
Advanced Seminar: Nature of Bias
Professor Gabbrielle M Johnson

   Alfredo Sosabravo, Personaje frente al sol, 1967

Instructor: Gabbrielle Johnson [Gabby] Time: MW 4:15-5:30pm 
Email:  gmjohnson@cmc.edu Place: Roberts South 105
Office: Kravis 273 Office Hours: Thurs 9-11am

Course Overview:

Many different things are said to be biased. People, of course, are biased. But so too are groups of 
people—organizations, news programs, political parties—as well as parts of people, such as an 
individual's perceptual system or their reasoning capacities. Sometimes inanimate objects, like coins or
—most recently—algorithms, are said to be biased. What, if anything, do all of these biases have in 
common? 

Reading work from the three disciplines of philosophy, psychology and computer science, our goal in 
this class is to uncover how bias operates. On the way, we’ll address questions such as: 

• What are (social) stereotypes, biases, and prejudices? (Phil of Mind and Metaphysics)
• How do they affect good routes to truth and knowledge? (Epistemology)
• How do they affect our ability to engage ethically with one another? (Moral Philosophy)
• How do they relate to larger contemporary issues of social justice? (Applied Philosophy)

The ultimate goal will be to develop a comprehensive philosophical theory of (social) bias that 
explains how it contributes to group-based inequality more generally and that outlines interventions 
for us as individuals and as a society to adopt in order to ameliorate those inequalities. There are no 
content pre-requisites. The course draws in material from a wide range of fields including philosophy 
of mind, computer science, vision science, social sciences, and cognitive science.

The Gould Center will be sponsoring a conference on the same topic, which will bring several of the 
authors we’re reading to campus. Students will attend the conference, and will have the opportunity 
for extended engagement with the authors. For more information, see the conference website here: 
https://www.natureofbias2023.com/
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Course Objectives:

As an advanced seminar, this class comes with the expectation that students will take on a great deal of 
responsibility for their own education as well as the education of their peers. By working with one 
another and taking ownership over the pedagogical aims of the course, students endeavor to become 
better teachers, better scholars, and  better members of our collective intellectual community. 

Accordingly, this class will involve predominately in-class and student-led discussion. I invite students 
to take as their guiding maxim what philosophers call the Principle of Charity. Formally, the principle 
requires that you interpret a speaker’s statements in the most persuasive way possible, so as to render 
those statements rational and worthy of philosophical engagement. Intuitively, this requires that you 
give everyone you interact with the benefit of the doubt. A student following the principle of charity, 
for example, would not speak over their fellow student or be outright dismissive of the points they’re 
intending to convey. This applies not only to your fellow students, but also those readings with which 
we’ll be engaging. The primary aim of the principle is to ensure a respectful, worthwhile, and 
collaborative intellectual environment  Thus, all students will be expected to always act in ways that 
further these aims.

 
Course Materials:

All required readings will be available through the course website. It is very important to check it 
regularly for updates. There is no required textbook for the course.

Course Requirements:

Final grades will be calculated on the basis of seven assignment categories, two major, five minor. 

The two major assignments are (1) a final paper of approx. 10 pages and (2) leading class discussion for 
a day, both of which are worth 25% of your final grade. 

The five minor assignments are each worth 10% of your final grade. These include (3-5) three smaller 
papers of 3-5 pages, which I call “squibs”; (6) a peer feedback assignment where you provide written 
feedback on another student’s discussion day; and (7) a discussion participation grade, evaluated 
based on your participation in discussion across the whole semester. 

All in all, the breakdown is as follows:
(1) final paper 25%
(2) leading class discussion 25%
(3) squib 1 10%
(4) squib 2 10%
(5) squib 3 10%
(6) peer feedback report 10%
(7) discussion participation 10%

This may look like a lot of work, but much of it overlaps. The final paper will be an expansion of one of 
the three squibs. It’s also permissible to write your final paper on the content that you present for the 
class. Discussion participation will be graded straightforwardly: for every day that you ask at least one 
substantive, content-focused question in discussion, you receive .5 points (one point per week). 
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Written Assignments: 

You have four writing assignments for the course: three squibs and a final paper. The purpose of the 
squib is to pose and briefly address some (small) problem. The first will be due at the end of week four, 
the second the end of week eight, and the third the end of week eleven. Late work will not be 
accepted. 

In addition, each student will write a 8-12 page final paper. This may be (and is encouraged to be) a 
development of one of the squibs. 

All writing assignments will be evaluated along five dimensions:
I. Clarity of Thesis: The thesis is sophisticated, taking into account the complexities of an issue and it 

provides a sharp focus of the paper. The introduction provides a clear roadmap that demonstrates 
a logical organizational plan for the rest of the paper that makes it clear how the paper will defend 
the thesis.

II. Explanation of Issue: The argument to be considered critically is stated clearly and described 
comprehensively with every element of the relevant argument broken down into its parts. Taken 
together the author delivers all relevant information necessary for full understanding of the topic 
at hand.

III. Depth of Analysis: The student develops, analyzes and/or critiques the arguments of others in 
depth by laying out their analysis at length, in detail, with attention to subtleties and complexities. 
The objection and the response to the objection demonstrates an excellent grasp on the material 
and a high-level of thoughtfulness and insight.

IV. Structure: The paper has a clear structure. The reader can clearly identify the different parts of the 
paper, how they are related, and how they are intended to work together to form a coherent 
whole.

V. Clarity of Writing: The overall writing in the paper is very clear and precise. 

Conference Participation Option

Each student is invited to attend the Conference on the Nature of Bias on April 14-15. Doing so 
provides the student the option to skip one of the squibs (their choice as to which one). Students will be 
graded on the basis of their attendance and engagement for the whole conference. (An A in this 
category would require attendance at all of the talks, with a substantial amount of engagement in talk 
Q&A.)

Tentative Schedule:
Tentative - This schedule is subject to change. Always check the course website for updates. 
       * = recommended 

Course Agenda
1.1 | Jan 18

Read: No required reading! Please explore the class website

The Metaphysics of Bias - what is it and how does it operate?
2.1 | Jan 23

Read: Tom Kelly (2022) - Chapter One of Bias: A Philosophical Study (22 pages)
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2.2 | Jan 25
Class Cancelled!

3.1 | Jan 30
Read: Louise Antony (2016) - “Bias: Friend or Foe?” (32 pages) 
Recommended: Louise Antony (2001) - “Quine as Feminist” (36 pages)

3.2 | Feb 1
Read: Tom Mitchell (1980) - “The Need for Biases in Learning Generalizations” (3 pages) + Dealing 
with Bias in Artificial intelligence (The New York Times)

4.1 | Feb 6
Read: Tamar Gendler (2008) - “Alief and Belief” (31 pages)

4.2 | Feb 8
Read: Mahzarin Banaji and Anthony Greenwald (2013) - Blindspot Chapters 5-6 (63 pages, but reads 
very quickly) 
Recommended: Michael Brownstein et al. (2020) - “Understanding Implicit Bias: Putting the Criticism 
into Perspective” (32 pages)

SQUIB ONE DUE!
5.1 | Feb 13

Class Cancelled!
5.2 | Feb 15

Read: Alex Madva (2019) - “Social Psychology, Phenomenology, and the Indeterminate Content of 
Unreflective Racial Bias” (20 pages)

6.1 | Feb 20
Read: Aylin Caliskan et al (2022) - “Gender Bias in Word Embeddings: A Comprehensive Analysis of 
Frequency, Syntax, and Semantics” + (2017) “Semantics derived automatically from language corpora 
contain human-like biases” (20 pages)

6.2 | Feb 22
Read: Erin Beeghly (2015) - “What is a stereotype? What is stereotyping?” (17 pages)

The Ethics and Epistemology of Bias - how does bias impede knowledge and morality?
7.1 | Feb 27

Read: Jules Holroyd (2012) - “Responsibility for Implicit Bias" (33 pages)
7.2 | March 1

Read: Gabbrielle Johnson (forthcoming) - “Are Algorithms Value-Free?” (28 pages)
8.1 | March 6

Read: Jennifer Saul (2012) - “Skepticism and Implicit Bias” (21 pages)
8.2 | March 8

Read: Lily Hu (forthcoming) - “What is ‘Race’ in Algorithmic Discrimination on the Basis of Race?” (23 
pages) 
Optional: Gabbrielle Johnson (MS) - “Proxies Aren’t Intentional; They’re Intentional” (25 pages)

SQUIB TWO DUE!
Spring Break!
9.1 | March 20

Read: Jessie Munton (2021) - “Prejudice as the misattribution of salience” (19 pages)
Optional: Gabbrielle Johnson (2023) - Footnote 63 on Munton from “Parallel Debates”

9.2 | March 22
Read: Briana Toole (2019) - "From Standpoint Epistemology to Epistemic Oppression” (21 pages)
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10.1 | March 27
Read: Kathleen Creel and Deborah Hellman (2022) - “The Algorithmic Leviathan: Arbitrariness, 
Fairness, and Opportunity in Algorithmic Decision-Making Systems” (18 pages) 
Recommended: Kathleen Creel (MS) - “Algorithmic Monoculture and Systematic Exclusion” (17 pages)

10.2 | March 29
Read: Rima Basu (2019) - “What We Epistemically Owe to One Another” (17 pages)

11.1 | April 3
Read: Seth Lazar and Jake Stone (MS) - “On the Site of Predictive Justice” (28 pages)

11.2 | April 5
Read: Jennifer Saul (2018) - “(How) Should We Tell Implicit Bias Stories?” (28 pages)

SQUIB THREE DUE!

Broadened Horizons of Bias - how do we expand our ways of thinking about bias?
12.1 | April 10

Read: Susanna Siegel (2017) - The Rationality of Perception Chapters 1+ 2 (27 pages)
12.2 | April 12

Read: Jessie Munton (2019) - “Perceptual Skill and Social Structure” (42 pages) 
Recommended: Jessie Munton (MS) - “Lost in (modal) space: demographic base-rate neglect in the 
service of modal knowledge” (16 pages)
Recommended: Gabriel Dupre (MS) - “Correlation Empiricism, and Scientific Method” (27 pages)

CONFERENCE ON THE NATURE OF BIAS!
13.1 | April 17

Conference Debrief!
[From here on readings were chosen based on student preference]
13.2 | April 19

Read: Shen-yi Liao and Bryce Huebner (2020) - “Oppressive Things” (22 pages)
14.1 | April 24

Read: Claudio Celis Bueno (2020) - “The Face Revisited: Using Deleuze and Guattari to Explore the 
Politics of Algorithmic Face Recognition” (19 pages)

14.2 | April 26
Read: David Hume (1739) - Treatise Book I, Part III, Section IV + Enquiry Section 4

FINAL PAPER DUE!
15.1 | May 1

Read: WASC Survey
15.2 | May 3

Read: No required reading!

Academic Misconduct: 
Students are expected to know and to follow the college’s guidelines for academic honesty. Academic 
misconduct can occur in a variety of ways, including (but not limited to) cheating, fabrication, and plagiarism. 
Please note that CMC’s Statement of Academic Integrity specifies that “all rules and standards of academic 
integrity apply equally to all electronic media … [which] is especially true for any form of plagiarism, ranging 
from submission of all or part of a paper obtained from an internet source to failure to cite properly an internet 
source.” Accordingly, students are prohibited from submitting papers that include text generated from a large-
scale language model (LLM) such as ChatGPT. Students are expected to know and respect the boundary 
between using these technologies to generate text and using them for editing or polishing original text that the 
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student has personally authored. When in doubt about whether some academic practice is acceptable, ask the 
instructor for assistance. Always err on the side of avoiding misconduct. Any suspected violation of 
university policy regarding academic conduct will be reported directly to the Academic Standards 
Committee. There are no exceptions. 

Academic Accommodation:
Students needing academic accommodations based on a disability should contact the Student Disability 
Resources Center (SDRC) at (909) 607-7419 or in person at the Tranquada Student Service Center, 757 College 
Way, 1st floor. When possible, students should contact the SDRC within the first two weeks of the term as 
reasonable notice is needed to coordinate accommodations. 

College Resources:
For more information, check out the following resources:  
• Office of the Dean of Students:

https://www.cmc.edu/dean-of-students/academic-integrity
• Student Conduct Code:

https://www.cmc.edu/dean-of-students/policies-and-procedures
• Claremont Colleges Library Tutorial on Academic Integrity:

https://library.claremont.edu/exploring-academic-integrity
• Claremont Center for Writing and Public Discourse: 

https://www.cmc.edu/writing
• Claremont Student Disability Resource Center:

https://services.claremont.edu/sdrc/
• Monsour Counseling and Psychological Services (MCAPS):

https://services.claremont.edu/mcaps/
• CARE Center (Civility, Access, Resources, and Expression): 

https://www.cmc.edu/care-center
• Chaplains: 

https://services.claremont.edu/chaplains/ 
• EmPOWER Center 

https://www.7csupportandprevention.com/empower-center 
• Student Health Services 

https://services.claremont.edu/student-health-services/ 
• Queer Resource Center: 

https://colleges.claremont.edu/qrc/ 
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