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PHIL 445 

19th Century Political Philosophy 

 

Instructor: Prof. Amy Barnes, amy.barnes@mcgill.ca 
Course Time and Location:  MW 1:05-2:25 pm, Leacock 14  
Office Hours and Location: TBD 
 

In this course we will consider how certain fundamental political philosophical questions were treated in the 19th 

century. While noting areas of historical continuity and rupture—most particularly with social contractarianism—in 

reading the idealist, liberal, utilitarian, existentialist and materialist contributions of this period we will also highlight 

themes of ongoing debate and concern. We will attend, in particular, to descriptions of the role and nature of the state 

and the conditions of its legitimacy. What are our duties and obligations towards the state, and what are its duties and 

obligations towards us?  What is the scope of our “liberty”: in what circumstances can the “state” become an oppressive 

force and in what circumstances can it be a condition of our freedom?  Is it coherent to speak of “right” outside of “law” 

(e.g. the right of civil disobedience, of armed resistance to the state, the rights of non-citizen or enslaved groups; the 

existence of specific rights of suffrage, property ownership, freedom of speech, religious practice, etc.)?  While the 

philosophical responses given to these questions will of course be contextualized by existing conditions in Europe at this 

epoch, we will see that these contributions also 
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Weekly responses   

Students will receive a written explanation of this assignment on the first day of class. One response per week may be 

submitted (e.g. students may not stockpile their responses until the final week). A minimum of 10 responses are 

required over the course of the semester, and a maximum of 12 are permitted to count toward the final grade. 

Short Paper (1200-1500 words) 

This paper will respond to an assigned question that addresses the first half of the course material. Topics will be 

distributed on January 20 and the paper is due at the beginning of class on February 22. 

Presentation option* 

Students may give a 20 minute presentation on an assigned portion of the weekly material and lead the class discussion 

in lieu of writing the first (short) paper. They will be evaluated based on their presentation and an elaborated version of 

their handout. Students who choose this option must commit to it by January 13 and arrange with the professor the 

date on which they will present. Dates and topics will be assigned on a first-come-first-served basis.  After midnight on 

the 13th, all students who have not begun to make arrangements for their presentation will be considered to have 

selected the “short paper” option.  

*The availability of this option is dependent on the level of student interest. If either too many (more than 20), or too 

few (fewer than 5), students wish to select this option, it will have to be eliminated for the sake of fairness. 

Long Paper (2250-2500 words) 

Several possible topics will be provided to the class on March 21; however, as this is a fourth year course, students will 

also be allowed to write on a topic of their choice if desired. Students with self-assigned topics are encouraged, 

however, to consult about these with the professor well in advance of the submission deadline

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
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March 28 Mill, J.S. excerpts from Chapters on Socialism 

Optional:  Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum  

March 30 T.H. Green, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation 

April 4 T.H. Green, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation 

April 6 T.H. Green, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation 

April 11 T.H. Green, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation 

April 13 Review.  Paper #2 due at the beginning of class. 

 

 


