
Morality and Justice (PHIL 1304)

Professor: Karen Kovaka

Winter/Spring 2019

E-mail: kkovaka@vt.edu Web: karenkovaka.com
Office Hours: Mon 11am-1pm Class Hours: Mon/Wed 1:25-2:15pm
Office: Major Williams 220 Classroom: Torgersen 3100
GTAs: Si-Hua Chang and Rachel Keith

Course Description

Contemporary American politics is full of debates about morality and justice: Should the govern-
ment do more to fight inequality? Do corporations have too much power? Should we be allowed
to sell parts of our bodies? Is it immoral to be a nationalist? What is "identity politics," and is
it a bad or good for us? These questions are controversial. They are also deeply philosophical.
We will spend the semester thinking about them, and by the end, you will have a new set of
tools for engaging with these and other questions of morality and justice that we all encounter
throughout our lives.

Evaluation

1. Online quizzes: 15%

2. Discussion section attendance & participation: 15%

3. Argument reconstructions: 30% (3 reconstructions, 10% each)

4. Writing assignments: 40% (2 assignments, 20% each)

Online Quizzes

I will ask you to complete weekly multiple choice quizzes through Canvas. These quizzes are
due each Monday by 1:15pm. They will cover the assigned reading for that Monday. That means
you will be quizzed on the reading material before we discuss it in class. Late quizzes will receive
no credit. At the end of the semester, I will drop your lowest quiz score when calculating your
final grade.
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Discussion Sections

You are required to attend and participate in weekly discussion sections. Come to these sessions
prepared to ask questions, listen to what others have to say, and engage in conversation with the
group. Your GTAs will assign your grade for this portion of the course.

Si-Hua Chang’s Discussion Sections:

• CRN 17327: Friday 10:10-11:00a, New Classroom Building 110B

• CRN 17328: Friday 11:15-12:05p, Williams 209

• CRN 17331: Friday 8-8:50a, Torgersen 1080

Rachel Keith’s Discussion Sections:

• CRN 17324: Wednesday 5:45-6:35p, Torgersen 1080

• CRN 17329: Wednesday 4:40-5:30p, Julia Cheatham 317A

• CRN 17330: Friday 1:25-2:15p, Seitz 207

Argument Reconstructions

Argument reconstructions are a crucial philosophical skill. If you’ve never done one before,
don’t worry! You will learn how to reconstruct an argument through a series of step-by-step
assignments that increase in difficulty. The due dates for each reconstruction are below:

• Reconstruction 1: 2/11

• Reconstruction 2: 3/6

• Reconstruction 3: 3/27

Writing Assignments

You will have two brief philosophical writing assignments. The first (due 4/15) is an analysis of
a political opinion piece. The second is a personal reflection piece, and it will take the place of a
final exam (due 5/10).

Fine Print

• iClickers: An iClicker is required for this course. You must purchase one and register it on
Canvas. Starting on Monday 2/4, I will use them to keep track of attendance and to poll
the class about the readings.

• Attendance: Regular class attendance is essential to getting a good grade. I fully expect
you to come to class unless illness or other personal circumstances prevent you. You get
three absences for the semester. After three absences, I will start deducting points from
your final grade for each additional absence, unless the absences are unavoidable and you
talk with me about alternative ways for you to participate in the course.
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• Accessibility: We all learn differently, and I am committed to making this course accessible
to everyone. Please come talk to me if some aspect of the course isn’t working for you:
we can collaborate on alternatives that suit your needs, interests, and learning style. If you
have a disability (or think you might), it’s also a good idea to contact Services for Students
with Disabilities.

• Technology: Phones, tablets, and laptops often distract us during class. I want to free you
from these distractions as much as possible. For that reason, I will provide notes after every
class. You will find them on the course Canvas site. This means you don’t have to type
or write notes yourselves, and it gives you the option of participating in class without any
tech at all. If you do use a laptop or tablet, please do not check your email, message people,
or use the Internet for anything that isn’t course-related.

• Academic integrity: I take academic integrity very seriously. It’s important that all the
assignments you complete are your own work and that you know how to credit and cite
sources appropriately. If you have any questions about my expectations for a particular
assignment, be sure to talk to me!

The Undergraduate Honor Code pledge that each member of the university community
agrees to abide by states: "As a Hokie, I will conduct myself with honor and integrity at
all times. I will not lie, cheat, or steal, nor will I accept the actions of those who do."
Students enrolled in this course are responsible for abiding by the Honor Code. A student
who has doubts about how the Honor Code applies to any assignment is responsible for
obtaining specific guidance from the course instructor before submitting the assignment
for evaluation. Ignorance of the rules does not exclude any member of the University
community from the requirements and expectations of the Honor Code. For additional
information about the Honor Code, please visit: https://www.honorsystem.vt.edu/

Texts

There are no required books. All of the reading assignments will be posted on Canvas.

3/5

https://www.ssd.vt.edu/
https://www.ssd.vt.edu/


Morality and Justice – Winter/Spring 2019 – updated 1.21.19

Reading & Quiz Schedule

1 Intro to Moral Philosophy

Week Content

1 • Read: "How to tell if you’re a jerk," by Eric Schwitzgebel

2 • Read: "The challenge of cultural relativism," by James Rachels
• Quiz 1 due 1/28

2 Liberalism

Week Content

3
• Read: "The liberal idea," by Stephen Holmes
• Quiz 2 due 2/4
• Optional: "The liberalism of fear," by Judith Shklar

3 Inequality

Week Content

4 • Read: "Justice as Fairness," by John Rawls
• Quiz 3 due 2/11

5 • Read: Justice, Gender, and the Family, by Susan Moller Okin (chs. 1 & 5)
• Quiz 4 due 2/18

6
• Read: selections from The Racial Contract, by Charles Mills
• Quiz 5 due 2/25
• Optional: selections from Faces at the Bottom of the Well, by Derrick Bell

7 • Read: "Democratic legitimacy and economic liberty," by John Tomasi
• Quiz 6 due 3/4
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4 Markets

Week Content

8
• Read: selections from Markets Without Limits, by Jason Brennan and Peter

Jaworski
• Quiz 7 due 3/18

9
• Read: "Liberty, equality, and private government," by Elizabeth Anderson
• Quiz 8 due 3/25
• Optional: "The philosopher redefining equality," by Nathan Heller

10

• Read: "Liberty, equality, and private government," by Elizabeth Anderson
• Quiz 9 due 4/1
• Watch: Harlan County, USA
• NO CLASS 4/3

5 Identity

Week Content

11 • Read: "The liberal foundations of cultural nationalism," by Chaim Gans
• Quiz 10 due 4/8

12 • Read: "Immigration: The case for limits," by Dale Miller
• Quiz 11 due 4/15

13

• Read: "Is criticism of identity politics racist or long overdue?" Room for
Debate, NYT Opinion Page

• Quiz 12 due 4/22
• Listen: "Identity politics," Philosophy Talk

14
• Read: "The politics of identity," Anthony Appiah
• Listen: "The role of identity in politics," NPR
• Quiz 13 due 4/29

6 Conclusion

Week Content

15 • Read: TBD
• No quiz
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