quarter. 
805.893.2668


