
 

POLS 5206, Foundations of Political Philosophy 

Spring 2021 

Political Science 

Instructor: Chris Barker 

Course time: Monday, 5:00pm-7:40pm 

Course Location: TBA 

Instructor email and phone: chris.barker@aucegypt.edu; ext. 4203 

Office hours: After class or by appointment  

Office location: HUSS, Room 2015  

 

Course Catalog Description 

 

This course surveys the main thinkers and themes of political philosophy. Students will 

concentrate on a particular theme to organize their readings in a given year. Possible 

themes include power, history, liberty, equality, identity, and justice. Students will 

critically assess their own opinions in the light of the theories examined in the course, 

and address issues of contemporary importance in theoretical context where appropriate. 

 

Course Overview: Global Justice 

 
This course surveys the main thinkers and themes of political philosophy from the 

perspective of global justice. Students will concentrate on a particular theme to organize 

their readings in a given year. This year’s theme is social and distributive justice, and 

our main concern is to think about the connection (and tension) between equality and 

liberty. Students will survey the main thinkers and themes of justice, including property 

rights, income distribution and wealth disparities, religious liberty, equality in the 

household, voting rights, workplace democracy, and military intervention. Students will 

also critically assess their own opinions in the light of the theories examined in the 

course. Throughout the course, students will also be invited to address issues of 

contemporary importance through presentations, debates, and writing responses on 

current events. 

 

  

Course Outcomes 

 

At the end of the course, the successful student will be able to  

- Identify and explain the main approaches to the analysis of a central theme of 

modern political thought, such as power, history, liberty, equality, identity, and 

justice. 

- Locate their subfield within a more coherent and comprehensive theoretical 

framework provided by political philosophy. 

- Be able to identify political philosophy’s continuing contribution to the 

discipline of political science. 

- Engage in persuasive analytical writing, as assessed through a midterm paper 

and a final seminar paper. 
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- Share their knowledge with their peers and aid each other in the development of 

a shared foundation of knowledge. 

 

Course Goals 

 

POLS 5206 develops research skills; oral and written communication skills; integrated 

reading and thinking skills; interpersonal exchange and reflective listening; and (in 

some cases) civic engagement. 

 

 

Grading 

 

Participation in classroom discussions: 20%, including inverted classroom 

assignments, where appropriate. (A rough participation grade will be posted to 

Blackboard prior to the midterm. The *final* participation grade may improve or 

decrease depending on student performance in the second half of the course.) 

Literature response papers (5 short papers, not on the same topic as the seminar 

leaderships): 20% (4 x 5%, at least one must come before the midterm, due by start of 

class) 

Peer review: 5%, 2 x 2.5% (May 3 - May6) 

Student end-of-semester paper: 35% in Week 15 (May 10) on topic of student's 

choice 

Student seminar leadership (20-30 minute presentations on assigned discussion 

readings; one before and one after midterm): 20% (2 x 10%) 

 

Grading:  
94%-100%-  

A 
“A” grades confirm exceptional, extraordinary effort and 
results 

90%-93%- A- 
87%-89%- B+ “B” grades confirm effort exceeding average and high 

quality work. 84%-86%- B 
80%-83%- B- 
77%-79%- C+ “C” grades confirm average and satisfactory work. 
74%-76%- C 
70%-73%- C- 
65%-69% D+ “D” grades confirm less than satisfactory effort and less 

than adequate work. 55%-65% D 
55% and 
below 

 
F 

 “F” grades confirm far less than sufficient effort and results 
or may be given in response to a violation of academic 
integrity. 

 

Schedule of topics and readings 

 

Class sessions will begin with an interactive lecture overview provided by the instructor. 

This section of the class will introduce the main topics and themes of the week’s 



readings. After a short break, student presenters will lead a practical discussion of 

applications of the theory to specific cases, as per the assigned readings. This will result 

in an in-depth, class-wide discussion of the practical applications of the readings in the 

present-day world.  

 

Participation: 

 

The course participation grade recognizes contributions to classroom (online) discussion 

by students. Prepared students who actively contribute to classroom discussion and 

debate by asking and answering questions will receive higher participation grades. A 

rough participation grade will be posted to Blackboard prior to the midterm. The *final* 

participation grade may improve or decrease depending on student performance in the 

second half of the course. 

 

Literature Review Papers 

 

The aim of these papers is to practice the type of analytical writing students will do in 

post-graduate careers. Students will write a short (1-2 page) analytical paper on one of 

the week’s substantive theory readings. Students will state in one sentence the topic of 

the reading, explain in one or two sentences the methodological approach of the author, 

and then summarize the main point(s) in one paragraph. At the end, students should 

provide a very brief summary of their critical response to the article.  

 

Presentations (Seminar Leadership) 

 

Each student will act as classroom discussion leader for the week’s readings twice during 

the semester. Students will guide the class towards specific applications of theories to 

contemporary practice, using the assigned discussion readings as their point of departure. 

Students are encouraged to use current events and other multimedia sources to bring the 

discussion towards topics that they consider to be important and interesting. One of the 

presentations must come before the midterm. Remember: the point of the presentation is 

to apply and engage with theoretical arguments in a manner that helps students to 

understand the assigned readings. 

 

Peer Review: 

 

For the final paper, students will review work of peers via Google Docs. Students will 

be randomly paired with two partners and will provide specific advice, 

recommendations, and help with editing and grammar to these peers. The aim of this 

graded activity is to lengthen the iterative writing process, and encourage practices of 

criticism and constructive back-and-forth conversation. Students will begin sharing 

drafts May 3, and complete their pee reviews by May 6, leaving enough time for authors 

to make use of their edits as they complete their final papers. 

 

Final Seminar Paper 

 



A properly written political philosophy paper is the subject of a long process that 

involves framing the research topic question; brainstorming theses; choosing a concrete, 

definable answer to the topic question (the thesis); providing adequate evidence to 

support the chosen thesis; and anticipating and answering counter-arguments.  

 

The final paper for this class (2,500-3,000 words in length) will consist of a completed 

draft of a paper on a topic of the student's choice pertaining to the seminar’s special topic, 

Global Justice. Students will be able to choose their preferred substantive focus 

(economic or social justice, applied in the region and time of their choice), so long as the 

paper frames its question with reference to the world.  

 

Schedule of topics and readings 

 

The instructor reserves the right to alter the schedule of topics and readings if necessary 

 

Introduction: What is Political Philosophy in the Contemporary World? 

Week 1 (Feb. 1) “The People” and Uprising 

Theory: 

Arendt, On Revolution (excerpt) 

Noah Feldman, The Arab Winter (Excerpt) 

Omar Hamilton, Speech, Institut du Monde Arabe 

Discussion: 

Global justice and current events: the ten-year anniversary of the 25 January uprising 

in Egypt, plus notice of other issues in the contemporary world (the storming of the US 

Capitol; Covid-19, lockdowns, and vaccinations; US protests against police 

misconduct; the explosion in Beirut's harbor). 

 

Distributive Justice  

 

Week 2 (Feb. 8) Max U! 

Theory: 

Utilitarianism (Greatest Happiness Principle, Felicific Calculus) in theory (Sandel, 

Chapter 2, 9-47)  

Literature question: What is won and lost when we seek to maximize happiness for 

the greatest number of citizens (or persons), especially in the area of rights? 

Discussion:  

The Queen v. Dudley and Stephens (1884); US v. Holmes (1842); Philippa Foot’s 

Trolley Problem and JJ Thomson’s variant; Peter Singer, “The Drowning Child and the 

Expanding Circle,” New Internationalist (1997).  

 

Week 3 (Feb. 15) Lockean liberalism and modern libertarianism 

Theory: 

Locke and property rights in theory (Locke, Second Treatise, Chapter 1-5); 

Libertarianism in theory (Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia, excerpt)  



Literature question: Are rights to property important rights that governments create 

and honor, or are they natural and pre-political rights that all humans have? (And are 

they as important as rights to liberty of speech, religion, association, etc.?) 

Discussion:  

Jessica Flanigan, “Can You Sell Your Future Self into Slavery?” 

Omnia Khalil, “From Community Participation to Forced Eviction in the Maspero 

Triangle” 

Michael Munger and Russ Roberts on the ice entrepreneurs and Hurricane Fran, 

Econtalk (audio) 

Ben Popper, “Uber surge pricing: sound economic theory, bad business practice” 

Ed Yong, “The CDC’s New Quarantine Rule Could Violate Civil Liberties,” The 

Atlantic 

James Hamblin, “A Historic Quarantine: China’s attempt to curb a viral outbreak is a 

radical experiment in authoritarian medicine,” The Atlantic. 

 

Week 4 (Feb. 22) Rawlsian egalitarianism 

Theory: 

Rawls: Justice as Fairness in theory (Sandel, Chapter 7-8, 203-221, 223-235) and in 

practice; Richard Arneson, Notes on Rawls 

Literature question: Is there one “reasonable” way of answering the political 

question, “Who gets what, when, and how?” at the level of basic institutional structure?  

Discussion:  

Simulation: dividing the pizza. A way to understand the original position and the 

maximin. 

Affirmative action: Thomas Nagel, “John Rawls and affirmative action” (2003) 

Jan Garrett: “Randy and Libby Discuss Libertarianism and Rawlsian Liberalism” 

(2006) 

 

Social Justice  

Week 5 (Mar. 1) Kantian autonomy  

Theory: 

Kant, Freedom as autonomy (Sandel, Chapter 6, 157-198) and in practice (Sandel, 199-

201 for Kant’s “On the Supposed Right to Lie” 

Literature Question: Should our politics be structured by the view that there are 

absolute commands that are morally binding on humans (one can never murder; all 

murderers should be executed by the state), or should we consider context, history, and 

other pragmatic factors in making law and policy? 

Discussion:  

US v. Alvarez (2012) on the legality of the Stolen Valor Act (a right to lie?) 

 

Week 6 (Mar. 8) Communitarianism 

Theory: 

Justice, Community, and Membership in theory (Sandel, Chapter 12, 315-342) and 

Michael Sandel, “The Procedural Republic”  



Literature Question: Is a human being primarily determined as a political actor by 

joint identities (race, gender, group, shared history), and if so does that compromise the 

universality of claims about rights and justice? 

Discussion: 

Black Lives Matter (Should “all” lives matter?) 

Short video: Should Germans today be held responsible for the sins and errors of Nazi-

era Germany? 

Cultural heritage property ownership (Oxford Union debate) 

 

Week 7 (Mar. 15) Liberalism of Speech and Discussion 

Theory: 

Mill, On Liberty, Chapter 2 

Literature Question: How absolute should rights to speech and expression be? How 

much should intention, context, and the opinions of others matter when deciding on a 

speaker’s right to offend? 

Discussion: 

Jytte Klausen, "Introduction," The Cartoons that Shook the World 

Ziad Majed, Farouk Mardam Bey, and Yassin al-Haj Saleh, "On the crisis of Islam: In 

defense of discussion."  

Abdul-Wahab Kayyali, "On the crisis of Islam: Muslims and the question of equality."  

 

Week 8 (Mar. 22) Gender and the Household/Workplace 

Theory: 

Mill, The Subjection of Women, Chapter 1; Nancy Hirschmann, “Mill, Political 

Economy, and Women's Work,” APSR, 199-213; Aristotle, Book I, Politics, excerpt 

on the household. 

Literature Question: Does gender equality require a complete transformation of 

society, including hearts and minds, or just the institution of legal equality for men and 

women? And should legal equality be perfect equality? 

Discussion: 

Paul Berman, “Why the French Ban the Veil,” Tablet Magazine 

Hesham Shafik, "Why Is the Egyptian State so Anxious about Young Women Dancing 

on Tiktok?" Jadaliyya 

Ghada Barsoum, “Educated, But Will She Work?” The Cairo Review of Global Affairs 

Spring 2018 issue on gender  

Noran Alaa Morsi, “Hijabis Demand Justice in the Egyptian Workplace” 

 

Week 9 (Mar. 29) Same-sex conduct and Same-Sex Marriage  

Theory: 

Bentham, Offenses Against One’s Self 

US Supreme Court Opinion, Lawrence v. Texas, and dissent 

Literature Question: Should same-sex conduct and same-sex marriage be granted the 

same rights as opposite-sex conduct and marriage? And what should those rights be? 

Discussion:  

What is the harm in same-sex marriage? Obergefell v. Hodges (2015), excerpts. 

Sarah Hegazy and the rainbow flag. 



 

Week 10 (Apr. 5) Reparations and The Racial Contract  

Theory: 

Charles Mills, The Racial Contract (excerpt) 

Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic 

Literature Question: Is social contract theory racially biased as applied, or is the 

whole liberal project of consensual government racially biased from its inception? 

Discussion: 

Interview: “Charles Mills Thinks Liberalism Still Has a Chance” 

Muhammad Ghamrawy, “Egypt brings long-awaited compensation to thousands of 

Nubians” 

 

Week 11 (Apr. 12) Holiday*  

Makeup class: Urban Geography and Hegemonic Architecture:  

Theory: 

David Sims, Understanding Cairo, excerpt; Sims, Egypt’s Desert Dreams, excerpt; 

James Scott, Seeing Like a State, short excerpt on citizens’ legibility. 

Literature Question: Is Cairo an out-of-control “monster,” or are some of the messy, 

disorganized, and even inegalitarian aspects of Cairo’s urban planning functional, and 

even fair? 

Discussion:  

Downtown development in Cairo  

The new administrative capital (recent articles) 

“The Line” (Saudi Arabian new model city)  

 

Week 12 (Apr. 19) Holiday 

 

Week 13 (Apr. 26) Punishment 

Theory: 

Cesare Beccaria, On Crimes and Punishments (excerpts) 

Immanuel Kant, Metaphysics of Morals (excerpt) 

Literature Question: (Each of the two main readings captures one of the main 

approaches to punishment.) What is the most defensible theory of punishment, and is it 

just to be flexible, lenient, and proportionate? 

Discussion: 

Robert Blecker, The Death of Punishment (excerpt) 

Peter Moskos, In Defense of Flogging (excerpt) 

 

Week 14 (May 3) Multinational Corporate Sovereignty 

Theory: 

Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations, excerpt 

Edmund Burke, The Impeachment of Warren Hastings, excerpts 

JS Mill on the East India Company (brief excerpts) 

Philip Stern, The Company-State, short excerpt 



Literature Question: Are multinational corporations with monopoly rights consistent 

with liberal political economy, and is it just and fair for these corporations to hold 

nearly sovereign powers abroad? 

Discussion: 

William Dalrymple, “Epilogue,” The Anarchy 

Shoshana Zuboff, “The Coup We Are Not Talking About,” New York Times 

Student’s choice of imperialism 

 

Conclusion  

 

Week 15 (May 10): Popular Sovereignty  

Theory: 

Abbé Sieyes, excerpts 

Pierre Rosanvallon, “Revolutionary Democracy” 

Recommended: James Miller, “A Revolutionary Assertion of Popular Sovereignty,” 

Can Democracy Work, 53-89  

Literature Question: Is the French revolutionary image of the sovereign people an 

example for other countries to imitate? What powers should a sovereign people have? 

Discussion: 

Preamble to the Egyptian Constitution 

Post-World War II constitutions (e.g., Japan, 1947).  

 

Week 16 (May 17): Course conclusion 

Readings to be determined based on current events and student interest 

 

*We are required to make up a class to account for holidays scheduled for this 

semester. 

 

Scheduled exam slot: Tuesday May 25 8:30-10:30 pm (no course exam) 

 

Required books (for purchase by students):  

 

All required texts for this course will be posted to Blackboard under the appropriate 

week. It is recommended that students purchase the handy reader from which several 

readings are sourced: Justice: A Reader, ed. Michael Sandel (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007). 

 

 

 

Attendance:  

 

Attendance may be taken in any given synchronous class. Students with more than 

three unexcused absences have not completed the course and will receive a failing 

grade. Students will be informed of this pending status by email after the fourth 

absence. Written work that is due in class, or tests that are taken in class, cannot be 

made up or taken at a later date in the case of unexcused absences. Please see the AUC 



attendance policy 

(http://catalog.aucegypt.edu/content.php?catoid=27&navoid=1333).  

 

Netiquette Guidelines: 
 

Communication is very important in this online course. In order to maintain a positive online 

environment for our class, all students are expected to:  
 

1.     Show respect for the instructors and for other students in the class.  

2.     Express differences of opinion in a polite and reasonable way.  

3.     Maintain an environment of constructive criticism when commenting on the 

work of other students.  

4.     Stay on topic when involved in group discussions or other collaborative 

activities. 

5.     Use sentence case in messages. Use of all uppercase in a message is the 

equivalent of shouting and is considered offensive. 

6.    Use good grammar and spelling, and avoid using text messaging shortcuts. 

 

Student Writing: 

 

The Writing Center provides a place where all university students are welcome to 

receive consultations on their writing from trained writing consultants. These services 

will occur online in Fall 2020-Spring 2021. To reserve an appointment at the writing 

center, please click here (you will be prompted to enter AUC email address and 

password). For more information please click here. 

 

A list of resources to develop proper writing techniques will be posted on Blackboard 

(e.g., https://writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/pages/developing-thesis).  
 

Student Technical Support and Assistance: 

 

Blackboard hotline: 0122.900.5544 or blackboard@aucegypt.edu  

Or submit a ticket on http://itsupport.aucegypt.edu/  

Zoom: support@aucegypt.edu 

 

Office of Disabilities Services: 

 

AUC seeks to maintain a supportive academic environment for students with 

disabilities. If you are a student with a disability who requires accommodations, please 

contact the Office of Disabilities Services during the first few days of the semester. 

please contact Student Disability Services (SDS) at extension 3918 or 

sds@aucegypt.edu (located in the Office of Wellbeing/Dean of Students). More 

information can be found here. 

 

Academic Integrity Policy: 

 

http://catalog.aucegypt.edu/content.php?catoid=27&navoid=1333
https://www4.aucegypt.edu/Scheduler/Default.aspx
https://www.aucegypt.edu/academics/mohamed-taymour-writing-and-communication-center
https://writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/pages/developing-thesis
http://itsupport.aucegypt.edu/
http://itsupport.aucegypt.edu/
mailto:sds@aucegypt.edu
https://www.aucegypt.edu/student/well-being/disability-services


 

Academic integrity includes a commitment neither to engage in nor tolerate acts of 

falsification, misrepresentation or deception.  Prohibited acts include cheating or 

copying, plagiarizing, submitting another person’s work as one's own, using 

Internet or other sources without citation, fabricating field data or citations, stealing 

examinations, tampering with the academic work of another student, facilitating 

other students' acts of academic dishonesty, etc.  

 

Plagiarism will result in a zero grade for the assignment in question. Cheating 

during an examination will result in a zero grade for this examination. Further 

action, according to university regulations, may also be implemented. 

  

You should be aware that all written work might be submitted to “Turnitin.com,” 

the detection prevention software.  

 

Student Honor Code: 

 

By accepting this syllabus and enrolling in this course, students affirm for all 

assignments and alternative assessments that the work they submit is their own. 

Students will not consult unauthorized resources or materials nor collaborate with 

other individuals unless allowed. 

Furthermore, the student agrees to follow AUC’s Code of Academic Ethics.  

 

Policies: 

 

Students should familiarize themselves with the policies found here: 

• https://documents.aucegypt.edu/Docs/Policies/AUC%20Acceptable%20Us

e%20Policy.pdf 

• https://documents.aucegypt.edu/Docs/Policies/Code%20of%20Ethics.pdf 

• https://documents.aucegypt.edu/Docs/about_Policies/Reformatted%20disa

bility%20policy.pdf 
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