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Honors Law and Society: 
Current Moral and Social Issues 

Hon-H 237 
 

Syllabus 
 
Class time and location: MW 1:00-2:15 pm in HU 217 
Professor: Stephanie Leary 
Email: stem.leary@gmail.com 
Office Hours: MW 2:30 – 4:30 pm in Sycamore Hall 024  
 
Course Overview 
In this course, we will be discussing ethical issues that many of us face in our everyday lives, 
some of which are especially relevant to the current political discourse in the United States. 
For example, we will discuss whether we have a moral duty, as individuals, to donate money 
to help poor people in underdeveloped countries, whether it is morally permissible for a 
government to restrict abortion and contraception services for women, to what extent the 
U.S.’s law enforcement and criminal justice system is racially biased (and what legal measures 
should be taken to correct it), whether immigration should be restricted, and so on. We will 
read, watch, and listen to a variety of sources of information on these topics, and think 
critically about ethical arguments concerning these issues.  
 
Many of the issues that we will discuss in this course are sensitive topics that will matter very 
much to some of you. So, it is important that we all discuss these issues in a way that shows 
concern and respect for each other’s viewpoints and experiences. I trust that all of you will 
make a concerted effort to do this.  
 
Requirements and Grades 
(1) Attendance and Participation (10% of final grade): Philosophy is a social practice that 
requires asking questions and discussing ideas with others, so come to class prepared to do 
just that. This means you need to come to every session having done the reading in advance. 
You will earn participation points by asking questions during lecture, participating in class 
discussions and group activities, and doing occasional in-class writing.  
 
(2) Two Papers (each 25% of final grade): There will be two 5-6 double-spaced page 
papers due near the middle and end of the semester. For each paper, there will be a selection 
of topics to choose from. You may also create your own paper topic, but if you choose to do 
so, you must get your topic approved by me at least one week before the paper due date.  
  
(3) Short writing assignments (15% of final grade): there will be two short 1-2 double 
spaced-page writing assignments before the first paper, which will help prepare you for the 
longer papers.  
 
(4) Final Exam (25% of final grade): there will be a comprehensive final exam on 
Wednesday, December 14th at 5:00 – 7:00 pm. 
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Required Texts 
You need to get a copy of Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow by October 1st. 
Amazon.com has new paperback copies for $12.80, or used ones for $8.50.  
 
Canvas 
There is a Canvas site for this course, and you need to learn how to use it. Most of the 
readings for this course will be available on Canvas. I will also use Canvas to post 
assignments, make announcements, and post your grades. So, you need to make sure that 
you can access the site and that Canvas has the relevant email address that you use, so that 
you receive email alerts when things have been posted. 
 
Absence Policy  
Please come to class – always. You may miss two classes without being penalized with respect 
to your attendance and participation grade. Students who miss more than two classes will be 
penalized, unless they have a very serious excuse (like a medical or family emergency). If you 
have such an excuse, you need to email me in advance and provide appropriate 
documentation for your excuse (e.g. photo of detached limb, etc.). It is your responsibility to 
catch up on the material that you missed.  
 
Late-Work Policy 
Don’t turn things in late.  
 
Plagiarism Policy 
Don’t plagiarize. All work you submit for this course must be your own. So, every direct 
quote you use needs to be marked as a quote and references need to be provided. Even if 
you paraphrase text from an article or website, or simply use ideas that you found therein as 
inspiration for your paper, you need to provide a citation that credits the idea to its author. 
You will turn all your work in to me and to Turnitin.com, which is very reliable at detecting 
plagiarism. So, just don’t do it.  
 
Meta-policy 
I reserve the right to amend the readings, assignments, and policies as the semester 
progresses. I will only do so fairly, for good reasons, and with plenty of warning. 
 

 
 

Topics and Readings 
 

(The readings for each day will be determined as we progress through the course. I will 
announce the readings for the next class meeting at the end of each class and on Canvas.) 
 
Objectivism or Relativism?  
Is there an objectively right answer to moral questions? Or is what’s right or wrong just 
relative to a person’s culture or their own moral beliefs? Is moral objectivism at odds with 
being tolerant of other cultures’ moral practices? 

Required readings: 
1. James Rachels’s “The Challenge of Cultural Relativism” 
2. James Rachels’s “Subjectivism in Ethics”  
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Optional readings: 
1. Carol Rovane’s “Moral Dispute or Cultural Difference” from The Stone column in The New York 

Times: http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/11/23/moral-dispute-or-cultural-difference/ 
2. Paul Boghossian’s “The Maze of Moral Relativism” from The Stone in The New York Times: 

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/07/24/the-maze-of-moral-relativism 
3. Daniel Engber’s “The Kids are All Right” from slate.com: 

http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/science/2015/03/does_common_core_teach_ch
ildren_to_be_immoral_as_justin_mcbrayer_says_meta.html 

 
 
Consumer Ethics 
What moral obligations (if any) do we have regarding how we spend our own money? Do 
we have a moral obligation to give money to the poor? Do we have a moral obligation to not 
buy animal products? 

Required readings and films: 
1. Peter Singer’s “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” 
2. John Arthur’s “World Hunger and Moral Obligation: the Case Against Singer” 
3. Andrew I. Cohen’s “Famine Relief and Human Virtue” from Contemporary Debates in 

Applied Ethics 
4. Peter Singer’s “All Animals are Equal” 
5. Food, Inc. (documentary available on Netflix instant) 
6. Matthew Liao’s “The Basis of Human Moral Status” 
 
Recommended: 
1. Dylan Mathew’s “Join Wall Street. Save the World.” in The Washinton Post: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2013/05/31/join-wall-street-save-the-world/ 
2. David Brook’s “The Way to Produce a Person” in The New York Times: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/04/opinion/brooks-the-way-to-produce-a-person.html 
 
 
A Detour Into Moral Theory  
Does the rightness or wrongness of an action (like eating meat or giving money to the poor) 
depend solely on the consequences of that action, or are there other morally relevant factors? 

Required readings: 
1. John Stuart Mill’s “In Defense of Utilitarianism” 
2. Nozick’s “The Experience Machine” 
3. Jean Kazez’s “Necessities” 
4. W.D. Ross’s “Pluralism” 
5. Michael Gill’s “The Agonizing Decision Argument” 
6. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong’s “How Strong is this Obligation?” 

 
 
Race, the Criminal Justice System, and the War on Drugs 
In what ways is our current criminal justice system in the US biased against racial minorities? 
What should we do in order to correct this bias? 

Required Readings and Podcasts: 
1. Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow 
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2. “The Cops See it Differently (Part One and Two)”, a This American Life Podcast: 
http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/547/cops-see-it-
differently-part-one 

3. Doug Husak’s “In Favor of Drug Decriminalization” from Contemporary Debates in 
Applied Ethics 

4. Albert Mosley’s “A Defense of Affirmative Action” from Contemporary Debates in 
Applied Ethics 

5. Celia Wolf-Devine’s “Prefential Policies Have Become Toxic” from Contemporary 
Debates in Applied Ethics 

 
Recommended: 
1. This American Life’s “The Problem We All Live With”: http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-

archives/episode/562/the-problem-we-all-live-with 
2. §1-1.2 and §4 from “Implicit Bias” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy:  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/implicit-bias/#Eth 
3. Sendhil Mullainathan’s “Racial Bias, Even When We Have Good Intentions” in The New York Times 

(1/4/2015 Upshot article):	 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/04/upshot/the-measuring-sticks-of-racial-bias-.html?_r=0 
and “Police Killings of Blacks: Here is what the Data Say”: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/18/upshot/police-killings-of-blacks-what-the-data-says.html 

 
 
Gender and Abortion 
Does the government have the right to make legislation restricting women’s access to 
abortion and contraception? Is abortion wrong? What is the relationship between these two 
questions?  

Required readings: 
1. Kate Manne’s “What is Misogyny?” 
2. Reva Siegel’s “Abortion and the “Woman Question”: Forty Years of Debate"  
3. Philippa Foot’s “Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect” 
4. Judith Jarvis Thomson’s “A Defense of Abortion” 
5. Patrick Lee and Robert P. George’s “The Wrong of Abortion", in Contemporary 

Debates in Applied Ethics. 
 
Recommended: 
1. Joan Malin’s “Abortion is Health Care” in The Huffington Post: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/joan-

malin/abortion-is-health-care_b_432838.html 
 
 

Immigration 
To what extent should we restrict immigrants from coming to the United States, and why? 

Required readings: 
1. David Miller’s “Immigration: The Case for Limits", Contemporary Debates in Applied 

Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy  
2. Chandran Kukathas’s “The Case for Open Immigration", Contemporary Debates in 

Applied Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy  
 
Recommended: 
1. Haeyoun Park’s “Paris Attacks Intensify Debate Over How Many Syrian Refugees to Allow Into the 

US” in The New York Times: http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/10/21/us/where-syrian-
refugees-are-in-the-united-states.html  
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Gun Control  
Should citizens of the United States be legally permitted to own and carry guns? If so, what 
sorts of legal restrictions (if any) should we make on gun ownership? Is the mass shooting 
crisis in the US a gun issue or a mental health issue (or both)? 

 
Required readings: 
1. Michael Waldman’s “The gun debate doesn’t have to be all or nothing” in The 

Washington Post: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/in-
theory/wp/2015/12/09/the-gun-debate-doesnt-always-have-to-be-all-or-nothing/ 

2. Jeff MacMahan’s “Why Gun Control is Not Enough” in The Stone in The New York 
Times: http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/12/19/why-gun-control-is-not-
enough/ 

3. Jonathan Metzl and Kenneth MacLeish’s “Mental Illness, Mass Shootings, and the 
Politics of American Gun Violence” in The American Journal of Public Health: 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4318286/ 

4. Julie Beck’s “Untangling Gun Violence from Mental Illness” in The Atlantic: 
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2016/06/untangling-gun-violence-
from-mental-illness/485906/ 

5. Gary Gutting’s “Guns and Racism” in The Stone in The New York Times: 
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/12/28/guns-and-racism/ 
 

 


