PHL 399: History of Ethics

     Midterm Study Questions

Fall 2009

For the midterm, you will be required to answer three out of four questions, and those questions will be derived from the questions below.  While the questions on the test may not be identical to the questions listed here, they will not contain questions that cannot be answered if you can answer the questions here.  Your answers on the test should NOT be as brief as possible, but should instead demonstrate the full extent of your knowledge.  The test will be open book, so bring any books from class that you may want to use.
1.) In Book II of The Republic, Glaucon relates an account of the origins of justice.  What is that account?  Why does Glaucon believe that if this account were true, then no one would welcome justice for itself, but would instead welcome it only to the extent that, and on those occasions when, justice will give him some other good?  The position that Glaucon advances represents one of two forms of Moral Skepticism—be able to explain what this kind of Skepticism is; be able to explain how Glaucon’s position can be used to form an argument for this kind of Skepticism.

2.) Plato provides an account of justice in The Republic that is intended by him to answer Glaucon’s challenge and demonstrate that justice is good in itself for the person who is just.  What is this account of justice, and how does Plato argue for it?  What does Plato mean when he refers to the different parts of the soul?  Be sure to emphasize the role of reason in this account, and to explain how a just person is motivated to act.  Why is a person who is just according to Plato’s definition benefited directly by being just?  What problems exist for this account of justice?

3.) Hobbes attempts to derive the rational requirement to be just by explaining the nature of human beings, focusing especially on our desires, motivations, and interactions with each other, both within and outside of civil society.  First, be able to explain the origins of justice for Hobbes, especially what he thinks justice is, the conditions under which it would arise, and the relation of justice to the state.  Explain the conception of human beings that Hobbes uses in this argument.  Compare Hobbes’ account of motivation and the will to the one that Plato uses, focusing especially on the role of desires in each.  Does Hobbes maintain that all of our desires are self-interested desires?  Explain the role that the desire for self-preservation plays in his argument.  Explain why he believes that beings like us will end up making a contract with each other, and then will have reason to keep that contract.  Be able to compare Hobbes account of the origins of justice with Glaucon’s.

4.) According to any version of the contract theory of morality, such as Hobbes’ theory, morality is best seen as something that is derived from a form of rational self-interest.  In other words, these theorists do not begin with basic moral concepts and ideas and then proceed to defend them directly.  Rather, they attempt to show that rational people who are self-interested would make certain agreements with each other, and that this is the origin and defense of morality and justice.  In class, we discussed two objections to this project.  Be able to explain those objections in detail, and the possible responses a contractualist like Hobbes might make to them.

5.) Hume writes:

Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them (Treatise, 2.3.3).

‘Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger.  ‘Tis not contrary to reason for me to chuse my total ruin, to prevent the least uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown to me.  ‘Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer even my own acknowledg’d lesser good to my greater, and have a more ardent affection for the former than the latter (Treatise, 2.3.3).

Explain the view that Hume is defending here, and explain how it is related to Plato’s account of reason, motivation, and justice.  What arguments does Hume use in order to establish these conclusions?  Demonstrate that you understand the view by explaining some of the implications of it.

