
Political Philosophy 
Michaelmas Term 20/21 

Course Outline 
 
 

christopher.d.cowie@durham.ac.uk 
www.christophercowie.com 

 
All readings cited below are either: E-books in the library, easily available to you on JSTOR or via supplied link. I 
have added the few that aren’t as pdfs on DUO (under Course Documents > Readings) 
 

Summary and Reading 
 
Political philosophers aim to understand and assess political entities and in particular, states. 
That’s a big project. A useful start-point is to identify some core dimensions along which states can 
be understood and assessed. There are lots of relevant dimensions. We will focus on three of the 
big ones: equality, freedom and legitimacy. States can be more or less legitimate in the power that they 
exercise over their members, and those members can be more or less equal and enjoy more or 
less freedom. The aim of the first ten weeks of this course is to help you to understand these three 
dimensions. Once you can do this, you’ll be better able to assess political systems themselves. 
That’s what you’ll do – with David Faraci – next term. 
 
Legitimacy (lectures 2-4) 
 
Imagine that someone demands a large percentage of your money. They tell you that if you 
refuse to pay up, you will be punished. This would clearly be unreasonable. Yet states routinely 
behave in this way. They threaten and coerce any citizens who fail to pay tax or obey the rules. 
What, if anything, gives states the authority to behave in this way? Do they have some special 
authority that individuals do not? If so, why? 
 
We will look at this question in more detail. We use the first chapter of Michael Huemer’s 
excellent book The Problem of Political Authority to set the question up; Huemer makes a 
particularly vivid and compelling case for thinking that states lack the requisite authority. Then, 
we will look in a bit of detail at one of the oldest answers to the question of political authority; 
the Crito. In this dialogue, Socrates explains why he chooses to face death rather to challenge the 
authority of the state. 
 
You must read:  

- Chapter 1 of Michael Huemer’s book The Problem of Political Authority. Available as an e-
book at the library. 

- Crito, by Plato. Easily available online e.g. http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/crito.html. 
 

You should also aim to read: 
- The next few chapters of Huemer’s book. 
- David Bostock’s 1990 article ‘The Interpretation of Plato’s ‘Crito’’ in the journal 

Phronesis. Easily available to you on JSTOR. 
 
If you’re feeling adventurous you could dip into some of the huge literature on Crito including 
but not limited to: 

- Robert McLaughlin. Socrates on Political Disobedience: A Reply to Gary Young. 
Phronesis (1976). On JSTOR. 

-  



- Gary Young. Socrates and Obedience. Phronesis (1974). On JSTOR. 
- Richard Kraut. Socrates and the State. (1984). Hard-copy in the library). 
- R.E. Allen. Socrates and Legal Obligation.  University of Minnesota Press. Hard-copy in the 

library. 
 
Equality (lectures 5-7) 
 
In many contemporary societies equality in the treatment of citizens serves as a guiding ideal. It is 
something that many societies aspire to and that others are criticised for failing to achieve. But 
should they? Why, if at all, is equality something that we should aspire to? We look at a challenge 
to the idea that equality is a sensible aspiration. The challenge is called ‘the levelling down 
argument’. We take it from Derek Parfit’s famous paper Equality or Priority?  
 
You must read:  

- Equality or Priority, by Derek Parfit. Available here: 
https://philosophy.rutgers.edu/joomlatools-files/docman files/3ParfitEqualityorPriority2000.pdf 

 
You should also aim to read: 

- Larry Temkin’s article ‘Equality, Priority and the Levelling Down Objection’. (Section XI 
is important.) 
http://aristotle.rutgers.edu/joomlatools-files/docman-files/7Equality,Priority,andLDO.pdf 

 
Again, there’s lots more you could try on this topic. Dip in to some of these – some of 
which are slightly orthogonal to the central theme but all of which are interesting - or 
search for articles on your own: 

 
- Jeremy Moss. Egalitarianism and the value of equality. Journal of Ethical and Social 

Philosophy. Available here: 
http://jesp.org/articles/download/EgalitarianismandtheValueofEquality.pdf 

- Iwao Hirose. Egalitarianism. Good book, with a technical flavour. Available as an e-book 
in the library. 

- Scheffler, S. (2003). What is egalitarianism? Philosophy & Public Affairs, 31, 5–39. On 
JSTOR. 

- Crisp, R. (2003). Equality, priority, and compassion. Ethics, 113, 745–763. On JSTOR. 
- Anderson, E. (1999). What is the point of equality? Ethics, 109, 287–337. Really good 

article, this one. On JSTOR. 
 
Freedom (lectures 8-10) 
 
Just about everyone accepts that freedom is a good thing in some way; a society that allows its 
citizens freedom is doing something right. But how far should those freedoms extend? In 
particular, what happens when freedoms conflict? We take up this abstract question in the 
context of a concrete, contemporary problem: hate speech. Should people’s freedom to say what 
they want (‘freedom of speech’) extend to encompass the freedom to speak hatefully about 
others? 
 
You must read:  

- Should Race Matter? By David Boonin. Chapters 6 and 7. This is an e-book at the library. 
 
You should also aim to read: 

- The Harm in Hate Speech By Jeremy Waldron. This is an e-book at the library. 



 
A huge amount to read here. You could try: 

- Edwin Baker. ‘Autonomy and Free Speech’. Not an easy read… Available here: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/76346287.pdf 

- Rae Langton. ‘Whose Right? Ronald Dworkin, Women and Pornographers’. On JSTOR. 
- Rae Langton. ‘Speech acts and unspeakable acts.’ On JSTOR. 
- Tirrell Lynne ‘Genocidal language games’. On DUO. Slightly off-topic, but an interesting 

article. 
-  Eric Barendt. What is the harm of hate speech? On DUO. 

 
 

Discussion Groups 
 

Discussion groups should be in person. Let’s hope we don’t have to move them online due to 
covid. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For those of you who do have to isolate on 
any given week, please read down to the * at the bottom of this section. 
 
Discussion groups leaders will have a bit of flexibility depending on the interests of the students 
in the group but below is a guide to roughly what I would like to be covered (I’ll be using this for 
my groups). I will be assuming that you’re doing lecture-reading as you go and will be setting 
discussion group readings that are – on the whole and by and large – short (some very short), 
accessible and that stimulate thought and discussion: 
 
First meeting 
This will be held in either the second or third week of term depending on your timetable. For 
this meeting we will have a nice simple, piece of reading: I want you to read a really short piece 
in the medical journal The Lancet about doctors and civil disobedience. 
 

https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S0140-6736%2820%2930120-3 
 

The questions you should be thinking about are: When if at all is civil disobedience permissible? 
Which acts of civil disobedience are impermissible and why?  You should be also thinking about 
why I have set this as reading for this meeting given the content of the course! 
 
Second meeting 
This will be held in either the third or fourth week of term depending on your timetable. For this 
I’d like you to read: 
 

- Apology, by Plato. Available here: http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/apology.html 
 
The questions you should be thinking about are: Why have I set you this to read? What are 
Socrates’s arguments? How persuasive are they? How do they relate to the arguments of Crito? 
 
Third meeting 
This will be held in either the fifth or sixth week of term depending on your timetable. I’d like 
you to read an article in the journal of medical ethics: 
 

- Why Lockdown of the elderly is not ageist and why levelling down equality is wrong, by Julian 
Savelescu. Available here: https://jme.bmj.com/content/early/2020/06/18/medethics-
2020-106336 

 



The questions you should be thinking about are: Why have I set you this to read? What are 
Savelescu’s arguments? How persuasive are they? How do they relate to Parfit’s arguments 
(already encountered) 
 
Fourth meeting 
This will be held in either the seventh or eighth week of term depending on your timetable. We 
will be beginning to think about our final topic: freedom of speech and hate speech. I’d like you 
to read an interesting article about the use of hate speech in the Rwandan Genocide (the article 
was suggested to me by Susan Notess). The article, which is on DUO, is: 
 

- An article called ‘Genocidal language games’ by Tirrell Lynne. On DUO.  
 
The big-picture question you should be thinking about is whether there should be legislation 
banning hate speech. Behind this is an even bigger question: What should the limits of freedom 
be? And behind this there is an even bigger question: Why, if at all, does freedom matter?  
 
 
*For those of you who are meant to be in face-to-face discussion groups but are unable to attend 
on any given week because you are ill or isolating, I have organised online ‘Isolators discussion 
groups’ that you can drop into for the week that you will miss. No need to email me in advance 
– just come along to: https://durhamuniversity.zoom.us/j/2527538732. The readings will be 
those referenced above. The details are as follows: 
 

- First Meeting: Thursday 22nd October, 12-1pm. 
- Second Meeting: Thursday 5th November, 12-1pm. 
- Third Meeting: Thursday 19th November, 12-1pm. 
- Fourth Meeting: Thursday 3rd December, 12-1pm. 

 
If in addition to this you’d really like to be involved in some way at the time of your original, 
scheduled discussion group, let your discussion group leader know and hopefully you two can 
work something out.* 
 

Practicalities 
 

- Assessment  
 
One formative essay (2500 words) due on the December 18th at 12pm (I’ve extended the 
deadline because covid seems to be messing with the end of term schedule a bit). Answer from 
the following list: 
 

1. Is there a problem of political legitimacy? 
2. Should we be anarchists? 
3. What is the argument of Crito? 
4. Does equality matter? 
5. Assess prioritarianism. 
6. What should the restrictions be on free speech? 
7. Assess the silencing argument for hate speech legislation. 

 
If you want to write on something else, ask me and/or your discussion group leader. If it is 
relevant enough, I may allow it.  
 



The course will be assessed by a three hour exam in Easter term. You will answer three 
questions, including at least one from this term’s material and at least one from next term’s 
material. 
 

- Lectures 
 
Lectures will be live on Blackboard Collaborate Ultra on DUO and will be available to watch as 
recordings from the scheduled time, and for the remainder of the academic year. You should 
come along to the lecture live – you’ll be able to ask questions and interact with me (and others 
in the meeting chat). If you can’t make it, watch the recordings. 
 
I have started a Discussion Forum on DUO for the course. If you have any questions after the 
lecture and can’t make the informal Q&A then feel free to post on the Discussion Forum (it 
might be useful for others anyway). I’ll look at it regularly. 
 

- Contact 
 
In previous years I have held tea and coffee in my office post-lecture. If restrictions are lifted I’ll 
start it up again. In the meantime: 
 

i. I will hold Political Philosophy Q&A sessions on zoom on Fridays from 3-330pm: 
https://durhamuniversity.zoom.us/j/2527538732 
Meeting ID: 252 753 8732 

ii. I will be available during office hours every Friday from 9am-12pm (same zoom 
details as above). ‘Waiting room’ system will be enabled. 

iii. If these times don’t work for you and you want to meet with me in person, email me 
on: christopher.d.cowie@durham.ac.uk 


