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Class code LWSOC-UA 9251-003 

Instructor Details 
 
William A. Cohn, J.D. 
 
bill.cohn@nyu.edu; bc.cohn@gmail.com (email) 
 
235355354 (landline) 
 
777817595 (mobile) 
 
Office hours: by appointment 
 

Class Details 
 
Philosophy of Law 
 
Wednesdays from 9:00 to 11:50 
 
Location to be confirmed.  

Prerequisites 
 
None  

Class Description 
 
This survey course will introduce students to jurisprudence, the study of and philosophy of law. It will 
examine the role of morality in law, comparing and contrasting law and ethics, and law in theory and in 
practice, asking questions such as: What is law? How does it derive legitimacy? What are the sources of 
law?  How are legal decisions and judgments reached? How does the law distinguish questions of law 
from questions of fact, and what difference does this distinction make? How does appellate law differ 
from the law governing trial courts? What are the roles of judges, lawyers, and jurors? How are 
Constitutional law questions best interpreted? How are conflicts of law resolved? How has law changed 
over time? What is the status of law today? Comparative legal systems will be examined, and state and 
international law will be contrasted. We will consider the primary goals of the law; the institutions and 
procedures which best serve those goals, and the obstacles to attaining them.  The writings of key 
jurists and philosophers will enable students to delve into core jurisprudential perspectives and 
debates, and contemporary and emerging perspectives and debates will also be examined. 
 
The first half of the course will give students the foundations of knowledge on the subject by means of 
lecture and assigned readings (from the primary text noted below as well as supplemental readings 
provided by the instructor). The lectures and the material covered in the text will differ yet enhance 
one another. The readings from the text will enable informed discussion and debate on that material. 
The second half of the class will be more seminar format, whereby in the concluding classes students, 
with guidance from the instructor, will lead the learning on their selected and approved research 
topics. 

Desired 
Outcomes 

 
Upon completion of this course, students are expected to: 1. Have knowledge of the core legal 

concepts, history and debates examined in the course (e.g., natural law vs. positive law; legal 

formalism/positivism vs. legal realism), and the jurisprudential perspectives and contributions of key 
jurists and philosophers; 2. Be familiar with the main schools of constitutional interpretation and the 

relevant and debates examined in the course; 3. Be knowledgeable about the relationship between law 

and philosophy; 4. Be familiar with the comparative legal systems, methods of legal reasoning, contrast 

between state and international law, and be aware of the relevant debates regarding the legitimacy of the 
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law which are addressed in our course; and, 5. Be expert in the approved subject area of their choice, in 

which they will complete intensive research and a term paper during the semester. 

Assessment 
Components 

Class assignments, participation and attendance: 15% - Attendance is mandatory; participation 

means engaging the class and course material in ways which are helpful to our learning. All assigned 

work is due at the beginning of class, and each week’s readings and other assigned work must be 

completed before class so that students can offer their informed perspectives on the material 

covered in class. 

Midterm exam: 25% - a closed book midterm exam will be given in week 8 which will test the 

students mastery of the material covered in lecture and readings, and their ability to apply the 

theory learned to real-life and hypothetical issues/fact-patterns. Ideally, students can provide their 

well-informed and well-reasoned perspectives on legal challenges and controversies integrating their 

knowledge gained in our course and applying it as called for. 

Term Paper 30% - a 3,500 word work of original scholarship on a topic selected by the student and 

approved by the instructor will be completed by the student and submitted to the instructor in both 

hard copy and digital format by Week 14 of the course. Partial assignments intended to help the 

students to produce high quality term papers will include completing an annotated bibliography and 

an abstract. The term paper is expected to do more than simply report findings, but also to develop 

and articulate a thesis in which the student presents a well-informed and well-reasoned argument on 

a jurisprudence challenge or controversy of contemporary relevance which will interest and enhance 

the learning of the class. Ideally, the paper will integrate into its analysis other course learning. 

Presentation 10% - Toward the conclusion of the class, each student will deliver a 50 minute final 

presentation on their research topic, in which they will share with the class their research questions, 

thesis, key findings, and discussion questions. Students are expected to engage the class in discussion 

and debate rather than to talk at us. Ideally, the presentation will integrate into its analysis other 

course learning. Partial status reports will enable students to get feedback on their topic from the 

class throughout the semester in order to help them to deliver high quality instruction and 

presentations on their research topic.  

Final Exam 20% - a closed book final exam will be given Week 15. The comprehensive final exam will 

cover all the material covered in the course during the semester. The final exam will test the 

students mastery of the material covered in lecture, readings, presentations, discussions and 

debates, and their ability to apply the theory learned to real-life and hypothetical issues/fact-

patterns. Ideally, students can provide their well-informed and well-reasoned perspectives on legal 

challenges and controversies. 

Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the class.  

 

Assessment 
Expectations 

Grading scale: 

Letter Grade Percent (%) Generally Accepted Meaning 

A 95-100 

Outstanding work 

A- 90-94 

B+ 87-89 
Good work, distinctly above the 
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B 83-86 average 

B- 80-82 

C+ 77-79 

Acceptable Work C 73-76 

C- 70-72 

D+ 67-69 

Work that is significantly below 

average 
D 63-66 

D- 60-62 

F 0-59 
Work that does not meet the minimum 

standards for passing the course 

 

Attendance 
Policy 

Each unexcused absences will result in your final grade being reduced by 3%. Absences only for medical 
reasons will be excused. To obtain an excused absence, you are obliged to supply either a doctor’s note 
or corroboration of your illness by a member of the housing staff (either an RA or a Building Manager). 
Absences due to travel will not be excused. 

Late Submission 
of Work 

 

Work submitted late will be accepted at the discretion of the instructor. If accepted, it will be marked 
down due to its lateness. The extent of the markdown will be at the discretion of the instructor. The 
point here, as in all grading, is fairness to all students. Students who take extra time, beyond the 
deadline, to complete an assignment should never gain an advantage over those who completed the 
assigned work on time.  
 

Plagiarism Policy 
According to the Liberal Studies Program Student Handbook, plagiarism is defined as follows: 
Plagiarism is presenting someone else’s work as though it were one’s own. More specifically 
plagiarism is to present as one’s own a sequence of words quoted without quotation marks from 
another writer, a paraphrased passage from another writer’s work; facts or ideas gathered, 
organized and reported by someone else, orally and/or in writing. Since plagiarism is a matter of fact, 
not of the student’s intention, it is crucial that acknowledgment of the sources be accurate and 
complete. Even where there is no conscious intention to deceive, the failure to make appropriate 
acknowledgment constitutes plagiarism. 
 
The College of Arts and Science’s Academic Handbook defines plagiarism similarly and also specifies the 
following: 
“presenting an oral report drawn without attribution from other sources (oral or written), writing a 
paragraph which, despite being in different words, expresses someone else’s idea without a 
reference to the source of the idea, or submitting essentially the same paper in two different courses 
(unless both teachers have given their permission in advance). 
 
Receiving help on a take-home examination or quiz is also cheating – and so is giving that help – 
unless expressly permitted by the teacher (as in collaborative projects). While all this looks like a lot 
to remember, all you need to do is give credit where it is due, take credit only for original ideas, and 
ask your teacher or advisor when in doubt.” 
43 
“Penalties for plagiarism range from failure for a paper, failure for the course or dismissal from the 
university.” (Liberal Studies Program Student Handbook) 
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Required Text(s) 
 
Simon, Tomas W. (2001). Law and Philosophy: An introduction with readings. McGraw-Hill Higher 
Education. ISBN 0-07-027587-4 
 

Supplemental 
Texts(s) (not 
required to 
purchase as  
copies are in 
NYUPLibrary) 

Bibliography: Here are suggested sources for your research and further learning. Many of these can be 

found in the NYUP library. Your instructor can help you to find any sources noted which are not in the 

library. Readings will be assigned from the text noted above. Additional readings will be assigned from 

other sources including handouts given by your course instructor from current periodical literature and 

the texts noted below: 

Dworkin, Ronald (1977). Taking Rights Seriously. Harvard University Press. See also his other books, 

including Freedom’s Law (1996),  Life’s Dominion (1994), Law’s Empire (1985), Justice for Hedgehogs 

(20012), Religion Without God (2013), The Philosophy of Law (1977), and his essays in The New York 

Review of Books.  

Posner, Richard A. (2013). Reflections on Judging, Harvard University Press, and his other writings. 

Hart, H.L.A. (1997). The Concept of Law, Oxford University Press, and his other writings.  

Fuller, Lon L. (1969). The Morality of Law, Yale University Press, and his other writings.  

Tushnet, Mark (2013). In the Balance: Law and Politics on the Roberts Court. W.W. Norton & Co. 

Donelly, Jack (2013). Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice. Cornell University Press. 

Ignatieff, Michael (2003). Human Rights as Politics and Idolatry. Princeton University Press. 

Gregory, William A. and Nancy Levit (2002). Jurisprudence: Classical and Contemporary, from natural 

law to postmodernism. West Aacdemic. 

Arkes, Hadley (2010)/ Constitutional Illusions and Anchoring Truths. Cambridge University Press. 

Bix, Brian H. (2009). Jurisprudence: Theory and Context. Carolina Academic Press. 

Wacks, Raymond (2012), Understanding Jurisprudence: An intro. to legal Theory. Oxford Univ. Press. 

Marmor, Andrei (2010). The Philosophy of Law. Princeton University Press. 

Shapiro, Scott (1011). Legality. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.  

Holborn, Guy (2006). Legal Research Guide (Second Edition). Oxford University Press. 

Salter, Michal, Mason, Julie (2007). Writing Law Dissertations. Pearson Education Limited. 

Thody, Angela (2006). Writing and Presenting Research. Angela M. Thody. 

Lessig, Lawrence (2008). Remix, Penguin, and his other writings. 

August, Ray (2008). International Business Law: Text, Cases, and Readings (Fifth Edition). Pearson. 

Ferrera, Gerald R., et al. (2001). Cyber Law: Text & Cases. West/Thomson 

Meyer, Jane (2008). The Dark Side. Doubleday  

Sunstein, Cass. (2009). Republic.com 2.0.  Princeton Univ. Press. (2nd ed.) & his other books. 
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Kant, Immanuel (1780). The Metaphysical Elements of Ethics. Macmillan. 

Mill, J.S. (1979). Utilitarianism. Hackett Pub. Co. 

Rawls, John (2000) Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy, Harvard Univ. Press, and his other works. 

Lewis, Anthony (2008). Freedom for the Thought That We Hate. Basic Books. 

Cohn, William A. (2006- 2013, selected writings): “Europe Leads on Rights” A 4-part series, The New 

Presence: The Prague Journal of Central European Affairs (TNP), January 2013; “Not so black and white: 

entrenched views in online piracy debate don’t serve the public,” The Prague Post (Post), Feb. 8, 2012; 

“The Hard Work of Simple Truths,” IHNED.cz, January 24, 2012; “U.S. Court ruling is a breath of fresh 

air: Rejection of SEC settlement with Citigroup scores one for the public,” Post, 12-7-11; “Degradation 

of the rule of law in response to terrorism: a failed approach,” Chapter 5 in the textbook The Ethics and 

Efficacy of  the Global War on Terrorism (Palgrave Macmillan, December 2011); “A Tangled Web: 

democracy, technology & money, TNP Vol. 14, No. 3, Summer 2011; “Almighty Tech: the promise and 

peril of our communications technology revolution,” The Prague Post (Post), 2-16-11; “How free is Free 

Speech?” TNP Vol. 12, No. 3, Summer 2009; “The Big Chill: How Czech and European Law stifle free 

speech,” Post, 6-10-09.“As Blackwater rises, the rule of law recedes,” DePaul University Rule of Law 

Journal, (Fall 2010); “Targeting Terror,” TNP, Vol. 13, No. 4,  Fall 2010; “Shooting the Messenger,” Post, 

11-3-10; “The Radical Court: Law unleashed, constitutional questions abound,” TNP, Vol. 13, No. 3, 

Summer 2010; “Tortured Profits of Doom: Legal Loopholes, Ethics of Convenience, and Pretzel Logic,” 

TNP, Vol. 13, No. 2, Spring 2010; “Profiting from Pain,” Post, 4-14-10; “Targeting Google,” Post, 3-3-10; 

“How Does a Corporation Speak?” ICH, 2-18-10; “De-based: US military installations abroad fall into 

disfavor,” TNP, Vol. 13, No. 1, Winter 2010; “Democracy Devolved: shrinking the public sphere” TNP, 

Vol. 12, No. 4, Fall 2009; “How free are free markets?”,  TNP, Vol. 12, No. 1, Winter 2009; “No Bull: On 

Ethics, Deregulation and Financial Chaos,” ICH, 9-18-08; “Government  Inc.,” TNP, Vol. 11, No. 1, Winter 

2008; “Motivation for Integration,” Post, 11-21-07; “Justice Denied,” ICH, 10-26-07; “Supreme 

Mistake,” Post, 10-24-07; “Yahoo’s China Defense,” TNP, Vol. 10, No. 2, Fall 2007; “Big Men Abound,” 

TNP, Vol. 10, No. 1, Summer 2007; “Heating-up: Confronting global climate change,” TNP, Vol. 9, No. 1, 

Spring 2007; “Hired Gun at the Helm: Justice Unhinged,” ICH, 4-20-07; “Keeping warm: global climate 

change hits home,” Post, January 24, 2007; “Analysis: The 2006 US Election,” TNP, Vol. 8, No. 4, Winter 

2007; “US elections in the 21st century:  Voting rights and voting wrongs,” ICH, 11-12-06; “Nuclear 

Umbrella? The Peril of Missile Defense,” ICH, 10-12-06; “The growing clout of international law,” 

Eurozine, 8-23-06; “The fallacy of missile defense,” TNP , Vol. 8, No. 3, Fall 2006; “The Rising Clout of 

International Law,” TNP, Vol. 8, No. 2, Summer 2006; “Definitions of Convenience,” TNP, Vol. 8, No. 1, 

Spring 2006. 

Deibert, Ronald et al. [eds] (2010). Access Controlled: The Shaping of Power, Rights and Rule in 

Cyberspace (Information Revolution and Global Politics), MIT Press. 

Beard, Charles (1935). An Economic Interpretation of the Consitution. Macmillan. 

David Hume. (1955). An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, The Liberal Arts Press, Inc. 

See also the books by Laurence Tribe, Charles Webel, and the Bibliography in our text at pp. 498-507. 

Additional learning resources include: Lexis/Nexis; Westlaw; Ebsco; JSTOR; treatises; Findlaw.com and 

others.  

Internet Research  
Guidelines 

 
Apply appropriate media literacy skills to the worldwide web so as not to fall prey to the great volume 
of poor quality information and ideas on the Internet. Just because it’s posted on the Internet doesn’t 
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make it true. Find good scholarly sources to inform your research and analysis. 

Additional 
Required 
Equipment  

 
None 
 

Session 1 

 
September 4 
 

 
Jurisprudence – An inquiry into law and philosophy  
 
Read the introduction to our text 
 
Explore topics that interest you for your individual research/term paper. 

Session 2 

 
September  11 

 
Perspectives on the Law and its sources: in theory and practice 
 
Read Chapter 1 of our text 
 
Give the instructor a list of three proposed term paper topics, in order of preference, along with the 
completion of the following three sentences: 1. I am in the class because…..; 2. What I’d really like to 
learn about in this class is…..; 3. I’d like the instructor to prepare lectures on the following topics which 
are not on this syllabus…. 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 3 

 
September  18 

 
Whose Law? Aristotle and other key thinkers on the nature of law and morality 
 
Read Chapter 2, pp. 37-101 
 
Present to the class your approved term paper topic and get their feedback/input. 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 4 

 
September 25 

 
Goals of a judicial system; law systems and institutions; how judges decide cases 
 
Read Chapter 3, pp. 102-161 
 
Hand in an annotated bibliography to the instructor listing 5 or 6 key sources providing diverse 
perspectives on your research topic, with a sentence or two for each indicating how they help you in 
answering your research question. 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 5 

 
October 2 

 
Comparative law case studies and issues:  the role of religion in law; methods of dispute resolution; law 
and economics, psychology, property rights, and corporations; remedies and their significance (for 
instance, U.S. Tort law vs. Czech Civil Liability law and their respective damages at law available to 
injured parties) 
 
Read articles and other materials provided by the instructor for this week.  
 
Give the instructor and present to the class a status report with:  1. Your term paper research 
question(s).; 2. Your working thesis (theses); Your draft abstract, justifying your topic; 4. Your key 
findings and questions thus far; 5. Resources you have found particularly useful thus far. 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 
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Session 6 

 
Friday,  
October 4 
(make up for 
Wednesday 
classes) 
 

 
International Law & The Rule of Law: History and debates (do they exist? An illusion? An Aspiration?) 
 
Review pages 34-48 in the text, and read “Why International Law Matters” by Richard Falk and the 
other articles and materials provided by the instructor for this week. 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 7 

 
October 9 

 
Law as a means or an end? Intrinsic vs. instrumental value: some contemporary case studies of this 
debate (the ‘Global War on Terror’, Global warming, Free Speech challenges, national security, nuclear 
proliferation, etc.) 
 
Read Chapter 5, pp. 215-267, and “Degradation of The Rule of Law in response to Terrorism: A Failed 
Approach” by William A. Cohn 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 8 

 
October 16 

 
Midterm exam 
 
Review all course material covered thus far and be rested and ready to write your midterm exam 
 

Session 9 

 
October 23 

 
Constitutional law and its interpretations (Formalism vs. Realism revisited with contemporary 
applications) 
 
Read pp. 162-214 & articles given by instructor for this week. 
 
Status reports on term paper research 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 10 

 
October 30 

 
Criminal Law: Responsibility and Punishment 
 
Read pp. 406-472 
 
Sign up for a presentation date (Week 11, 12, 13 or 14) and give status report and get feedback on how 
best to teach and present your learning on your research topic 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 11 

 
November 6 

 
Perspectives on freedom, liberty, equality, fairness and the law – an application to individual privacy 
and the surveillance state in the technological age (the NSA case study – freedom to be left alone?) 
 
Read pp. 315-325, 357-405, and handout given by instructor 
 
Status reports on concluding our term paper research and writing and our presentations 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Fall Break 

November  
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11-15 

Session 12 

 
November 20 

 
Law & Justice debates: theory applied to contemporary hot-button issues (the death penalty, abortion, 
euthanasia, affirmative action/positive discrimination) 
 
Read pp. 326-356 & 473-494 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
instructor for this week. 

Session 13 

 
November 27 

 
Student-led instruction/presentation 
 
Readings assigned by student presenters 
 
Prepare a handout summarizing your final research findings to distribute to the class. This will include:  
1. Your research question, and a statement of why it is a worthy question for us to consider (this may 
be something akin to an abstract, justifying your topic); 2. Your thesis statement; 3. Your key findings; 
4. Discussion/debate Qs for the class; and, 5. Suggested resources for further learning on the topic.  
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
students presenting this week. 

Session 14 

 
December 4 

(last day of 
classes) 

 
Student-led instruction/presentation 
 
Readings assigned by student presenters 
 
Prepare your well-informed and well-reasoned views on the discussion/debate Qs given by the 
students presenting this week. 
 
Review all course material to see if you have any questions in preparation for the final exam 
 

Session 15 

December 11 
Final exam 

 
Final exam 
 
Review all material covered in the course, and be rested and ready to write your closed book final 
exam. 

Classroom 
Etiquette 

 
General Requirements:  

 Come to each class on time and prepared.   

 Do not delay in doing your work. Begin right away! Ask for help if you need it! You are the key 
to your own success (or failure). Plan to spend at least 7 hours each week outside of class 
working on your assignments for this course. 

 Be an interested and engaged participant in your education. Start your individual topic 
exploration right away and confer with your instructor during Week 1. If you miss classes or 
are “asleep on the job” your grade will be adversely affected. 

 All assigned work is due at the beginning of class.  Proofread all your work before handing it in.  

 Attendance is mandatory.  If you miss classes it will hurt your grade. 

 If you miss a class you are responsible for all the material covered and assignments given in 
your absence.  Get that information from your classmates, and then, if you still have 
questions, ask your instructor.   

 Treat your classmates with respect. Help, do not hinder, our learning.  

 All written work must follow appropriate format style.  Cite all sources and keep a hard copy 
of all sources cited.  Please note – websites constantly change their content, so all web 
sources must cite the date retrieved.  

 Ask questions if you need help. You are responsible for your learning and your instructor is 
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glad to help, but you must take the initiative to keep up. 

 Do original work in this course. Any student who plagiarizes or tries to use work submitted for 
another course will receive an F.  It is fine to build upon, but not to duplicate previous work.  If 
you have any questions about what constitutes plagiarism ask your instructor for and 
complete the How To Avoid Plagiarism exercise. 

 In the event of illness or emergency, contact your instructor IN ADVANCE to determine 
whether special arrangements are possible.   

 The University’s rules on academic dishonesty (i.e., cheating, plagiarism, submitting false 
information) will be strictly enforced.  It is your responsibility not to be a plagiarist, and if you 
fail to fulfill that responsibility the consequences will be severe.  

Required Co-
curricular 
Activities 

 
None at present, although the instructor may require attendance at or participation in a talk, 
conference, or other event should it seem worthy. 
 

Suggested Co-
curricular 
Activities 

 
Delve into the fascinating subject matter of our course in each and every possible way in order to 
further your learning and appreciation of the many ways in which law and philosophy apply to the 
world around you. Your instructor will advise you of relevant community events which you are 
encouraged to attend, and you are asked to do the same in order to enhance the learning of the entire 
class. 

 


