Philosophy104

Introduction to Ethics

Prof. James N. Jordan

     Ethics, which is also called “moral philosophy,” is the field of philosophy that investigates issues such as the following:

          1. How should we conduct ourselves if we are to live the best lives of which we are

              capable?  Is knowledge obtainable about this, or only opinion—perhaps culturally
              variable opinion?
          2. Do we have freedom of will with respect to how we conduct ourselves?

          3. Should everyone always act in his or her self-interest?

          4. What things are good and desirable on their own account?  Pleasure?  Happiness?
              Goodness of will?  Justice?  Love?  Knowledge?  The experience of beauty?

          5. What determines the rightness or wrongness of our actions?  The results they produce?

              The motivation behind them?  Their intrinsic properties?

          6. Do ethics and religion have implications for one another?

     This section of Philosophy 104 offers an introduction to ethics through, first, readings in a good anthology of writings by notable philosophers, past and present, who take different positions on the issues above and, second, a fine dialogue debating one of these issues (issue #2).  The course aims to promote critical reflection on these issues and to encourage students to strive for their own reasoned positions on them.  To these ends, one will be invited and assisted both (a) to achieve a good understanding of the arguments of the philosophers assigned, so that one can explain the philosophers’ assumptions, inferences, and conclusions accurately in one’s own words, and (b) to evaluate for oneself the truth of philosophers’ assumptions and the validity of their inferences, with a view to determining whether they have established their conclusions.  The course fulfills Queens College’s general education requirement under the Culture and Values heading of Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences, for it examines contrasting views as to the attainability of knowledge in ethics; it aims, as representing a core liberal art (namely, philosophy), to develop general intellectual capacities such as reason and judgment, in the belief that both the individual and society are the better for such development; and it investigates major issues concerning moral values.         

TEXTS
Louis P. Pojman, ed., Moral Philosophy: A Reader, 3rd ed. (Hackett)  
Clifford Williams, Free Will and Determinism: A Dialogue (Hackett)

READING ASSIGNMENTS [Specific dates and page assignments for each class meeting to be
                                                supplied in syllabus given to students.]

Weeks 1 and 2:
     What Is Morally Right Conduct?  (Pojman, Part I)
          Opening dialogue in Plato’s Republic.

      Moral Relativism vs. Moral Objectivism  (Pojman, Part II)   
         Herodotus: Custom Is King (from Herodotus’s Histories)
         Thomas Aquinas: Natural Law (from Summa Theologica)
         Ruth Benedict: A Defense of Ethical Relativism (from “Anthropology and the Abnormal”)
         Louis P. Pojman: A Defense of Ethical Objectivism (new essay in Pojman)
Week 3:

     Do we have free will? 
          Williams, Free Will and Determinism

Weeks 4 and 5:

     Ethics and Egoism  (Pojman, Part III)
          Plato: Why Should I Be Moral? (from Republic)  

          Thomas Hobbes: Egoism as the Beginning of Morality (from Leviathan)
          Ayn Rand: A Defense of Ethical Egoism (from Atlas Shrugged)
          James Rachels: A Critique of Ethical Egoism (from Elements of Moral Philosophy)

          Howard Kahane: Sociobiology, Egoism, and Reciprocity (new essay in Pojman)

Weeks 6 and 7:

     Value: What Is the Good?  (Pojman, Part IV)
          Plato: The Good and the Allegory of the Cave (from Republic)

          Jeremy Bentham: Classical Hedonism (from Principles of Morals and Legislation)

          Friedrich Nietzsche: Beyond Good and Evil (from Beyond Good  and Evil, The Genealogy
               of Morals, and The Twilight of the Idols)
          Robert Nozick: The Experience Machine (from Anarchy, State, and Utopia)

          W. D. Ross: Value Pluralism (from The Right and the Good)

Weeks 8, 9, and 10:

     Utilitarianism: An Ethics of Consequences  (Pojman, Part V)
          John Stuart Mill: Utilitarianism 
          John Hospers: Rule-Utilitarianism (from Human Conduct)

          Bernard Williams: A Critique of Utilitarianism (from Utilitarianism: For and Against)

          Sterling Harwood: Eleven Objections to Utilitarianism (new essay in Pojman)

Weeks 11, 12, and 13:

     Deontological Ethics: The Ethics of Good Will and Duty  (Pojman, Part VI)
          Immanuel Kant: The Foundations of Ethics (from Grounding for the Metaphysics of

              Morals)

          Fred Feldman: An Examination of Kantian Ethics (from Introductory Ethics)

          W. D. Ross: What Makes Right Acts Right? (from The Right and the Good)

          William Fankena: A Reconciliation of Ethical Theories (from Ethics, 2nd ed.)
Week 14:

     Morality and Religion  (Pojman, Part VIII)
          Plato: The Euthyphro Problem (from Euthyphro)

          Bertrand Russell: A Free Man’s Worship (from Mysticism and Logic)
          George Mavrodes: Religion and the Queerness of Morality (a journal article)
          Kai Nielsen: Ethics Without Religion (a journal article)
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

     The graded written work for this course is as follows:

          (1) A paper of at least three pages in which you compare and contrast the views on moral

                relativism given in the readings from Benedict and Pojman (pp. 33-52 in Pojman).
               Due at the seventh class meeting [precise date to be supplied].
          (2) A take-home midterm exam (of the “essay” type) on Williams’s Free Will and

               Determinism and on the readings in Pojman’s Parts III and IV (pp. 53-130: Ethics and

               Egoism; Value: What Is the Good?).  At least six pages are required.  Due at the

               fourteenth class meeting [precise date to be supplied].  Questions for the midterm will

               be provided two weeks before the due date.
          (3) An in-class comprehensive final exam (of the “essay” type), in the fifteenth week of

               the semester [precise date to be supplied].  Six or seven questions for the final exam

               will be provided two weeks before the exam.  At the time of the exam your instructor

               will announce which three of these questions are to be answered.

     Assignment #1 is designed to give beginners practice in accurately explaining, relating to one another, and evaluating the comparative merits of two different philosophical positions on the same topic in ethics.  Assignments #2 and #3 will involve more comparing, contrasting, and assessing of more philosophical views on more topics in ethics.  Accuracy of understanding and development of critical analysis will determine grades--“critical analysis” meaning in this context discussion of (a) the truth of philosophers’ premises and (b) the validity of their reasoning, and (c) the truth of their conclusions.  Students should think for themselves about (a),  (b), and (c).  To this end, your instructor will keep his own views to himself, aiming only to explain the readings as clearly as possible and to promote and guide discussion of them.
     Carefully follow the attached Guidelines for Papers.
SEMESTER GRADE

     Improvement and participation in class discussion will be taken into consideration, but the general rule is that assignment #1 above will account for 15% of your semester grade, #2 for 40%, and #3 for 45%.

ATTENDANCE

     Regular and on-time attendance is expected, as lectures and class discussions will be essential to good performance on papers and exams.

OFFICE HOURS

     Office: Powdermaker Hall 350-E.  Telephone: (718) 997-5280.  Email address: James.Jordan@QC.cuny.edu.  I will be in the office on Mondays from 1:00 to 3:00 and 5:30 to 6:15, on Wednesdays from 1:00 to 3:00, and on Thursdays from 1:00 to 5:00 and 6:00 to 6:45.  Other times can be arranged.  Feel perfectly free to stop by the office, or to call or email me, about anything you would like to discuss concerning the reading and writing assignments, or philosophy generally.
Guidelines for Papers                                                                 James N. Jordan, Philosophy Dept.
1. Papers should by typed or word-processed on one side of the page.  The type should be dark. 

    For word processing use 12 point type.

2. Papers should be double-spaced.  Do not leave extra spaces between paragraphs.  (One extra

    space may be used to indicate a new section of the paper.)  Indent the first line of each

    paragraph five or six spaces.

3. Leave margins of an inch or so all around.  Pages should be numbered (at the top).

4. Do not put the paper into any kind of folder or binder.  Just staple or clip it together in the

    upper left-hand corner.  Do not put a row of staples down the left-hand margin.

5. Aim for the greatest possible clarity.  Write as if you are addressing, not your instructor, but
    someone who knows nothing about the subject matter in question.  Use standard English;
    avoid jargon, pompous words, and awkward constructions.  Define key terms.  Do not jump

    from one thing to another in a disconnected manner.  Each sentence should have an obvious

    relevance to the sentences before and after it.  The same goes for paragraphs.  Explain,

    analyze, and discuss things in a way that is logically organized, fully developed, accurately

    informed, and intelligible on its own.

6. Make every effort to spot and correct errors of spelling, punctuation, and grammar.  Use a

    manual of punctuation and grammar, such as Diana Hacker’s Writer’s Reference (Bedford-St.

    Martin’s). 

7. Documentation and quotation marks (or setting off by indentation) are mandatory for all

    phrases, sentences, and passages borrowed from others.  For documentation, use the simple

    MLA method of parenthetical citations, which is explained in Hacker (see #6 above) and also

    in J. Gibaldi, MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (Modern Language
    Association).

8. Keep quotations down to 10% of less of the total words in your paper.

9. Underline (or italicize) titles of books.  Example: Plato’s Republic (or Republic).  Exceptions

    to this rule are titles of books of sacred scripture, which by custom are done simply as follows:

    Bible, the Book of Genesis, Koran, Bhagavad-Gita.

10. In American usage, commas and periods go inside quotation marks, except when

      parenthetical citations are involved.  Examples: “Triangle,” according to Webster, means
      “a polygon having three sides.”  “Brevity,” Shakespeare said, “is the soul of wit” (Hamlet
      II, ii, 90).

REMEMBER:  The possessive of it is its, NOT it’s (which means “it is”).

                          Their is the possessive of they; don’t confuse it with there.   
