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Course Description:

In this course, we will wrestle with the hard problems of business responsibility. You
each come to this course with strong senses of what is right, wrong, possible, or
1mpossible in your values and in your approaches to your personal and professional
lives, what we will call in this class your “ethos.” You have spent your lives examining
parts of your ethos, but much of what you believe about your sense of morality has
remained underexamined or unexamined completely.

This course is designed to invite you to examine and articulate your ethos and, even
more, to speak to each other about what to do when your sense of right and wrong
differs from that of your employers, employees, shareholders, political representatives,
customers, and other stakeholders, even and especially when those disagreements
arise in good faith, with different people coming to starkly different conclusions even
though they are each striving to do their very best.

In the course, we will also wrestle with what your sense of ethos is not. This isn’t a
class about marketing and brand management, it is not primarily a class about your
legal responsibilities (although we will talk about this in some important contexts such
fiduciary duties and insider trading law), and it is not a class where I will give you a
universal moral compass that always points true north (although in the last lecture I
will tell you in some detail, true to the spirit of the course, how I myself make sense of
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the many competing values that each of us confronts).

Instead, the purpose of this course will be to use ethos as a sometimes parallel,
sometimes orthogonal construct related to but distinct from areas like law,
compliance, marketing, and morality. The key will be to understand how liberating,
how difficult, how rewarding thinking ethically can be as you confront your
opportunities and responsibilities as a business professional.

The most important aspect of this course is that I will push you to articulate your own
values and understand the views of others. This will mean that we give each other
permission to “speak in rough draft”, to try out new ideas that you may not accept, and
otherwise engage each other with respect, rigor, empathy, and clarity.

Grading:

Your grade is divided into four parts: 25% for three response papers, 50% for the final
paper, 5% on the final grading exercise (as summarized below), and 20% for
participation.

Class participation and attendance policy. Active engagement in this course is vital to
your success and fulfillment in it. For that reason, 20% of your grade is devoted to
participation. Quantity is not quality, but I do expect to hear from each of you during
the course at least once. I am especially severe with those who fall into familiar
rhythms of “laptop zombie invasion,” wherein you lose yourself in the temptations of
laptops, smart phones, etc.

Attendance is required. This is not a hybrid course, so while the sessions will be
recorded, there will not be a Zoom option for those homebound for any reason.

Be warned (and, I would argue, excited): I practice an idiosyncratic form of the Socratic
method. In this way, I will go toe-to-toe with you individually, for as many of you as
possible (usually about 2/3 of the class). We will sustain that dialogue for several
minutes as I plumb the depths of your commitments to various issues until we find
the boundaries of your comfort. It may sound stressful—mot going to lie, it is
sometimes stressful—but you will not be humiliated. It is in fact a lot of fun!
(Especially for me — although former students tell me this is fun for them too.) I will
explain my reasons for this approach in more detail in class.

Special note: The first session is required, including for students on the wait list.
This 1s to say that anyone who joins the class late has already missed a class. Students
who miss two sessions, excused or otherwise, will be invited to withdraw from the
course. Those who remain enrolled after two sessions may not receive course credit, at
my sole discretion. If you are late or leave early by more than 15 minutes on either
side, you will receive 50% of the participation grade for the day. If you are late or leave
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early by 30 minutes, it counts as an absence. Please speak to me in advance if you
have special reasons to request an accommodation.

Response Papers. Each of you will upload to Canvas three short response papers (at
least 300 words, no more than 400 words). These response papers should engage the
week’s readings, and must be submitted by 11:59pm on the day before our class session
(or any time before then). You should identify an argument (or arguments) or theme
from the readings, summarize, and then explain your own view. Everyone must write
a response paper for session 6; you can choose when you write the other two.

When you get full credit for a response paper there will be no comments or feedback
from me. In exceptional cases, we will give you more than full credit. More often, we
will give partial credit if the response paper shows insufficient engagement with the
material. Late response papers are given no credit. Small deductions will be taken for
spelling, grammatical, or syntactical errors.

To receive full credit, I look for evidence of two things: (1) that you did the reading and
(2) that you did some independent thinking.

Final Paper. The largest component of your grade consists of a 2500-3000 word paper.
In it, I want you to focus on a business entity that has faced some kind of ethical
quandary, some question on which reasonable and moral people can disagree. In the
paper, I want you to think through the ethical quandary, how the firm responded to
1t, and whether you agree or disagree with the approach taken. Papers will be graded
based on quality of writing, organization, original research, engagement of counter-
arguments, clarity of your conclusions, and thoughtfulness, originality, and
appropriateness of your chosen examples. I have uploaded a rubric that goes into more
detail on Canvas.

The final paper is due on Canvas on February 26, 2024 at 11:59pm. There will
be a one-letter grade penalty for submissions after this deadline but before
February 27, 2024 at 11:59pm; there will be a two-letter grade penalty for
submission after February 27, 2024, but before February 28, 2024.

No papers will be accepted after February 28, 2024.

Please note that you are responsible for following the upload instructions
carefully. Failure to follow instructions will result in a late or missing
assignment.

Note: I will be running each report through anti-plagiarism software.
Plagiarized work will result in severe consequences for the student,
consistent with the University of Pennsylvania’s rules.



Final Grading Assignment. The final assignment requires us to flip the script a bit.
One of the few things you will remember from this course is your final paper, so it is
appropriate that the paper receives so much weight in your grade. But assigning that
grade in an objective way has proven quite difficult in this class. I can’t anonymize
these final projects for the most part, because most of you will want to discuss your
topic selection with me (and I welcome this—topic selection is an important part of the
exercise). I'm confident that my approach has reduced bias when I grade papers non-
anonymously, but I worry that subtle, unconscious factors may yet cloud my judgment.
And anyway, one of the biggest biases in grading papers occurs whether or not they
are anonymous, and that is the regression to the mean (a paper following three As is
likelier to get a lower grade than the same paper following three Bs).

That’s a long explanation to introduce to you a system designed by my colleague, Pete
Fader. It is the Wharton Online Ordinal Peer Performance Evaluation Engine (or
WHOOPPEE). I will explain this in excruciating detail in class, but the gist is simple:
each of you will “grade” a batch of five papers, scrubbed of identifying information. I
put “grade” in quotes because in fact you will simply be putting them into a ranked
order from best to worst. (You will also be encouraged to leave feedback.) I will go
through each paper and rank them in five-paper chunks as well, but you will only be
in charge of ranking five papers.

You will also be graded on your ability to treat this assignment carefully. Students
whose rankings get close to mine (and other students) will get a bump up; those whose
rankings look more or less random will get a bump down. In the process, you will get
to take a deep dive into not just one ethical dilemma, but six, and your paper will be
graded by six people (including me).

The final deadline for your WHOOPPEE assignment is March 11, 2024. No
late assignments will be accepted.

Required Texts:

1. Almost all materials will be available through Canvas to Study.net,
supplemented from time to time with stories from the Wall Street Journal,
the New York Times, or The Economist that illustrate something we are
discussing that day. Because of copyright concerns, I cannot provide PDF's of
these articles, but I do provide several relevant hyperlinks.

2. For session six, we will be reading Number Go Up: Inside Crypto’s Wild Rise
and Staggering Fall. 1 urge you to buy a physical copy of the book—not a
Kindle copy, and not an Audio book. I'll explain in class.

Sessions and Readings:

Session 1: Ethos and Culture



A. New York Times, “ ‘I Honestly Don’t Trust Many People at Boeing’: A Broken
Culture Exposed,” October 15, 2021, available here.

Session 2:  Responsibilities to Whom? Fiduciary Duties and Nature of the
Corporation

A. Friedman, Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase Profits, 1970
available here

B. Stout, The Problem of Corporate Purpose, 2012, available here

C. The Business Roundtable, Statement on the Purpose of the Corporation, 2019
available here

Session 3:  Responsibility to Capital Markets
A. Salman vs. United States, Supreme Court decision, 2017, available here
B. New York Times, 97 Members of Congress Reported Trades in Companies
Influenced by Their Committees, September 13, 2022, available here
Session 4:  Responsibility to Customers, Responsibility as Customers
A. Lisa Lerer, “The New Cancel Culture Capitalism,” New York Times, Oct 20,
2021, available here.
B. Helen Lewis, “How Capitalism Drives Cancel Culture,” The Atlantic, July 14,
2020, available here
Session 5: TBD
Session 6:  Ethics and Crypto

A. Zeke Faux, Number Go Up: Inside Crypto’s Wild Rise and Staggering Fall


https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/10/business/boeing-737-employees-messages.html
http://umich.edu/%7Ethecore/doc/Friedman.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Stout_Corporate-Issues.pdf
https://www.businessroundtable.org/business-roundtable-redefines-the-purpose-of-a-corporation-to-promote-an-economy-that-serves-all-americans
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/16pdf/15-628_m6ho.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/09/13/us/politics/congress-members-stock-trading-list.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/10/us/politics/cancel-culture-republicans.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/07/cancel-culture-and-problem-woke-capitalism/614086/
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