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AIM(S) 

 To provide students with a systematic and critical understanding of political 

institutions and the social and political concepts — obligation and consent, 

freedom and coercion, justice and equality, democracy and representation.  

 To engage the student in the critical examination of the various values and 

beliefs promoted (implicitly or explicitly) by different groups and institutions 

within contemporary society 

 To provide the student with an historical appreciation of the development of 

contemporary political thought and the competing nature of debates concerning 

social justice and social exclusion 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

By the end of this module students should be able to:   

 Demonstrate a critical awareness of contemporary political and social policy 

debate in the context of the relationship between individual rights and 

democracy 

 Demonstrate the ability to interpret and critically analyse texts in the history of 

Western political thought 

 Demonstrate a systematic understanding of the relationship between social and 

political ethics and political processes and the development of thought and 

debate. 

 Demonstrate an advanced level of knowledge of social and political 

intervention strategies are developed and implemented in part through 

reference to different and competing social and political strategies 

CONTENT 

This module will examine a number of the main figures, texts, and ideas in the history of 

Western political thought.  Initially it will examine Plato’s and Aristotle’s classical 

conception of politics, before focusing mainly on the political thought of the modern era 

(i.e., 16th century – present), studying some of the major figures in the development of 

Western liberalism (Hobbes, Locke, Mill) and their different strategies of justification, as 

well as the more radical democratic and socialist strains of thought (Rousseau, Marx), 



concluding with a look at more contemporary thinkers concerned with totalitarianism, 

social justice and the welfare state, and race and gender inequality. The areas of focus 

will include some or all of the following: 

 the relationship between individual rights and democracy 

 the nature and extent of political obligations 

 the value of freedom as compared to other potentially competing goods (like 

community, progress, security, etc.) 

 the role of political institutions in both perpetuating and overcoming race, 

gender, and economic oppression 

ASSESSMENT 

Coursework 

One assignment (5000 words)       100%  

 

Example assignment: ‘Discuss how the notion of rights is important to the delivery of 

welfare.’ 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Essential 

Annas, J. An Introduction to Plato's Republic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), Chs.4 and 

7  

Aristotle, Politics (various editions) 

Bertran, C. Rousseau and the Social Contract (London: Routledge, 2003) 

Contemporary Political Philosophy, ed. by Robert Goodin and Philip Pettit (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1997) 

Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathon (various editions) 

Will Kymlicka, Contemporary Political Philosophy, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2001) 

John Locke, Selected Readings, ed by J. Dunn (Oxford University Press,1984) 

Readings in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. by Robert M. Stewart, 2nd edn (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1996)  

Plato,  The Republic (various editions) 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (various editions) 

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty and other essays (Oxford University Press, 1991 - or earlier 

editions) 

Mulgan, R. G. Aristotle’s Political Theory: an Introduction for Students of Political 

Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977) 

Stephen Mulhall and Adam Swift, Liberals and Communitarians, 2nd edn (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 2000)  

R. Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974)  

J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971).  

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract (London: Wordsworth Classics of World 

Literature, 1998) 

Recommended 



Contemporary Political Thought: a Reader and Guide, ed. by Alan Finlayson 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003) 

A Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy, ed. by Robert E. Goodin and Philip 
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Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: a Defence of Pluralism and Equality (Oxford:  
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