PHIL-1510: What’s Good Citizenship?

Summer 2025, Session II, University of Virginia


Instructor Information


Instructor: C.J. Oswald
Email: cjo4ze@virginia.edu
Office: https://virginia.zoom.us/j/2182384791 

Course Times: M-F & Jun. 28, 1:00-3:15PM
Location: Zoom (see Canvas, “Online Meetings”)
Office Hours: M/Th, 9:00-10:15am and by appointment


Course Overview

Well-functioning democracies require good citizenship, or so the truism goes. But what does this mean? Are good citizens just those who follow the law? Or is something more needed, like frequent voting, developing political friendships, or cultivating civic virtue? This course tackles these sorts of questions head on. Part of what’s at issue in these questions is whether good citizenship consists of satisfying basic obligations or going above-and-beyond them. Being active in, and knowledgeable about, politics is intuitively praiseworthy. Yet we should ask whether such political engagement is obligatory; that is, whether a citizen is blameworthy for not being politically active and knowledgeable. By situating ourselves in debates over what constitutes good democratic decision-making we’ll ask the further question of what kind of citizens we ought to be to realize that goal. Students in this course will thus gain experience in theorizing about democracy and citizenship, and in so doing will become familiar with core ideas in social-political philosophy. 

Student Learning Objectives: By the end of this course, students will be able to
· Identify basic models of democracy and democratic decision-making and explain how they relate to citizenship.
· Explain the different controversies surrounding citizenship and their significance.
· Examine various issues relating to democracy and citizenship through a analytic, philosophical method.
· Identify, explain, and assess philosophical arguments.
· Organize and communicate ideas clearly and concisely through writing. 
· Appreciate why others find their positions plausible, even when they offer an opposing perspective.

General Course Policies

Syllabus Policy: A course syllabus is a contract between the instructor and students. Consequently, the policies, requirements, and guidelines listed throughout should be read as promises made to students about what they can expect from the course. However, as instructor, I reserve the right to modify the syllabus as needed to best achieve the course learning objectives. Students will be promptly informed—and possibly consulted—regarding any such changes. 

Email and Communications: The best way to communicate with me is through your UVA email, not Canvas. When emailing me, please include “PHIL-1510” in the subject heading. Given the condensed nature of the class, I plan on responding to all emails within 24 hours. If 24 hours have elapsed and you still haven’t received a response from me, please feel free to follow up. 

Office Hours: Office hours are times set aside and dedicated for meeting with students. Since this class is being held online, office hours will be over Zoom. During these hours (Mondays and Thursdays, from 3:30-4:45), you’re welcome (and encouraged!) to drop by and discuss whatever you need or want to. Often, students come prepared with questions regarding the course material, assignments, or grades. Yet I’m also happy to discuss philosophy, university life, and related topics. By attending office hours, you can receive more personalized instruction, feedback, and even advice on both the course and being a student. So please don’t hesitate to use them!

Honor System: Students are expected to know and follow UVA’s Honor System. More information can be found here.

Accommodations for Religious Observances: Students are welcome and encouraged to seek reasonable academic accommodations for religious beliefs and observances. Typically, but not always, this takes the form of excused absences or extensions for assignments. This is so students can observe religious holidays and traditions. Details on UVA’s policy for religious observances can be found here.

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: I have worked to structure this course in accordance with the principles of Universal Design for Learning. This is to help ensure an inclusive learning environment for students with disabilities. However, if students expect or experience any obstacles in this regard, students should feel free to notify me of their concerns. Students are further encouraged to meet with the Student Disability Access Center (SDAC) to request formal accommodations. More information on UVA’s policy with respect to this can be found here.

Harassment, Discrimination, and Retaliation: Students are encouraged to familiarize themselves with their rights and responsibilities under UVA’s policy, Prevent and Addressing Discrimination and Harassment, which includes provisions against academic retaliation. Students should also know that, as instructor, I am a designated Responsible Employee. This designation requires me to report to UVA’s Office for Equal Opportunity and Civil Rights any witnessed or disclosed acts of discrimination or harassment on the basis of protected status. For more information, please consult EORC’s website.
Grading, Requirements, and Assignment Policies

AI & Original Work: Much of philosophy’s value stems from practicing it. By doing philosophy, we contribute to a collective intellectual project while also enhancing and refining our capacities for rational thought, communication, and so on. That is, there’s value in doing the work independent of material outcomes (e.g., grades, jobs, etc.). As such, I require all students to submit their own, original work. The use of either generative AI programs (e.g., chatbots and other LLMs) or AI tools that significantly shape the writing (e.g., Grammarly) is therefore prohibited. If, for whatever reason, I suspect submitted work may not be your own, I may invite you for an interview regarding both the material and process. This interview will be treated as an oral examination counting for 50% of your grade on the relevant assignment. 

Revisions and Resubmissions: We learn and improve most when we have opportunities to correct--what we come to learn are--our mistakes. Moreover, philosophical writing is rarely finished after just one draft. To facilitate this, students are granted five opportunities to revise and resubmit their work in light of my feedback. This policy applies to the following assignments: Content Quizzes, Person-On-Point Presentations, Person-On-Point Essays, and the Exam. 

Late/Missing Assignments and Extensions: Students are expected to submit all assignments by their designated deadline. Any assignments submitted after the deadline are subject to a late penalty consisting of the removal of one opportunity to revise and resubmit assignments. Late submissions for revisions and resubmissions aren’t allowed. However, I’m fairly lenient in granting extensions for assignments. So long as I’m asked within a reasonable time frame (e.g., not a few hours before the deadline), I’ll typically grant an extension, the length of which will depend on student circumstances. 

Grading Scheme: 


	A+
	99-100

	A
	94-98.9

	A-
	90-93.9

	B+
	87-89.9

	B
	83-86.9

	B-
	80-82.9

	C+
	77-79.9

	C
	73-76.9

	C-
	70-72.9

	D+
	67-69.9

	D
	63-66.9

	D-
	60-62.9

	F
	0-59





Class Attendance & Participation (15%): Becoming more comfortable with philosophy requires active participation, so mere attendance will not suffice for learning the relevant material. As such, you’re expected to have completed the readings before class, have a copy of the reading with you, and are prepared to discuss them. Moreover, to foster an effective learning community, you’re required to have your Zoom camera turned on for the entire class period (apart from breaks). If you need to miss class for whatever reason, please simply let me know ahead of time. 

Critical Reflections (10%): At the beginning of every unit, I will pose a question relating to the unit’s content. Students will submit two responses to each question. The first response must be submitted by 12pm on the first day of the unit (typically Monday), and the second must be submitted by 11:59pm on the last day of the unit (typically Friday). The first reflection is to get you thinking about the central question(s) of the unit, while the second invites you to re-consider your first response in light of the readings and class discussion. Each reflection should be around one to two paragraphs, and will be submitted on a course discussion forum.

Content Quizzes (10%): Throughout the semester, students will take eight quizzes on the content and assigned reading(s) for the weeks. Quizzes will be taken on Canvas following the end of class and are to be completed within 15 minutes. They will typically consist of two to three short-form questions and can be answered in a few (3-5) sentences each. The quiz dates are as follows: June 18th, June 20th, June 23rd, June 25th, June 27th, June 30th, July 2nd, and July 9th. 

Person-On-Point (35%): Students are required to be a “person-on-point” for a given class period twice over the course of the semester. These will be scheduled the first day of class. Eligible dates for being person-on-point are always the second day we cover a given reading. Being a person-on-point involves two tasks: (1) a presentation on an assigned reading (5% each) and (2) a mid-length, accompanying essay (12.5% each). Presentations will be around 20-30 minutes and will primarily consist of students explaining a specific section in the assigned reading and the role it plays in the main argument. In presenting this material, students will further raise critical questions pertaining to the section for class discussion. The essay will be between 750-1000 words and will consist of students first reconstructing the argument presented in the selected section before raising an objection to it. 

Exam (30%): Assigned at the end of Week 3, students will complete a final exam. This will be due by July 8th with final revisions being due by 3:15pm on July 12th. The exam will consist of two short (500-750 word) essays on the content from Units 1 through 3. Essays will be written on the basis of prompts selected from a short list. Students will have a choice between 3 or 5 prompts. Prompts will ask students to reconstruct the relevant readings while also going beyond this by applying the core ideas and arguments to relevant debates.   
Course Topics, Readings, and Schedule

	Week
	Day
	Readings

	Course Introduction: A Primer on Democracy & Citizenship

	1
	Jun 16
	No Reading: Course Introduction

	1
	Jun 17
	Reading: John Corvino (2015), “The Fact Opinion Distinction”
Reading: Robert B. Talisse (2021), Sustaining Democracy, Chp. 1 “Democracy as a Society of Equals”

	Unit 1: Voting

	1
	Jun 18
	Reading: Jason Brennan (2009), “Polluting the Polls: When Citizens Should Not Vote”

	1
	Jun 19
	NO CLASS: University Observation of Juneteenth

	1
	Jun 20
	Reading: Luke Marring (2016), “Debate: Why does the Excellent Citizen Vote?”

	Unit 2: Polarization & Disagreement

	2
	Jun 23
	Reading: Robert B. Talisse (2021), Sustaining Democracy, Chp. 2 “Why Sustain Democracy?”

	2
	Jun 24
	Review: Talisse (2021), Chp. 2

	2
	Jun 25
	Reading: Robert B. Talisse (2021), Sustaining Democracy, Chp. 3 “The Polarization Dynamic”

	2
	Jun 26
	Review: Talisse (2021), Chp. 3

	2
	Jun 27
	Reading: Robert B. Talisse (2021), Sustaining Democracy, Chp. 4 “How Can We Sustain Democracy?”

	2
	Jun 28
	Review: Talisse (2021), Chp. 4

	Unit 3: Disobedience & Dissidence

	3
	Jun 30
	Reading: Holloway Sparks (1997), “Dissident Citizenship: Democratic Theory, Political Courage, and Activist Women”

	3
	Jul 1
	Review: Sparks (1997)

	3
	Jul 2
	Reading: Candice Delmas (2018), A Duty to Resist, Chp. 2 “In Defense of Uncivil Disobedience”

	3
	Jul 3
	Review: Delmas (2018)

	3
	Jul 4
	NO CLASS: University Observation of Independence Day

	Unit 4: Integrity & Civility

	4
	Jul 7
	Reading: Robert Audi (1989) “The Separation of Church and State and the Obligations of Citizenship”

	4
	Jul 8
	Review: Audi (1989)

	4
	Jul 9
	Reading: Christopher F. Zurn (2013), “Political Civility: Another Illusionistic Ideal”
Due: Quiz 8

	4
	Jul 10
	Review: Zurn (2013)

	4
	Jul 11
	No Readings: Course Wrap-up 

	4
	Jul 12
	Due by 3:15PM: Final Exam Revisions



