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WESTERN UNIVERSITY 
DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 

Undergraduate and Graduate Course Outline 2023-24 
 

Phil 4730F/9129A: Topics in Moral Psychology 

TRUST AND SOCIAL BONDS 
 
 

Fall Term 2023 Instructor: N/A 

 

DESCRIPTION 
Crucial to our well-being and survival are social bonds that allow us to depend on one another. 
The COVID-19 crisis has made this fact all too clear. But these bonds depend on trust, which in 
some societies or relationships is in short supply. How can trust be enhanced where it is lacking 
or preserved where it exists, particularly during social crises like that of a pandemic? This course 
will centre on this question, which is interdisciplinary. We will be focused primarily (though not 
exclusively) on what philosophy can contribute by way of an answer. We will be asking, in 
particular, what feminist philosophy can contribute, where a feminist approach takes for 
granted that attitudes like trust and distrust are formed against a social background that 
which, unlike trust, cannot be betrayed. There is much controversy in philosophy about what 
kind of reliance trust is, if it is in fact any single kind of reliance. In this course, we'll consider 
how trust itself might differ depending on the types of social bonds that it engenders. We will 
also explore how trust could be strengthened depending on what trust is like in different social 
contexts. 

 
Some background reading: McLeod, C. “Trust,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. 
Edward N. Zalta, substantial revision 2020, originally published 2006, URL = 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/trust/. 

 
MATERIALS 
All materials, along with a course schedule, will be available on OWL under Course Content. 
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• Comprehend debates in philosophy concerning trust and other topics related to the 
course (e.g., testimony, stereotyping, attachment or belonging) 

• Assess and stimulate discussion about arguments that appear in these debates 
• Construct your own clear and persuasive argument on a topic of your choice 
• Engage in rigorous, respectful debate about heated topics that concern trust and social 

bonds 
 
In addition, through your assignments (see below under Requirements), you will develop or 
hone the following skills: 

• Critical analysis and writing (through the reflections on readings and the final paper) 
• Confident public speaking (through your class participation and presentation for those 

who do a presentation) 
• Synthesis and consolidation of significant amounts of material (through the summary or 

presentation of a required reading and the final paper) 
• Thoughtful engagement with others on controversial issues (through forums and 

participation) 
 
REQUIREMENTS 
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GENERAL COURSE POLICIES 
 
A Note on Course Content 
In this course, we will be dealing with some controversial moral and political issues. While 
rigorous debate across differing perspectives is expected and encouraged, it is crucial that all 
members of the class participate respectfully and in a non-
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When a course requirement conflicts with a religious holiday that requires an absence from the 
University or prohibits certain activities, students should request accommodation for their 
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Support Services 
Registrarial Services http://www.registrar.uwo.ca 
Student Support Services https://student.uwo.ca/psp/heprdweb/?cmd=login 
Services provided by the USC http://westernusc.ca/services/ 
Student Development Centre http://www.sdc.uwo.ca/ 
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