PHIL 496/596: Moral Responsibility Prof. Marie Jayasekera

Course Syllabus Office Hours: Mondays 3:30-5:30pm
Fall Term, 2020 Zoom Office Hours link:
Wednesdays, 5:30 https://csulb.zoom.us/j/98147210495

Email: marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu

This course is an advanced, focused inquiry into contemporary philosophical work on moral
responsibility. In particular, we will focus on a prominent, influential, and lively strand of the literature:
P. F. Strawson’s landmark paper, “Freedom and Resentment” (1962), and the discussion that has engaged
with and debated the issues he presents in that paper. As background to Strawson’s account of moral
responsibility, we will begin with an overview of the issues and main positions in the free will and
determinism debate. We’ll then turn to Strawson’s paper, developments of his position, and critiques of
his account. Lastly, we will explore two related issues that will not only tie together our discussions of the
preceding material but are also fascinating topics in their own right: (i) the nature of blame and (ii) the
phenomenon of the psychopath and the question of whether psychopaths are morally responsible.

Objectives
Our goals in this course are:

— To gain a clear understanding of the Strawsonian strand of the contemporary literature on moral
responsibility—the positions, arguments, strengths, and weaknesses. We will do this by engaging
with the literature on Strawson’s paper, as well as seeing how this position makes sense of our
understanding of blame and psychopaths.

— To develop our ability to read contemporary philosophical texts and identify, articulate, and
analyze arguments and positions in them.

— To increase our facility in producing our own arguments and expressing them clearly both in
writing and orally in class.

Requirements
1. Attendance of and Participation in Zoom Class Meetings: Attendance of our weekly Zoom class

meetings is expected. Substantial philosophical work will be done during our meetings together: you
should expect to clarify and deepen your understanding of the assigned readings; develop and refine
your own views on the philosophical issues; and improve your reading, analytical, and
communication skills by discussing the material and engaging with one another in small groups and
with the class as a whole.

Though our class meetings will begin promptly at 5:30pm, we will likely not meet for the entire
scheduled period every week, since Zoom fatigue leads to diminishing returns. On those rare days it
makes sense to meet for the entire period, we will take a break half-way through.

Some guidelines regarding good participation:

— Good participation # constantly sharing your opinion.

— Good participation can take a number of forms, e.g., clarifying the material in your own
words, asking questions, helping to clarify or raising objections to the ideas expressed by
your classmates, or trying out a position in order to assess its strengths and weaknesses.

— Good participation always involves a good-faith effort to engage with the ideas from the
readings and the ideas of your classmates and to actively participate in any small-group
activities during our class meetings.
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2. Weekly Reading and Preparation: The expectation in this course is that you will come to each class
meeting having already read the assigned text and you will be prepared to share your questions,
thoughts, and insights about the material.

— Make sure you have the assigned text accessible during our virtual class meetings.

— Active reading before class leads naturally to being prepared to participate in class. Active
reading requires at minimum: (i) working through an author’s position and/or argument, (ii)
formulating questions that express any confusion you have about the reading, and (iii) singling
out what seem to you to be important points and connections.

3. Small Group Preparation and Participation: Most class meetings will incorporate small group
discussions, using the Breakout Room function in Zoom. I will divide the class into six groups of five
to six students each, and the composition of these small groups will remain fixed throughout the
semester. The breakout rooms will allow you, in a smaller setting, to grapple with the material and
develop your ideas in conversation with one another. You are responsible for actively reading the
weekly responses of your group members (see 4, next), and being prepared to discuss them during our
class meetings.

4. Weekly Writing. Beginning the second week of the course, each week you will write a short (no
longer than 400 words) response to the readings assigned for that week. In your responses, you should
engage critically with the texts for that week. You can do this in a number of different ways. For
example:

(a) You might point out something that you find something puzzling or unclear, and explain why;

(b) You might reconstruct a difficult argument;

(c) You might develop an objection for claim or argument and respond to it;

(d) You might bring two distinct views in conversation with one another by bringing out some
unnoted commonality or tension;

(e) You might show how a principle or position from the readings can be applied to or illuminates
something you have encountered in another course or in your everyday experience;

And so on. You should view these responses as a way of formulating and testing out your ideas about
the readings: you will have opportunity in class discussion to receive feedback on your ideas from me
and your colleagues in the class. Although your responses do not need to be polished, they should be
well thought-through. These responses will also serve as the springboard for small group discussion,
and possibly the written assignments for the course (see section ‘Papers,” below).

Responses are due each week by Monday at 11:59pm (please plan your reading accordingly).
Responses will be shared with the class through the course Beachboard site and you are responsible
for actively reading the responses of the members of your assigned small group. These responses will
not be graded, but missed responses will count significantly against you in your final grade and hinder
your ability to fully participate in our class meetings.

5. Papers: You will write three papers for this course: for undergraduates, three short papers; for
graduates, two short papers and a longer term paper. You will write the first short paper on a topic
assigned by me; you will generate your own topic for the other two papers. The weekly reading
responses should help you to discover which questions and issues grab you, and they should provide a
starting point from which you can use to develop your ideas into more sustained arguments.

Short Papers (4—7 pages): The first paper is due Friday, October 2nd, at 11:59pm. The second

paper is due Friday, November 14™, at 11:59pm. The third short paper (for undergraduates) is due
Wed, December 16", at 11:59pm.

PHIL 496/596, p. 2



Term Paper, for graduates (15-20 pages): The term paper is due Wed, December 16", at
11:59pm. The term paper may cover any of the questions, problems, and issues raised in this
course. It may also cover the same general topic as either of your short papers (although it must
make substantial advances beyond the short paper).

Evaluation
Your final grade will be determined as follows (with adjustments for missed and late work):

Undergraduate Students

20% — First short paper

30% — Second short paper

35% — Third short paper

15% — Seminar participation (weekly writing, small group and in-class participation)

Graduate Students

20% — First short paper

20% — Second short paper

45% — Seminar paper

15% — Seminar participation (weekly writing, small group and in-class participation)

Grading: I am committed to seeing students in my courses produce high-quality work, and I grade high-
quality work accordingly. I do not grade on a curve. For each assignment, I will make clear my grading
standards for written work.

Note: Grades do not measure effort or improvement, as these factors do not go hand-in-hand with
quality and are very hard to measure fairly. Grades reflect the quality of work that you submit to me,
according to the standards mentioned.

Policies

Communicating through Email: 1 am happy to answer questions over email. On weekdays, you can expect
a response within 24 hours, but if you email me over the weekend I will likely not get back to you until
Monday afternoon.

Office Hours: Office hours are for your benefit. You don’t need an appointment to see me, and you don’t
need to wait until an assignment is due to drop by—you can use office hours to clarify course material,
get feedback on your ideas, and talk about philosophical matters more broadly. If my office hours conflict
with your schedule, you may meet with me at an alternate time by setting up an appointment (email me at
marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu).

Writing Assignment Policies:
— Late papers will be penalized a third of a full letter grade for each 24-hr period after the due date.
— Extensions will be granted, upon request, for a good reason. To request an extension, email me at
marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu at least 24 hours in advance of the deadline. (Rare emergency
extension requests will be granted without meeting the 24-hour advance notice requirement.)
— I will not read drafts, but I am happy to discuss ideas during my office hours.

Plagiarism: Don’t do it. I take plagiarism (and academic dishonesty in general) extremely seriously—it is
not only a theft of someone else’s ideas but a form of disrespect towards yourself, your fellow students,
and me. You are responsible for understanding what plagiarism and academic dishonesty are. Familiarize
yourself with the CSULB Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism, if you haven’t already, either in the course
catalog or on the University’s website. Anyone found violating this policy will receive an F for the course
and will be reported to the appropriate University officials.
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Accommodations: If you need accommodations for any kind of disability, please email me in advance or
drop by my virtual office hours. Also, students with a disability or medical restriction who are requesting
a course accommodation should contact the Bob Murphy ACCESS Center (BMAC) as soon as possible at
562-985-5401 or email them at BMAC@csulb.edu. BMAC will work with you to identify a reasonable
accommodation in partnership with appropriate academic offices and medical providers.

Unforeseen Issues: Please email me if anything comes up unexpectedly over the course of the semester
that hinders your ability to complete the work for the course. I am committed to helping students in my
courses carry out the best work they are capable of, but sometimes, especially these days, unforeseen
events or issues get in the way of being able to do one’s best work. Do not ghost me and the other
members of the class! [ will work with you to make a realistic and reasonable plan for fulfilling the
requirements of the course.

Schedule of Topics and Assigned Readings (Tentative)
All course readings will be distributed through the BeachBoard course site. Texts in brackets are ones
we’ve already read, but you should read them again for the class meetings they are re-assigned. All course
readings will be available on the Beachboard course site.

The syllabus is a flexible organism: readings may change over the course of the semester as we
narrow or widen our interests. Any changes to the schedule or readings will be posted on BeachBoard
course site, and you will have plenty of notice.

I. Introduction and Background

Week 1 (Aug 26): Introduction to the course and each other; Background: The problems and key concepts
o Excerpt from Thomas Nagel, What Does it All Mean?: “Free Will”
o Excerpt from Peter van Inwagen, Metaphysics: “The Powers of Rational Beings: Freedom of the Will”
o Excerpt from Four Views on Free Will: “A Brief Introduction to Some Terms and Concepts”

Week 2 (Sept 2): Background: Incompatibilism vs. Compatibilism
o C.A. Campbell, “In Defence of Free Will”
o Moritz Schlick, “When is a Man Responsible?” from The Problems of Ethics

II. Strawson and Strawsonian Accounts

Week 3 (Sept 9): Strawson’s “Freedom and Resentment”
o Peter Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment”
o Excerpt from Jonathan Bennett, “Accountability (1)

Week 4 (Sept 16): Strawsonian Accounts
o [Peter Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment™]
o Susan Wolf, “The Importance of Free Will”
o Tamler Sommers, “The Objective Attitude”

Week 5 (Sept 23): Strawsonian Accounts continued

o [Peter Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment”]

o Gary Watson, “Responsibility and the Limits of Evil: Variations on a Strawsonian Theme’
III. Challenges, Critiques, and Alternatives

B

Week 6 (Sept 30) Challenges and Critiques
o Derk Pereboom, “Revising the Reactive Attitudes”
o Excerpts from R. Jay Wallace, Responsibility and the Moral Sentiments
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*Friday, Oct 2: First short paper DUE through Dropbox

Week 7 (Oct 7): Challenges and Critiques continued
o Marina Oshana, “Ascriptions of Responsibility”

IV. The Nature of Blame

Week 8 (Oct 14): Alternatives to Strawson and resources for a cognitive account of blame
o Gary Watson, “Two Faces of Responsibility”
o Excerpts from George Sher, In Praise of Blame

Week 9 (Oct 21): Conative and Strawsonian accounts
o Excerpts from T. M. Scanlon, Moral Dimensions. Permissibility, Meaning, Blame

o R.Jay Wallace, “Dispassionate Opprobrium: On Blame and the Reactive Sentiments”

V. A Case Study: Are Psychopaths Morally Responsible?

Week 10 (Oct 28): The Phenomenon and the Philosophical Issues
o Excerpts from James Blair, Derek Mitchell, and Karina Blair, The Psychopath: Emotion and the
Brain
o This American Life, “The Psychopath Test” [hour-long audio]
o Excerpts from R. Jay Wallace, Responsibility and the Moral Sentiments

Week 11 (Nov 4): Psychopaths are morally responsible
o Matthew Talbert, “Blame and Responsiveness to Moral Reasons: Are Psychopaths
Blameworthy?”
o Excerpts from Thomas Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other

*Fri, Nov 6: Second short paper DUE through Dropbox
Week 12 (Nov 11): NO CLASS (Veterans Day)

Week 13 (Nov 18): Psychopaths are not morally responsible
o [ Excerpts from Thomas Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other]
o [Gary Watson, “Responsibility and the Limits of Evil: Variations on a Strawsonian Theme”]
o Gary Watson, “The Trouble with Psychopaths”

Week 14 (Nov 25): NO CLASS (Thanksgiving recess)

VI. Wrap up

Week 15 (Dec 2): Workshop: final paper topics/theses
o No reading: bring paper topic/thesis to class

Week 16 (Dec 9): “Marginal Cases” and the Boundaries of the Moral Community
o David Shoemaker, “Moral Address, Moral Responsibility, and the Boundaries of the Moral

Community”

*Wed, Dec 16: Final papers (third papers for undergraduates, term paper for graduate students)
due by 11:59pm through Dropbox
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