
Cardiff University

PHI11A4669A

Introducing Social and Political Philosophy

Dr. Clea F. Rees

Humanities 1.40

029 2087 0000

ReesC17@cardiff.ac.uk

Autumn 2011

W 14:00–16:00

Humanities 0.01

http://cfrees.wordpress.com/isp-f2011/

Course Description:

What grounds political authority? Do some beings have rights and, if so, what is their nature and

basis? Which forms of government are just? What is oppression? In what circumstances, if any,

is affirmative action justified? When is property legitimate? What is the nature of equality? How

should we decide conflicts between individual freedom and community welfare? What kinds of

judicial processes and punishments are acceptable?

Political and social philosophy can inform our understanding of political and social relationships.

This course introduces students to a variety of topics in social and political philosophy, focusing

primarily on ideas from the western analytic tradition. No previous knowledge of philosophy is

assumed.

Topics may include:

• autonomy, freedom, justice and equality;

• human, legal and moral rights;

• the basis and proper limits of state control, individual freedom and political community;

• the legitimacy or otherwise of political power and different forms of government;

• property;

• oppression, discrimination and affirmative action;

• crime and punishment.

The course may draw on case studies and examples from fiction and non-fiction to illustrate the

theoretical positions discussed and students are encouraged to draw further examples from their own

experience.

Goals:

By the end of this course, you should

understand a selection of views regarding:

• political authority and legitimacy;

• political and institutional justice;

• economic, social and distributive justice;

• oppression, equality and inequality;

• individual and group rights;

— 1 of 10 —

mailto:ReesC17@cardiff.ac.uk
ReesC17@cardiff.ac.uk
http://cfrees.wordpress.com/isp-f2011/
http://cfrees.wordpress.com/isp-f2011/


Dr. Clea F. Rees Introducing Social and Political Philosophy: PHI11A4669A Autumn 2011

• liberty and freedom;

be able to:
• understand relevant philosophical vocabulary and use it appropriately;

• critically read and analyse a philosophical text;

• reconstruct an argument;

• critically evaluate an argument;

• give reasons both for and against an argument;

• formulate and defend a philosophical thesis;

• constructively discuss philosophical ideas with others;

be able to:
• evaluate claims in the context of historical and contemporary debates about social and political

issues;

• formulate useful questions about policies or proposals concerning social and political questions.

Library and Computer Accounts:

As the course proceeds, we will draw on a number of resources, including the paper and electronic

resources available through the university, publicly accessible internet sources and photocopies. All
students should therefore acquire both computer accounts and library cards as soon
as possible. Application forms for student computer accounts are available from the Centre for

Lifelong Learning. These can take up to a fortnight to process, so please complete this step as soon

as possible.

Course Requirements:

This is an accredited course. The guidelines anticipate that students will study for 80–100 hours for

a 10 credit module such as this one, including class contact time and activities outside the classroom.

I strongly encourage all students to attempt one of the assessment options. Even if you are not

personally concerned with gaining the credits available, there are at least two reasons to participate.

The first and most important reason is that the short assignments, in particular, are designed as an

integral part of the course and will form the basis for a class discussion of the week’s question or

prompt. Responding to the prompt should enhance your understanding of the week’s reading and

enable you to get the most out of the class discussions. I hope that they will prove an enjoyable and

stimulating part of the course.

Unfortunately, the second reason is less pedagogically inspiring. The future of humanities provision

at the Centre depends in part on the number of students taking humanities courses who attempt

assessment. The current programme is provisional and the university will not allow it to continue

beyond the trial period unless sufficient students attempt assessment. This policy reflects national

educational funding policy. The Centre relies on two primary sources of income to fund choices:
student fees and hefcw funding. In 2010–2011, we received approximately £130–140 from hefcw
for each student who attempted assessment but nothing for those who did not. Although this funding

is being reduced, it remains an important factor in determining the Centre’s viability.

• Glossary entry
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— Each student will be responsible for writing an entry for one term. There will be

opportunities to draft, discuss and revise these entries in class, although students are

welcome to work on them further outside class time if they wish to.

— I will collate the entries into a glossary of key terms as a resource for all members of the

class. Obviously, I will only include entries whose authors do not object to my doing so.

If you would prefer that I not include your entry in the collection, just let me know.

— Entries should be approximately 300–400 words and legible.

— We will discuss the format and content of entries in class but the basic idea is that your

entryFinalised should explain the relevant term to somebody who is just beginning the

course having taken no prior philosophy modules.

and

either
— 4 weekly responses

◦ I will assign a question or prompt most weeks and ask you to write a brief response.

These will be used as a resource in the course of discussion. All students are welcome

to submit these for comment. Students who wish to may revise their responses in the

light of my comments and class discussion and resubmit them later in the course but

this is not a requirement. If more than 4 responses are submitted, the best 4 will be

considered for assessment purposes.

◦ Responses should be approximately 300–400 words.

◦ Responses should be in a reasonable font and double-spaced1.

◦ Two copies of each response should be printed so that one can be submitted and the

other retained for use during class.

or
— Paper

◦ One paper of approximately 1,500 words typed in a reasonable font and double-spaced.

◦ A draft should be submitted in advance and will be returned with comments to help

you prepare the final version.

◦ A list of suggested topics will be circulated. Students who prefer to choose their own

topics should discuss this with me in advance.

◦ Students who are considering writing a paper are strongly encouraged to complete as

many weekly responses as possible.

Please keep copies of all work submitted.

Environment:

If something occurs which you feel negatively affected your ability to learn, please do not hesitate

to discuss the matter with me. If you have any disability which may affect your ability to succeed

in the class, please discuss the matter with me as soon as possible. I will be happy to discuss any

accommodations you may require.

1. If you are unable to print your work for any reason, please let me know so that we can discuss alternative
arrangements.
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Provisional Class Schedule

This schedule is tentative and will almost certainly require modification depending on the pace

at which we cover the material. I would also like to adapt the topics and readings in the light of

students’ interests. If you would like to see a particular topic included, please let me know.

Note that the schedule includes a half term holiday. There will be no class on this day.

I have tried to provide either readily available or multiple sources for readings. Where alternative

sources are given for a reading, you need only obtain one of the alternates listed.

You will need a library/computer account in order to access certain readings. Occa-

sionally, I will circulate copies of readings which are not otherwise readily available.

All readings are designated as key, useful or additional:

key: These are the most important. Generally, you will find it difficult to follow the class if you

have not read the key readings for that week.

useful: These generally support or extend the key readings. You will generally get more out of the key

readings if you are able to read these as well.

additional: These are extras. They will enhance your understanding or provide further examples illustrating

the theories we are discussing.

In addition, the following introductions to political philosophy provide helpful background, exegesis

and analysis, together with detailed suggestions for further reading which explain where to follow up

particular topics. Selections are sometimes included in the schedule of readings but other parts of

the texts may also be of interest.

Kymlicka, Will. 2002. Contemporary political philosophy: an introduction. 2nd ed. Oxford and New

York: Oxford University Press. isbn: 0198782748.

Swift, Adam. 2006. Political philosophy: a beginners’ guide for students and politicians. 2nd ed.

Cambridge and Malden, MA: Polity. isbn: 0745635326.

Wolff, Jonathan. 1996. An introduction to political philosophy. Oxford and New York: Oxford

University Press. isbn: 0192892517.

Wolff’s book may be the best one to begin with. It is very readable and gives a nice overview.

Kymlicka’s book contains more extensive discussions but is more challenging than the other two.

I wouldn’t recommend starting with this unless you are looking for an introduction specifically to

political philosophy and already have a reasonable background in philosophy more generally.

I would be happy to provide additional reading suggestions upon request.
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§1 The Philosopher’s Toolbox

Week 1: 5 Oct §1.1 General Introduction
What is social and political philosphy?

§1.2 Essential Philosophical/Logical Concepts
Philosophical Bootcamp

Validity Workshop

§2 Historical Foundations

Week 2: 12 Oct §2.1 Contractualism
key Thomas Hobbes, ‘On the state of nature’2 (Pojman 2004, 41–52)

or Leviathan3 (one of Hobbes 1651,

2010/2015, ch. 13; ch. 14

pars. 1–13, 18–20; ch. 15

pars. 1–3)

useful William Golding, ‘Lord of the flies: a moral

allegory’

(Pojman 2004, 8–31)

or Lord of the flies4 (Golding 1954, ch. 4 p. 59;

pp. 67–72; ch. 5 p. 85, p. 88;

ch. 11 pp. 162–173; ch. 12

pp. 173–175 pp. 187–192)

additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 1: 6–26, ch.

2: 37–53)

key John Locke, Second treatise of government (Locke 2005, ch. I §3, ch. II

§§4–8, ch. IV §§22–23, ch. V

§§25–51, ch. VIII §§95–99,

119–122)

additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 5 147–152,

152–158)

2. Excerpts from the original 1651 text.
3. References are by chapter and paragraph number which should enable you to find the relevant passages in

any version of the text although you may need to count the paragraphs in older editions. Hobbes (2010/2015) is
an updated version of the text which may be easier to understand. Details of modifications are at http://www.

earlymoderntexts.com/f_how.html. Hobbes (1651) is the original 1651 text.
4. Note that although the chapter numbers should be correct, page numbering will depend on the particular edition.

The excerpts in Pojman (2004) are connected by brief explanations and summaries. Some familiarity with the overall
story and characters will be useful if you are reading excerpts from the novel itself. If you have not read the novel
before, a plot summary such as the one at http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/flies/summary.html may be of some
help.
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Week 3: 19 Oct §2.2 Utilitarianism
key John Stuart Mill5, Utilitarianism (Mill 1861, ch. 2)

key —, Considerations on representative govern-

ment

(Mill 1862, ch. 3)

key —, On liberty (Mill 1859, ch. 4)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 2)

additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 2: 53–60, ch.

4: 115–139)

§3 Contemporary Liberalism

Week 4: 26 Oct §3.1 Liberal Egalitarianism
key John Rawls, Justice as fairness (one of Rawls 1958, 1999)

additional Thomas Nagel, What does it all mean? A very

short introduction to philosophy

(Nagel 1987, ch. 8)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 3)

useful Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 5 147–152,

168–187)

Week 5: 2 Nov §3.2 Libertarianism
key Robert Nozick, Anarchy, state, and utopia (Nozick 1974, part II ch. 7 §1

150–182)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 4)

additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 5 147–152,

187–195)

9 Nov Half term — no class.

Week 6: 16 Nov §3.3 Feminist Liberalism
key Susan Moller Okin, Toward a humanist justice (one of Okin 2005; 1989,

ch. 8 170–186, 209–210)

key Martha C. Nussbaum, The future of feminist

liberalism

(one of Nussbaum 2000,

2004)

useful Susan Moller Okin, Justice and gender (Okin 1987, 42–52, 64–72)

5. References to Mill’s works are by chapter which should enable you to find the relevant passages in any version of
the text. Open access electronic versions are cited here but paper editions are (at least) equally good.
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additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 6 196–202,

202–209)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 9

376–377, 378–398)

§4 Liberté, Egalité, et Fraternité

Week 7: 23 Nov §4.1 Communitarianism
key Charles Taylor, Atomism (Taylor 1985)

key Michael Walzer, Spheres of justice: a defense

of pluralism and equality

(Walzer 1983, ch. 1)

useful Susan Moller Okin, Justice and gender (Okin 1987, 52–64)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 6

208–228, 244–261)

additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 4 144–146)

25 Nov Optional draft glossary entry due by noon.

Week 7½: 30 Nov UCU strike action — no class.

2 Dec Finalised glossary entry due by noon.

Week 8: 6 Dec Royal Institute of Philosophy, Cardiff Branch Christmas Lecture
Julian Baggini, The Ego Trick. Free public lecture.

Large Shandon Lecture Theatre, Main Building, North Wing, Park Place

7 Dec §4.1 Communitarianism cont.
Readings as above

9 Dec Paper draft due by noon (if applicable).

Week 9: 14 Dec §4.2 Democratic Equality
key Elizabeth Anderson, What is the point of

equality?

(Anderson 1999)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 5)

Week 10: 21 Dec §4.3 Feminist Challenges
key Virginia Held, Taking care: care as practice

and value

(Held 2004)

key Claudia Card, Evils and inequalities (Card 1998)
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additional Jonathan Wolff, An introduction to political

philosophy

(Wolff 1996, ch. 6 196–202,

209–220)

additional Will Kymlicka, Contemporary political philo-

sophy: an introduction

(Kymlicka 2002, ch. 9

376–377, 398–420)

22 Dec Revised paper or prompt responses due by noon (if applicable).
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