PHL 411: Ethical Theory

Argumentative Essay Assignment

Winter 2010
For your argumentative essay, you will need to write a paper in which you clearly state, develop, clarify, and defend a thesis.  Your paper should be formatted according to the requirements established by Vaughn in Appendices A & B, using CMS style of citation.  The body of the paper should be 6-8 pages long.  The paper is due by 11:59 p.m. on Friday March 19th.  Instructions for using TurnItIn.com will follow the discussion of the assignment.

I think it would be best that before writing the paper, you read chapters 3-5 of the Vaughn book very carefully.  Chapter 4 is especially important, as it details the structure goals of an argumentative essay very nicely.

While you are allowed to choose your own topic and thesis, I will provide some possibilities here for you to consider:

1.) Write a paper on hedonism—can it avoid the Standard Anti-Hedonist Argument?  Do the attempts to avoid this argument end up being inconsistent with the main motivating idea behind hedonism?  Would the hedonist be better off biting the bullet?  Is there another argument we can use to undermine the theory?

2.) Write a paper on the desire theory—is it preferable to hedonism?  Can it be modified in such a way as to avoid counter-intuitive implications?  Do all attempts at making the theory stronger end up being too objective?  Would the desire theorist do best to avoid all tendencies to more objective theories?

3.) Write a paper focusing on the objectivity/subjectivity debate concerning theories of welfare or well-being.  A good piece to read here might be Derek Parfit’s contribution to the book; it is similar in structure to Kraut’s view.  Is the kind of hybrid view that Feldman, Griffin, Kraut, and Parfit seem to endorse the best view possible?  Are there problems with it?

4.) Many critics object to Classical Act-Utilitarianism because it seems to conflict too much with our views about what is right and wrong.  Write a paper focusing on this problem.  Can the defender of CAU adequately respond to these objections?  It might help to rely on what Hare argues in his paper, “What is Wrong with Slavery” in thinking about this issue.
5.) Rule Consequentialism is supposed to avoid many of the problems associated with CAU.  However, in class, I argued that views of its kind face a dilemma.  Write a paper in which you focus on this dilemma.  Does Hooker’s version of Rule Consequentialism avoid the dilemma?  Is his theory preferable to CAU?

6.) Non-Consequentialists like Kant and Nozick believe that morality must include Agent-Centered Restrictions and Options, and object to Consequentialist views for not including these.  Write a paper in which you discuss how these features might be defended (you can focus on either Kant or Nozick, or both).  Do they offer an adequate justification for them?

7.) Compare the Singer’s modified Utilitarian approach to the problem of famine with the Kantian approach to the problem used by O’Neill.  Which of these two views is better?  

8.) Foot argues for the Doctrine of Double Effect and against Consequentialist views in her paper “Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect.”  Write a paper in which critically discuss her argument—what is the doctrine?  Does she adequately defend it?  
9.) Ross objects to both Consequentialism and to Kant’s theory, and agues that morality consists of several basic, non-reducible prima facie rules.  In other words, he rejects the idea of there being a supreme moral principle from which all others are to be derived.  Write a paper focusing on Ross’s theory—is it acceptable?  Does it avoid the problems of the other theories?  What problems does it face?  McNaughton’s paper addresses and attempts to fix some of these weaknesses.

10.) Jonathan Dancy articulates and defends a theory of morality known as particularism.  Critically discuss this theory—what does it have going for it, and what problems does it face?  Is it really a moral theory?  Does it aid us in understanding our duties?  If it doesn’t, is that a reason to reject the theory?

11.) Choose a paper on your own topic.  If you do so, I strongly suggest that you see me first to ensure the topic is viable.
Your paper must be directly relevant to the topics and readings assigned for class or discussed during class.  You should engage with the readings as much as possible, and should see yourself as entering a debate started by others.  Your goal is to enter the debate using the concepts and arguments that others have discussed, and to contribute something to that ongoing debate.

You will turn in you final copy of your papers into turnitin.com.  If you have not used this before, it is easy to set up an account.  Simply go to turnitin.com, and click the link for new users, and follow the instructions.  You will need the following information to register for this class:

Class ID:
3043336
Password:
trolley
Please note that the password is case sensitive.  Let me know if you have any questions about using turnitin.com. 

