
 
 

Political Philosophy (PHIL240) 
Dr. Oran Magal / Fall 2019 

Course Overview 

This course offers a historical survey of political philosophy: we 
will trace the development of central ideas, concepts, and 
approaches in political thought across a range of influential 
texts from the history of western political philosophy, with 
occasional comparisons to texts and ideas from other 
philosophical traditions. The course can be taken as a stand-
alone survey, or as preparation for more advanced study of 
political philosophy and related topics.  

Email and office hours: 

Oran.magal@mcgill.ca ; office hours and location: TBA 

Topics  

As noted, the course will proceed in chronological order. The following list of topics and readings 
is tentative and subject to change; a final list of readings will be posted at the beginning of the 
term. Please check the Announcements section of MyCourses each week to see which texts you 
should read for the following week, based on our progress in class.  

1. Classical political philosophy:  
 

a. Plato (Selections from The Republic and other works) 
b. Aristotle (Selections from Nicomachean Ethics and Politics) 

 
2. Late classical and medieval: 

 
a. Augustine of Hippo (Selections from City of God)  
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b. Thomas Aquinas (Selections from Summa Theologica and other texts) 
c. Christine de Pizan (Selections from The Book of the City of Ladies) 

 
3. 17th and 18th century:  

 
a. Niccolò Machiavelli (Selections from The Prince and Discourses) 
b. Thomas Hobbes (Selections from Leviathan) 
c. Baruch Spinoza (Selections from Theological-Political Treatise) 
d. John Locke (Selections from Second Treatise of Government) 
e. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Selections from On the Social Contract and Discourse on the 

Origin and Foundations of Inequality among Men) 
f. Mary Wollstonecraft (Selections from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman)  

 
4. 19th century: Mill, Hegel, and Marx 

 
a. J. S. Mill (Selections from On Liberty) 
b. G. W. F. Hegel (Selections from On the Philosophy of Right, text on MyCourses) 
c. Karl Marx (Selections from A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy and 

The Communist Manifesto) 
 

5. 20th century: a selection from different schools of thought 
 

a. Hannah Arendt (Selections from The Origins of Totalitarianism) 
b. Franz Fanon (Selections from The Wretched of the Earth)  
c. Martin Luther King, Jr. (The essay “A Letter from Birmingham Jail”) 
d. Iris Marion Young (Selections from Justice and the Politics of Difference) 
e. John Rawls (Selections from A Theory of Justice) 
f. Elizabeth Anderson (The essay “What is the Point of Equality?”, on MyCourses)  

Textbook and Readings 

Our textbook, in which most of the required readings can be found, is an annotated anthology 
edited by Mitchell Cohen: Princeton Readings in Political Thought: Essential Texts since Plato, 
revised and expanded edition (Princeton Univ. Press, 2018). In support of local bookstores, the 
textbook will be available for purchase at The Word bookstore near campus (cost: approx.. 54$, 
please bring cash, the store does not take cards.). The store’s address is 469 Milton Street, near 
our campus. 
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Other readings will be posted on MyCourses, where there will also be recommendations for 
additional optional readings on each topic for students who wish to delve deeper. 

Means of Evaluation  

The final grade in the course is composed of the following (details below): 

Assignment Due date % of final grade 
Final essay: 1st version Nov. 6th  30 
Final essay: 2nd version Dec. 5th (last day of the term)  10 
Reading assignments (best 4 out of 5) Sept. 17th, Oct. 1st, 15th, 29th, Nov. 12th   40 (4x 10% each) 
Final exam TBD, during the exam period 20  

 

Final Essay 
You will be provided topics for the final essay ahead of time, out of which you will choose one. 
Some advice on how to write a philosophy essay will be provided in class, and additional 
resources on essay-writing will be posted on MyCourses. In the first stage (30%) you will write 
a full, edited, and polished essay – in other words, not a sketch or a first draft but a proper essay. 
This will receive a grade as well as detailed comments from one of the teaching assistants (TAs).  

The second stage (10%): based on the feedback you received, you will revise and resubmit you 
work. To receive the full points, it is expected that you demonstrate an ability to both 
understand and implement feedback, an important writing skill in both academic and non-
academic professional contexts. (Note: even if you receive an excellent mark on the first draft, 
there is always much to improve; this is true at all stages of training, from beginner to expert.) 
The second draft will only receive a grade, no further comments, but you are welcome to see 
your TA in person if you have questions about the second draft.  

Reading assignments 
You will need to complete 4 out of 5 of the reading assignments that will be distributed on 
MyCourses throughout the term. (You are welcome to complete all five, in which case the best 
four will be used to calculate your final mark.)  

Each reading assignment will be available at least one week before it is due. Please note that, 
because the answer to the reading assignment will be given in class after the due-date, late 
reading assignments will not be accepted unless there are special circumstances (e.g., 
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being sick for more than one day, etc.); in such cases, an alternative reading assignment will be 
given. 

Policy on extensions and late work 

If you have a valid reason to ask for an extension, please write to me (oran.magal@mcgill.ca), 
not your TAs, or come see me during office hours, before the relevant work is due. As a 
general rule, extensions will be given only for medical reasons or serious personal/family 
circumstances.  

Late reading assignments will not be accepted at all, since the answers will be given in class. 
Late essays (stage 1 or 2) will be penalized 3 percent-points for each day (or part of a day) late, 
and will not be accepted more than 14 days after the due-date.  

How to Submit Your Work 

Submitting work through MyCourses: reading assignments and essays will be distributed 
through MyCourses (in the ‘assignments’ tab of the course page), and you will submit your work 
through the same part of the course page on MyCourses.  

Please do not submit printed work in class or under my office door, only through MyCourses.  

Important: submit all work in PDF or DOCX (Microsoft Word) file formats. Microsoft 
Word (for PC or Mac) is provided to you for free through McGill. If you are using any other 
software, simply use export or save as to save your work as a PDF prior to submitting it. Files 
submitted in other formats will not be graded, and will not count as work submitted. 

McGill Policies and Statements 

Language of Submission 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to 
submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. This does not apply to courses in 
which acquiring proficiency in a language is one of the objectives.  

Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le droit de 
soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté (sauf dans le cas des cours dont l’un 
des objets est la maîtrise d’une langue). 
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Academic Integrity 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct 
and Disciplinary Procedures. (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/  for more information) 

Varia 
Mobile computing and communications devices are permitted in class insofar as their use does not 
disrupt the teaching and learning process. Please do not record the lectures without the instructor’s 
permission.  

Instructor-generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, etc.) are 
protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without explicit 
permission of the instructor.  Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to follow up by the 
University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures. 

As the instructor of this course I endeavor to provide an inclusive learning environment. However, if 
you experience barriers to learning in this course, do not hesitate to discuss them with me and the Office 
for Students with Disabilities, 514-398-6009. 

McGill University is on land which has long served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst 
Indigenous peoples, including the Haudenosaunee and Anishinabeg nations. We acknowledge and thank 
the diverse indigenous people whose footsteps have marked this territory on which peoples of the world 
now gather. 


