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(Summer ‘13, Fall ‘13, and Spring ’14)
Updated Aug. 18, 2013

Summer 2013

PHL 850 – Seminar in Social and Political Philosophy (Whyte)


Special Group Rights and the Environment

Tues. and Thurs. 3:00 – 5:50 p.m.


The latter half of the 20th century saw the emergence of philosophical debates on the rights of minority cultures and Indigenous peoples.  This debate continues to be relevant today as such “special group rights” become more accepted in international declarations and as international norms.  Special group rights are also intersecting with discussions of rights and the environment.  An intellectual and practical movement is underway to codify, in the laws of states, rights of non-humans and non-human entities, systems and features of landscapes.  These rights claims are often associated with special group rights claims.  But the relationship between the two has not been treated in the philosophical literature.  This class will attempt to bring the literatures of special group rights and environmental rights together. The course will prepare students in the general theory of rights, the philosophical debate on group rights, and the emerging discussion on rights and the environment.  Students will be in a special position to address emerging international and domestic issues that are arising in the fact of problems such as climate change, water availability and the depletion of natural resources.
Fall 2013
PHL 800/870 – Seminar in Philosophy of Health Care (Nelson) 



Enhancement, Death, and Gender
Tues. 7:00 – 9:50 p.m.


This seminar will address three cutting edge topics in the philosophy of health care.  “Enhancement” concerns present and prospective biomedical interventions that would improve human performance or capacities beyond species typical ranges; a special focus here will be on recent arguments that social problems now confronting humanity will require enhancement of our moral-psychological faculties, rendering us better able to act consistently on what we value, to reflect more clearly on our values, as well as to sympathize more profoundly with those who are remote in time or space, sex or species, culture or conviction.  “Death” concerns current controversies about how death is understood, when it occurs, why it is a harm, and whether physicians may ever kill patients, or assist them to kill themselves.  Both organ transplant and palliative care issues will be featured.  “Gender” concerns medicine’s role in gender selection—via prenatal or preconceptual genetic screening; gender normalization—via various interventions on children born with “disorders of sex differentiation”; and gender transition, via hormonal and surgical therapies which are offered to people who are diagnosed as gender dysphoric.  All three topics implicate intricate conceptual and ethical issues; our job in the seminar will be to evaluate both the responses on offer to those issues and to ask as well whether the field of bioethics has hit on the right set of issues to better understand and respond to each topic.  Feminist as well as “mainstream” bioethical perspectives will be considered in connection with all topics.  Standard seminar requirements.
PHL 810/410 – Seminar in the History of Philosophy (Nails)


Plato’s Dialogues on Friendship and Erotic Love
Mon. 6:00–9:50 p.m.


Plato’s Lysis, Phaedrus, and Symposium are crucial to any informed account of his ethics and aesthetics.  Although the seminar will read more widely from the Platonic corpus, investigating the grounding of ethics and aesthetics in epistemology and ontology, the centerpiece will be these three  moving and stunningly beautiful dialogues.  They have sparked and stoked current controversies that offer challenging research potential. Virtue ethics generally, for example, has emerged since the 1950s as an antidote to problems afflicting deontology and consequentialism; and Plato’s intellectualist version has proved an appealing alternative to other varieties of virtue ethics because of its externalist, formal foundation, and because—like Stoic ethics—it eschews codes of conduct or rules for action.  To the vast secondary literature on Plato on feminism, on sexuality, and on social-political philosophy, there have been recent philosophical applications to sustainability, environmental ethics, queer theory, bioethics, and the ethical treatment of animals.  In the less populated area of aesthetics, where the banishing of the poets from the polis once dominated the literature, the Symposium now raises central questions about aesthetic response (erôs) to objects of aesthetic value.  
PHL 820/850 – Seminar in Continental Philosophy (Lotz)

Recent European Political Philosophy
Thurs. 7:00 – 9:50 p.m.

Political Philosophy celebrated its revival as a fundamental discipline in Europe during the last decades, especially motivated by a deep discontent about our contemporary representational “democracies.”  We will discuss French, Italian, British, and German authors, such as Nancy, Lacoue-Labarthe, Ranciere, Badiou, Schmitt, Arendt, Lefort, Negri, Zizek, Esposito, Laclau and Mouffe.  All aforementioned authors are more or less opposed to the “standard” liberal tradition in political thought, such as Habermas and Rawls.
PHL 860 – Seminar in Metaphysics and Epistemology (O’Rourke)


Interdisciplinary Epistemology 
Weds. 7:00 – 9:50 p.m.
This seminar focuses on the conceptual investigation of the practice of interdisciplinary research. This type of research involves the combination of disciplinary viewpoints in pursuit of coherent, integrated knowledge. Often, this knowledge is necessary for the solution of a problem that defies strict disciplinary treatment, e.g., poverty, AIDS, hunger, environmental sustainability. While interdisciplinarity has likely been around as long as investigators who approach the world differently (which is to say, as long as there have been investigators), it is only in the context of hyperspecialization that it seems new and different. This novelty has led to an explosion of interest among investigators and funders alike. The landscape of contemporary science is often determined by funding agencies, such as the NSF or the NIH, and they have in recent decades been throwing money at interdisciplinary projects. However, what they don’t do is provide guidance to investigators who are just beginning the process of interdisciplinary collaboration. As a consequence, there is much frustration and many false starts. One common goal of these collaborations is epistemic integration, or the integration of knowledge and methods in the production of integrated understanding of the problem space. But what does this integration amount to? How are we to understand this process? In this seminar, I aim to accomplish two objectives: (1) consider possible epistemological foundations for philosophical inquiry into the practice of interdisciplinary research, and (2) conduct an extended inquiry into epistemic integration as it is manifest in interdisciplinary research. 
Spring 2014
PHL 810 – Seminar in the History of Philosophy (Rauscher)
Weds. 7:00-9:50 p.m.
Kant’s Social and Political Philosophy

Kant provided a strictly limited political philosophy that, he claims, would be valid for all rational beings.  Yet in his other writings, and even within the political writings, Kant also discussed what we today call social philosophy.  This seminar will cover both 

a) The relation between ethics, social philosophy, and political philosophy. Kant saw his ethics (particularly the famous categorical imperative) as a basis for political as well as more narrowly ethical rights and duties, a division exhibited in the book The Metaphysics of Morals through its two parts, the Doctrine of Right and the Doctrine of Virtue.  We will examine how Kant divides this terrain based on mere form of law and content as ends of action.  In part this is related to the division between political and social philosophy as well.  Social philosophy also concerns institutions and relations particular to human nature.  Also covered are other general aspects of Kant's ethics which have been given political interpretations, e.g. the nature of autonomy, and the kingdom of ends.  

b) More strictly social and political topics.  This aspect will constitute the bulk of the course.   We will cover topics such as freedom of speech, social contract, property rights, punishment, civil disobedience, revolution, historical progress, world peace, differences and relations among peoples, sexes, and races, and the role of religious and educational institutions.  Kant is more famous for his vision of perpetual peace and a league of nations.  These main topics will be covered in detail.  Kant's political philosophy, however, needs to be put in the broader context of Kant's social philosophy.  For example, he saw political and moral progress as inevitable as part of the inexorable movement of history toward an ideal state. 

PHL 840 – Seminar in Value Theory (Whyte)
Mon. 7:00 – 9:50 p.m.

Philosophy and Climate Change
The course will survey philosophical literatures that deal directly with climate change and that build off 20th century work in moral theory, political theory, the philosophy of science and the philosophy of technology.  Special emphasis will be given to feminist, indigenous and environmental justice literatures.  Climate change—morally, politically, scientifically and technologically—concerns how to relate issues that manifest at different scales.  It generates questions about collective and individual responsibility, global justice, science and values, and oppression.  The course begins with issues of climate mitigation and moves on to cover adaptation and geoengineering.  Each of these issues will be looked at from multiple philosophical perspectives.  This course will prepare students in the basics of climate change as a social and scientific issue, how different philosophical approaches have framed climate change, what role philosophy plays in climate politics, and how climate change is an example of how philosophy has mobilized around a complex problem, which relates to other areas such as public health ethics.
PHL 880/485 – Philosophy of Social Science (Steel)
Mon. and Weds. 12:40 – 2:00 p.m.
A striking feature of the social sciences in contrast to natural sciences like physics or molecular biology is the extent to which fundamental issues of both theory and method are a matter of controversy. For example, philosophers and social scientists have often disagreed about whether social science should attempt to emulate the natural sciences or whether there is some alternative mode of inquiry specifically suited to the human realm. Moreover, such philosophical issues are not purely academic but have important implications for ethical and social policy questions. In this class, we will read some classic and more recent philosophical essays on these topics. Since properly understanding these issues requires an appreciation of their connection to real-life research, we will also read several recent, pertinent social science articles. 
