Philosophy 352

Moral Philosophy
Spring 2010



Friends 205


Thursdays 5:25-7:55
OVERVIEW:  This is a course in advanced theoretical ethics.  It will focus on a domain of theoretical ethics that philosophers call “metaethics.”  It is easiest to define metaethics by way of contrast with another domain of ethical theory, namely, “normative ethics.”  Normative ethics asks first order questions about which acts are right and wrong, e.g. “Is it wrong to lie to a person to spare his or her feelings?”, “Is the death penalty right or wrong?”, “Is it wrong to cheat on your income taxes?”, and so on.  By contrast, metaethics does not ask whether this or that action is right or wrong.  Instead, it asks higher order questions about right and wrong, such as the following:  Is morality simply a human invention?  Or does morality have some more objective basis?  If it has some more objective basis, in what does this basis consist?  What connection, if any, do moral claims have with human reason?  What connection, if any, do moral claims have with human emotion?  How does moral inquiry differ from scientific inquiry? Can moral claims be true?  If they cannot be true, do they have some other important purpose that does not consist in making true claims?  If so, what is this purpose?  And so on.
This course will survey a range of answers to such questions, such as expressivism, error theory, naturalism, and constructivism.  With the exception of an examination of Immanuel Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, we will focus on twentieth and twenty-first century philosophical works.  
Professor:  Craig Duncan  

Email:  cduncan@ithaca.edu  


Office phone:  274-3580 


Office hours and location: 
Park 233, Tuesdays 11am-12pm, Wednesdays 





10-11am

Required Course Materials:  

· Alexander Miller, An Introduction to Contemporary Metaethics (Polity Press, 2003)

· Russ Shafer-Landau and Terence Cuneo, eds., Foundations of Ethics (Blackwell Publishing, 2007)

Course Requirements:  
· Commentaries.  Each class period (starting with Week 2, and up to and including Week 13) you will submit a commentary on the assigned reading.  This will be a single-spaced, one page essay containing your reflection on the reading.  The goal is not to summarize the reading, but rather to engage critically with it (see the end of this syllabus for more details).  Together these commentaries will count for 40% of your grade.
· One research paper.  On the final day of class (May 6th) a 10 page research paper will be due.  Prior to this date there will be various prepatory exercises due, to assist you in the task of writing the paper.  This paper will count for 20% of  your grade.
· A final exam:  A take-home final exam will be due on Thursday, May 13th at 4:30pm.  It counts 25% toward your overall grade. 

· Participation:  Philosophy cannot be passively learned.  It requires active engagement, both with the texts and with individuals in the form of discussion.  For this reason class participation counts for 15% of your overall grade.  In order to get a good participation grade, you must have excellent attendance, do the assigned reading for each class period, and regularly take an active role in class discussions.

READING  SCHEDULE 

Articles followed by “SLC” are in the Foundations of Ethics anthology edited by Shafer-Landau and Cuneo.
Week 1:  Introduction and G. E. Moore’s Attack on Ethical Naturalism (Jan. 28)
Miller, Chapter 1, “Introduction”

Miller, Chapter 2, “Moore’s Attack on Ethical Naturalism”

G. E. Moore, “The Subject Matter of Ethics” (SLC #35, pp. 465-473)

Week 2:  Emotivism (Feb. 4)
Miller, Appendix (pp. 284-286)

Miller, Chapter 3, “Emotivism and the Rejection of Non-Naturalism”

A. J. Ayer, “Critique of Ethics and Theology” (SLC #3, pp. 40-46)

Week 3:  Quasi-Realism, part 1 (Feb. 11)
Miller, Chapter 4, “Blackburn’s Quasi-Realism,” first half (pp. 52-73
Simon Blackburn, “How to Be an Ethical Anti-Realist” (SLC #4, pp. 47-57)

Week 4:  Quasi-Realism, part 2 (Feb. 18)
Miller, Chapter 4, “Blackburn’s Quasi-Realism,” second half (pp. 73-94)

Simon Blackburn, “Relativism” (online)

Week 5:  Norm Expressivism (Feb. 25)
Miller, Chapter 5, “Gibbard’s Norm-Expressivism”
Allan Gibbard, “The Reasons of a Living Being” (SLC #6, pp. 71-78)

Week 6:  Error Theory (March 4)
Miller, Chapter 6, “Mackie’s ‘Error-Theory’ and the Argument from Queerness”

John Mackie, “The Subjectivity of Values” (SLC #1, pp. 13-22)

Richard Joyce, “The Myth of Morality” (SLC #2, pp. 23-34)

Week 7:  Dispositionalism (March 11)
Miller, Chapter 7, “‘Best Opinion’ Accounts of Moral Qualities
Richard N. Boyd, “How to Be a Moral Realist” (SLC #13, pp. 163-185)

SPRING BREAK (March 18)
Week 8:  Naturalism -- Cornell Realism  (March 25)
Miller, Chapter 8, “Naturalism I:  Cornell Realism”

Gilbert Harman, “Ethics and Observation” (SLC #25, pp. 333-336)

Nicholas L. Sturgeon, “Moral Explanations” (SLC #26, pp. 337-352)

Week 9:  Naturalism – Reductionism, part 1 (April 1)
Miller, Chapter 9, “Naturalism 2: Reductionism,” first half (pp. 178-201)

Peter Railton, “Moral Realism,” (SLC #14, pp. 186-205 )
Week 10:  Naturalism – Reductionism, part 1 (April 8)
Miller, Chapter 9, “Naturalism 2: Reductionism,” second half (pp. 202-242)

Week 11:  Constructivism, part 1 (April 15)
Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Preface + Sections I-II 
Week 12:  Constructivism, part 2 (April 22)
Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Section III

Week 13:  Constructivism, part 3 (April 29)
Christine Korsgaard, “The Authority of Reflection,” (SLC #8, pp. 93-106)

Week 14:  Recap  (May 6th)
No new reading assigned

Research paper due.

Week 15:  Take home final due, 4:30pm (May 13th)
Teaching Policies:  
No Electronics in the Classroom

Due to bad experiences in the past, I do not allow the use of laptop computers or cell phones in the classroom.
Attendance  

 During classtime I will often introduce material that is not covered in the reading assignments.  You will be held responsible for knowing this material.  If you do not come to class, you will not know this material, and your performance on essays and exams will suffer.  So come to class.  Also, attendance is a significant part of your class participation grade.  Unexcused absences will hurt your participation grade.  Note, too, that very good attendance by itself does not guarantee a high participation grade; participation during class is necessary too.  For example, someone who had perfect attendance but who rarely volunteered comments in class would probably get no higher than a C+ participation grade.  
Academic Conduct
Students are expected to conform to the Standards of Academic Conduct printed on pages 116-118 of the 2001-2002 Student Handbook.  Please familiarize yourself with these standards.  Violations will be reported to the Ithaca College Conduct Review Board.  Additionally, you will receive a grade of zero on any assignment that is not completed according to these standards.

Plagiarism is one very serious violation of these standards.  I will not tolerate it.  There are good reasons for my zero-tolerance policy—reasons well summarized by the philosopher Hugh LaFollette, from whom I quote below:

   
“Why Shouldn't I Plagiarize? 

(1) It undercuts the aims of education. If you plagiarize you will not learn the skills you should learn – you are merely copying someone else's words and ideas – and that you already knew how to do.

     (2) It is theft. And all theft is wrong, whether it is theft of an idea or an object. 

(3) You harm other students. By plagiarizing you make professors more suspicious of students. This encourages them to make assignments that are plagiarism-proof rather than ones that are educationally sound.

(4) You will get caught. Think about it for a minute: if you plagiarize from a good source – one that is likely to help your grade – the prof may well know (or can easily find) the source. And if your writing style drastically changes from sentence to sentence or from paper to exam, that will be obvious to even a causal observer. To plagiarize well – to plagiarize in a way that is likely to land you a decent grade and minimize the chance you will get caught – you would have to know the material so well, that it would be easier – and more educationally beneficial – to write the essay yourself."

Classroom Behavior.


I care about your education, and I put a lot of time into preparing lectures and classroom activities.   Hence it is disrespectful not to give me your attention in class.  If you cannot do this, please stay home.    Note:  if you are texting in class, you are NOT giving me your attention.  Don’t do this.
Special Needs


If you have a special need owing to an identified disability, please let me know.  I am happy to work with you together with the office of Academic Support Services for Students with Disabilities.  You should contact them at x4-1005.

More information on weekly commentaries

You should begin your commentary with a few sentences summarizing some of the main ideas of the reading selection.  The goal of these commentaries, however, is NOT simply to summarize the reading; instead, the goal is for you to formulate your own original reflection on the reading—reflection that shows me you have thought hard about the reading and grappled with the ideas it puts forward.  (Of course, your reflection will be less interesting if you have misunderstood the article.  Hence, accurate understanding is important, even if displaying this understanding is not the main goal of the assignment.) 

You may choose to write on the author’s main argument as a whole, but there is no obligation to do this; for instance, you may choose one argument from among several made by the author, and write a critique of this argument, without offering a critique of the reading selection as a whole. However, be sure that the argument you discuss is a major part of the reading, rather than a tangential or merely subsidiary point, and say a few words about how the point you do discuss fits into the author’s larger argument in the reading selection.
Unless I tell you otherwise, you can choose to write your commentary on any of the assigned reading selections for a given class period, or on any combination of them (including all of them), if you choose.  
 I will not accept late commentaries or emailed commentaries.  Only commentaries collected in hard copy form during the class period they were due will be accepted.   

There are two reasons for this policy.  (A) There are too many of these papers to make keeping track of extensions and late papers feasible. (B) One main point of these papers is to ensure that in any given class meeting a critical mass of students has thought deeply about the readings, so we can have an informed and productive discussion; hence I want papers to be complete by the start of class. 

You are allowed two “free passes.”  A free pass is a week in which you choose not to turn in a commentary.  Since there are twelve weeks that are eligible for commentary papers (namely, weeks 2-13), this means that you are required over the course of the term to turn in ten commentaries.  Note:  You may choose not to use your free passes at all, if you wish.   The grades on your extra papers will replace your previous lowest commentary grades.  That is, I will simply average together your top ten commentary scores in order to computer your semester commentary grade.


� From the website of Hugh LaFollette (http://www.etsu.edu/philos/classes/hhl/plagiari.htm).





