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Philosophy 221/Political Science 221 
Philosophical Foundations of the American Revolution 

 
Fall 2024 
Dewey 2-110D, TR 2:00-3:15 
 
Richard Dees, Ph.D. 
Office: Lattimore 529 
Hours: R 11:00-1:00 and by appointment  
e-mail: richard.dees@rochester.edu 

 
Particularly in n an election year, we should think carefully about the meaning and 

justification of the American Republic. In this course, we will study the founding of the United 
States by examining the political theory which sparked the revolution itself and which lay behind 
the writing of the Constitution. We will look at some of the key works that were read by the 
Founders, particularly the works of John Locke, the Baron de Montesquieu, and David Hume.  
But we will also look at important works that from the period surrounding the revolution and the 
writing of the Constitution, like those by Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and 
Alexander Hamilton, and we also look at writers that were sometimes ignored at the time, like 
those from Black authors and women.   

The eighteenth century was a time of remarkable intellectual activity in the West, and the 
Americans played a central role in it, both reflecting the thought in Europe and influencing the 
course of thoughts and events there. Although it was over 200 years ago, the eighteenth century 
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Recommended: 
I recommend that you read a short general history of the revolutionary period as a 

background for our discussion of the Revolution and the debates about the Constitution.  My 
favorite is Gordon Wood’s The American Revolution (Modern Library, 2003) for that purpose, 
but any good general history will do. For a fun version, try Sarah Vowell, Lafayette in the 
Somewhat United States (Penguin, 2015). 
 
Course requirements 
 

Class participation is worth a significant portion of your grade.  The class is based on 
student discussions, not on lectures.  You are expected to come to class, and you are expected to 
come to class prepared to discuss the readings – if only to ask relevant questions about
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 Groups B and 1 reflections due Sep 16, 9 pm 
 
Sep 24-26 • First tutorial (No regular class) 
 
III. The Revolution  
 
Oct 1-3 




