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DEMOCRACY, REPRESENTATION, AND SORTITION 
 

POLI 561 Honours Seminar in Political Theory 
 
 
Winter 2016 Instructor: Arash Abizadeh 
M/W 2:35 PM-3:55 PM Office: Ferrier 472 
Leacock 541 Office Hours: Mon 4-5 
  Tel: 514-398-4400x094754 
 
This is a reading-intensive course in which we examine normative theories of democracy and 
representation (including the question of what justifies democracy), evaluate arguments for and against 
using lotteries to select representatives, and end by examining the proposal that the Canadian senate be a 
randomly selected citizen assembly. 
 

REQUIRED TEXTS 
on reserve and available for purchase at Paragraphe bookstore: 
 
Beitz, Charles. R. Political Equality: An Essay in Democratic Theory. Princeton, NJ, Princeton University 

Press, 1989. 
Barnett, Anthony, and Peter Carty. The Athenian Option: Radical Reform for the House of Lords. Exeter: 

Imprint Academic, 2008. 
Callenbach, Ernest, Phillips Michael, and Keith Sutherland. A Citizen Legislature/A People's parliament. 

Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2008. 
Estlund, David. Democratic Authority. Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 2009. 
Herath, R. B. Real Power to the People: A Novel Approach to Electoral Reform in British Columbia. 

Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2007. 
Landemore, Hélène. Democratic Reason: Politics, Collective Intelligence, and the Rule of the Many. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012. 
Manin, Bernard. The Principles of Representative Government. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1997. 
Ober, Josiah. Democracy and Knowledge: Innovation and Learning in Classical Athens. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2008. 
Pitkin, Hanna Fenichel. The Concept of Representation. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967. 
Smith, David E. The Canadian Senate in Bicameral Perspective. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

2003. 
Stone, Peter. The Luck of the Draw: The Role of Lotteries in Decision Making. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2011. 
Urbinati, Nadia. Representative Democracy: Principles and Genealogy. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2006. 
 
Syllabus items marked with * are neither available online nor in any of the required books above. 
Professor will make arrangements with students beforehand for access. 
  



2 
 

CLASS SCHEDULE 
 
**NOTE: There will be no class on Thursday, January 7 (which follows a Monday schedule).** 
**NOTE: The first class, on Monday January 11, is a substantive class. All seminar participants will need 
to have completed the Ober book before coming to the first class.** 

I. INTRODUCTION: ORIGINS OF DEMOCRACY 
 
1-2. Original Democracy 
(M, W; Jan 11, 13) 
 

Required Reading 
Ober, Josiah. Democracy and Knowledge (all) 

II. NORMATIVE DEMOCRATIC THEORY 
 
**NOTE: Friday January 15 is a special rescheduled class.** 
 
3. Political Equality: Procedure and Substance 
(F Jan 15) 

 
Required Reading 

Beitz, Political Equality, chapters 1-5 
 
4. Deliberative Democracy 
(M Jan 18) 

 
Required Readings 

 
Habermas, J. 1994. "Three Normative Models of Democracy." Constellations 1.1: 1-10. 

(10pp.) 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8675.1994.tb00001.x/abstract 

*Cohen, J. 1989. “Deliberation and Democratic Legitimacy.” In The Good Polity: Normative 
Analysis of the State. A. Hamlin and P. Pettit. Oxford, Basil Blackwell: 17-34. 

 
Recommended Reading 

Bohman, James. 1998. "Survey Article: The Coming of Age of Deliberative Democracy." 
The Journal of Political Philosophy 6.4: 400-425. 

http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9760.00061 
 

5. Instrumentalism and Democracy 
(W Jan 20) 

Required Readings 
Estlund, Democratic Authority, chapters 4-5 (32p) 
Dworkin, R. (1987-88). "What is Equality - Part 4: Political Equality." University of San 

Francisco Law Review 22(1): 1-30. [equality cannot be interpreted in terms of 
distribution of political power] (30p) 

http://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?handle=hein.journals/usflr22&g_sent=1&collection=jou
rnals&id=11 
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*Przeworski, A. 1999. Minimalist Conception of Democracy: A Defense. In Democracy's 
Value. I. Shapiro and C. Hacker-Cordón. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 23-
55. (33p) 

 
Recommended Readings 

Richard J. Arneson, 'Democratic Rights at National and Workplace Levels', in David 
Copp, Jean Hampton and John Roemer, eds., The Idea of Democracy (Cambridge, 
1995), pp. 118-48. 

Richard J. Arneson, 'Defending the Purely Instrumental Account of Democratic 
Legitimacy', Journal of Political Philosophy, 11 (2003), pp. 122-32. 

Richard J. Arneson, 'Democracy is Not Intrinsically Just', in Keith Dowding, Robert E. 
Goodin and Carol Pateman, eds., Justice and Democracy (Cambridge, 2004). 

 
 

**NOTE: Friday January 22 is a special rescheduled class.** 
 

6. Epistemic Proceduralism 
(F Jan 22) 

Required Readings 
Estlund, David. Democratic Authority, chapters 6, 9-12 

 
7-8. Epistemic Benefits 
(M, W; Jan 25, 27) 
 

Required Readings 
Landemore, Democratic Reason, chapters 1-7 plus conclusion 

 

III. REPRESENTATION 
 
9-10. The Ideological Underpinnings of Representative Government: Consent & Accountability 
(M, W; Feb 1, 3) 
 

Required Readings 
Manin, The Principles of Representative Government 

 
Recommended Readings 

Przeworski, Adam. Democracy and the Limits of Self-Government. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

Przeworski, Adam, Susan C. Stokes, and Bernard Manin, eds. Democracy, 
Accountability, and Representation. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999. 

Shapiro, Ian, Susan C. Stokes, Elisabeth Jean Wood, and Alexander S. Kirshner, 
eds. Political Representation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009. 

 
 
Short Paper Proposal Due Monday February 8 at the beginning of class in hardcopy. 
 
11. The Federalist Papers 
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(M Feb 8) 
 

Required Readings 
Publius, The Federalist Papers numbers 47-64 [subject to updating] 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/788 
 

Recommended Readings 
Rehfeld, Andrew. The Concept of Constituency: Political Representation, Democracy 

Legitimacy, and Institutional Design. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005. 

 
**NOTE: Friday Feb 12 is a special rescheduled class.** 
 
12-13.Concept of Representation 
(W, F; Feb 10, 12) 
 

Required Readings 
Pitkin, The Concept of Representation 

 
Recommended Readings 

Mansbridge, Jane. "Rethinking Representation." American Political Science 
Review 97, 04 (2003): 515-528. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055403000856 

Rehfeld, Andrew. "Representation Rethought: On Trustees, Delegates, and 
Gyroscopes in the Study of Political Representation and Democracy." 
American Political Science Review 103, 02 (2009): 214-230. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055409090261 

Mansbridge, Jane. "Clarifying the Concept of Representation." American 
Political Science Review 105, 03 (2011): 621-630. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055411000189 

Rehfeld, Andrew. "The Concepts of Representation." American Political Science 
Review 105, 03 (2011): 631-641. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055411000190 

 
14-15. Representation and Democracy 
(M, W; Feb 15, 17) 
 

Required Readings 
Urbinati, Representative Democracy 

 
 
 
Short Paper Due Tuesday February 23 at 3:59pm: electronic attachment in PDF format only (not as a 

Word file, for example) to be emailed to professor’s McGill email address from student’s own 
official McGill email account. Proposals sent after 3:59pm will be counted as a day late. Please 
be proactive and make the necessary arrangements beforehand. 

 
**NOTE: There is no class M Feb 22 and W Feb 24.** 
**Reading period Feb 29 through March 4** 
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IV. BICAMERALISM 
 
16. Bicameralism and the Canadian Senate 
(M March 7) 
 

Required Readings 
Uhr, John. "Bicameralism." In The Oxford Handbook of Political Institutions, edited by 

R. A. W. Rhodes, Sarah A. Binder and Bert A. Rockman, 474-494. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199548460.003.0024 
*Ajzenstat, Janet. "Bicameralism and Canada's Founders: The Origins of the Canadian 

Senate." In Protecting Canadian Democracy: The Senate You Never Knew, edited by 
Serge Joyal, 3-30. Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2003. 

Smith, The Canadian Senate in Bicameral Perspective 
 

Recommended Reading 
Joyal, Serge, ed. Protecting Canadian Democracy: The Senate You Never Knew. 

Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2003. 
 

V. SORTITION 
 
17-18. Lotteries 
(W, M; March 9, 14) 
 

Required Readings 
Stone, Luck of the Draw 

 
Recommended Reading 

Goodwin, Barbara. Justice By Lottery. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1992. 

 
 
19-20. Sortition: Theoretical Perspectives 
(W, M; March 16, 21) 
 

Required Readings 1 
Mueller, Dennis C., Robert D. Tollison, and Thomas D. Willett. "Representative 

Democracy via Random Selection." Public Choice 12 (1972): 57-68. (12p) 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01718470 

Mulgan, Richard G. "Lot as a Democratic Device of Selection." The Review of Politics 
46, 04 (1984): 539-560. (22p) 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1406693 
Engelstad, Fredrik. "The assignment of political office by lot." Social Science 

Information 28, 1 (1989): 23-50. (28p) 
https://doi.org/10.1177/053901889028001002 

Delannoi, Gil, Oliver Dowlen, and Peter Stone. The Lottery as a Democratic Institution.  
In Studies in Public Policy. Vol. 28. Dublin: Policy Institute, 2013. Pages 9, 12-
41 only (21p) 
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https://www.tcd.ie/policy-
institute/assets/pdf/Studies_Policy_28_web.pdf 

 
Recommended Readings 

Dowlen, Oliver. "Sorting Out Sortition: A Perspective on the Random Selection 
of Political Officers." Political Studies 57, 2 (2009): 298-315. (18p) 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2008.00746.x 
Dowlen, Oliver. The Political Potential of Sortition: A Study of the Random 

Selection of Citizens for Public Office. Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2008. 
López-Guerra, Claudio. "The Enfranchisement Lottery." Politics, Philosophy & 

Economics (2010). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X10372206 

Saunders, Ben. "Democracy, Political Equality, and Majority Rule." Ethics 121, 
1 (2010): 148-177. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/656474 
Allard-Tremblay, Yann. "The Epistemic Edge of Majority Voting Over Lottery 

Voting." Res Publica 18, 3 (2012): 207-223. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-011-9176-9 

 
 

Required Readings 2 
McCormick, John P. "Contain the Wealthy and Patrol the Magistrates: Restoring Elite 

Accountability to Popular Government." American Political Science Review 100, 
02 (2006): 147-163. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055406062071 
Zakaras, Alex. "Lot and Democratic Representation: A Modest Proposal." Constellations 

17, 3 (2010): 455-471. (17p) 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8675.2010.00608.x 

Bouricius, Terrill G. "Democracy Through Multi-Body Sortition: Athenian Lessons for 
the Modern Day." Journal of Public Deliberation 9, 1.11 (2013): 1-19. (19p) 

http://www.publicdeliberation.net/jpd/vol9/iss1/art11/ 
Guerrero, Alexander A. "Against Elections: The Lottocratic Alternative." Philosophy & 

Public Affairs 42, 2 (2014): 135-178. (44p) 
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12029 

 
Recommended Reading 

Manin, Bernard, Adam Przeworski, and Susan C. Stokes. "Elections and 
Representation." In Democracy, Accountability, and Representation, 29-
54. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. (26p) 

 
21-23. The BC Citizens’ Assembly 
(W, M, W; March 23, 28, 30) 
 

Required Readings 
Herath, R. B. Real Power to the People. 
Fournier, Patrick , Henk van der Kolk, R. Kenneth Carty, André Blais, and Jonathan 

Rose. When Citizens Decide: Lessons from Citizens' Assemblies on Electoral 
Reform. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199567843.001.0001 

 
Recommended Readings 
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Warren, Mark E., and Hilary Pearse, eds. Designing Deliberative Democracy: 
The British Columbia Citizens' Assembly. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008. 

 
24-26. UK and US Proposals 
(M, W, M; April 4, 6, 11) 
 

Required Readings 
Barnett and Carty. The Athenian Option. 
Callenbach, Michael, and Sutherland. A Citizen Legislature/A People's Parliament. 

[selections] 
 
Recommended Readings 

O’Leary, Kevin. Saving Democracy: A Plan for Real Representation in America. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006. 

 
**NOTE: There is no class W April 13.** 
 
Research Paper & Memorandum Due Monday April 18 at 3:59pm: electronic attachment in PDF 

format only (not as a Word file, for example) to be emailed to professor’s McGill email address 
from student’s own official McGill email account. Proposals sent after 3:59pm will be counted as 
a day late. Please be proactive and make the necessary arrangements beforehand. 

 

REQUIREMENTS AND COURSE POLICIES 
 

DISTRIBUTION OF MARKS: 
 

1. In-class Participation       10% 
2. In-class presentations (5-10 minutes each)    20% 
3. Paper Proposal       3% 
4. Short Paper (1250-1750 words)     20% 
5. Memorandum (450-550 words)     5% 
6. Research Paper (7000-8000 words)     42% 

 
You must pass section 6 in order to pass the class as a whole. You must pass sections 1, 2, 4, 
and 5 to receive a grade above D in the class as a whole. 

NOTES 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning 
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of 
student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information) 
 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
 
In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 
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PARTICIPATION, READING, AND PRESENTATIONS 
Since this is a seminar course, it is essential that readings be completed before class, and that 
everyone participate actively in class discussions. 
 
Besides reading each assigned text, you are expected to be prepared, for each class, to give a 
5-10 minute presentation on the assigned texts for that class. In your presentation, for each 
assigned text, you should be prepared to: 

1. state and explain the key concepts used by the author 
2. state the main thesis (in the case of articles or excerpts) or main theses (in the case of 
a longer assignment such as a book) in two or three concise sentences 
3. give your own evaluation of the persuasiveness of the main thesis/theses 

 
Since everyone is expected to have studied the material beforehand, the bulk of your presentation 
should be dedicated to item 3. Your goal is to spark discussion by arguing for a thesis, critically 
engaging with the literature, and raising issues and objections that you think will be of interest to 
the class. 
 
In each class, we will randomly select between one to three students to give the presentation they 
have prepared to the class. (However, every student is guaranteed to give at least one 
presentation during the semester.) Your grade for this section of the course will be an average of 
your grades for each of the presentations you give. However, during a preliminary trial period, 
your grade for a particular presentation will count towards your overall presentation grade only if 
it does not bring your overall presentation grade down. Once the preliminary trial period is over, 
moreover, we may also accept one or two voluntary presentations. 
 
Your participation grade is based on the quantity and the quality of your oral contributions to the 
class, apart from your in-class presentations, over the course of the semester. 

SHORT PAPER PROPOSAL: 
Your short paper topic must be approved by me beforehand. To acquire approval, you must hand 
in a paper proposal of 350-500 words by the proposal due date. The proposal must indicate (1) 
your overriding thesis, (2) what your main arguments supporting your thesis are, and (3) what 
objections you think you will consider. I will then inform you whether your proposal is approved. 
You must submit your paper proposal to me in hardcopy. 
 
Any short paper submitted without an approved paper proposal will lose six letter grades (i.e., 
from A to C, A- to C-, B+ to D+, etc.) 

PAPER ASSIGNMENTS 
Your papers must have: 

1. an explicit thesis 
2. explicit arguments in support of your thesis 
3. good explicit objections to your thesis and/or arguments; you must of course deal with 
these objections and show that they do not undermine your thesis 
 

For very basic guidance on how to write a good political theory paper, see my “Tips” sheet. That 
sheet is for an introductory political theory class, not for an upper level course, so I certainly 
don’t expect you to follow the advice there mechanically, but it may help you organize your 
thoughts. 
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All papers must be submitted as a PDF double-spaced, at least 11-point font, proper reference 
citation, with no separate title page but your title, name, and final word count (including 
footnotes) placed at the top of your first page. For notes, use numbered footnotes (not 
endnotes, and Arabic not Roman numerals). I do not care which reference citation system you 
use, as long as you are consistent and complete. (You may wish to use the Modern Language 
Association (MLA) system.) Papers that fail to meet these criteria will be penalized by dropping 
to the next possible letter grade (e.g., from A to A-). 
 
A scanned copy of your approved paper proposal (with my comments) must be attached to the 
end of the PDF of your short paper. 
 
The file name of your PDF must follow this format: year-yourlastname-yourfirstname-assignment# 
For example: 
2015-Pamuk-Orhan-paper1 
2015-Ebadi-Shirin-paper2 
 
On the word count: you need to observe the word count. If you find yourself going over the word 
limit, go back and edit, trying to cut out every single sentence or word that is not absolutely 
necessary to make your point and to defend your thesis. At each point in the paper, you should 
honestly be able to answer “yes” to the question: is this bit here really necessary for the defence 
of my thesis? You will not be penalized if you go over the word limit only if it is clear to the reader 
that the extra length was crucial to your argument and so warranted. Otherwise, cut. 

RESEARCH PAPER: 
Your goal of your analytical research paper is to evaluate the proposal that the Canadian senate 
be reformed to consist in a randomly selected citizen assembly. In your research paper, you will 
argue for or against the proposal, identifying the most important considerations in favour and 
again, the potentials and pitfalls, etc. 
 
Your research paper will be the basis for a short memorandum to accompany it. The goal of the 
memorandum is to present the findings of your research paper in a brief format suitable for 
presentation to and circulation amongst participants at a workshop on the same topic. 

LATE WORK 
Papers and proposals must be completed on time. Late work will be penalized by dropping 
each day (including Saturday and Sunday) by one third of a grade (i.e., from A+ to A to A- to B+ 
etc.), unless you have secured explicit permission in advance to turn in your paper late.  Late 
make-up essays will not be accepted. 
 
Be proactive. If there are any foreseeable problems, come talk to me early, rather than waiting 
until after the fact. I will not grant extensions a couple of days before the due date. 

ABSENCES 
You get two free absences, no questions asked. Use them wisely. 
 
(Please note that if you are absent from the first class, you are absent from the first class.) 
 
For each class you are counted absent after the second, you will be required to write one 1000 
word make-up essay, due at the beginning of the next class, on the material from the missed 
class. Each time that you fail to hand in the make-up essay at the next class, or each time your 
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make-up essay is of below B level quality, your final course mark will drop down by one third of 
a grade (i.e., from A to A- to B+ etc.), unless you have made arrangements with me beforehand. 
This is all your responsibility; I will not be chasing you down for make-up papers. Make up 
essays should be sent to me via email as per instructions above for papers (with a PDF name 
like 2015-Munro-Alice-makeup1). 
 
The ONLY exception to this is if you have a note from a doctor indicating you had a 
communicable disease. Please do not attend class if you have symptoms of such a disease. 
 
Make-up essays are not “punishments” for missing class: you are adults and what you do with 
your time is really none of the professor’s business, and you will no doubt sometimes have 
extremely valid reasons for not coming to class. But it is the professor’s business to ensure a 
successful seminar, and this depends on all of us being on the same page. The purpose of the 
make-up essay requirement is to provide you the opportunity to digest the material for the class 
you missed. Our discussions in subsequent classes will build on our previous classes; it is 
absolutely imperative for a successful seminar that everyone be on the same page. 
 

MARKING CRITERIA 
 
Papers will be marked according to the following criteria: 
 
1. analytical rigour (logic, precision, clarity of argument, consideration of counterarguments, 
etc.) 
2. originality / creativity 
3. essay mechanics (structure of essay clear and logical, clear thesis, etc) 
4. sentence mechanics (quality of prose, grammar, spelling, etc.) 
5. scholarship (accurate representation of author’s cited, other works engaged with when 
appropriate, quality of research if a research paper, etc) 
6. miscellaneous (proper citation of sources, meets purposes of assignment, etc) 
 
Each paper will be returned with a grade corresponding to each of these 5 or 6 items, in addition 
to your overall paper grade. Please note that (with the exception noted in the next paragraph) 
these 5 or 6 itemized grades are purely meant to provide you with feedback, so that you have 
an idea of what areas require improvement in future work. Your final grade is NOT an average 
of these itemized grades. 
 
However, an F on any one of the six criteria will result in an F on the written assignment as a 
whole. In particular, a minimum level of originality (criterion 2) and knowing when and how to 
provide proper references to works that you have used in crafting your essay (criterion 6) are 
substantive requirements for all written assignments, without which the maximum grade is an F. 

EXPLANATION OF GRADES 
Grades for papers will range from F to A+. Since I do not believe in grade inflation, and since I 
use the whole range of grades, to help you interpret your performance in the course, I provide 
here a very rough idea of what grades in the C to A ranges mean. A grade in the C range 
indicates some basic problems that require immediate attention and perhaps some pedagogic 
help. I take a B- to be a below average grade which suggests some problem that needs 
attention. A B reflects average work; it is a respectable though perhaps unhappy grade. It 
indicates a need for improvement in future work. Usually there are no major errors, and there is 
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a good, above-average comprehension of the material – though there may be problems of 
written expression, or of precision, or the work amounts to a regurgitation of texts or class 
discussion, etc. I consider a B+ to be a very good grade reflecting above-average and 
promising work. General qualities usually include an excellent comprehension of the material, 
excellent organization of paper, excellent written expression, no major errors, meeting all basic 
requirements of assignment, attaining a basic level of analytical rigour, and going beyond a 
mere regurgitation of texts and class work. Moving into the A-range requires not just 
comprehending the material and presenting it well, but a critical engagement with the material 
that captures its subtleties and displays some spark of creative originality and/or superior 
analytical rigour. (All of this means that an excellent paper that is also excellent because it was 
a “safe” paper to write will probably end up with a B+. And, in fact, sometimes, depending on 
where are you are at with the material, that is exactly the kind of paper you need to write.) An A- 
is an excellent grade reflecting a paper that is almost flawless in the basic requirements 
(excellent comprehension of material, organization of paper, written expression, etc.); there is 
also a critical engagement that captures the complexities and subtleties of the material, and that 
displays some combination of superior analytical rigour and/or creative original insight. A grade 
of A reflects a top-notch work that is flawless in the basic requirements and that reflects an 
outstanding comprehension of the material in all its complexities and subtleties and displays a 
combination of superior analytical rigour and creative original insight. The writer had likely set 
themselves up with an intellectually challenging project (which of course sometimes carries with 
it some risk) and was able to pull it off. The very rare A+ is similar; the plus comes from the fact 
that I was saying “wow!” while reading your paper. 

WHAT GRADES ARE NOT 
Although it takes intelligence to write good papers, at the end of the day grades are NOT an 
evaluation of your intelligence. And grades are certainly not an indicator for how much the 
professor likes you or how smart he or she thinks you are. To write well, you have to take risks, 
and often those risks will not pay off. If you do poorly on your paper, remember that many very 
smart people write papers receiving poor grades. Sometimes it’s simply because you have not 
learned the relevant skills yet. Sometimes it is a matter of sheer luck (you got unlucky and 
picked a topic or line of argument that turned out to be a dead-end, and you had no way of 
knowing in advance!) University is an opportunity for you to take risks from which you can learn. 
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TIPS FOR WRITING AN ESSAY FOR YOUR INTRO POLITICAL THEORY CLASS WITH 

ARASH ABIZADEH 
 
1. Know the difference between a thesis, an argument, and the premises of an argument. A thesis is 
a claim that you wish to defend in your essay. An argument is what you say in order to defend the thesis; 
it provides reasons in support of your thesis. Premises are claims that are used in your argument. 
 
For example, one of the key theses in Wolff’s book is that there can exist no legitimate authority (except 
for unanimous direct democracy). An argument he gives for this thesis is the following: 
 

1 (premise). Authority is legitimate only if it is compatible with the autonomy of those over 
whom it is exercised. 
2 (premise). Autonomy is incompatible with being subject to authority. 
Therefore: 
3 (conclusion). No authority can be legitimate. 

 
Steps 1 through 3 all together comprise the argument for the conclusion 3. The conclusion 3 is the thesis 
Wolff wishes to defend. 1 and 2 are premises in the argument for his thesis. 
 
2. State your thesis clearly at the beginning of your paper. The claim that you are going to defend in 
your paper should be clear to your reader at the very outset. You don’t need to say, “I will defend the 
claim that XYZ”. But you do need to state XYZ clearly. Your thesis is your view, the claim you want to 
defend. You need to take a position on the question you are addressing and state it clearly. “This paper 
explores issues related to…” is not a thesis. 
 
3. Provide arguments for your thesis. Once you have decided on your thesis, you must defend it with 
arguments. How many arguments you provide will depend on how much space you have. But once you 
state your thesis, the next thing your reader expects is an argument for it. 
 
4. Know what it means to critically evaluate an argument. Sometimes your thesis is about other 
persons’ claims or arguments. For example, your thesis might be that Creon’s arguments for the thesis 
that an individual has a duty to obey the law are better or stronger than Socrates’s arguments for the thesis 
that an individual has a duty to obey the law. If that’s your thesis, then you need to state clearly your 
thesis, state Creon’s thesis and argument(s) for it, state Socrates’s thesis and argument(s) for it, and then 
critically evaluate the arguments. 
 
To critically evaluate an argument is to (a) determine whether the premises of the argument are true and 
(b) determine whether the conclusion follows logically from the premises. 
 
Consider the following argument for the thesis that Socrates is a man. 
 

1. Socrates is a philosopher. 
2. All philosophers are monkeys. 
Therefore: 
3. Socrates is a man. 

 
This is an invalid argument: the conclusion does not follow logically from the premises. If 1 and 2 were 
true, then Socrates would be a monkey, not a man. Even if the conclusion 3 is true, this is not a good 
argument for it. Someone who was critically evaluating the argument could say “The argument is 
illogical.” 
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Now consider a different argument for the thesis that Socrates is a man. 
 

1. Socrates is a philosopher. 
2. All philosophers are men. 
Therefore: 
3. Socrates is a man. 

 
This is a logically valid argument. If 1 and 2 are true, then 3 must be true too. But someone critically 
evaluating this argument could now dispute the truth of its premises. Someone might say, for example, 
that premise 2 is false, because some philosophers are women. If premise 2 is false, then the argument for 
the conclusion/thesis is not a good one. The thesis may still be true, but it has not been adequately 
defended. 
 
In general, then, if you want to critically evaluate an argument for a thesis, you must state the thesis, state 
the argument, and then ask two questions: (a) does the conclusion follow logically from the premises? and 
(b) are the premises true? 
 
5. Make sure the arguments for your thesis are good or strong arguments. This means that someone 
who critically evaluates your argument would not find obvious problems with it. (See 4 above). 
 
6. Make sure your thesis is an interesting thesis. Let’s say you read the Apology and came up with the 
thesis “Socrates is a man.” I am very certain you will be able to provide very good arguments for this 
thesis, but it is a rather uninteresting thesis. The reason why it is uninteresting is that it is difficult to see 
what the counterarguments to your thesis would be. If you can’t think of any good, strong 
counterarguments to your thesis or any objections to your own argument, then it’s not a thesis worth 
writing a paper about. 
 
7. In your paper, you must seriously consider (a) counterarguments to your thesis or (b) objections 
to your argument. This is what makes the difference between an ok paper and a good paper. The 
stronger the counterarguments or objections that you consider and refute, the stronger your own position. 
A weak counterargument or objection against your own thesis or argument will leave your reader 
wondering why you even bothered considering it. If you cannot think of any counterarguments or 
objections, pick a different thesis. 
 
8. Use your limited space wisely. Any argument for a thesis relies on premises. In political theory (or 
political philosophy), some premises will be normative and some empirical/descriptive. Now, let’s say 
that there is a claim that you want to defend in your essay – in other words, your paper’s thesis. For a 
political theory paper, you must defend your thesis by providing an argument. The problem with 
providing an argument for your thesis is that the premises you use in your argument are themselves claims 
with which someone may or may not agree. A premise in one argument can always become the thesis of 
another argument. So, for example, recall Wolff’s argument: 
 

1 (premise). Authority is legitimate only if it is compatible with the autonomy of those over 
whom it is exercised. 
2 (premise). Autonomy is incompatible with being subject to authority. 
Therefore: 
3 (conclusion). No authority can be legitimate. 
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If someone disagreed with premise 1, and provided a good argument for why it is false, Wolff would be 
forced to provide an argument for premise 1. But then the premise of the argument above would become 
the thesis of another argument. 
 
This means that the potential length of your paper is infinity. Since you have word limits, you need to 
make some choices. For example, you may wish to provide an argument with premises that are relatively 
uncontroversial. Or if you employ a controversial premise, then you may want to briefly defend the 
premise too (i.e., provide an argument for it). But at some point you have to stop defending yourself and 
hope that the premises you use will carry your reader. There is no formula here; you have to exercise your 
own judgement. 
 
9. Again, use your limited space wisely. Since you only have limited space to state your thesis, provide 
your arguments, and consider counterarguments or objections, you can’t waste any words. Don’t say 
anything that is not necessary to clarify or defend your thesis. Don’t start off your essay, for example, 
with grandiose pronouncements about how important the question is or how many great thinkers have for 
centuries and millennia thought about it. This is not a history class, so it’s very unlikely that such claims 
would matter one way or the other to your thesis. Every sentence counts: with each paragraph, and with 
each sentence in each paragraph, ask yourself: why am I telling my reader this? If you can honestly say 
“because saying this is necessary for defending my thesis,” leave it in. If not, think again. 
 
10. Use the key concepts in your essay in a clear, precise, and consistent fashion. Key concepts in this 
course, for example, might be obligation, right, authority, etc. When you use a fancy word, make sure its 
meaning is clear to you and to your reader. For every word you use in your essay, be sure that you can 
define it. If you can’t, either figure out what it means, or don’t use it. If the meaning of the word is clear 
to you, but it’s a word used in different ways by different people, then define it for your reader so that it’s 
clear what you mean by it. (Words like “objective,” for example.) 
 
11. Spelling, grammar, and style count. For grammar, pay special attention to a common pitfall. You 
already know that nouns and verbs must agree with each other (so that if it’s a plural noun, then you need 
a plural verb: not “they talks”). But don’t forget that pronouns must also agree. This is ungrammatical: 
“One must always retain the right to make his own judgements.” This is also ungrammatical: “One must 
always retain the right to make their own judgements.” If your pronoun is “one” in the first part, it should 
be “one” in the next part. Thus: “One must always retain the right to make one’s own judgements.” On 
the one hand, for a similar reason, this is considered by many to be ungrammatical: “A person must never 
give up their own freedom.” “Person” is singular, “their” is plural. The pronoun that goes with “person” 
should be third-person singular, i.e., either “she” or “he.” On the other hand, it is good to avoid gender-
specific language when gender is irrelevant to the point. To do this, you can often substitute the plural 
throughout: “Persons must never give up their own freedom.” 
 
For style, try your best to avoid the passive voice (“It has been argued that…”), in favour of the active 
voice (“Socrates argued that” or “I argue that…”). (It is perfectly OK to use the word “I” or “my” in your 
essays, especially since you will often need to assert your thesis ; you just don’t want to distract your 
reader’s attention from the matter at hand by unnecessarily and gratuitously inserting yourself  into your 
essay.) 
 
12. Take a look at the marking criteria outlined on the syllabus. 


