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McGill University 

PHILOSOPHICAL FUNDAMENTALS PHIL 301 – FALL 2020 
 

Instructor Contact Details 
Natalie Stoljar 
natalie.stoljar@mcgill.ca 
 

Course description 
Philosophical Fundamentals will be delivered remotely in Fall 2020. It will have two components: (1) 
a seminar component on the theme of The Philosophy of Monuments and Memorials (30% of 
total grade) and (2) an independent study component (70% of total grade), which includes peer-
review and writing components. (See detailed syllabus below). 
 
There will be one group meeting per week for the seminar component, and 5 individual supervision 
meetings with me for the independent study component. The group meeting for the seminar 
component will be held at the Thursday scheduled time for PHIL 301, i.e. Thursdays at 2.35. The 
first meeting is on Thursday, September 3. 
 
You will be required to sign up for one oral presentation as part of the seminar component. You will 
also choose (or be assigned) a peer partner. You will be able to meet your partner either remotely or 
in person in “off” weeks or as convenient for the two of you. Your partner will also provide peer 
review of the written requirements of the independent study component. 
 
 
Objectives 
Fundamentals is a compulsory seminar for philosophy honours students and so aims to offer training 
to students specializing in philosophy. On successful completion of course, students will have gained 
experience in (a) contributing to philosophical discussion of assigned readings; (b) delivering an oral 
presentation of a philosophy article; (c) leading a discussion with peers of a philosophy article; (d) 
identifying an essay topic, creating a relevant reading list and writing an essay proposal; (e) reviewing 
peers’ essay proposals and draft essays; (f) rewriting philosophical work in response to comments from 
peers and the instructor; (g) writing an abstract of their final essay. 
 
Note that many components of Fundamentals are student-led. There will be considerable onus on 
you to e.g. keep track of the different (unfortunately complicated!) components of the course such 
as individual Zoom supervision meetings. You will also have to take charge of the seminar when it’s 
your turn to present and make sure to meet deadlines and provide peer-review feedback on time. 
 

Inclusivity 
I’ll 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. 
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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/students/for more 
information). 

L’université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par 
conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l’on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres 
infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le Code 
de conduite de l’étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples renseignements, veuillez 
consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ students/). 

In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 

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. 

 
Detailed Syllabus 

 
Seminar Component: 30% of total grade (participation 15%; presentation 15%) 
You will receive full marks for participation if you attend all 12 Zoom seminars AND post 2 brief 
questions on the myCourses discussion board before each seminar. 

 
Theme of seminar: The Philosophy of Monuments and Memorials 
 
We will examine how contemporary philosophers are responding to an issue of current political, 
moral and legal concern: the debate over the removal of (what many consider to be) racist and 
colonialist monuments. The topic can be addressed from a number of philosophical perspectives, 
e.g. political philosophy and theories of democracy, philosophy of language, ethics, philosophy of 
law, and aesthetics. It also overlaps with issues of feminism and anti-racism. 

 
The topic raises a host of specific philosophical issues such as: What is the expressive or symbolic 
meaning of monuments and memorials? Can these meanings be equivalent to a kind of hate speech? 
Are monuments that honor historical figures who were racist or misogynistic disrespectful to the 
racialized group or to women? How does the removal of such monuments contribute to social 
justice movements such as anti-racist and feminist movements? Can memorials promote social 
justice? Are there consequentialist reasons for removing monuments? Are there deontological 
reasons for removing them, for instance that such monuments violate the state’s duty of equal 
respect? Is it morally permissible to vandalize such monuments? What is the value of cultural 
heritage and should this be considered in assessing the moral question of removal? Could such 
monuments or statues be classified as public artworks? Should artworks honoring or made by 
immoral people be preserved? 

 
For the seminar component of the course, we will listen to a podcast and read 12 contemporary 
articles that address some of these issues. There will be one or two presentations per week, 
depending on the number of students enrolled. 
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For the independent study component of the course, you are welcome to choose a topic from the 
seminar theme and include some of the readings in your reading list. (Alternatively, you can choose 
another topic entirely.)  
 
In addition to the required podcast and the 12 readings listed below, here are two suggested 
background readings: (i) https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-53963665 (ii) Susan 
Nieman, Learning from the Germans. Race and the Memory of Evil (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2019), Chapter 7, “Monumental Recognition.” 

 
All required readings will be accessible online and will be posted on myCourses.  
 
 
Date Reading Presenters Tasks 
Sept 
3 

Podcast with Professor Michele Moody-Adams 
(Columbia):  
 
https://unmute.squarespace.com/season-
4/2112019/episode-037-michele-moody-adams-on-
monuments-and-memorials 

 Listen to podcast; 
prepare 2 min 
introduction of 
yourself; choose 
peer-partner if 
wish to do so. 

Sept 
10 

George Tsai, (2016), “The morality of state symbolic 
power,” Social Theory and Practice, 42(2), 318–342. 

 Prepare reading 
including 2 
questions 

Sept 
17 

Geoffrey Scarre, (2019), “How Memorials Speak to Us,” 
in Biknell, Judkins & Korsmeyer (eds), Philosophical 
Perspectives on Ruins, Monuments and Memorials, Routledge. 

 As above 

Sept 
24 

Johanna Burch-Brown, (2017), “Is it Wrong to Topple 
Statues & Rename Schools?” Journal of Political Theory & 
Philosophy, 59–86. 

 As above 

Oct 
1 

Dan Demetriou & Ajume Wingo (2018), “The Ethics of 
Racist Monuments,” in Boonin, (ed), Palgrave Handbook of 
Philosophy and Public Policy  

 As above 

Oct 
8 

Helen Frowe, (2018), “The Duty to Remove Statues of 
Wrongdoers” Journal of Practical Ethics, 7(3). 

 As above 

Oct 
15 

Johannes Schulz, (2019), “Must Rhodes Fall? The 
Significance of Commemoration in the Struggle for 
Relations of Respect,” Journal of Political Philosophy, 27(2), 
166–186. 

 As above 

Oct 
22 

Chong-Min Lim, (2020). “Vandalizing Tainted 
Commemorations,” Philosophy and Public Affairs.  

 As above 

Oct 
29 

Ten-Herng Lai, (2020), “Political Vandalism as Counter-
Speech: A Defense of Defacing and Destroying Tainted 
Monuments,” European Journal of Philosophy. 

 As above 

Nov 
5 

Shmuel Nili, (2020),“From Charlottesville to the Nobel: 
Political Leaders and the Morality of Political Honors,” 
Ethics, 130(3), 415–445. 

 As above 

Nov 
12 

• Alfred Archer & Benjamin Matheson, (2019), “When 
Artists Fall: Honoring and Admiring the Immoral,” 

 As above 
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Journal of the American Philosophical Association, 1-20. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2019.9 

Nov 
19 

C. Thi Nguyen, (2019), “Monuments as commitments: 
How art speaks to groups and how groups think in art,” 
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly100 (4):971-994. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12279 

 As above 

Nov 
26 

Deborah Knight, (2019), “The Proper Object of 
Emotion. Memorial Art, Grief and Remembrance,” in 
Biknell, Judkins & Korsmeyer (eds), Philosophical 
Perspectives on Ruins, Monuments and Memorials, Routledge. 

 As above 
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Independent Study Component: 70% of total grade 
 

Topic 
A topic of your choice. You may draw on the seminar theme “The Philosophy of Monuments and 
Memorials” or choose a different topic. 
 
Format 
So far, there are 14 students in the seminar. You will be divided into two groups (Group 1 and 
Group 2). You will have meetings with me approximately every second week. We will schedule five 
individual Zoom meetings of 30-45 minutes each, according to the schedule below on Tuesday 
mornings or afternoons or Thursday mornings. I have some flexibility if these times are not 
convenient for you because of your time zone. 
 
In alternate weeks, you can organize meetings with your peer-partner, to be arranged at mutually 
convenient times, either on Zoom or in person. These meetings should aim to discuss ongoing 
tasks. In particular, they should be used to discuss peer-review of proposals and draft essays.  
 
Components (see deadlines in schedule below). 
 

(i) Development of topic including 2-page proposal. Grade for proposal 10%. 
(ii) Peer-review of your partner’s proposal, including discussion and 1 paragraph of written 

comments.  
(iii) Peer-review of your partner’s draft essay, including discussion and 1 page of written 

comments. Total grade for peer review 25% 
(iv) Draft of essay and final essay of 3500-4000 words (including abstract and bibliography). 

Final essay grade 35%. 
 
I will be posting guidelines for writing the proposal, providing peer-review and writing essays on 
myCourses. 
 
 
Schedule 

 
Date Group 1 Group 2 Task 
Week of Sept 7   First meeting with 

peer-partners; 
discuss proposed 
topic. 

Sept 15 or 17 1st meeting with NS  Discussion of 
proposed topic. 

Sept 22 or 24  1st meeting with NS Discussion of 
proposed topic. 

Sept 29 or Oct 1 2nd meeting with NS  Discussion of topic 
and proposal 

Oct 6 or Oct 8  2nd meeting with NS Discussion of topic 
and proposal 
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Week of Oct 12 Writing and peer-
reviewing of 
proposal.  
(No individual 
meetings with NS) 

Writing and peer-
reviewing of 
proposal.  
(No individual 
meetings with NS) 

 

Thursday Oct 15 at 
12 midnight 

Deadline for 
proposal 

Deadline for 
proposal  

Submit proposal to 
myCourses and 
send to partner 

Sunday Oct 18 at 
midnight 

Deadline for review 
of partner’s proposal 

Deadline for review 
of partner’s proposal 

Submit review to 
myCourses and 
send to partner 

Oct 20 or 22 3rd meeting with NS  Review of essay 
organization. 

Oct 27 or 29  3rd meeting with NS Review of essay 
organization. 

Nov 3 or 5 4th meeting with NS  Review of essay 
argument. 

Nov 10 or 12  4th meeting with NS Review of essay 
argument. 

Sunday Nov 15 at 
midnight 

Deadline for essay 
draft (include an 
abstract) 

Deadline for essay 
draft (include an 
abstract) 

Submit draft to 
myCourses and 
send to partner 

Week of Nov 16 Peer-reviewing of 
essay drafts 
(No individual 
meetings with NS) 

Peer-reviewing of 
essay drafts 
(No individual 
meetings with NS) 

 

Sunday Nov 22 at 
midnight 

Deadline for review 
of partner’s essay  

Deadline for review 
of partner’s essay  

Submit review to 
myCourses and 
send to partner 

Nov 24 or 26 5th meeting with NS  Discussion of peer-
reviewed draft. 

Dec 1 or 3  5th meeting with NS Discussion of peer-
reviewed draft 

Monday Dec 7 at 
midnight 

Deadline for final 
essay 

Deadline for final 
essay 

Submit essay to 
myCourses 

 


