
Comparing Political Philosophy and Political Theory: 
Foundations, Methods, and Problems

Module 1B Background Readings: 
What is Political Theory? On Problems 
What is Political Philosophy?


Political Philosophy  
Traditionally grounded in philosophy departments, political philosophy focuses on 
the normative and conceptual analysis of political life. It asks foundational questions 
like: What is justice? What legitimizes authority? What is the good society? Political 
philosophers aim to evaluate and justify moral and political principles, often abstracting 
from historical or empirical context. As one of our texts puts it:


“Political philosophy attempts to clarify the concepts employed in political discourse 
and critically evaluate their assumptions, coherence, and implications.”


Political Theory 
While sometimes used interchangeably with political philosophy, political theory is 
broader and more interdisciplinary. It includes normative, historical, critical, 
and empirical approaches to understanding political life. As the text notes:


“Political theory is both political philosophy and political science; it is both description 
(political science) and normative justification (political philosophy).” 
 
“It also emphasizes interpretation, contestation, and context—theorizing not only from 
above but within lived political realities, including postcolonialism, feminism, and 
environmentalism.”


Assignment Prompt:


Instructions: 
Write 100-150 words for each question, analyzing the distinction between political 
theory and political philosophy. After you post, you need to also read and respond to at 
least TWO of your classmates posts. Use the assigned readings and the Deep Dive 
into Politics Podcast episodes two and three to guide your analysis and respond to the 
following:


1. Identify one thinker or school that exemplifies political philosophy (e.g., Rawls, 
Nozick) and one that exemplifies political theory in its broader or critical sense 
(e.g., Wolin, feminist or postcolonial theorists). What does each contribute to our 
understanding of politics?


2. How does one know whether one is theorizing or philosophizing? Consider your 
own engagement with political questions. When have you done one versus the 
other? What tools or questions signal that you've moved from theory to 
philosophy or vice versa?


