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Purpose of the course:

Political institutions are the most important institutions in any society, because they not only stand as institutions in their own right, but define the nature and boundaries of every other institution—the family, the church, medicine, even the beginning and end of human life. Politics therefore constitutes not only government but every other institution as well.

Most of us have strong opinions about at least some aspects of politics. Indeed, most of us have strong mutually contradictory opinions about politics. Yet partly because politics so thoroughly pervades our lives, it is hard to know how political questions should be asked, or in some cases, even whether they can be asked.

This course is a survey of some of the ways that philosophers have articulated some of the main political questions, and what answers they have found. To call it a survey is, though, perhaps slightly misleading. The aim of the course is not (or not merely) to provide you with an overview of what others have thought, but to give you the tools with which to pose and even answer these and other questions on your own. It is not expected that you have these tools already.

Subject of the course:

Fundamentally, politics exists whenever people behave in contingent ways that significantly affect others. In some sense, then, politics is limited only by nature and/or necessity; but “nature” and “necessity” are themselves intensely political and hotly contested concepts. Most institutions, present and past, have at one time or another been described as natural or inevitable, or in accordance with “human nature.” This is a highly political part of the attempt to legitimate them. Such claims may in some instances be true, but if so this must be the conclusion of a highly developed argument—not a premise from which argument is to proceed.

Social & Political Philosophy is about politics and society, but not every question about politics or society is a philosophical question. To do philosophy is to ask fundamental conceptual and normative questions about political values and institutions: for instance, “what does it mean to say that all persons are created equal, and why should we believe it?” In general, though, we leave empirical questions—for example, “Do presidential or parliamentary systems tend to do a better job of achieving equality among citizens?”—to social scientists. Note, however, that the empirical question implicitly presupposes that we have answered underlying normative and conceptual questions about the nature and value of equality, the meaning of citizenship, etc.

Requirements

Short writing assignments: 



30%

Independent assignment or service learning option:
25%

Final exam:





35%

Participation:





5%

Total:






100%

Short writing assignments: Seven times in the semester you must submit a short essay (2-3 pages double-spaced) due on the day indicated in the schedule below. You must hand in all seven, though yours will be graded only three times; you will not know in advance which three. On the last day of class, provided you’ve handed in all seven, you may replace your lowest assignment grade with one of the assignments that, though submitted on time, was not graded. Note that the assignment questions are stated in the schedule below. 

Independent Assignment or Service Learning option: This is an opportunity to apply your philosophical skills to a political matter of interest to you. You should write this up in an essay of appropriate length (see handout for more details), and/or present your findings to the class.

Final exam: The exam will be cumulative and will feature a variety of types of questions (e.g., short answer, essay, and multiple choice). It will give you a chance to display both your command of the material we have read, and your skills in philosophical reasoning and writing. You must bring an exam book. (These are blue notebooks available at the campus bookstores. Either size is acceptable.) Note: in my experience, exams tend to bring down the class average somewhat.

Participation: Valuable participation includes being in class and contributing to discussions. It entails both talking and listening; you should not dominate discussion, but you should also be more than an “active listener”. If you are extremely shy or for some other reason unable to speak in class, you may maintain your participation grade by visiting my office hours to discuss the material. Note: if it appears to me that no one is reading or that attendance is low, I reserve the right to assign pop quizzes or writing assignments that will be reflected in your participation grade.

Evaluation

The following scale represents the guaranteed minimum grade corresponding to each raw score. If the class average is below a C+ or so, I will bump up letter grades to attain a C+ average.

89.5-92:
A-

92.1-97.4:
A

97.5-100:
A+

79.5-82:
B-

82.1-87.4:
B

87.5-89.4:
B+

69.5-72:
C-

72.1-77.4:
C

77.5-79.4:
C+

59.5-67.4:
D

67.5-69.4:
D+

0-59.4:

F

Academic Integrity

Cheating and plagiarism are immoral because a) they are dishonest (to me and others), in that the cheater/plagiarist present as her/his own something that is not; b) they are unfair (to classmates), who work hard to meet requirements that the cheater/plagiarist circumvents; c) they violate academic obligations (to the university) that students voluntarily accept upon enrollment; and d) they may violate self-regarding duties of self-development or self-perfection (if such duties exist).

They can also get one in serious trouble. According to the University of Louisville’s Code of Student Conduct, Section 5, “Academic dishonesty is prohibited at the University of Louisville. It is a serious offense because it diminishes the quality of scholarship, makes accurate evaluation of student progress impossible, and defrauds those in society who must ultimately depend upon the knowledge and integrity of the institution and its students and faculty.” It is your responsibility to know this code and comply with its requirements. If I discover violations of this policy I will pursue the required disciplinary channels, which normally involve communicating with the dean for undergraduate affairs. If you have any questions about how to comply with this policy, ask me in advance.

Handing in assignments

Assignments are due at the beginning of class on the day indicated. Late assignments will be penalized 1/3 of a letter grade per school day, beginning at 9:45 a.m. on the due date, up to a maximum of 2 grades (6 days), whereupon they will irrevocably be treated as missed and receive a grade of 0.

If for any reason you are unable to hand in an assignment at the appointed time you must communicate with me in advance. In general the only exception to this is an unforeseeable emergency such as an untimely death in the family, in which case you must let me know as soon as possible and I reserve the right to demand verification. For  foreseeable or predictable absences such as excused religious holidays, births in the family, etc., it is expected that you will complete relevant work before the due date, not after.

All assignments must be typed. They should be in normal 12-point font with default margins (usually 1” or 1.25”). I can recognize padding pretty easily, so please do not try. You may submit assignments in hard copy or electronically. Electronic submissions should be in the form of email attachments. You must use MS Word format (.doc, not .docx) or Rich Text Format (.rtf). My computer cannot reliably read any other format, and if I cannot open or read a document it will count as not received. Always cc yourself on emailed assignments so you can be sure it went through and that the assignment was attached.

Disabilities

The University of Louisville is committed to providing access to programs and services for qualified students with disabilities. If you are a student with a disability and require accommodation to participate and complete requirements for this class, notify me immediately and contact the Disability Resource Center (Robbins Hall, 852-6938) for verification of eligibility and determination of specific accommodations. 

Texts:
Jean Hampton, Political Philosophy (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1996)


John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap/ 

Harvard, 1999)


David Schmidtz, Elements of Justice (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2006)


Articles in course pack [CP] available at the COPY-IT Center

Schedule


Introduction

Aug
21
Introduction & Workshop on reading philosophy


23
Rawls, §§1 & 9-11

Philosophies of Political Power

28
Hampton, chap. 1


30
continued & Workshop on writing philosophy, Part I

Sept
4
Hampton, chap. 2


6
Short essay 1: Summary of Hampton chap. 2



continued & Workshop on writing philosophy, Part II



Sept. 7 is the last day to apply for a December degree


11
Kersting, “Politics, Freedom and Order: Kant’s Political Philosophy” (CP)


13
Short essay 2: summary of Kersting



Pateman, “The Fraternal Social Contract” (CP)


18
Mills, selections from The Racial Contract (CP)


20
Hampton, chap. 3

25
Short essay 3: “Does Pateman’s or Mills’s critique apply equally to 

Hampton’s theory in Chapter 3?”


continued; discussion of essay question


Distributive Justice


27
Hampton, pp. 123-33

Oct
2
Rawls, §§2-4, 6-7


4
Preview of Rawls; start in on reading for Oct. 11 if you can.


9
Fall Break – no meeting


11
Rawls, Part II (§§12-22)



Last Day to Withdraw


16
Short essay 4: “How could Rawls view native endowments as a 


common asset?”



continued


18
Rawls, §§23, 25-26, 28, 30, 39


23
Rawls, §§41-42, 45-46, 49-53


25
Short essay 5: “Explicate the notion of a property-owning democracy. 

Does justice really prefer this to ‘the welfare state’?”



continued


30
Schmidtz, Part 6; discussion of the puzzles on 196-7 and/or 206-7



Note: priority registration begins today. Don’t delay!

Nov
1
Part 6 continued

6
Schmidtz, Part 2



Election Day


8
Short essay 6: “Does it matter whether the winning gubernatorial 


candidate deserved to win?”



Schmidtz, Part 3

13
continued

15
Schmidtz, Part 4

20
Schmidtz, Part 5

22
Thanksgiving – no class

27
Waldron, “Homelessness and the Issue of Freedom” (CP)

29
Short essay 7: “Explain Waldron’s rejection of the view that the 
restrictions on homeless people are not restrictions on their freedom.”


Continued & Conclusion



chance to use your best ungraded short essay to replace your lowest grade.

Final exam is Monday, December 10 at 8:00 a.m.

Subject to change; at no point will you be held responsible for anything that is not on this syllabus or a published update to it made available to you at least one week in advance.



