IAH 231B (4 Credits): Focus: Ethical Dilemmas in Government Decision Making  

MW, 3 – 4:50 p.m., 112 Brody Hall
Prof. James Roper



      

Office Hours: MW, 5:15 – 6:15 p.m.

510 S. Kedzie Hall





E-mail: roper@msu.edu




No Office Phone (Home: 517-699-5141)

Cell: (Don’t text me.) 517-927-2408
      



TA:
Mr. Matthew Johnson











Office: 528 S. Kedzie
 







   

E-mail: john2603@msu.edu 


Office Hrs: Set up a meeting by suggesting one or two times you are available to meet 

in a brief e-mail.
TEXTS:  
Stephen Nathanson, Should We Consent to be Governed?



Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender, and the Family  



Richard North Patterson, Protect and Defend 


Roper, The Covenant of Democracy: Should Government Be Run Like a Business?  
(To be available on or shortly after Jan. 16th at the Student Book Store.)
DESCRIPTION:  The course focus is "ethical dilemmas in government decision making."

The three main texts of the course frame this overall focus in the context of a democratic society.  Nathanson analyzes the main traditional justifications for government authority, ending with an appeal that we become “critical citizens.”  Nathanson does not, however, provide satisfactory criteria for “critical citizenship.”  To do that seems to entail a more detailed study of “distributive justice”—the standards for fair distribution of society’s benefits and burdens.  Okin deals with this issue, with special emphasis on the relation of traditional concepts of justice to the roll(s) of women in society.  I wrote the final text, The Covenant of Democracy: Should Government Be Run Like a Business?  with this course in mind.  In that book, I will cover a variety of arguments and considerations that come into play in answering the question that is the focus of this course.  
We will also read an interesting novel, Protect and Defend, which examines both abortion and the workings of government.  


An underlying theme of this course is the issue of whether government should be "run like a business"?  If the answer is affirmative, government decision making becomes a matter of assessing how “the market” would resolve various issues.  'Government' is a term that covers a broad array of activities.  It is possible that some of these can, and perhaps should, be modeled on business while other government activities definitely should not be so modeled.  We will be especially interested in whether the call to "run government like a business" is appropriate in circumstances some economists refer to as cases of "market failure"—that is, situations where "the market" fails to produce the best, or even appropriate, results (or, indeed, in situations where the markets that are produced fall into the category of obviously “immoral markets”).  This underlying theme is related to issues such as government regulation, elected officials' responsibilities, the role of the "fourth estate" (the media), etc.    


Examples and material from the arts and sciences may help us develop and refine our thinking—as will clips from a variety of films.  Understanding the historical context of our problem areas will inform some aspects of our discussion.  We also examine the roles the core issues of this course play, or should play, in current political decision making.  In this connection, we analyze the role of the large corporation in our politics and our social ethics.  We also look at terms like "liberal," "conservative," "left," "right," "center," "war," "terrorism," and so on.  A major goal of this course is to help students become more informed and ethically aware citizens so that they can play an active role in government decision making in the context of a democratic political environment.
GRADING AND ASSIGNMENTS:  Students will write two short, 1 page, papers.  There will be four paper topics.  Students will be required to write on (exactly) ONE of the FIRST TWO topics and (exactly) ONE of the LAST TWO topics.  Students will not see all of the topics at the beginning of the course.  Students will not be permitted to submit a third paper.  There will also be a scantron-graded midterm and a final, which may or may not contain essay elements and will not, in general, be cumulative.  In addition, there will be 8 to 10 "pop" quizzes on the day's reading and/or discussion.  In computing a student's quiz average, the lowest of your quiz grades will be dropped.  Most of these quizzes will be multiple choice/true-false and are designed to make sure students are reading the daily assignments (and taking part in class discussions).  The average of these quizzes will count 20%, each paper will count 20%, and the midterm and final will each count 20% of your final grade.  If assignments are graded using the numerical 0-100 scale, 90-100=4.0, 85-89=3.5, 80-84=3.0, 75-79=2.5, 70-74=2.0, 65-69=1.5, 60-64=1.0, and below 60=0.0.  If assignments are graded using the 0.0-4.0 scale, these grades will be correlated with the numerical ones referred to above in accordance with the following scale: 4.0+ =100; 4.0 = 95; 4.0- = 90; 3.5+ = 89; 3.5 = 87; 3.5- = 85; 3.0+ = 84; 3.0 = 82; 3.0- = 80; 2.5+ = 79; 2.5 = 77; 2.5- = 75; 2.0+ = 74; 2.0 = 72; 2.0- = 70; 1.5+ = 69; 1.5 = 67; 1.5- = 65; 1.0+ = 64; 1.0 = 62; 1.0- = 60; 0.0 = <60.  Your overall grade will be computed using the 0-100 scale.  (Note: we do not “round” past the tenth place, so an 89.45 is a 3.5.) We follow University policy regarding intellectual dishonesty, which we take seriously.  Check the appropriate University URL for details.

ONE FINAL POINT: We have an exceptionally able, and very experienced, TA assisting with this course.  I will work with him to develop appropriate grading criteria.  He will be heavily responsible for grading many of your assignments and calculating your course grade.  Late assignments will be accepted only in unusual circumstances, and should be cleared with me or our TA prior to the due date for the assignment in question.
INSTRUCTIONAL MODEL:  I designed this course so that students need to attend class and do assignments regularly in order to perform satisfactorily.  Sometimes I will “lecture,” but my classes will often involve a great deal of discussion and other presentations.  I will often provide you with a written summary or analysis of the reading material for the day—but often after the class.  I will regularly allow time for questions in class.  I may also ask students to do some (ungraded) writing in class, as preparation for our discussions.  Quizzes may take place at any time during the classes (as I will explain).  There will be regular videos and one or more guest speakers.  The content of these videos and presentations will be fair game for the papers and exams—as will the material developed in our class discussions.   

PRELIMINARY SYLLABUS:  Note: The instructors will probably alter this outline.

Jan.
9

Introduction to the Course.  Brief treatment of informal logic (Network)
11
Nathanson, Preface, Ch. 1.  I will regularly e-mail assignments and other course material, to the class.  If you do not receive such e-mails, please let me know.    Finish Protect and Defend by March 12.  (Swordfish, The Majestic)
            16                    Martin Luther King Day – No Class.                 

18

Nathanson, Ch. 2.  (The Sum of all Fears)
23

Nathanson, Ch. 3.  (All the King’s Men)
25 
Nathanson, Ch. 4.    (The Corporation)
30

Nathanson, Ch. 5.  First Paper Topic.  (The Corporation, con’t.)       

Feb. 
1

Nathanson, Ch. 6.  (A Time to Kill)
6

Nathanson, Ch. 7.  (Iron Jawed Angels)       

8

Okin, Preface, Ch. 1.  (“The Measure of a Man”)
(Remember; plan to finish Protect and Defend by March 15.)
13

Okin, Ch. 2. First Paper Due.  (GI Jane)   Handout On Midterm.     

15
Okin, Chs. 3 & 4.  Read 3 quickly.  We will focus more on 4 (Nozick).  (Last of the Mohicans)  Second Paper Topic.

20

Okin, Ch. 5.  (I will provide a fairly in-depth account of Rawls Theory of Justice.)
22 

Okin, Ch. 6.  (Commander-in-Chief, “Unfinished Business”)
27

Okin, Ch. 7.  (Dangerous Beauty)

29

MIDTERM EXAMINATION  

Mar.
7 - 11

SPRING BREAK (No Classes)


12                  Okin, Ch. 8.  Second Paper Due.  You should now be finished reading 

Protect and Defend.    (The Contender)      
14

Guest Speaker:  David Zin (Economist)  Third Paper Topic. 
19

Protect and Defend (Review)    (Expanded Canvass: The End of Poverty?)

21

Protect and Defend (Review)


26
Roper, Introduction and Ch. 1  (State of Play)
28

Roper, Ch. 2  (Inside Job) Third Paper Due.
Apr.     2

Roper, Ch. 3  (Inside Job, con’t)  Fourth Paper Topic.
4

Roper, Ch. 4  (Manufacturing Consent)  
9

Roper, Ch. 5  (Margin Call)   

11

Roper, Ch. 6  (A Civil Action)
16                 
Roper, Ch. 7.  (Rollerball)  Fourth Paper Due.  Handout on Final Exam.  
18

Roper, Ch. 8  (Outlaw Josey Wales) (The Missing??)
23

Roper, Ch. 9  (The West Wing, “Slow News Day”)

25

Roper, Ch. 10 and Epilogue  (V for Vendetta)
May 
1

Tuesday,  3 – 5:00 p.m., FINAL EXAMINATION (in regular classroom)  

Other films that may be referred to or used:  Judgment at Neuremberg, Thank You for Smoking, Good Night and Good Luck, Fair Game, The King’s Speech,  The Verdict, Men of Honor, Courage Under Fire,The People Versus Larry Flint, Coach Carter, Fight Club, American Blackout, Wag the Dog, The Manchurian Candidate, Changing Lanes, Orwell Rolls in his Grave, “Numbers” Episodes: “Sacrifice,” “The Janus List,” “Democracy,” “When Worlds Collide,” “Conspiracy Theory,” “Harvest,” “Shadow Markets”
BRIEF REMARKS ON LOGIC
1. An argument is a sequence of sentences divided into one or more premises and a conclusion, which the premises allege to support.   

2. An argument is (deductively) valid IF AND ONLY IF it is “impossible” for its premises all to be true and its conclusion to be false.

3. For example:  
All humans are mortal.  IS VALID.
All mortals are human.     IS NOT. 

 Socrates is a human.                           Socrates is a human.    

Therefore, Soc. is mortal.                    Therefore, Soc. is mortal.                                                               

4. Note that we separate the question of the truth or falsity of the premises of an argument from the question of whether the argument is valid.  In other words, a valid argument—an argument in which the premises cannot all be true and the conclusion false—may have one or more false premises.  The point should be clear if we consider the “hypothetical” nature of the definition of “validity” in 2 above.

5. If an argument is BOTH valid AND has all true premises, we call it “sound”.

6. An argument is inductively strong if and only if it is “improbable” (but not impossible) for it’s premises all to be true and its conclusion false.  Some examples will make this clear.  
7. As in the case of (deductively) valid arguments, inductively strong arguments can have false premises.  We don’t use the term “inductively sound” to refer to arguments that have all true premises and are inductively strong, but we should note that such arguments are distinctive.  However, there are inductive arguments that may not have true premises that play a profound role in science and everyday life.

8. Some informal remarks about the term ‘probable’ as it occurs in the above definition—statistical versus “rational subjective” probability.

9. A fallacy is an argument that has at least one of the following defects:

a. It is logically incorrect—that is, it is neither (deductively) valid nor inductively strong.

b. It has one or more false premises.

c. It contains a “methodological error.”  Examples of this include “begging the question” and “suppressed evidence.”

10. All fallacies fall into one or more of these three categories, but it is crucially important to note    that the judgment that an argument is fallacious is dependent on its context.   That is, an argument that “looks like” a fallacy may not qualify if we take its context into account.  (Nixon example.)

11. An important example of a fallacy that will come up in this course is the fallacy of composition.  Explain the fallacy and its relevance to the course.
