
 

 
Ethics of Big Data 

 
Instructor: Dr. August Gorman 
gorman.august@gmail.com 
Class Meets: Monday and Wednesday 11:00-12:15 
Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday 12:45-2:45, and by appointment.

  
Course Description: This course explores the rapidly changing landscape of data ethics. Big data is 
revolutionizing practices in commerce, education, policing, national security, and medicine. Rapid 
advances in machine learning and artificial intelligence ensure that the pace and scope of change will only 
accelerate, even as ethical and legal frameworks 
lag far behind. But developing adequate ethical 
frameworks involves tackling difficult questions. 
How can big data be used for the public good? 
Do social media platforms give us enough 
information to consent to use in a meaningful 
way? Does the use of predictive analytics in 
employment and policing decisions reduce or 
reinforce bias? Is privacy dead-—and should we 
care? In this course we will explore the ways in 
which our concepts of consent, privacy, and 
bias, need to be updated to stay relevant in the 
age of Big Data. We’ll also consider various 
decision procedures in ethical theory for 
weighing the promise of the social goods to be 
achieved through harnessing Big Data against 
different ethical concerns. Finally, in teams we’ll 
reimagine what the implementation of Big Data 
collection and use might look like in a certain 
arena by making ethical arguments to justify your 
design choices. 

 
Prerequisites: None. This course is suitable as a 
first course in philosophy. 
 
Required Texts: All readings (often excerpts from longer articles) will be provided on Canvas. 

___ 
 
Learning Objectives: 
·To develop the skills to critically engage with theoretical debates concerning the ethical foundations of 
data ethics. 
 
·To understand how received notions of privacy, consent, fairness, etc. are problematized and might be 
adapted to stay relevant in the context of Big Data. 
 
·To be able to apply the theoretical to the practical; to be able to analyze how innovation and policy ought 
to best take ethical values into account. 
 
·To develop the tools for argumentation and productive dialogue for both philosophical as well as broader 
audiences. 
 
·To hone a view of how the promises and perils of Big Data ought to be balanced and apply this 
perspective in a concrete context. 

Students in Spring 2018 Ethics of Big Data collaborated through 
Google Docs to dissect the Privacy Policies of FitBit, Facebook, and 
NYT.com by highlighting unclear terms and questions the documents 
raised, spending precisely 5 minutes investigating each one, 
reporting back on the experience, and applying it to theoretical 
questions about the information requirements for valid consent.  



 

 
___ 
 
Grade Breakdown: 
 
Attendance: 7% 
Participation: 8% 
Creative Exploration Assignments (4): 10% 
Concept Journals (4): 20% 
Theoretical Paper: 20% 
Ethics in Action Challenge Portfolio: 35% 
 (Proposal Prototype & Presentation: 15%, Theory In Action Paper: 20%) 
 
Attendance: I allow two unexcused absences 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. 
 
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, going above 
and beyond in journal writing and exploration assignments, taking a leading role in in-class activities, 
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. 
 
Creative Exploration Assignments: Creative Exploration Assignments will ask you to engage in 
non-traditional sorts of reflection on data ethics in the real world. Further details will be provided with 
the assignment.  
 
Concept Journals: Concept Journals will be assigned ahead of the units on consent, privacy, bias 
and perceptions of authority, and weighing ethical concerns. Due on the last day of each unit, these 
journals are to be worked on throughout the unit. They will test reading comprehension, the ability to 
apply concepts in class to the news, critical engagement with ideas, and the development of 
metacognitive skills. Further details will be provided with the assignment. 
 
Theoretical Paper: You will write a philosophy paper of about 3,000 words defending a position 
related to a conceptual issue in the ethics of consent, privacy, or bias. Prompts will be provided 
ahead of time as well as further details on grading criteria. 
 
Ethics in Action Challenge Portfolio: In this course you will be building key skills for tackling 
complex moral problems. The Ethics in Action Challenge is a capstone for the course, asking you to 
connect your understanding of the course material to the real world. You will be graded on a portfolio 
of your work, including your prototype, group presentation, and an individual essay connecting your 
project to the theoretical concepts studied in the course. The group presentation occurs in the last 
week of classes and the Theory In Action paper connecting your project to the course readings 
replaces the final exam for the course. Further details will be provided with the assignment.   
 
___ 
 
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: 
▪ No laptops or tablets during class, unless I specify otherwise for a particular class period. If this will 
pose a personal problem for you, please speak with me privately. 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. 
___ 
 
Schedule of Readings and Assignments: 
(Readings are listed according to the date they are due to be completed.) 
  
Introduction to Big Data and Data Ethics 
 
January 9th:   Introduction to Data Ethics  
 
January 14th:   Big Data Documentary (with commentary, in class) 
 
Consent 
 
January 16th:  “Informed Consent,” Nir Eyal 

Applications of Big Data: Class-Sourced Google Doc 
 

January 23rd:   “Disclosure and Consent to Research Participation,” Danielle Bromwich and  
Joseph Millum  

 



 

 
January 28th:     “Why Data Privacy Based on Consent is Impossible,” Helen Nissenbaum 
 
January 30th:    “Hypothetical Consent,” Arthur Kuflik 

Creative Exploration 2 Due 
 
February 4th:   “Meta Consent – A Flexible Solution to the Problem of Secondary Use of 

Health Data,” Thomas Ploug and Søren Holms 
   Concept Journal 1 Due  
 
Privacy  
  
February 6th:    “The Right to Privacy,” Judith Jarvis Thomson 
  
February 11th:    “Why Privacy is Important,” James Rachels 
 
February 13th:  “What is the Right to Privacy?” Andrei Marmor 
 
February 19th:   “From Individual to Group Privacy in Big Data Analytics,” Brent Mittelstadt 

Creative Exploration 3 Due 
    
February 20th: “Respecting Context to Protect Privacy: Why Meaning Matters” Helen 

Nissenbaum  
Concept Journal 2 Due 

 
 
Bias and Perceptions of Authority 
          
February 25th:   “Dissolving the Epistemic/Ethical Dilemma Over Implicit Bias,” Katherine 

Puddifoot 
 
February 27th:      Selections from Algorithms of Oppression, Safiya Umoja Noble 
   Theoretical Paper Proposal Due 
 
SPRING BREAK 
 
 
March 11th:     Selections from Automating Inequality, Virginia Eubanks 
   Creative Exploration 4 Due 
 
March 13th:   Selections from “Critical Questions for Big Data,” danah boyd and Kate 

Crawford 
Concept Journal 3 Due    

  
Weighing Ethical Considerations 
 
 
March 18th:      Selections from Utilitarianism, John Stuart Mill 
 
March 20th:         “A Simplified Account of Kant’s Ethics” Onora O’Neill, and  “Prima Facie 

Duties,” Ben Dupre 
 
March 25th:     Selections from A Theory of Justice, John Rawls 



 

 
March 27th:  Selections from Technology and the Virtues: A Philosophical Guide to a Future 

Worth Wanting, Shannon Vallor 
Theoretical Paper Due 

 
Ethics in Action 
 
April 1st:   Ethics in Action Group Affinitizing, Ethics in Action Challenge: Prototyping 
   Concept Journal 4 Due 
 
April 3rd:   Ethics in Action Challenge: Prototyping 
 
April 8th:   Ethics in Action Challenge: Interviewing/Feedback 
 
April 10th:   Ethics in Action Challenge: Interviewing/Feedback 
 
April 15th:   Ethics in Action Challenge: Presentations 
  
April 17th:   Ethics in Action Challenge: Presentations 
 
Easter Break 
 
April 24th:        Debrief on Ethics in Action Challenge 
                               Final Paper Assigned 
  
April 29th:  Course Conclusion & Wrap Up 
 
 
May 8th:      Theory In Action Paper Due by 11am 

[The final paper takes the place of a final exam for this class and is due at the 
time the university scheduled the final exam for this course.] 


