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General Course Outline

This course will focus on some of the most stimulating public debates in Britain and the United
States in recent years. We will look at the fascinating relationship between science and ethics with a
specific focus on ‘hot’ issues, which have raised strong public interest because of their social impact:
the rise of mass surveillance technologies, NSA spying scandal, animal rights, and human
enhancement. We will examine how philosophical theories can be used to analyse (and even
potentially themselves be illuminated by) findings in recent scientific research, and consider how
new technologies might complicate traditional moral questions concerning, for example, the
universality of human values, liberty and security, and autonomy and integrity. The intent is to
encourage the rigorous examination of a wide range of normatively contested issues and promote a
non-partisan understanding.

Course Methodology

There will be a weekly 2-hour seminar, supplemented by a weekly one-to-one supervision with the
tutor. We will follow closely the usual structure of the Oxford tutorial system, according to which
students write an essay every week, after having done the required readings. During the weekly
seminar, the tutor will give a general introduction of the topic; a student will summarise and criticise
selected items on the reading list, and a general discussion will follow. The tutor will summarise the
results of the discussion, and indicate further issues to consider. Having done the readings before
the seminar is expected and active student participation is highly encouraged.

Philosophical reasoning: Guidance for writing essays

If you feel that you need guidance on how develop your own ethical arguments, you may find the
following resources helpful:

Online resources:

* General introduction to writing philosophy essays: Overview by Professor James Pryor
(NYU), http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html

* Understanding assignments: http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/understanding-
assignments/

*  Writing a good thesis statement: http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/thesis-
statements/

Introductory books:

* Nigel Warburton, 2009, Thinking From A to Z, third edition, London: Routledge.
* Anthony Weston, 2008, A Rulebook for Arguments, Cambridge: Hackett Publishing.



Introductory Background Reading

It is recommended that students will cover the introductory background readings before arriving in
Oxford.

Jonathan Glover, 1977, Causing Death and Saving Lives: The Moral Problems of Abortion, Infanticide,
Suicide, Euthanasia, Capital Punishment, War and Other Life-or-death Choices, London: Penguin
Books.

Thomas Nagel, 1991, “Death”, “War and Massacre”, “The Fragmentation of Value”, “Ethics without
Biology”, and “Subjective and Objective”, in his Mortal Questions, Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.

Michael Ruse (ed.), 2009, Philosophy after Darwin: Classic and Contemporary Readings, Princeton:
Princeton University Press, Parts Il and V.

Jussi Suikkanen, 2014, This is Ethics: An Introduction, Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.
Michael Sandel, 2009, Justice: What's the Right Thing to Do?, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

Talbot, Marianne, Bioethics: An introduction, Podcasts at the University of Oxford,
https://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/series/bioethics-introduction. Pay special attention to

e episode 4 (“Arguments”),

e episode 7 (“Common moral arguments: 'it's not natural' and 'it's disgusting'”),

¢ episode 8 (“Common moral arguments: 'it's too risky' (the Precautionary Principle)”), and
e episode 9 (“Common moral arguments: 'Morality? It's all a matter of opinion’”).



Week 1: Liberty, Security, and Surveillance

Nobody wants to live in perpetual fear; everyone wishes to live in a society where our lives are safe
and our basic liberties secure. This, according to the standard liberal view, is why we agree to set up
a state and grant this institution the power to collect taxes, maintain order, punish the criminals and
(if necessary) fight a war. From the very beginning of the rise of the modern state, however, there
has been the worry that we might end up in giving too much power to the state, with the result that
the institution we created to protect our lives and liberties may start threatening the very lives and
liberties that it is supposed to protect. Is this worry a well-grounded one? This session firstly
examines various conceptions of liberty/freedom, beginning with Isaiah Berlin’s influential account
of ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ liberty. We shall then discuss the trade-off between liberty and security,
with a special focus on mass surveillance technologies such as CCTV and national ID systems. We will
also discuss the ethics of policing by evaluating the moral implications of contemporary stop-and-
frisk policies and the use of informants, as well as recent cases of police violence.

Reading list:

Introductory reading: Jonathan Wolff, 2006, “The Place of Liberty,” in Jonathan Wolff, An
Introduction to Political Philosophy, revised edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Isaiah Berlin, 2002, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” in his Liberty, ed. by Henry Hardy, Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Rob Evans, 2015, “Police apologise to women who had relationships with undercover officers,” the
Guardian, 20 November 2015, http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/20/met-police-
apologise-women-had-relationships-with-undercover-officers

Pete Fussey, 2008, “Beyond Liberty, Beyond Security: The Politics of Public Surveillance,” British
Politics Vol. 3, no. 1, pp. 120-135.

David Lyon, 2007, Surveillance Studies: An Overview, Cambridge: Polity Press, chapters 1 and 2.

Seumas Miller and lan A. Gordon, 2014, Investigative Ethics: Ethics for Police Detectives and Criminal
Investigators, Wiley Blackwell, chapter 1.

Quentin Skinner (with Richard Marshall), “Liberty, Liberalism and Surveillance: A Historic Overview,”
Open Democracy, 26 July 2013: https://www.opendemocracy.net/ourkingdom/quentin-skinner-
richard-marshall/liberty-liberalism-and-surveillance-historic-overview

Jeremy Waldron, 2003, “Security and Liberty: The Image of Balance,” Journal of Political Philosophy
Vol. 11, no. 1, pp. 191-210.

Questions:

e Why is liberty valuable?

* Is Berlin’s distinction between negative and positive liberty a useful one?

¢ Isthere always a trade-off between liberty and security?

* Does the extensive use of CCTV to enhance security inevitably undermine individual liberty?

e Isit permissible for police to engage in deep relationships with suspects in order to gather
information? Which moral boundaries must police not cross when dealing with informants?

*  How does the liberty/security trade-off inform our thinking on the ethics of policing? Are
stop-and-frisk policies, which disproportionally disadvantage some groups in society,
morally justifiable?

*  What about police violence? (Discuss in relation to recent cases in the U.S.)



Week 2: The Pursuit of Happiness: Science and Politics

Everyone wants to be happy — presumably. But what is happiness? What makes us happy? How do
we know if someone is genuinely happy? Can we measure happiness? If so, is it reasonable for the
government to attempt to ‘maximise happiness'? These questions are discussed among policy
makers as well as academics today. In 2010, British Prime Minister David Cameron announced to
launch a new way of ‘measuring our progress as a country, not just by how our economy is growing,
but by how our lives are improving’, expressing the belief that ‘there is a link between what politics
and government does and people’s happiness, contentedness and quality of life’. This session
considers the recent debate over the science and politics of happiness. We shall firstly consider the
very idea of happiness in relation to its neighbouring concepts such as pleasure and wellbeing, and
then discuss how latest developments in psychology and economics might, or might not, help us
realise a happier society.

Reading List

David Cameron, 2010, “PM Speech on Wellbeing,” 25 November 2010:
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-speech-on-wellbeing

Jon Elster, 2010, “Self-poisoning of the Mind,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of
London, Vol. 365, no. 1538, pp. 221-226.

Daniel M. Haybron, 2007, “Do We Know How Happy We Are? On Some Limits of Affective
Introspection and Recall,§ Nods Vol. 41, no. 3, pp. 394-428.

Derek Bok, 2008, The Politics of Happiness: What Government Can Learn from the New Research on
Well-Being (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), chapter 3.

Martha C. Nussbaum, 2008, “Who Is the Happy Warrior? Philosophy Poses Questions to Psychology,”
The Journal of Legal Studies Vol. 37, no. 2, pp. 81-113.

Carol Graham, Soumya Chattopadhyay and Mario Picon, 2010, “The Easterlin and Other Paradoxes:
Why Both Sides of the Debate May Be Correct,” in Ed Diener, Daniel Kahneman, and John Helliwell
(eds.), International Differences in Well-Being, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Questions:

¢ Am | always the best person to judge how happy | am?
*  ‘More money doesn’t make you happy’. Discuss.

* If money does not make people happy, what does?

¢ Should a government try to make citizens happier?

* Is happiness a realistic policy goal?



Week 3: The Unjust Society: Whistle-blowing and Civil Disobedience

What do we do if we want to change government policies? Many options are open to us: casting a
vote, forming advocacy groups, participating in a demonstration and so on. But what if these
conventional means do not work? More specifically, what should we do if we believe that an existing
law or policy is seriously unjust and yet is unlikely to change by conventional means? Are there
occasions on which we are morally permitted to break a law to bring about a change in the law, or to
draw attention to relevant injustices? If there are such occasions, how can we distinguish morally
permissible law-breaking from its criminal counterpart? This session will examine these and relevant
guestions concerning civil disobedience and other forms of dissent. We shall begin with John Rawls’s
classical conception of civil disobedience and proceed to consider how this might illuminate
contemporary cases of purportedly ethical law- or rule-breaking: Edward Snowden, Bradley
Manning, and Julian Assange. We shall also consider whether the disobedient ought to be punished
even if his or her act of disobedience is morally justified.

Reading list:

Kimberley Brownlee, 2013, “Is Edward Snowden a civil disobedient?”, OUP blog, 23 August 2013:
http://blog.oup.com/2013/08/is-edward-snowden-a-civil-disobedient/

Robin Celikates, 2014, “Civil Disobedience as a Practice of Civic Freedom,” in: David Owen (ed.): On
Global Citizenship. James Tully in Dialogue (Bloomsbury Press, 2014).

David Cole, 2014, “The Three Leakers and What to Do About Them,” New York Review of Books, 6
February 2014.

F. A. Elliston, 1982, “Civil Disobedience and Whistleblowing: A Comparative Appraisal of Two Forms
of Dissent,” Journal of Business Ethics Vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 23-28.

Brian Knappenberger, 2014, “The Internet's Own Boy: The Story of Aaron Swartz,” Documentary,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vXr-2hwTk58 OR “Citizenfour” (Edward Snowden
documentary).

John Rawls, 1991, “Definition and Justification of Civil Disobedience,” in H. A. Bedau (ed.), Civil
Disobedience in Focus (London: Routledge), chapter 6.

George Williams, 2013, “Civil Disobedience? The Aaron Swartz Memorial JSTOR Liberator,” The
Chronicle of Higher Education, 15 January 2013, http://chronicle.com/blogs/profhacker/civil-
disobedience-the-aaron-swartz-memorial-jstor-liberator/45397

Questions:

* Under what circumstances — if any — is it morally permissible to break a law?

*  Which criteria do civilly disobedient acts have to fulfil in order to be morally permissible?
Consider especially the permissibility of non-violent acts that nonetheless cause harm to
innocent people, and covert (i.e. non-public) acts of civil disobedience that cause no harm.

* Do we have a right to civil disobedience? If so, what kind of right is it?

¢ Should a law-breaker always be punished?

*  ‘Online whistle-blowing is a new form of civil disobedience’. Discuss.

¢ Did Edward Snowden engage in civil disobedience? What about Aaron Swartz?



Week 4: Humans and Animals

Many ethical theories and moral practices assume that there is something special about human
beings. Consider human rights; we are told that each of us is entitled to a set of rights simply in
virtue of being human. Consider vegetarianism; we may admire morally motivated vegetarians (as
distinct from those who choose vegetarian diets out of health concerns), but practically nobody
condemns non-vegetarians to the same extent as we condemn cannibals. But what is it, if anything,
that makes humans normatively special? Are we guilty of ‘speciesism’, i.e. arbitrarily prioritising of
human beings over non-human animals? And if so, is speciesism just as bad as sexism and racism? In
this session, we will discuss whether — some or all — animals have a different moral status to humans,
and what the moral implications of this might be.

Reading list:

Richard Arneson, 1999, “What, if anything, renders all humans morally equal,” in Dale Jamieson
(ed.), Peter Singer and His Critics, Oxford: Blackwell.

Alasdair Cochrane, 2013, “From Human Rights to Sentient Rights”, Critical Review of International
Social and Political Philosophy Vol. 16, no. 5, pp. 655-675.

Shelly Kagan, 2015, “Speciesism,” Philosophy Bites Podcast, https://secure-
hwcdn.libsyn.com/p/3/5/1/351047b488a37ae4/Shelly Kagan_on_Speciesism.mp3?c_id=9518325&e
Xpiration=1455108610&hwt=d574ef91cal102c8d9f98b8bd7cebl1fa

Martha Nussbaum and Cass Sunstein, Animal Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004),
chapters 2, 3, 13 and 14.

Peter Singer, “All Animals are Equal,” in Singer (ed.), Applied Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1986).

Questions:

¢  Whatis the best possible justification for according a lesser moral status to animals than to
human beings? Is speciesism a plausible moral view?

¢ When it comes to determining who has an equal moral status, does it matter whether a
being is self-aware, or whether it consciously experiences pain and pleasure, or whether it
possesses the capability of critical reasoning, or whether it possesses mental capacities
above a certain threshold of intelligence? If so, do dolphins and apes have an equal moral
status? What about small children, cognitively disabled people, and comatose patients?

e ‘Ifitis wrong to kill new-born infants, it is wrong to kill non-human animals.” Discuss.

*  What kind of moral duties do we have towards animals?

¢ Should human rights be extended to (certain) non-human animals?



Week 5: Moral Enhancement: Beyond Humanity?

Some philosophers and neuroethicists have recently defended the view that our moral shortcomings
are preventing our political institutions from acting effectively. Our innate moral psychology, they
argue, causes us to make egoistic, short-sighted decisions which exacerbate existential risks, such as
wars and climate change. Enhancing our moral motivation would enable us to act better in the long
term, which would benefit not only our contemporaries, but also future generations and non-human
animals. One method to achieve this enhancement is already practised in all societies: moral
education. But what if there is a shortcut: could we perhaps just take a pill that makes us more
moral? We will discuss whether doing so would be morally permissible — or perhaps even morally
required. We will also discuss whether it would be justifiable to morally enhance non-consenting
humans, such as unborn children and criminals.

Reading list:
Shlomit Harrosh, 2012, “Moral Enhancement and the Duty to Eliminate Evildoing.” Talk delivered at

Oxford University, February 1, 2012. http://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/moral-enhancement-and-duty-
eliminate-evildoing

Guy Kahane, “A Clockwork Chemistry,” Project Syndicate, 28 June 2011: http://www.project-
syndicate.org/commentary/a-clockwork-chemistry

Frances M. Kamm, 2005, “Is There a Problem with Enhancement?,” American Journal of Bioethics
Vol. 5, no. 3, pp. 5-14.

Michael Sandel, 2004, “The Case Against Perfection,” Atlantic Monthly, April 2004, p. 51-62.

Julian Savulescu, 2006, “Genetic Interventions and the Ethics of Enhancement of Human Beings,” in
B. Steinbock (ed.), The Oxford Handbook on Bioethics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 516-535.

Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu, 2008, “The Perils of Cognitive Enhancement and the Urgent
Imperative to Enhance the Moral Character of Humanity,” Journal of Applied Philosophy Vol. 25, no.
3, pp. 162-177.

Norman Daniels, 2000, “Normal Functioning and the Treatment-Enhancement Distinction,”
Cambridge Quarterly Vol. 9, no. 3, pp. 309-322.

Questions:

¢ Whatis the best argument in favour of moral enhancement?

* Moral enhancement is supposed to help us overcome our moral and psychological
shortcomings. But is it possible for us, the very people who (supposedly) need to be morally
enhanced, to develop this technology without misusing or abusing it?

* Does pharmacologically-induced altruism amount to genuine moral behaviour?

* What s the conceptual distinction between treatment and enhancement? Is one more
morally problematic than the other?

* s it permissible for us to morally enhance people without their consent, e.g. unborn
children, or certain kinds of criminals?

* What is more important: personal autonomy or positive outcomes, such as ensuring the
safety of others?

* Do we have a duty to genetically enhance human beings?



Week 6: War and Humanitarian Intervention

Moral terms are habitually used to fight a war: just cause, civilian immunity, proportionality, and war
crimes. But is there such as thing as a just war? If there is one, what are the rules that distinguish
between just and unjust wars? And are the rules ever followed in practice? This session begins with
Michael Walzer’s influential account of jus ad bellum and jus in bello. Jus ad bellum is the set of
ethical rules that would justify the launching of a war against another state; jus in bello is the set of
ethical rules that specify how the hostilities ought to be conducted. After examining the the jus ad
bellum/jus in bello distinction, we shall discuss which conditions a war has to fulfil in order to qualify
as a just war. We shall apply these concepts in order to evaluate a contemporary case (Syria): is it
morally permissible, or even morally required, for us to participate in this armed conflict by using
military force? Would that be a just war, and if so, why?

Reading list:

Cécile Fabre, 2008, “Cosmopolitanism, just war theory and legitimate authority,” International
Affairs, Vol. 84, no. 5, pp. 963—976.

Helen Frowe, 2011, The Ethics of War and Peace: An Introduction, London: Routledge, chapters 1-5).

lan Hurd, 2011, “Is Humanitarian Intervention Legal? The Rule of Law in an Incoherent World,” Ethics
& International Affairs Vol. 25, no. 3, pp. 293—-313.

Jeff McMahan, 2015, “Syria is a modern-day holocaust. We must act.” The Washington Post, 30
November 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-theory/wp/2015/11/30/syria-is-a-
modern-day-holocaust-we-must-act/

David Rieff, 2013, “Intervening in Syria is Stupid,” New Republic, 29 August 2013:
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/114534/syria-obama-should-do-nothing

Michael Walzer, 2002, “The Triumph of Just War Theory (and the Dangers of Success),” Social
Research, Vol. 69, no. 4, pp. 925—-44.

Questions:

e Can war ever be just? What, if anything, makes a war just?

* s it possible that wars waged by illegitimate authorities are still just?

¢ Do different ethical rules apply to the act of killing during a war (as compared to the ethics
of killing in peaceful times)? Discuss this question in relation to the following issues: the
right of self-defence; collateral damage; the voluntary assumption of risk as a combatant;
the moral permissibility of using drones.

* ‘If we have a moral responsibility to protect human rights, we have a moral responsibility to
remove a tyrant as well’. Discuss.

* Do we have a moral duty to use military force in Syria?

* Are proxy wars justifiable? If one state supports a tyrant, it is just for us to attack the
tyrant’s ally rather than the tyrant him-/herself? Discuss in relation to contemporary politics
(e.g. the armed conflict in Syria).



