
PHIL S178: INTRODUCTION TO POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

Yale Summer Session, 2021 

 

Instructor: Armando Perez-Gea 

Email: armando.perez-gea@yale.edu 

Office Hours: [Tuesday 12:00-2:15] 

 

Class time: Monday and Wednesday, 6:00-9:15 PM (10 min break each hour) 

Introductory seminar - but if large enrollment, then we will also have 1-hour weekly discussion sections 
at the most convenient times for students (including Thursday evening) 

 

Political philosophy is our attempt to answer the question “how should we live together?” An area of 
political philosophy answers this question by looking at specific aspects of our living together. This 
applied area is prevalent in daily politics since it looks at which are the laws and policies we should 
implement. Should we increase the tax rate of the rich to give to the poor? How long should a person 
live in this country to be eligible to become a citizen? How severe should government quarantine 
mandates be during a pandemic? 

A second area of political philosophy approaches the question of how we should live together by looking 
at the standards and criteria we can use to determine what would count as living together well. When 
we say that a policy is deeply unjust or that an institution is authoritarian and undemocratic, we are 
claiming that there are standards that these policies and institutions are not meeting. This foundational 
area of political philosophy focuses on the concepts (like justice and democracy) that we use to make 
these judgments.  

The empirical social sciences have a central role in trying to answer these policy questions, but by 
themselves they cannot give a definitive answer. Economics could determine that one tax policy would 
give the largest long-term economic growth while another tax policy would give the highest 
employment rate among the poorest members of society, but deciding between these two tax policies 
requires a decision based on normative values: what do we value more economic growth or 
employment among the poor? When we try to answer this normative question about values we are 
partaking (knowingly or not) in political philosophy. 

This introductory course (with no background required) is aimed at helping develop the ability to clearly 
and articulately answer these kinds of normative questions. To do this, we will read texts from 
philosophers from different time periods. The purpose of reading these canonical thinkers is not to be 
tested on exactly what they thought, but to see how some great minds have tried to answer normative 
questions. This way we can see if we agree or disagree with these canonical thinkers, in the process 
clarifying what we ourselves consider to be true. We might agree with a thinker overall, we might want 
to modify some of the claims made by a thinker that otherwise we generally agree with, or we might 
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notice that previous thinkers have not gotten the right answer. The texts that we read are there to help 
us clarify what we think, which can be done by agreeing or disagreeing with their claims.   

Learning Objectives 

- Identify philosophical assumptions in political discourse 
- Develop, clarify, and analyze own assumptions about how we should live together 
- Recognize the interaction between political philosophy and social sciences in crafting policy 
- Explore different positions and answers to particular questions in political philosophy (i.e. What 

are the purpose and origins of the state? What is democracy? What is justice?) 
- Develop a familiarity with the thinking of some of political philosophy’s canonical figures  

Structure of the Course 

The course will be divided into two parts: a foundational part and an applied part. In the first part we 
will cover three questions that are on the foundational side. These questions focus on the identity 
(“what is” questions) of a specific concept or object that has a large role in human societies. The 
questions of the first part are: What are the purpose and origins of the state? What is democracy? What 
is justice? In the second part of the course, we will turn to more applied questions. These questions 
focus on what ought to be done in our society to be a good, just, or democratic society (hence the 
second part builds directly on what we studied during the first part of the course). The questions of the 
second part are: Should we live in a communist society? Should we have freedom of expression? Who 
should count as a citizen? Should the government be involved in all the decisions citizens make? 

Assignments 

Participation will consist in 20% of the final grade. While attendance is a central part of participation and 
unexcused absences will decrease the participation grade, attendance by itself is not sufficient to 
receive a high participation grade. To receive a high participation grade, you need to be actively engaged 
in class. Active engagement will normally show how you have thought about the day’s readings, rather 
than a mere superficial acquittance with the day’s readings.  

There will be three papers due for the course (80% of final grade). There will be prompts to choose from 
for each paper. The first paper (5 pages) will be due after the second week, the second paper (5 pages) 
after the fourth week, and the third paper (5 pages) after the fifth week. The paper with the highest 
grade will be weighted the most, while the one with the lowest grade will be weighted the least. 

Required Readings 

 We will be looking at selections from the listed readings, so no need to buy any of these books. 
The selections will be in Canvas and they will be the most relevant sections from the listed 
chapters. For each author we will read 5 double spaced pages worth of material (so 15 pages per 
meeting and 30 per week). 

The 15 pages of readings should be done before the class for which they are assigned. This way the class 
lecture and discussion will help you better understand what you read. 

Each day we will cover three topics, one in each hour of the class. We will take a ten-minute break 
between each hour to mark this transition. 



I will be providing the selections in our Canvas site. Many of the texts are in the public domain, but for 
people who prefer physical copies, there are many great translations of most of these works.  

[These books are part of the public domain] 

Plato, Republic. 

Aristotle, Politics. 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. 

Augustine, The City of God. 

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae.  

Hobbes, Leviathan. 

Locke, Second Treatise of Government. 

Rousseau, The Social Contract. 

Tocqueville, Democracy in America. 

JS Mill, On Liberty. 

JS Mill, Considerations on Representative Government.  

Marx, Communist Manifesto. 

Berlin, Two Concepts of Liberty. 

[These books are not part of public domain] 

Rawls, A Theory of Justice. 

Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia. 

MacIntyre, After Virtue. 

[These articles are available through Yale] 

Goodin, Robert. “Enfranchising all Affected Interests, and its Alternatives.” Philosophy and Public Affairs 
35:40–68 

Song, Sarah. “The boundary problem in democratic theory: why the demos should be bounded by the 
state.” International Theory, Volume 4 , Issue 1 , 15 March 2012 , pp. 39 – 68. 

 

5 double spaced pages of reading per author (15 double spaced pages of reading each class). All listed 
readings show where the selections are taken from. If you found a set of readings particularly 
interesting, go and read the whole listed reading (or even the whole book)!  

Part I: Foundational Political Philosophy 
Week 1 



 What are the purpose and origins of the state? 
Monday Intro & Plato – state is means to 

fulfill our wants 
 
Aristotle – state is natural 
outgrowth of smaller communities 
 
Augustine – state is created by love 
and for the sake of peace  
 

Plato, Republic. Book II (368) 
 
 
Aristotle, Politics. Book I.  
 
 
Augustine, The City of God. Book XIX. 
 

Wednesday Hobbes – state is created to escape 
the state of nature 
 
Locke – state is improvement from 
state of nature 
 
Rousseau – state is closest we can 
get to state of nature  
 

Hobbes, Leviathan. Chpts. xiii-xv, xvii-xviii 
 
 
Locke, Second Treatise of Government. Chpts. ii-
v, viii-ix 
 
Rousseau, The Social Contract. Book I. 
 

Week 2 
Monday Rawls – the original position 

 
Nozick – the development of the 
protection agency 
 

Rawls, A Theory of Justice. 
 
Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia. 

 What is democracy? 
 Plato – regimes and regime change 

 
Plato, Republic. Books VIII-IX 
 

Wednesday Aristotle – good and bad regime 
types 
 
Tocqueville – maintaining a healthy 
democracy 
 
JS Mill – the individual benefit and 
social benefit of voting 
  

Aristotle, Politics. Book III. 
 
 
Tocqueville, Democracy in America. 
 
 
JS Mill, Considerations on Representative 
Government.  
 

[First Paper Due] 
Week 3 
 What is justice? 
Monday Plato – justice is not might makes 

right 
 
Aristotle – different aspects of 
justice 
 

Plato, Republic. Books I-II 
 
 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. Book V. 
 
 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae. II-II. Q. 57-79 



Aquinas – elaboration of Aristotle’s 
theory 
 

 

Wednesday Rawls – two principles of justice 
 
Nozick – justice judges processes 
not outcomes/distributions 
 
MacIntyre – Rawls and Nozick 
break from the past 
 

Rawls, A Theory of Justice. 
 
Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia. 
 
 
MacIntyre, After Virtue. Chpt. 17. 

Part II: Applied Political Philosophy 
Week 4 
 Should we live in a communist society? 
Monday Plato – common life of the 

guardians 
 
Aristotle – critiques of Plato 
 
Marx – what true communism 
requires 
 

Plato, Republic. Books III-IV. 
 
 
Aristotle, Politics. Book II. 
 
Marx, Communist Manifesto. Preamble, Chpts. 1 
& 2. 
 

Wednesday - Alternative communisms 
 

Chpts. 3 & 4. 
 

 Should we have freedom of expression? 
 JS Mill – the benefit of freedom of 

expression to the truth 
 
- The benefit of freedom of 
expression to social progress 
 

JS Mill, On Liberty. Chpts. 1 & 2. 
 
 
Chpt. 3. 

[Second Paper Due] 
Week 5 
 Who should count as a citizen? 
Monday Rousseau – the general will and the 

composition of the people 
 
Standards for Citizenship 
 
Goodin – all affected principle and 
cosmopolitanism 
 
 

Rousseau, The Social Contract. Book II, Chpts. i-
iii, viii-xii 
 
 
 
Goodin, Robert. “Enfranchising all Affected 
Interests, and its Alternatives.” Philosophy and 
Public Affairs 35:40–68 
 

Wednesday Song – against cosmopolitanism 
 
 

Song, Sarah. “The boundary problem in 
democratic theory: why the demos should be 
bounded by the state.” International Theory, 
Volume 4 , Issue 1 , 15 March 2012 , pp. 39 – 68. 



 
 Should the government be involved in all the decisions citizens make? 
 Berlin – positive and negative 

liberty 
 
Conclusion 
 

Berlin, Two Concepts of Liberty. 

[Third Paper Due] 
   

Assignment Percent of Final Grade 
Class Participation 20% 
Paper with lowest grade (5 pages) 20% 
Paper with middle grade (5 pages) 25% 
Paper with highest grade (5 pages) 35% 

 

Academic Integrity Statement 

From the Bulletin on Academic Dishonesty: 

For the sake of consistency, impartiality, fairness, and due process, instructors are expected to confer 
with the Yale College Executive Committee, thorough its secretary or assistant secretary, about any 
suspected case of academic dishonesty. The secretary can provide guidance about whether the matter 
should be reported to the Committee for investigation. The Executive Committee is the standing 
committee of the Yale College Faculty for matters of undergraduate discipline. Its chair is a senior 
member of the faculty, and its membership includes members of the faculty, undergraduate students, 
and members of the Yale College Dean’s Office. 

Academic dishonesty includes cheating on a test or an examination, plagiarism, improper collaborating 
on assignments, or the submission of the same essay to two instructors without the explicit consent of 
both. It is often a good practice for the instructor to interview the student or students suspected of 
academic dishonesty before referring the matter to the Executive Committee, in order to ascertain if an 
allegation of academic dishonesty is warranted. If it is, then the instructor should forward the materials 
supporting a charge of academic dishonesty, accompanied by a cover letter assessing the nature, extent, 
and gravity of the offense, to the secretary of the Executive Committee. In cases of alleged plagiarism, 
for example, the Executive Committee needs a thorough identification of the improperly used sources, 
keyed to the passages in which they appear in the student’s essay, from the instructor. Except in unusual 
circumstances, an instructor who has alleged dishonesty on the part of a student is not required to 
attend the student’s interview with the committee, since the documents in the case are almost always 
sufficient for the committee’s deliberations. 

It is essential that all cases of academic dishonesty be referred to the Executive Committee rather than 
being settled privately between instructor and student, not only for considerations of equity, but they 
may or may not be isolated incidents.  

For more information, see under “General Conduct and Discipline” in the Undergraduate Regulations. 


