Study Questions for the M.A. Exam in Political Philosophy—Winter 2009

1. According to Rawls, principles of justice apply directly only to the basic structure of society. Will this “institutional approach” work, or might individual choices within a structure of just institutions interfere with a society’s prospects for justice? How should a theory of justice deal with this possibility?

2. Are our obligations of international justice compatible with bias toward our compatriots? Discuss with respect to at least two philosophers.

3. Okin criticizes multiculturalists for being too tolerant of nonliberal cultures. Should we be wary of multiculturalism? Is there a feminist or even a multicultural solution to what Okin sees as the problem with multiculturalism?
4. Rawls believes that the “burdens of judgment” under conditions of freedom make pluralism a fundamental fact of political life. Is it possible to resolve matters of justice on the basis of “public reason” despite this pluralism?

5. Describe Nozick’s Wilt Chamberlain example. What is it supposed to prove? Does it?

6. What is Hume’s argument against “the original contract”? What is the best response a contractarian could make?

7. Does the U.S. government owe reparations to African Americans? If so, on what grounds and to what end? If not, why not?

8. Are there inalienable human rights? Why (if at all) do we need a concept of human rights, and how should we determine the content of such rights?

9. Is it a concern of justice to compensate for all unchosen disadvantages? Discuss in connection with at least two philosophers.

10. Are there principles of distributive justice that apply globally or merely duties of humanitarian assistance? Discuss with respect to at least two of the following: J. Cohen, Freeman, Nagel, Pogge, Rawls, Tan.
11. What is the target or goal of concerns about equality: Resources? Welfare? Opportunity? Capabilities? Discuss with reference to at least two of the following: Anderson, Arneson, G. A. Cohen, Dworkin, Nussbaum, Rawls, Sen.

12. Kymlicka writes, “Contemporary liberals…have become more reluctant to impose liberalism on foreign countries, but more willing to impose liberalism on national minorities. This, I think, is inconsistent.”(Multicultural Citizenship, p.167) Critically discuss.

