
2:35-3:55 Tuesdays and Thursdays 
279 MacDonald Engineering Building 
 
Instructor: Zoli Filotas (edwin.filotas@mail.mcgill.ca) 
Office Hours: LEA 936, Fridays 1:00-3:00 and by appointment 
 
Teaching assistant: Nicole Ramsoomair (nicole.ramsoomair@mail.mcgill.ca) 
 
 

PHIL 240: POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY I 
  
Human beings almost always live in large groups bound together by institutions that distribute 
power and determine how decisions are made. These political communities usually provide their 
members with benefits such as education, security, and emergency assistance, as well as various 
opportunities for culture and cooperation. But they also cause problems—they invariably impose 
laws and customs on their members, they usually tie together diverse people who may violently 
dislike each other, and they sometimes allow or encourage some people to dominate and oppress 
others. 
 
In this course, we will consider some of the central questions about these political communities, 
their benefits, and their problems. In the first unit, will ask what political communities are, and 
how (if at all) they are related to human nature. In particular, we will consider the idea that the 
state is based on a so-called ‘social contract’, and see why some philosophers criticize that 
approach. The first unit will also serve as an introduction to some of the major texts in the history 
of Western philosophy. We will then move on to recent discussions about justice—that is, the 
ideal that determines whether states are good or bad and how communities should treat their 
members. In units three to five, we will consider more specific concepts that are often considered 
essential political values: democracy, liberty, and equality. Along the way, we will have many 
opportunities to discuss practical policy issues such freedom of expression, welfare, and civil 
disobedience.  
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 

• Robert E. Goodin and Philip Pettit, Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Anthology, 
2nd edition (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006).This textbook is available at the 
McGill bookstore. 

• Additional readings will be posted on MyCourses.  
 
Please carefully read all assigned texts before class, and come prepared to discuss them, to ask 
questions, and to complete short in-class assignments about their main ideas. Please be sure to 
bring a pen and paper to class.  
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SCHEDULE OF READINGS 

Sept. 2: Overview 
 
The Political Community, Human Nature, and Reason  
Sept. 4: From Politics, Aristotle (available on MyCourses) 
 
Sept. 9: From Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes (available on MyCourses) 
Sept. 11: From Second Treatise of Civil Government, John Locke (available on MyCourses) 
 
Sept. 16: “The Social Contract as Ideology,” David Gauthier 
Sept. 18: “Non-Contractual Society: A Feminist View,” Virginia Held (available on 
MyCourses)  
 
Sept. 23: “Modernity, Persons, and Subpersons,” Charles W. Mills (available on MyCourses) 
Sept. 25: From The German Ideology, Karl Marx (available on MyCourses)  
 
Oct. 7: “On Anarchism,” Emma Goldman (Due date for first assignment.) 
Oct. 9: “The State,” Quentin Skinner 
 
Justice 
Oct. 14: “Justice as Fairness,” John Rawls 
Oct. 16: “Distributive Justice,” Robert Nozick 
 
Oct. 21: “Displacing the Distributive Paradigm,” Iris Marion Young (available on 
MyCourses)  
Oct. 23: “The Procedural Republic and the Unencumbered Self,” Michael J. Sandel 
 
Democracy 
Oct. 28: “Procedural Democracy,” Robert A. Dahl  
Oct 30: “Preferences and Politics,” Cass R. Sunstein 
 
Oct. 4: “The Market and the Forum: Three Varieties of Political Theory,” John Elster 
Oct. 6: “Dealing With Difference: A Politics of Ideas or a Politics of Presence?” Anne 
Phillips 
 
Liberty and Power 
Nov. 4: “Two Concepts of Liberty,” Isaiah Berlin (Due date for second assignment) 
Nov. 6: “What’s Wrong with Negative Liberty?” Charles Taylor 
 
Nov. 11: “Homelessness and the Issue of Freedom,” Jeremy Waldron 
Nov. 13: “Taking Rights Seriously” Ronald Dworkin 
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Nov. 18: “Power, Right, Truth,” Michel Foucault 
Nov. 21: “The Psychic Life of Power,” Judith Butler (on MyCourses) 
 
 
Equality 
Nov. 25: “The Idea of Equality,” Bernard Williams 
Nov. 27 “Equality and Priority,” Derek Parfit 
 
Dec. 2: “Equality of What?” Amartya Sen 
Dec. 4: “What is the Point of Equality?” Elizabeth Anderson (on MyCourses) 
 
EVALUATION 

• 10% In-class Assignments & Participation 
• 20% Short Paper (approx. 700 words) 

Due in class on Oct. 7  
• 35% Longer Paper (approx. 1500 words) 

Due in class on Nov. 4 
• 35% Take-home exam (three essay questions of about 700 words each) 

Given on the last day of class. Due date to be set by the exams office. 
 
Detailed information about grading criteria and the format of the assignments will be posted on 
MyCourses. 
 
POLICY ON ELECTRONICS 
Laptops, tablets, and all other electronic devices must be turned off and put away in class. 
The reason for this policy is not only that it is forbidden to use electronics for non-academic 
purposes during class (as per the McGill Classroom Code of Conduct), but also that studies now 
show persuasively that laptops interfere with learning even when they’re only used for taking 
notes. If you think that you have good reasons to be exempted from this policy, you may request 
special permission from the instructor.    
 
COOMMUNICATION WITH THE INSTRUCTOR 
I encourage all students to visit my during office hours (Fridays 1:00-3:00 in LEA 936) to discuss 
course material, to seek help with assignments, or just to say hello. I don’t normally discuss 
detailed questions about philosophy by email; but please feel free to get in touch with short 
questions. I will normally reply to emails within twenty-four hours on weekdays; I’ll sometimes 
be unable to answer email on weekends. 
 
LATE PAPERS AND EXTENSIONS  
Written assignments are due at the beginning of conferences. Extensions for papers will only be 
granted under unusual circumstances and will normally require supporting documents (e.g. 
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doctors’ notes). Late papers will lose one third of a grade per calendar day (e.g., a paper that 
would normally have gotten an A- will get a B+ if it’s handed in the day after the due date).  
In order to pass the course, students must complete the mid-term test and submit all written 
assignments.  
 
GRADE APPEALS 
In order to appeal a grade, you must submit a one-page request to the instructor (not the TA), 
explaining why you think the original grade is inappropriate. The paper will be re-evaluated, and 
the grade may go up or down. 
 
MCGILL POLICY STATEMENTS 
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).  
 
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. 
 
In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 
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