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Topics in Ethics: Disability and Responsibility (Upper-Level Seminar) 
 

Dr. August Gorman 

august.gorman@georgetown.edu 

 Course meets: Monday and Wednesday 1:00-2:30pm 

 Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday 2:30-3:30, and by appointment  

 

Course Texts: Responsibility from the Margins, by David Shoemaker, Oxford University Press. (ISBN-10: 

0198715676) All other readings are posted on the password-protected portion of the course blog. 
 
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? In this upper-level seminar we will explore questions of responsibility, blame, and 

exemption, through the lens of mental disability. We will seek answers to questions like: Which mental disa-

bilities exempt people from blame, and why? Do different disabilities exempt for different reasons or is there 

a unifying explanation? Is it objectionably paternalistic to exempt people with disabilities from blame? How 

do the empirical facts about mental disability and the first-person phenomenological details of people with 

mental disabilities problematize received models for thinking about responsible agency? 

 
Course Objectives: 

§ To gain an understanding of the prominent positions in the recent and up-and-coming literature on moral re-

sponsibility. 

§ To make connections between the theoretical and the practical—to be able to analyze how your own practices of 

holding responsible rely on implicit theoretical background ideas. 

§ To use the lens of mental disability to problematize accounts of agency and responsibility. 

§ To hone the skills to be able to develop original philosophical work in a burgeoning area of contemporary phi-

losophy. 

§ To communicate clearly and productively with others about both their developing philosophical ideas, and 

your own. 

Classroom Norms: 
§ 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 all late assignments will be deducted 5 points per day late, unless there are extenuating cir-

cumstances 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 
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environment of mutual respect is a crucial precondition for productive and open dialogue. In this 

class we will be talking a lot about disability, and I ask that everyone comes to class with an open-

mind, a recognition that people with disabilities are more than just interesting case-studies but ra-

ther that they are real people, oftentimes among us, and that one-size-fits-all stereotypes about peo-

ple with disabilities have the power to dehumanize. Our class norm will be to keep careful consider-

ations 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 with disabilities.  

§ Technology Policy: I do not expect this will be a problem, but if laptop or cellphone use in class be-

comes distracting or disruptive, I will request that these forms of technology not be used in the class-

room, unless given instructor permission. Please speak with me privately regarding exemptions 

from this request. 

 

Grade Breakdown: 
25% Conference-Style Paper 

25% Blog Posts 
20% Short Critical Response Paper 

15% Mock-Conference Presentation: Commentary, Response, and Q&A 
8% Participation 
7% Attendance 

 
Assignments: 
Conference-Style Paper: In this assignment you will prepare a roughly 3,000 word paper on a topic of your 

choice relating to moral responsibility and mental disability. You may choose to write on one of the condi-

tions we’ve studied in class, but I also encourage you to consider other conditions not covered on the sylla-

bus (such as Dissociative Identity Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder, Intellectual Disability, etc.) This 

paper should not be a response to a singular article, but rather, explore a new focused idea you have about 

the relationship between moral responsibility and disability. These papers will be read at our mock confer-

ence at the end of the semester. I must approve all topics, and I will give extensive feedback on drafts, which 

should be incorporated into your final versions of the paper. I encourage each of you to develop these papers 

to be able to submit to undergraduate philosophy conferences. 

 

Mock-Conference Presentation: This part of your grade will reflect your overall performance in three aspects of 

our mock-conference. First, each student will be an assigned commentator for another student’s mock-

conference paper, presenting a 1,000 word commentary on the paper. A commentary should include a very 

brief summary of the speaker’s main points as well as a short list of: concerns, potential connections with 

other discussions, and areas for further development of the paper. Second, each speaker will have the oppor-

tunity to give a 5 minute impromptu response to their commentator. Third, each student will have a Q&A 

period to respond to student questions. The idea will be to demonstrate a skill we will work on throughout 

the class: asking thoughtful questions and giving thoughtful replies. 

 

Short Critical Response Paper: In this short paper of about 2,000 words you will respond to an argument from 

one of the readings we have discussed in class. In your paper you will briefly summarize the context of any 

one claim made in any of the readings and then pose and develop an original objection to it. You will also 

consider possible responses on the part of the author and evaluate these responses. 
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Blog Posts: Each week, for one of the reading assignments for the week you will post on the course blog be-

fore the start of the class in which we discuss the reading to which you are responding. These blog posts will 

form the springboard for our in-class discussions. Your blog post each week can take any one of the follow-

ing 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 arti-

cle 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. 

 

Argument Reconstruction:  

1. Take any argument provided in the article and reconstruct it in premise-conclusion form. 

2. Assess the argument for validity and soundness. 

3. If it is invalid, explain why. Assuming it is valid, which premise is most likely to be called into question? 

 

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? 

 

Participation: I take a broad view of what counts as participation.  It could be volunteering to answer ques-

tions 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 is a small upper-level seminar, 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. 

 

PRELIMINARY SCHEDULE 
 

Week 1: The Problem 

Monday: Syllabus, Getting to Know You 

“How it is Not ‘Just like Diabetes’: Mental Disor-

ders and the Moral Psychologist,” Nomy Arpaly 
 

Wednesday: “Moral Responsibility and Mental 

Illness: A Call for Nuance,” Matt King and Joshua 

May 

 

What differentiates the blameworthy from 
the exempt? 
 

Week 2: Control and Reasons Responsiveness 

Monday: Control: “Moral Responsibility, Volun-

tary Control, and Intentional Action,” Kyle Fritz 

Wednesday: “A Framework for Moral Responsi-

bility,” John Martin Fischer 

 

Week 3: Quality of Will and the Deep Self 

Monday: “Freedom and Resentment,” P.F. Straw-

son 

 

Wednesday: “Self-Expression: A Deep Self Theory 

of Moral Responsibility,” Chandra Sripada 
 

Week 4: Normal Functioning and Moral Under-
standing 

Monday: “Autonomous Action: Self-

Determination in the Passive Mode,” Sarah Buss 
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Wednesday: “Responsibility, Dysfunction, and 

Capacity,” Nicole Vincent 
 

How do various conditions affect moral re-
sponsibility? 
 

Week 5: Autism 
Monday: Chapter 5 Responsibility from the Mar-

gins, “Reasons-Responsiveness and Moral Re-

sponsibility: the Case of Autism,” Nathan Stout 

 

Wednesday: “Autism, Meta-cognition, and the 

Deep Self,” Nathan Stout 
 

Week 6: OCD, OCPD, and Scrupulosity 

Monday: “Obsessive Compulsive Disorder and 

Moral Agency,” Timothy Schroeder 

 

Wednesday: Selections from Chapter 4 Responsi-

bility from the Margins, 

“Scrupulosity and Responsibility,” Walter 

Sinnott-Armstrong 

 

Week 7: Tourette Syndrome and Misophonia 

Monday: “Moral Responsibility and Tourette 

Syndrome,” Timothy Schroeder 

 

Wednesday: “The Minimal Approval View of At-

tributional Responsibility,” August Gorman 

 

Week 8: Depression and Anxiety, Week 1 
Monday: “Losing One’s Self,” Cheshire Calhoun  

 

Wednesday: Selections from Chapter 4 Responsi-

bility from the Margins 

*Short Critical Response Papers Due 
 
Week 9: Spring Break, No Class 
 

Week 10: Depression and Anxiety, Week 2 
Monday: “Free Will, Moral Responsibility, and 

Mental Illness.” Michael McKenna and Benjamin 

Kozuch 

 

Wednesday: “Choice, Deliberation, Violence,” 

Hanna Pickard 

*Conference-Paper First Drafts Due 

 

Week 11: Alzheimer’s and Dementia 

Monday: Chapter 7 Responsibility from the Mar-

gins, Selection from Life’s Dominion, Ronald 

Dworkin 

 

Wednesday: “Respecting the Margins of Agency: 

Alzheimer's Patients and the Capacity to Value,” 

Agnieszka Jaworska 
 

Week 12: Psychopathy Week 1 

Monday: “The Trouble with Psychopaths,” Gary 

Watson 

 

Wednesday: "Mental Impairment, Moral 

Understanding and Criminal Responsibility,” 

Cordelia Fine and Jeanette Kennett 

 
Week 13: Psychopathy Week 2 

Monday: “Psychopaths and Blame: The Argument 

From Content,” Neil Levy 

*Conference Paper Final Drafts Due 
 
Wednesday: “On Blaming and Punishing 

Psychopaths” Marion Godman & Anneli Jefferson 

 

Week 14: The Risks of Exemption 

Monday:  
 “Blame Under Uncertainty,” Shaun Nichols 

 

Wednesday: “Disordered, Disregarded, Misinter-

preted, Disabled: The Immoralities of Exemp-

tions,” David Shoemaker 

 

Week 15: Class Mini-Conference Week 1 

Monday: 

Mock Conference, Day 1 

*Commentaries Due 
 

Wednesday: 

Mock Conference, Day 2 

 

Week 16: Class Mini-Conference Week 2 

Monday: 

Mock Conference, Day 3 

 

Wednesday: 

Mock Conference, Day 4 
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Academic Honesty: 
All written work for the course must be your own.  Be sure to cite any works you use, including websites, 

books, and articles. Presenting anyone else’s work as your own is considered plagiarism. Please follow this 

link to see Temple University’s Policy on Student Conduct Code, which includes academic honesty: poli-
cies.temple.edu/PDF/398.pdf.  The Philosophy Department Plagiarism Policy mandates an "F" grade, and re-

porting to the Chair and the CLA Undergraduate Affairs Office, for plagiarized work. 

 
Disability and the Classroom: 
Any student who has a need for accommodation based on the impact of a documented disability, including 

special accommodations for access to technology, resources and electronic instructional materials required 

for the course, should contact me privately to discuss the specific situation by the end of the second week of 

classes or as soon as practical. If you have not done so already, please contact Disability Resources and Ser-

vices (DRS) at 215-204-1280 in 100 Ritter Annex to learn more about the resources available to you.  I will 

work with DRS to coordinate reasonable accommodations for all students with documented disabilities.  
Whether or not you have an officially registered disability, please let me know if there are other ways I can 

make my classroom more accessible to you.  For example: speaking louder, arranging the chairs and tables 

differently, printing articles with larger print, etc. 

 
Statement on Academic Freedom:  
Freedom to teach and freedom to learn are inseparable facets of academic freedom. The University has 

adopted a policy on Student and Faculty Academic Rights and Responsibilities (Policy # 03.70.02) which can 

be accessed through the following link: http://policies.temple.edu/getdoc.asp?policy_no=03.70.02. 
 
 


