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PHL 399: History of Ethics   
  
Course Syllabus

               Fall 2009

*Please Note: This syllabus is tentative and is subject to revision.  All revisions will be announced in class and posted on the course webpage.  Students are responsible for knowing about all information announced in class and posted on the course webpage.

Instructor:

Scott Wilson

Office:


Millett 385

Office Hours:

Mondays 12:30-2:30 and by appointment
Homepage:

http://www.wright.edu/~scott.wilson


Email:


scott.wilson@wright.edu

Phone:


x3354

Texts
1.) Plato. Republic. G. M. A. Grube, trans. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1992.

2.) Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. Edwin Curly, ed. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994.

3.) Hume, David. A Treatise of Human Nature. David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton, eds. Oxford: OUP, 2000.

4.) Nietzsche, Friedrich. On the Genealogy of Morals and Ecce Homo. Walter Kaufmann, ed. New York: Vintage, 1989.

5.) Appiah, Kwame Anthony. Experiments in Ethics. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008.
6.) Vaughn, Lewis. Writing Philosophy: A Student’s Guide to Writing Philosophy Essays. New York: OUP, 2006.
Although there are quite a few texts to buy for this course, none of them are too expensive.  Furthermore, all of them (with the exception of the Appiah and Vaughn books) are acknowledged classics in Western literature.  Indeed, anyone interested in ethics should already have copies of books 1-4. If you do, you can use the edition you already own.
Brief Course Description
The history of moral philosophy is vast.  Rather than trying to examine all parts of the subject (which is simply not possible in a ten week course), we will instead focus our attention on the history of skepticism in moral philosophy.  Even limiting the topic in this way results in too much material for us to cover.  Necessarily, then, we will be forced to be selective in what we can read.  We will focus our attention on those ethical philosophers who rely on a naturalistic understanding of human beings and our place in the world in order to challenge some basic and common moral ideas and assumptions.  We begin with Plato, who presents both a challenge to moral philosophy and our target for much of the course.  We will then consider the works of Hobbes, Hume, Nietzsche, and finish with some recent empirically grounded work on ethics that Kwame Appiah discusses in his recent book.

Course Objectives
We can divide the goals of this course into two broad categories: familiarizing students with certain important philosophical ideas on the one hand (the content of the course), and on the other developing in students important skills needed to be productive, self-aware, and flourishing people.

In terms of the goals focusing on the content of the philosophical ideas we will consider, this course will allow students to:

· Learn about some of the historically most important philosophers, ideas, and arguments

· See how these ideas and arguments are related to each other
· Appreciate how these ideas and arguments are relevant to the concerns of any intelligent person

In terms of the goals focusing on the skills gained by doing philosophy, this course will allow students to:

· Develop their critical thinking skills by forcing them to search for reasons for various beliefs and to evaluate the strength of those reasons

· Sharpen their communication skills, both in written and oral forms

· Increase both precision and rigor in thinking and writing

·  Extend their imaginations of what is possible
Who Should and Who Should Not Take this Class
This class will ask abstract questions that are difficult to even comprehend, nonetheless to answer.  If you are not intellectually curious, this class is not for you.  If you believe that it is morally wrong for anyone to question any of your deeply held beliefs, then you should not take this or any other philosophy class.  If you have a problem with a professor arguing for and against certain philosophical views, then you probably should not take any classes from me (including this one).  If you do not do the assigned readings for class, or have a hard time showing up on time for class, then this class is not for you.  However, if you enjoy asking difficult questions, enjoy debating ideas in a good-natured way with others, and have always wondered about the “big questions” in life, then this class is definitely for you.

Course Requirements
Requirements for Earning a Letter Grade

1.) Attendance…………………………………………….…………………………….5% of class grade

I hope for this class to be discussion driven.  That requires, however, that students regularly attend class and keep up with the readings.  Accordingly, you are required to attend class.  You can miss four classes with no affect on your grade.  After that, each time you miss class, for ANY REASON AT ALL, this portion of your grade will be reduced.  If you miss four or less classes you will receive an A for your score.  If you miss five you will receive a B; if you miss six you will receive a C; if you miss seven or more classes, you will receive an F for this portion of the class.

Please note that this policy implies that there is no distinction between an excused and an unexcused absence.  The first four classes you miss will have no affect on your grade, and so I do not need to see doctors’ notes to excuse your absence.  After four classes, your grade will be adjusted according to the above scale, regardless of your reason to miss class.

2.) Argumentative Essay..................................................................................35% of class grade
You will be required to write an argumentative essay in which you clearly state, clarify, and defend a thesis.  The paper will be due no later than Tuesday, November 10th. On that day, you must bring a hard copy of the paper in to the philosophy department office, and submit the paper to TurnItIn.com, both no later than 5:00 pm.  More details concerning the paper will be provided to you as the quarter progresses.

3.) Midterm Exam……………………………………………………………...……..30% of class grade

This will be an in-class blue book exam.  It will test whether or not you have read and understood the material, paid attention in class, and can accurately and completely explain the ideas in a clear and straightforward manner.  The midterm exam is scheduled for Monday, November 12th, during our regularly scheduled class time.

4.) Final Exam…………………………………………………………………………..30% of class grade

This exam will be just like the midterm, but will cover the latter half of the class.  The final is scheduled for Wednesday, November 18th, from 3:15 – 5:15, in our regular room.

Requirements for Earning a Pass for the Writing Intensive Portion of the Class

This class is a writing intensive class.  In order to receive a “Pass” on the writing intensive portion of the class you must (a) submit an argumentative essay and complete both the midterm and the final and (b) you must have at least a “C” average for those parts.  Notice that there are two parts to this requirement, and that you must satisfy both parts in order to receive a P.

How I Determine Your Grade
I use Grade Points in order to determine your final grade.  For each assignment you will receive a letter grade (anywhere from an A+ to an F).  I will convert each letter grade to a grade point using the following scale:

A+ = 4.3
B+ = 3.3
C+ = 2.3
D+ = 1.3

A = 4.0

B = 3.0

C = 2.0

D = 1.0

A- = 3.7
B- = 2.7
C- = 1.7
D- = .7

I will then multiply each grade point by its relative weight in determining the overall class grade.  I will add these numbers together, and the result will be a number between 0 and 4.3.  I will then convert this number back to a letter grade using the following scale:

3.5 or higher = A;  2.5-3.49 = B; 1.5-2.49 = C; .5-1.49 = D; .49 or less = F

Class Policies
A.) Policy on academic dishonesty

Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated.  Please be familiar with the guidelines of Academic Integrity as stated in the Student Handbook.  A link to this statement can be found at this address:  http://www.wright.edu/students/judicial/stu_integrity.html

B.) Policy on late papers / missed tests

Late papers will almost never be accepted.  If you cannot turn in a paper on time, then you must come and see me to discuss why the paper is late and I will decide on a case-by-case (yet impartial) basis whether to allow the late paper to be turned in.  You can avoid all of that mess by turning your papers in on time.  Likewise, there are very few good reasons to miss a test.  Make-up tests will only be given to students who have a legitimate and verifiable reason to have missed the test.  If you miss a test, see me as soon as possible.

C.) Cell phone policy

Turn your phones off before entering class.  Do not let me catch you using your cell phone, either by talking on it, text messaging other people, or checking your text messages.  Turn them off and leave them off.

D.) Class etiquette

The main rule here is this: be respectful of others.  Do not ever make fun of, or otherwise harass, other students.  Let everyone express their views, and do not shun or mock anyone for disagreeing with you.  It is disrespectful to talk while someone else has the floor.  If you want to talk, address the class.  If you do not want to address the class, then be quiet.  Getting up to leave class early and entering class late are rude as well.  Shuffling your papers before class is over, in an attempt to indicate that you think class is nearing completion, is also rude.  Be still and pay attention.  If you cannot be respectful of others, you should not be in college and are not welcome in my classes.

Tentative Course Schedule: Subject to Change (See website for updates)
Week 1:
9/9: Intro to the course



9/11: Intro to Plato and Socrates
Week 2:
9/14: Plato, Book I



9/16: Plato, Book II



9/18: Plato, Books IV, VII
Week 3:
9/21: Hobbes, Part I (all); Part II (chapters xvii-xviii)



9/23: Hobbes, Part I (all); Part II (chapters xvii-xviii)



9/25: Hobbes, Part I (all); Part II (chapters xvii-xviii)
Week 4:
9/28: Hobbes, Part I (all); Part II (chapters xvii-xviii)



9/30: Hobbes, Part I (all); Part II (chapters xvii-xviii)



10/2: Intro to Hume 1.1 (all)
Week 5:
10/5: Hume 2.3.3; 3.1.1-2



10/7: Hume 2.3.3; 3.1.1-2



10/9: Hume 2.3.3; 3.1.1-2
Week 6:
10/12: MIDTERM EXAM


10/14: Hume 3.2 (all)



10/16: Hume 3.2 (all)
Week 7:
10/19: Nietzsche, Preface and First Essay



10/21: Nietzsche, Preface and First Essay



10/23: Nietzsche, Preface and First Essay

Week 8:
10/26: Nietzsche, Preface and First Essay



10/28: Nietzsche, Preface and First Essay



10/30: Intro to Appiah, Chapter 1
Week 9:
11/2: Appiah, Chapter 2



11/4: Appiah, Chapter 2



11/6: Appiah, Chapter 3

Week 10:
10/9: Appiah, Chapter 3



10/11: VETERAN’S DAY—NO CLASS


10/13: Catch-up and review
Final Exam: Wednesday, Nov. 18th, 3:15-5:15
Essay Due Date: Tuesday, November 10th.
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