
Philosophical and Legal Issues in Mental Health 

Instructor: Dr. August Gorman 
gorman.august@gmail.com 
Class Meets: Thursdays 11:00-2:00 
Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday 12:45-2:45, and by appointment. 
 
Course Description: Suppose you blame your friend Corey who promised he’d come 
over and support you after the death of your pet, but he doesn’t show up. But now, 
imagine you find out that the only reason he didn’t show up is that he had to go off of his 
OCD medication, and so while he desperately wanted to come support you, he felt the 
need to instead act on a compulsive desire to stay at home repeatedly performing 
rituals, turning the lights in each room of his house on and off several times. Arguably, 
you should stop blaming Corey once you find this out—but why? We might say that his 
“brain made him do it,” but don’t our brains make us all do everything that we do? Corey 
is of course under no legal obligation to come support you, but in circumstances where 
he does have some legal obligation, should he also be released from legal responsibility 
due to his OCD? We will seek answers to questions like this and more in this class. 
Topics include: blame, exemption, and paternalism; the insanity defense; the uses and 
abuses of involuntary treatment; Alzheimer’s, advance directives, and the metaphysics 
of the self, and suicide and decision-making capacity. 

Required Texts: The Insanity Defense: Multidisciplinary Views on Its History, Trends, 
and Controversies, ed. Mark D. White. All other readings are posted on Canvas. 
 
Prerequisites: None. 1 previous course in philosophy or political science recommended. 
 
___ 
 

Learning Objectives:  

To explore the intersections between mental health and legal status from historical, 
philosophical, and policy-focused lenses. 

To familiarize yourself with issues in applied epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics 
through their implications for analyzing issues in the arena of mental health. 

To make connections between the theoretical and the practical—to be able to analyze 
how the law and your own beliefs and practices of holding responsible rely on implicit 
theoretical ideas.   

To develop metacognitive awareness and a set of skills for approaching and responding 
to challenging texts. 

To communicate clearly and productively with others both about their developing 
philosophical ideas, and about your own.   

To be able to apply the theories you learn in novel contexts. 

___ 



 

Academic Integrity: 

Georgetown’s honor system governs every assignment in the course. Plagiarism (submitting 
for credit work you did not do yourself) or any form of cheating is unacceptable. Be sure to 
cite any works you use, including websites, books, and articles.  Students will receive a zero 
on assignments that violate this policy. 

___ 
 
Disability and the Classroom:  

Whether or not you have an officially registered disability, please let me know if there are 
ways I can make my classroom more accessible to you. For example: speaking louder, 
arranging the chairs and tables differently, printing handouts with larger print, etc. All 
students are entitled to equal access to the programs and activities at Georgetown 
University. If you require any special accommodations to enable you to complete this 
course, please schedule a meeting with the Academic Resource Center (ARC).  

___ 
 

Classroom Norms: 

▪ In this class we will be talking about mental health conditions, and I ask that everyone 
comes to class with an open mind as well as a recognition that people with mental health 
conditions are more than just interesting case studies People with mental health conditions 
are real people, oftentimes among us, and that one-size-fits-all stereotypes about people 
with mental health conditions have the power to dehumanize. Our class norm will be to keep 
careful considerations of these issues at the forefront of our minds throughout discussion, to 
use respectful language, and to respect first-personal accounts of the lived experience of 
people mental health conditions. 

▪ Laptops will be permitted during the discussion portion of the class so that you may 
reference postings on the course blog. If this begins to pose problems, I will adjust my 
policy. Additionally, I recognize that we are all adults with rich and involved lives outside of 
class that sometimes necessitate our ability to be reachable throughout the day. Brief non-
disruptive cell phone use in order to check the time or respond via text to others in 
emergency situations is permitted, although I will change this policy if it becomes disruptive. 

▪ If an assignment is due in hard-copy form and you are absent on the due-date, you must e-
mail me a copy by the start of class as well as turn in a hard-copy version on the next class 
period you attend for your assignment to be marked as on time. 
▪ Grades on all late assignments will be deducted 5 points per day late, unless there are 
extenuating circumstances approved by me, prior to the due date. 
▪ Please be kind and charitable to one another in discussion, including being mindful of 
letting other people speak. In order to make sure we are hearing from everyone, I will 
sometimes cold-call, but you are always welcome to say “pass” without penalty. 

▪ I will not tolerate slurs or name-calling of any kind in my classroom, nor will I tolerate overt 
racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, or transphobia. I believe that working together to 
actively foster an environment of mutual respect is a crucial precondition for productive and 
open dialogue. 
___ 
 



 
 
Grade Breakdown:  

30% Co-Presenter Videos  
(25% Original Paper Presentation, 10% Commentary, 5% Discussion) 

20% Final Exam (In class reflective essay) 
20% Insanity Defense Research Paper 
15% Blog Posts 
8% Participation  
7% Attendance 
 
Co-Presenter Videos: For this assignment you will prepare and film yourself giving a 
roughly 2,000 word/ 15 minute long paper presentation on a topic of your choice, 
presenting an original argument relating to the topics covered in class. (I will work with 
you to determine these topics ahead of time.) You will also be responsible for preparing 
and filming yourself giving a roughly 1,000 word/ 8 minute long commentary on another 
student’s paper, as well as filming a 5 minute open discussion on the topic between you 
and your fellow student. More details will be provided with assignment. 

Final Exam (In class reflective essay): The final exam prompts will each ask you to trace 
a critical theme or concept as you have come to understand it throughout the narrative of 
the course. You will have a choice of several prompts, but will only need to write on one 
of them. This will be an open-note, but not open-book or open-computer exam.  

Insanity Defense Research Paper: In this paper of about 3,000 words you will research 
and write about a topic of interest related to the history, legal implementation, or ethical 
foundations of the Insanity Defense, drawing on at least 2 articles from the required text 
for this course. More details will be provided with assignment. 

Blog Posts: Every other week you will be assigned to post on the course blog regarding 
the upcoming week’s reading(s). These blog posts will form the springboard for our in-
class discussions. Your blog post can take any one of the following three forms:  

 Point of Confusion: 1. Describe what you do understand about the reading. What 
 are the main points and how do you see this article fitting into discussions we’ve 
 been having in the course? 2. Describe in as much detail as you can what your 
 point of confusion is. 3. Provide two pointed clarificatory questions that would 
 help you get closer to understanding.  

 Objection: 1. Provide the context of your objection by summarizing the relevant 
 part of the reading you’re responding to. 2. Present your objection, as well the 
 best response on the part of the author. 3. Assess this potential response—does 
 it satisfy your worry, or does it leave us with lingering questions?  

 Novel Context: 1. Briefly summarize an argument given in the text that applies to 
 a particular mental health condition. 2. Describe an interesting comparison case 
 with another mental health condition. 3. Assess the degree to which the 
 argument is applicable in the comparison case. Does the argument in this new 
 context lead to new questions, positions, or objections? 



Participation: I take a broad view of what counts as participation. It could be volunteering 
to answer questions in class frequently, having particularly helpful contributions to class 
discussion, taking a leading role in in-class activities, writing especially detailed blog 
posts, emailing me with follow-up questions after class, or coming to office hours. For an 
A participation grade you will need to do at least a few of these things on a regular basis.  

Attendance: Because our class meets only once a week, attendance is absolutely 
crucial. I allow one unexcused absence with no penalty, but all further absences will be 
unexcused unless I grant you instructor approval before the start of class due to what I 
deem to be a legitimate and serious reason for you to miss class.  

Schedule of Readings and Assignments: 
(Readings are listed according to the date they are due to be completed.) 
 
Philosophical and Legal Issues in Mental Health 

January 10th:   Course Introduction  
 
Mental Health and Moral/Legal Responsibility 
 
January 17th:  “Moral Responsibility and Mental Illness: A Call for Nuance,” Matt 

King and Joshua May  
 
January 24th: "Mental Impairment, Moral Understanding and Criminal 

Responsibility,” Cordelia Fine and Jeanette Kennett 
  
January 31st:  “Moral Responsibility and Obsessive Compulsive Disorder,” 

Timothy Schroeder  
  
February 7th:     “Reasons-Responsiveness and Moral Responsibility: the Case of 

Autism,” Nathan Stout 
 
February 14th:    “Disordered, Disregarded, Misinterpreted, Disabled: The 

Immoralities of Exemptions,” David Shoemaker 
 
Involuntary Treatment and Epistemic Injustice 
 
February 21st:  “Civil Commitment in the United States,” Megan Testa and Sara 

West 
  
February 28th:   Selections from Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of 
   Knowing, Miranda Fricker 
   Round 1 Co-Presenter Videos Due 
  
SPRING BREAK 
 
March 14th:  “The Use of Mechanical Restraints in Psychiatric Hospitals,” Elyn  
   R. Saks 
 
March 21st:    “Depression and Competence to Refuse Psychiatric Treatment,”  
   Abraham Rudnick 



 
March 28th: “Epistemic Injustice and Using Civil Commitment to Treat Eating 

Disorders,” Nicole Hamilton  
 Insanity Defense Research Paper Due 
 
Mental Health and End of Life Decision Making 
          
April 4th:  “Respecting the Margins of Agency: Alzheimer's Patients and the 

Capacity to Value,” Agnieszka Jaworska 
 
April 11th:      “On the Moral Acceptability of Physician-Assisted Dying for Non-

Autonomous Psychiatric Patients,” Jukka Varelius  
 
April 18th:    “Western Michigan University Revises Policy Related to Students 

Showing Suicidal Tendencies,” Christina Cantero 
 Round 2 Co-Presenter Videos Due 
 
April 25th:   “Losing One’s Self,” Cheshire Calhoun 
 
May 2nd: “Depression in the Context of Disability and the ‘Right to Die,’” 

Carol J. Gill 
 
May 8th:      Final Exam: In-Class Reflective Essay  

 
  
 


