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REQUIRED TEXTS
(1) 20th Century Ethical Theory, edited by Steven M. Cahn and Joram G. Harber.
(2) Moral Skepticisms by Walter Sinnott-Armstrong.
*Additional readings will be available on Angel*
COURSE DESCRIPTION

On the grand scale of 400 level courses (which ranges from ‘general survey’ at one end to ‘narrowly focused’ on the other), Central Issues in Ethics will lean heavily towards the general survey end. The central objective of the course is to acquaint students with a reasonable chunk of the most important work that has been done in meta-ethical theory during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Metaethics is the attempt to understand the metaphysical, epistemological, semantic, and psychological presuppositions of moral thought and practice. Questions such as “When, if ever, is an abortion morally permissible?,” and “When, if ever, is it permissible to tell a lie?” are first-order, substantive ethical inquiries. These kinds of questions – questions regarding what our particular duties are and why they are our duties – are not the kinds of questions that concern meta-ethicists. Meta-ethicists take a step back from particular substantive debates within morality and ask questions about the commitments of those who engage in first-order ethical debates. As such, there are a broad range of questions and puzzles that fall within its domain. These include: (1) Do moral facts or properties exist?, (2) If they do, how are they related to other facts?, and (3) How do we learn about them? Do we come to know them in the same way we come to know the facts of empirical science, or are they revealed by reason or by some special mode of apprehension, (4) Are moral judgments capable of being true or false?, (5) How can we know whether our moral judgments are true or false?, (6) What’s the relationship between morality and rationality? and (7) What’s the connection between making a moral judgment and being motivated to act as that judgment prescribes? While we won’t be tackling all of these questions, they should give you a good idea of the issues this course is meant to address.

COURSE AIMS

In addition to thinking critically about the issues stated above, another aim of this course is to help you learn to write and reason in a philosophical way. Philosophy is largely about making arguments. Since this is a philosophy course you will be required to understand and explain other’s arguments and formulate your own. There are better and worse arguments for all of the issues we will be discussing. What is crucial to doing well in this course is not the particular position you take on an issue but rather how well you argue for it. Developing and explaining your own rigorous philosophical arguments will be one of the more challenging aspects of this course. 

ANGEL
Elements of the course will require the use of Angel, an online course management system. Course information and resources, assignments, and some required readings will be posted in Angel. ANGEL works with Macintosh, Windows, and other platforms and is accessible through almost any Internet browser. However, for best results the computer support staff recommend using Internet Explorer 5.0 or Netscape Navigator version 7.0 (or higher).
To access Angel proceed as follows:

1. go to URL http://angel.msu.edu
2. login according to the instructions provided

Please note: If you are connecting to the web from an off-campus site, you will need to setup your browser as a proxy server in order to access some of the readings on Angel (see below). Instructions on how to do this can be found at http://www.lib.msu.edu/proxy/.
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

Presentations

You are required to give one presentation to the class, approximately twenty minutes in length, on a reading of your choice. I will be giving the presentations for the first few classes. This gives you some time (about a week) to decide which material you want to present on and to sign up for it. You can sign up for a presentation either by e-mailing me (freit@msu.edu) or letting me know before or after class which material you’d like to present. Presentations will be assigned on a “first come first serve” basis. In your presentation you will need to summarize the reading and prepare questions, comments, and/or criticisms to pose to the rest of the class for discussion. In the summary portion of your presentation, you need not cover every aspect of the article. Rather, focus on reconstructing the author’s main argument or line of reasoning for her conclusion. Given that your presentation constitutes 20% of your grade, I hope you will take it very seriously and come and talk to me about what you intend to present on before hand.
Write-ups 

For each of the assigned readings beginning with Moore you will need to give me no more than one-half typed page paper regarding that reading. In this document, you should: (1) explain the author’s main thesis or conclusion and (2) state at least one question, criticism, or comment you have about the article. These will be graded on a pass/fail basis. However, they should give you some idea of how well you are understanding and able to convey the main ideas in the readings. For the few days when there are two assigned readings, you are required to turn in a write-up for each of them.

Papers 

You are required to write two short (8-10 pages) papers for this course. The first is due Thursday, March 4th. The second is due Wednesday, May 5th at 12:45pm. I leave the topic of both papers up to you to decide, although my one restriction is that for your first paper you must choose a topic from the material covered in the first part of the class. Similarly, the topic of your second paper should come from material examined in the latter half of the class. I hope this will give you a chance to write on a topic that interests you. One week before each paper is due you must turn in your thesis statement for the paper. Please see the course angel site for helpful instructions on writing philosophy papers.


Attendance

Students are required to come to *every* class, with the relevant text, prepared to discuss the readings assigned for that day. I will take attendance at every class. You can miss class *3* times, for whatever reason, without penalty. However, for every class you miss beyond the three, your attendance grade will be docked .25. If you anticipate that regular attendance (meaning you typically miss more than three classes a semester) will be difficult for you, I suggest you find another course.

Participation
I like my classes to be discussion orientated because dialogue is an absolutely crucial part of philosophy. Not only is it important to ask questions if you do not understand something, but you will find that your own ideas become much clearer if you attempt to articulate them in class. It is also an opportunity to receive immediate feedback from your peers and me. So, please come to class prepared to ask/answer questions and to participate in class discussion. If it becomes apparent that students are not keeping up with the reading and so unable to participate effectively in class discussion, surprise quizzes will be given and included in your final participation grade.
READING PHILOSOPHICAL MATERIAL
Failure to read the assignments will hamper your ability to follow class discussions, and will ultimately affect your ability to do well in the class. While the readings are not typically long, they are often difficult and will require more than one reading. Reading philosophy is a bit different than reading for other classes. You will need to read slowly and with a critical eye. If you come across a passage that you don't understand (which will happen often) reread the passage slowly and out loud. Stop every now and then and think about what you are reading. Write comments and questions in the margins. Circle words that you don’t understand and look them up. Try to draw connections between one part of the text and another. Think about how the passage you are reading now connects up with the rest of what the author has said. Figure out what is being claimed and what argument or reasons the author is offering in support of the claim. Summarize the argument when you are done to see what you still don’t understand. Reflect on what the author is saying. Ask yourself whether or not you find the argument convincing and if you don't find it convincing, ask yourself why. Try to pinpoint the problem with the argument or the weakness in the author's reasoning.
GRADING AND EVALUATION
Attendance 10%

Write-ups 25%

Presentation  20%

Midterm Paper  20%

Final Paper  25%

All assignments will be graded on the 4-point scale. You cannot receive a passing grade in the class if you do not complete all of the assignments.

CLASSROOM COURTESY

1.
We will be discussing controversial issues. A certain amount of disagreement is therefore expected.  Disagreement is one thing, however, disrespect quite another. Please refrain from personal attacks towards other students or the instructor. The trick is to disagree without becoming disagreeable.

2.
Please arrive to class on-time. If a pattern of coming late to class develops, the door will be closed and clocked promptly at 12:40pm and remain closed until 2:30pm.

3.
Early preparation for departure – please refrain.  Every effort will be made to bring discussion to a close by 2:30pm. If you must leave early, please sit by a door.

4.
Class discussion is highly encouraged – but please talk to everyone or no one.

5. Cell phones, beepers, beeping watches should be turned off before entering class.
6. Laptop computers may be used in class for the purpose of taking notes. If, however, I find that they are being used in other ways (to check e-mail, surf the web, etc.), I will ban them from the classroom. 
ACADEMIC HONESTY

All students are expected to maintain the highest standards of academic honesty. Any violations of university policies will be dealt with directly and severely. At a minimum, students caught cheating or plagiarizing will receive a 0 on the assignment in question. In cases of particularly egregious violations the instructor reserves the right to fail the student for the course. For information regarding university policies see the following websites:

· Integrity of Scholarship and Grades (http://www.vps.msu.edu/SpLife/rule32.htm)

· General Student Regulations (http://www.vps.msu.edu/SpLife/reg3.htm#1.00)

· What are MSU's policies regarding plagiarism? -- Office of the Ombudsam (http://www.msu.edu/unit/ombud/plagiarism.html)

ASSIGNMENTS AND READING SCHEDULE
 
	
	Monday
	Wednesday

	
	January 12
· Introduction to Course


	January 14
· James Rachels, The Utilitarian Approach, On Angel
· Kant’s Moral Theory, On Angel



	
	January 19  
· Kant’s Moral Theory continued
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 1: What is Moral Epistemology?, pp. 5-15


	January 21
· G. E. Moore, The Subject-Matter of Ethics, pp. 12-26


	
	January 26
· W. D. Ross, What Makes Right Acts Right?, pp. 87-105


	January 28  
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 9, Intuitionism, pp.184-219


	
	February 2
· C. L. Stevenson, The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms, pp. 116-128
· A. J. Ayer, A Critique of Ethics, pp. 108-115

	February 4
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 2: Are Moral Beliefs Truth-Apt?, pp. 16-31 


	
	February 9
· John Mackie, The Subjectivity of Values, *available on Angel

	February 11
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 3: Are Any Moral Beliefs True?, pp. 32-59


	
	February 16
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 4: Are Any Moral Beliefs Justified?, pp. 60-82


	February 18
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 5: In Contrast with What?, pp. 83-111



	
	February 23  
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 6: Classy Moral Pyrrhonism, pp. 112-131


	February 25
· Peter Railton, Moral Realism, pp. 673-700
*Thesis for Midterm Paper Due*


	
	March 2
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 7: Naturalism, pp. 135-152

	March 4
· No class
*Midterm Paper Due*


	
	March 9
· No Class – Spring Break
	March 11
· No Class – Spring Break

	
	March 16
· John Rawls, Outline of a Decision Procedure for Ethics, pp. 212-224

	March 18
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 10: Coherentism, pp. 220-251


	
	March 23
· David Gauthier, Why Contractarianism?, pp. 701-713

	March 25
· John Rawls, Justice as Fairness, pp. 332-350


	
	March 30  
· Sinnott-Armstrong, Chapter 8: Normativism, pp. 167-183

	April 1
· John Rawls, Two Concepts of Rules, pp. 273-290



	
	April 6
· J. J. C. Smart, Extreme and Restricted Utilitarianism, pp. 307-315


	April 8  
· Bernard Williams, A Critique of Utilitarianism, pp. 457-475



	
	April 13
· Bernard Williams, Persons, Character and Morality, pp. 634-646
· Michael Stocker, The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories, pp. 531-540

	April 15
· Paul Holbach, The Illusion of Free Will, *available on Angel
· Richard Taylor, Freedom and Determinism, (only pp. 407-410 & 417-418; no write-up due), *available on Angel


	
	April 20
· A. J. Ayer, Freedom and Necessity, *available on Angel
· Richard Taylor, Freedom and Determinism, (only pp. 410-413; no write-up due), *available on Angel

	April 22
· C. A. Campbell, Has the Self a ‘Free Will’?, *available on Angel
· Richard Taylor, Freedom and Determinism, (only pp.413-417; no write-up due), *available on Angel


	
	April 27  
· Harry Frankfurt, Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility, *available on Angel 
	April 29
· Thomas Nagel, Moral Luck, pp. 573-582
*Thesis for Final Paper due*




� Note: This reading schedule is meant as a guideline! I may add and/or drop readings as we go along, though I will give you plenty of notice if I change the schedule.
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