PHILOSOPHY 491: Special Topics in Corporations and Social Philosophy  
Section 2, 3 credits, 224 Bessey Hall, TT, 3-4:20 p.m. (Subject to Revision)
INSTRUCTOR:  Prof. James E. Roper (roper@msu.edu)

Cell: 517-927-2408
Phone: 699-5141 (H), 355-4490 (Off. Hrs./no messages)
510 S. Kedzie Hall


Office Hours:  TT, 5 - 6 p.m. (& by appt.)



Web: TBA? 
TEXTS:  
Sen, Development as Freedom


Hartmann, Unequal Protection



Klein:  No Logo (10th Anniversary Edition)



Reich:  Supercapitalism
READINGS:  As suggested by the above books, readings  draw from philosophers and economists as well as business and political theorists.  Some of the readings will reflect my own research in this area.  We will probably also have at least one guest lecture—probably from an economist.

DESCRIPTION:  

Large corporations play increasingly important roles in economics, society, and politics.  This suggests four closely related questions which provide the focus of this course: 

1. What is the large publicly traded corporation and why has it been called the most significant organizational entity of our day—perhaps more significant than the state?

2. Should large corporations be heavily regulated or should we rely on their “self-regulation” through “corporate ethics codes”?   

3. How should large corporations be governed?  Is “work place democracy” a viable option and what would it mean to say that it was?  What alternatives are there?

4. Finally, what impact does the existence of such entities have on philosophical questions about political, economic, and social issues—especially global “development”?       

We examine both the philosophical and economic dimensions of this interconnected set of issues.  Regarding the first question, we examine both how large corporations became “legal persons” and why this is philosophically, politically, and economically important.  The second question leads us to a philosophical analysis of the nature of “ethics codes” generally, and of “corporate ethics codes” in particular.  Question three raises fundamental questions about the nature of democracy and its applicability to large corporate entities.  Finally, the fourth question leads to a general philosophical, political, and economic analysis of the role large corporations should play in our society.  

GRADING AND ASSIGNMENTS: 
Each member of the class will choose a topic and make a short presentation to the class.  I will work with each of you individually as you put together your presentation.  Students will then write up their presentations as 8-10 page papers to be turned for evaluation and grading.  Your paper should reflect the suggestions the instructor and class make about your presentation.  There will also be an essay final examination (general questions and choice).  The presentation, paper, and examination will each count 30% of the final grade.  The final 10% will be based on class participation.   I follow University guidelines regarding academic dishonesty.  See the appropriate URL.
SYLLABUS: (Subject to change at instructor's discretion) Where the readings presuppose knowledge of logic or other technical matters that go beyond what is in the texts, I provide brief explanations in class.  
Jan.
12

Introduction to Course.  

14 

Roper, “Market Failure, Symbolic Meaning, and the Covenant of 



Democracy” (will be e-mailed to the class).  I will not presuppose that 


you have read it before this class.    

19

Further discussion of “Market Failure…” paper.  Some discussion of 


Nozick’s concept of “symbolic meaning.”  Read the paper.

21

Roper, “Analogical Reasoning and 'The Public Philosophy of Business'.” 


(will be e-mailed to the class).  Begin reading Hartmann.  
  
26   
  
Roper, “A Philosophical Perspective on Corporate Codes of Ethics.”  


Continue reading Hartmann.  

28
         Finish Hartmann for class.  Preliminary presentation proposals due. 
Feb.
2

Roper, “How Is “Business Ethics” Possible?  Begin Reich.
 

4

Reich through Ch. 2 (p. 87).  Begin individual meetings about 



proposals.

9

Reich, Chs. 3 and 4.

11

Reich, Chs. 5 and 6.  
16

Klein, “NO LOGO at Ten,” and “Introduction” more carefully.  Read 



through p. 124 (Part I: No Space) quickly.  
18

Possible guest speaker or film.  Continue reading Klein. 
23

Klein, Pp. 129-275 quickly.  

25

Klein, Pp. 279-458.  Read up to p. 446 quickly.  Read 447 to 458 more 


carefully.
Mar.
2

Roper, “Debate as Informal Logic in Democratic Education.”   



(Summary of course to date.  Relate to original questions.)    
4

Film, “The Corporation” (Parts)
9 and 11
SPRING BREAK 



16

Sen, Preface, Introduction, and Ch. 1.   
 
18

Sen, Ch. 2. 

23

Sen, Ch. 3 


25

Sen, Ch. 4

30

Sen, Ch. 5.
April
1

Sen, Ch. 6

6

Sen, Ch. 7 (“Catastrophe Capitalism” ?)  Distribute Final Exam 



Questions.
8

Sen, Chs. 8 and 9.
13

Sen, Ch. 10.
15

Sen, Ch. 11.  
20 Sen, Ch. 12.  Summary of Sen’s views. 

22

Finish discussing Sen’s views and begin Course Summary 
27

Course Summary.  
29 

Concluding Remarks.  Review Final Exam Questions.
May
3,  3 – 5 p.m. (Monday), Final Examination (Regular Classroom)
2
1

