
PHIL 104 – Social and Political Philosophy (3 credits) 

 

Course Description: This course is intended as an introduction to social and political 
philosophy, with a particular focus on issues of social justice, activism, and engaged citizenship. 

We will begin by considering the nature of justice, especially models which claim that justice 
consists in eliminating injustice, and models which claim that justice is predicated on equality. 
We will then ask what each of these models entails, especially with respect to differences 

between individuals, cultures, and minority ethnic and social groups. Which differences should 
make a difference, and what kind of difference should they make to the design of just practices 

and arrangements? When does acknowledging differences undermine justice? We will explore 
these and other issues in connection with contemporary debates over global justice, oppression, 
sexism, and privilege, multiculturalism and minority rights, affirmative action, state-sanctioned 

torture, and the restriction of speech. 
 

 
Schedule of Readings 

 

 
Week 1 

Introduction – What is justice? I 

Justice as eliminating injustice 

 Amartya Sen – The Idea of Justice (excerpts) 

 Iris Marion Young – Five Faces of Oppression  
 

 
Week 2 

What is justice? II 

Liberalism 

 John Rawls – A Theory of Justice Ch. 1 (Justice as Fairness) 

 
 

Week 3 
What is justice? III 

Liberalism and its critics 

 Gerald A. Cohen – If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re So Rich? Ch. 8 (Justice, 

Incentives, and Selfishness) 

 Jeff McMahan – Cognitive Disability, Misfortune, and Justice 
 

 
Week 4 

Global justice & world poverty I 

What are our obligations to the global poor? 

 Peter Singer – Famine, affluence, and morality  

 James Otteson – Limits on our obligations to give 

 
 



Week 5 
Global justice & world poverty II 

Some alternatives to the distributive model. 

 John Arthur – Famine Relief and the Ideal Moral Code 

 Iris Marion Young – Displacing the Distributive Paradigm 

 Citation assignment due 

 
 

Week 6 
Feminist theory I 

What is sexism? What is oppression? Why should we care about them? 

 Ann Cudd & Leslie Jones – Sexism 

 Marilyn Frye - Oppression 

 
 

Week 7 
Feminist theory II 

What is privilege, what does it look like, and what effect does it have on our philosophical 
thinking? 

 Peggy McIntosh – White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack  

 Linda Nochlin – Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists? 
 

 
Week 8 

Minority rights I 

What does the state owe to its members? 

 Will Kymlicka – Justice and minority rights 

 Samuel Scheffler – Immigration and the Significance of Culture 

 Midterm essay due 

 

 

Week 9 
Minority rights II 

Some problems with multiculturalism 

 Susan Moller Okin – Feminism and multiculturalism: some tensions 

 Veit Bader – The Ethics of Immigration 

 

Week 10 
Racism, sexism, and affirmative action I 

Should we give preferential treatment to groups that suffer (or have suffered) injustice and 
discrimination? 

 Richard Wasserstrom – Racism, sexism and preferential treatment 

 Jan Boxill & Bernard Boxill – Affirmative Action 



Week 11 
Racism, sexism, and affirmative action II 

Some arguments against affirmative action 

 Roger Shiner – Individuals, Groups and Inverse Discrimination 

 Laura Purdy – Why Do We Need Affirmative Action? 

 
Week 12 
State-sanctioned torture 

Is it acceptable to sanction torture as a matter of official policy? 

 Alan Dershowitz – The Case for Torture Warrants 

 David Luban – Liberalism, Torture, and the Ticking Bomb 

 
Week 13 
Free speech 

Why might speech be restricted? What happens when nazis troll university campuses?  

 Katherine Smits – Should offensive speech be regulated?  

 Linda Lipstadt – Denying the Holocaust, Ch. 10 (The Battle for Campus) 

 Final essay due 

 

 

 
 

Final exam TBA 

 
 

 
 


