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Course Description:
This course offers a chance to study and reflect on moral dilemmas associated with state action and political participation. A moral dilemma is the predicament we find ourselves in when our moral duties appear to us to conflict, such that no possible course of action seems entirely blameless. We have some moral duties simply because of our shared humanity, while others seem to depend on specific relationships that we have with others. For example, a person may have “role-relative” moral duties as a parent, a friend, a colleague, a doctor, or a lifeguard. This class will focus on the role-relative moral duties of political officeholders, public servants, military servicemembers, lobbyists, activists, journalists, and voters.
Moral dilemmas are especially common when we act on the state’s behalf or try to impact state policies, because the state routinely does things that would be morally wrong if individuals did them for private purposes: keep secrets and tell lies; search people’s homes and private correspondence; arrest and interrogate suspects; levy taxes or fines; make and enforce rules about how other people conduct business or use public spaces; incarcerate people; even drop bombs and shoot down airplanes. We generally think that the state’s coercive actions are justified insofar as the state has been authorized by us—the people—to act on our behalf for the purpose of sustaining a peaceful and just public order. 
But questions about the limits of the state’s legal authority and what counts as a peaceful and just public order can only be answered by exercising judgment, and a complex organization like the state cannot function without formal rules that allocate judgment calls to people who occupy specific roles. Moral dilemmas thus arise when private conscience comes into conflict with role-relative duties, and no way forward—doing what is asked, resignation, whistleblowing, or subversion—seems above reproach.
This course aims to forewarn and forearm students so that they can successfully reconcile private integrity with public service in their future careers. The course curriculum includes outstanding scholarship in institutional ethics and political ethics, a set of real-life examples of moral dilemmas drawn from recent political history, and an opportunity for discussion and reflection on the moral and political values that ought to shape our conduct in public life.
