
 

 

Philosophy of Science 2 

Special topic: Ethics of Measurement 

 

General Information 

Course # PHIL 441 

Term Winter 2021 

Course pre-requisite(s) PHIL 341 (can be taken simultaneously), or at least two university-level 
philosophy courses completed, or permission by instructor 

Course co-requisite(s) None 

Restrictions None 

Course schedule Fixed class times: 

Week 1: Thursday January 7th, 1:05 pm-2:25 pm  

Week 2: Tuesday January 12th, 1:05 pm-2:25pm 

Weeks 3-13: every Tuesday, 1:05 pm-2:00pm 

Number of credits 3 

Course location Online via Zoom 

 

Instructor Information 

Name  Eran Tal 

E-mail eran.tal@mcgill.ca 

Office hours for students Group office hours on Tuesdays 2:00-2:25 (starting Week 3) 

Individual appointments will be scheduled by request on Thursdays, 1-2pm 

Office location Online 

 

 

Course Overview 

 
From your credit score and medical records to your university transcripts and phone’s location, data 
gathered about you influences which options are available to you and how you interact with a variety of 
social institutions. This course will trace some of the practices involved in measuring humans – both 
individuals and groups – and the roles that psychology, medicine, economics, sociology and computer 
science play in shaping these practices. In each case, we will examine the implications of measurement for 
the realization of social and political goods such as privacy, justice, equality, and freedom. Discussions will 
be non-technical and no previous scientific background is required.  
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Learning Outcomes 

 
As part of this course, students will: 

 Become familiar with key philosophical problems and positions concerning the ethics of measurement 
and big data 

 Understand some of the ethical challenges involved in analyzing and interpreting data in areas such as 
finance, medicine, and criminal justice  

 Understand the historical and conceptual links between contemporary data-driven decision making 
and scientific developments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

 Critically engage with philosophical and historical texts on measurement in the social sciences and 
medicine 

 Develop their writing and oral presentation skills. 
 

 

Instructional Method 

 
This course will be delivered remotely and will be largely student-led. It will combine weekly fixed 
Zoom meetings and flexible learning modules, i.e., readings and recordings on myCourses.  
 
Reading and discussion are important components of this course. Students are required to prepare 
for meetings by reading the week’s mandatory text and watching lecture recordings. 
 
While attendance at Zoom meetings is not mandatory, it is strongly encouraged. You are kindly 
requested to keep your camera on if possible. If you miss a Zoom meeting, you are required to 
watch the recording.  
 
The 13 weekly meetings of the course are divided into two kinds: 5 lectures and 8 presentation 
sessions.  

 Lecture meetings will feature a lecture by the instructor delivered via Zoom, followed by 
class discussion.  

 Presentation sessions will feature short (8-10 minute) presentations by students, followed 
by class discussion. The presentations will be delivered via Zoom and will address a question 
posted in advance by the instructor. For additional information on student presentations, 
see ‘Evaluation’ below. 

Lectures and presentation sessions will be recorded and will be available to watch on myCourses. 
 
 

Preparing for meetings 

In preparation for lectures: 

 Read the weekly required text (see below) 
 
In preparation for presentation sessions: 

 Read the weekly required text (see below) 

 Watch a short recorded lecture by the instructor 

 If you will be presenting, prepare your presentation. See instructions below. 

 If you will not be presenting, post a comment on the week’s reading to the Discussion board 
of myCourses one day before the presentation session. See instructions below. 
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Required Course Materials 

 
All required readings have been scanned and are available for download from myCourses. Pre-recorded 
lectures are also available on myCourses. Students are responsible for reading / watching these materials 
and coming prepared to meetings. Lecture slides will also be made available on myCourses, as well as 
recordings of lectures and presentation sessions.   
 

Optional Course Materials 

 
In addition to the weekly required readings, suggestions optional readings will be shared by the instructor 
during the course. 
 
 

Course Schedule 

L = lecture, P = presentation session 

 

Wk Date Description L/P Assignments and/or Readings Due 

1 Jan 7 Course overview L No reading 

Part 1: Introduction to history and philosophy of measurement 

2 Jan 
12 

Measurement in 
the social 
sciences 

L Cartwright, N., & Runhardt, R. (2014). Measurement. In N. 
Cartwright & E. Montuschi (Eds.), Philosophy of Social Science: A 
New Introduction (pp. 265–287). Oxford University Press. 

3 Jan 
19 

The birth of 
social statistics 

L Hacking, I. (1990). The Taming of Chance. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. Ch. 1, 6 and 9. 

Part 2: The ethics of measurement in the social sciences and medicine 

4 Jan 
26 

Quantification, 
validity, and 
power 

P Porter, T. M. (1995). Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in 
Science and Public Life. Princeton University Press. Chapter 2: 
“How Social Numbers Are Made Valid”, pp. 33-48.  

5 Feb 2 Measuring 
intelligence 

P Gould, S. J. (1996). The mismeasure of man. WW Norton & 
Company, pp. 269-302. 

6 Feb 9 Measuring the 
effectiveness of 
medical 
treatment 

P Stegenga, J. (2018). Medical Nihilism. Oxford University Press. Ch. 8 
“Measuring Effectiveness”, pp. 112-133. 

 

7 Feb 
16 
 

Measuring 
population 
health 

P Bognar, G., & Hirose, I. (2014). The Ethics of Health Care Rationing: 
An Introduction. Routledge. Chapter 2: “The Value of Health”, 
pp. 29‐52. 

Part 3: The ethics of big data and computer algorithms 

8 Feb 
23 

Introduction to 
big data and 
machine learning 

L Alpaydin, E. (2016). Machine Learning: The New AI. MIT Press. 
Chapter 2: “Machine Learning, Statistics, and Data Analytics”, pp. 
29-54. 

 Mar 2 No class  March break 
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9 Mar 9 Algorithmic 
privacy 

P Kearns, M., & Roth, A. (2019). The ethical algorithm: The science of 
socially aware algorithm design. Oxford University Press. 
Chapter 1: “Algorithmic Privacy: From Anonymity to Noise”, pp. 
22-56. 

 
Essay outline due on myCourses by March 9th, 11:59pm EST 

10 Mar 
16 

Algorithmic 
fairness: the 
justice system  

P Fry, H. (2018). Hello World: How to be Human in the Age of the 
Machine. New York: W.W. Norton. “Justice”, pp. 49-78.  

11 Mar 
23 

Algorithmic 
fairness: credit 
scores 

P O’Neil, C. (2016). Weapons of math destruction: How big data 
increases inequality and threatens democracy. Broadway Books. 
Chapter 8: “Collateral Damage: Landing Credit”, pp. 141-160. 

12 Mar 
30 

Transparency 
and machine 
learning 

P Christian, B. (2020). The Alignment Problem: Machine Learning and 
Human Values. WW Norton & Company. Chapter 3: 
“Transparency”, pp. 82-117. 

13 Apr 6 Review session L No reading 

 Apr 
13 

No meeting  Final essay due on myCourses by April 13th, 11:59pm EST 

 

Evaluation 

The final grade will be composed of the following: 

 

Assignment Due Date 
% of final 
grade 

8-10 minute presentation (via Zoom) Once during term 20% 

Outline of final essay March 9th, 11:59pm EST 22% 

Final essay April 13th, 11:59pm EST 30% 

7 comments on weekly readings Monday 11:59pm EST, before each presentation 
session in which you are not presenting 

(4% x 7) =  
28% 

 

Zoom presentation: a 8-10 minute presentation that answers a question the instructor posted in advance. The 

presentation will (1) state the question, (2) provide your answer, (3) provide reasons for your answer, (4) 

mention an example, (5) present one or two potential objections to your argument, and (6) try to reply to the 

objections. It is required to use slides.  Presentations will be recorded as part of the class. Additional 

instructions about preparing the presentation will be given during the course.    

Comments on readings: these are 100-200 word responses that students submit on the Discussion board of 

myCourses prior to each presentation session, unless they will be presenting at that session. Each comment 

should mention (1) an idea from that week’s reading that you found particularly noteworthy, insightful, or 

objectionable; (2) why you found that idea particularly noteworthy, insightful, or objectionable; and (3) a 

related question that you would like to raise as part of class discussion.   
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Essay outline: composed of 2 pages containing your (1) research question, (2) main thesis, (3) brief background 

and (4) a summary of your argument. The outline should additionally include a brief bibliography, normally no 

longer than a page. Additional instructions for preparing the outline will be given during the course.  

Final essay: a research essay of about 4000 words. Instructions for writing the essay will be given in class.  

Submitting work: essays and outlines are to be submitted online through MyCourses – not by email. Submit 

file in PDF or DOCX format only. In other words: if you are using a word-processor other than Microsoft Word, 

please use the ‘save as’ or ‘export’ function to save your work as a PDF before uploading it. 

Policy for Late Work: Extensions to deadlines will be given only in cases of medical or similar emergencies.  

 Essay outlines will be penalized at the rate of 5 percentage points per day overdue, and will receive a 

grade of zero after seven days. 

 Essays will have a no-penalty period of one week, until Tuesday April 20th, 11:59pm EST. After this 

date, late essays will be penalized at the rate of 5 percentage points per day overdue, and will receive 

a grade of zero after seven days. 

 Deadlines for presentations and comments cannot be extended. If medical or other reasons that are 

beyond your control prevent you from attending the Zoom class in which you are due to deliver your 

presentation, please inform the instructor as soon as possible in advance. It may be possible for you to 

submit a recorded video presentation instead.  

Other course-specific policies 

Email: before emailing the instructor, check the syllabus and the announcements on myCourses to see if you 

can find the answer to your query there. Requests to explain course material cannot be handled by email – 

please bring up your question during class or attend office hours.  

Suggested time allocation during the term: the table below is a rough guide to how you could budget your 

time on various elements of this course. However, keep in mind that each student is different in how much 

time they require to read, write, review material, and prepare for presentations.  

Item Hours per week Weeks Total hours 

Attending Zoom classes 1.5 13 19.5 

Watching recorded lectures 1 8 8 

Weekly reading 3 11 33 

Commenting on weekly readings 1 7 7 

Preparing your presentation   10 

Writing your essay outline   20 

Writing your essay   30 

Other (e.g. reading syllabus, reviewing material, 
communication) 

  5 

Attending office hours (optional)   2.5 

Total   135 
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Content warnings 

Several of the readings and lectures in this course touch on sensitive topics. The instructor is committed to 

discussing such topics in a manner that fully respects the diverse perspectives, needs and backgrounds of 

students, and expect all students taking this class to do the same. Below is a list of specific topics and the 

weeks in which they will be mentioned, or are most likely to be discussed. Students are welcome to contact 

the instructor with any questions or concerns they have about course content. 

 Racism (weeks 5, 10 and 11) 

 Suicide (weeks 3 and 4) 

 Mental illness and ableism (weeks 3 and 7) 

 Civil war (week 2) 

 Eugenics and antisemitism (week 5) 

 

McGill Policy Statements 

 
Language of Submission: 

“In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to 
submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.”  
 
 
« Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le droit de 
soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté (sauf dans le cas des cours dont l’un 
des objets est la maîtrise d’une langue). » 

 
Academic Integrity:  

“McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct 
and Disciplinary Procedures” (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ for more information).  

 
« L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par conséquent 
à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infractions 
académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le Code de conduite de 
l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples renseignements, veuillez consulter le site 
www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/).» 

 

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/

