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PHIL5180 Seminar on Selected Philosophical Issues 哲學問題特別專題研討 
Course Outline 

 

Time： F 14:30-17:15 Location： LSK 204 

 (March 2013)   

 

Course overview  
 
Emergency Ethics and Politics 
 
Emergency has both meta-ethical and normative ethical aspects. Emergencies are often thought to create 
exceptions to moral precepts and moral precepts are sometimes claimed (e.g, by Kant) to be exceptionless. 
Among the normative ethical aspects of emergencies are the overridingness of the obligation to curtail or 
prevent them and (differently) the urgency of addressing them when they are imminent. Large-scale 
emergencies are sometimes associated in both theory and practice with chaos and with a loss of 
inhibitions corresponding to moral prohibitions. The point of politics is sometimes tied to the need to 
prevent or escape this chaos. A state of nature in which everything is permitted that is sincerely thought to 
aid anyone’s prosperity or survival is such a chaos. According to Hobbes, the whole purpose of 
government is permanently to pre-empt such chaos. In this sense politics is pre-eminently emergency 
politics. Even though this view is incorrect, there is something to be learned from Hobbes, and from the 
neo-Hobbesianism of Schmitt. Both point to the importance of security-preserving political forms even in 
time when the effectiveness of those forms makes worries about security appear out of order.  Although 
security matters enormously, it is not quite the organizing value that Hobbes thought it was. Nevertheless, 
there is a way of reconciling the importance of security with something that genuinely does have the 
status of organizing value—namely, freedom. The preferred reconciliation is not communitarian, and 
communitarian understandings of security and supreme emergency – such as Walzer’s (and Schmitt’s)-- 
are to be rejected. 
 

 

Structure of Course 

1. Emergency ethics:  

a. Private and Public emergencies 

b. The necessity of avoiding major harm 

c. The threat of the moral black hole 

2. Emergency politics: Hobbes 

a. politics as the response to the permanent possibility of public emergency 

b. the state of nature/war of all against all as a black hole 

c. The exaggerations in Hobbes 

d. Neo-Hobbesian emergency politics 

e. The limitations of neo-Hobbesian politics 

3. Emergency politics: Schmitt 

a. laws require personal interpretation 

b. emergency and the personal dictator 

c. dictatorship and democracy 

d. “high points of politics” 

e. the inferiority of Schmitt to Hobbes 

4. Emergency politics: Walzer 

a. community, the defence of life and ways of life 

b. Supreme emergency 

c. Humanitarian intervention 

d. Exaggeration of the value of a way of life 

e. the right approach: liberalization of neo-Hobbesian position 
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(Items marked with an asterisk are particularly relevant) 

 
*Agamben, G. State of Exception (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).  
Alexander, D. Principles of Emergency Planning and Management (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002). 
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Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
The Lives of Others [DVD] von Donnersmarck, F.V. director. (Germany: Lions Gate Home Entertainment, 
2006). 
TIME Magazine. The Blackout: Night of Terror. 25Th July 1977. Available at: 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,919089-1,00.html [Accessed 2nd April 2012]. 
Questiaux Report (1982) on the Human Rights Implications of States of Emergency. UN Doc E/ 
CN.4/Sub.2/1982/15 pp. 22-28. 
UK Parliament Joint Committee on Human Rights. Thirty-Second Report. 2006. Available at:  
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt200506/jtselect/jtrights/278/27802.htm [Accessed 3rd April 
2012]. 
UDHR. Preamble http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ [Accessed 2nd April 2012). 
UN General Assembly. Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action. 12 July 1993. Available at: 
http://www.unhchr.ch/huridocda/huridoca.nsf/(symbol)/a.conf.157.23.en [Accessed 3rd April 2012]. 
Waldron, J. ‘Security and Liberty: The Image of Balance’, Journal of Political Philosophy, Vol. 11(2), 
2003, pp. 191-210. 
Waldron, J. ‘Safety and Security’, Nebraska Law Review, Vol. 85, 2006, pp. 454-507. 
*Walzer, M. ‘Political Action: the Problem of Dirty Hands’ Philosophy and Public Affairs 2 (1973) pp. 
160-80. 
*Walzer, M. Just and Unjust Wars (New York: Basic Books, 1978). 
Walzer, M.  ‘The Rights of Political Communities’ in Beitz, C., Cohen, M., Scanlon, T., and Simmons, 
A.J., eds. International Ethics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985) 165-194.  
Walzer, M. ‘The Moral Standing of States: A Reply to Four Critics’ in Beitz, C., Cohen, M., Scanlon, T., 
and Simmons, A.J., eds. International Ethics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985) 217-237. 
Walzer, M. Thick and Thin: Moral Argument at Home and Abroad (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1994). 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2007/06/12094636/0
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,919089-1,00.html
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt200506/jtselect/jtrights/278/27802.htm
http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/
http://www.unhchr.ch/huridocda/huridoca.nsf/(symbol)/a.conf.157.23.en


 115

*Walzer, M. Arguing about War (New Haven: Yale University Press: 2004) 
Wiggins, D. Ethics: Twelve Lectures on the Philosophy of Morality (London: Penguin, 2006). 
World Health Organisation. Epidemic and Pandemic Alert and Response (EPR): Pandemic preparedness. 
2008. Available at: http://www.who.int/csr/disease/influenza/pandemic/en/. 2008. [Accessed 11th April 
2008]. 
World Health Organization. Protecting Health from Climate Change – Connecting Science, Policy and 
People. 2009. Available at: http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2009/9789241598880_eng.pdf 
[Accessed 3rd April 2012]. 
*Zack, N. Ethics for Disaster (Lanham, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 2009). 
Zedner, L. ‘Securing Liberty in the Face of Terror: Reflections from Criminal Justice’, Journal of Law and 
Society, Vol. 32(4), 2005, pp. 507-33. 

 

 

 

Contact details for teacher(s) or TA(s) 

Teacher  

Name: Prof. Tom Sorell 

Office location: Room 416, Fung King Hey Building 

Telephone: 3943 7147 

Email:  

 
 

http://www.who.int/csr/disease/influenza/pandemic/en/
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2009/9789241598880_eng.pdf

