PHILOSOPHY 110
INTRODUCTION TO ETHICS
Fall 2006

Course Syllabus

Instructor:  
Professor Randy Jensen

Office:   
VPH-211C

Phone:   
712-707-7069

E-mail:  
rjensen@nwciowa.edu

Web page:  
http://home.nwciowa.edu/rjensen

Office hours:
MWF 10:30-11:20 or by appointment.  Of course, feel free to drop by any time to talk about how the course is going—or about anything else, too!  I’m around a lot and I’m almost always happy to talk to you.  If it’s a bad time, I’ll just tell you that and we’ll figure out a better time.  If the door’s shut, please knock!  I often shut it not to keep anyone away but because I’m distracted by the antics of folks who aren’t looking for me.  Sometimes it’s also convenient for us to communicate by e-mail, so don’t hesitate to send me a question, comment, or complaint, and I’ll get back to you very soon.
Course description:  In one sense, no one needs to be introduced to ethics.  We’ve all heard about ethics quite a lot, maybe even more than we’d like at times.  Most of us even have our own ethics.  So what is a course called “Introduction to Ethics” going to look like?  The answer is that we’ll be spending our time getting acquainted with ethics as a philosophical discipline, as we learn both about the history of philosophical ethics and about its current condition.  Philosophers commonly divide the field of ethics into two parts:  metaethics and normative ethics.  Metaethics is concerned with the nature and status of ethics; here we ask questions such as “Can ethics get us to the truth about things?” or “Is ethics based on reason or emotion?” or “How is ethics related to religion?” or “Is ethics relative to culture?”  Normative ethics is concerned with figuring out what is good and bad, right and wrong, virtuous and vicious:  the task of normative ethics is to give an account of how we ought to live our lives.  Such accounts are often called ethical theories and we’ll be examining a number of these.  One thing we won’t be doing in this class is any extended investigation of a particular moral issue such as abortion or homosexuality or what have you.  Although many such issues may very well arise during our conversations together, you’ll have to take PHI 114 if you want to dig into them in any depth.
We’ll also spend some time in this class talking about how the questions of philosophical ethics connect to another batch of questions familiar to those of us who’ve spent some time at NWC.  This latter batch of questions revolves around the notion of vocation.  What is a vocation?  Are vocations general or specific?  Is vocation limited to certain spheres of human life or is it a more expansive notion?  How do I figure out what my vocation is?  Folks have all kinds of ideas about such things, just as they have all kinds of ideas about ethics.  And since both a theory of ethics and a theory of vocation concern how a person ought to live her life, it just makes sense for a community like ours to think about them together.  And so we shall.  Our efforts to think about ethics and vocation together will be just one part of our larger attempt to figure out how we should think about ethics in light of Christian faith.  It strikes me that this is an incredibly important question, since much good and much evil can come from the marriage of morality and religion.
Required texts:  Our three main texts are (1) Plato, Republic, translated by C. D. C. Reeve (Hackett Publishing Company, 2004), (2) John Stuart Mill Utilitarianism, 2nd edition, edited by George Sher (Hackett Publishing Company, 2002), and (3) Immanuel Kant Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals: With on a Supposed Right to Lie Because of Philanthropic Concerns, translated by James Ellington (Hackett Publishing Company, 1993).  These may be purchased in the college bookstore.  Other supplementary readings, some required and some optional, will be made available online or on reserve in the library.  Among other things, I may be asking you to read a few things I’ve written on ethics and on vocation.
You should realize that the three primary texts we’ll be reading in this class are of lasting importance.  They’ve stood the test of time:  they’ve been studied for anywhere from two to twenty-some centuries.  They’ve shaped our ethics, politics, and culture in obvious ways and also in ways that we may not easily discern.  I’m not alone in claiming that they are always, always, always worth the time it takes to digest and reflect on them—sometimes because they contain some important true insight and other times because they are mistaken in very interesting ways.  And the effort to understand them will stretch your mind in new and different ways, making you a better reader, thinker, and writer.
Let’s be honest.  Some of these readings are difficult.  Sometimes the language is a bit obscure; other times the ideas seem very strange.  (Random observation:  this could also be said of reading the Bible, right?)  Thus, I try very hard not to assign too much reading, because I know you will need to read slowly and carefully, pausing to reflect and jot down some notes as you go.  And as you read, please remember that philosophy isn’t supposed to make perfect sense the first time you have a look at it.  It’s supposed to puzzle you!  When a student new to philosophy stops by to tell me she’s confused, my first response is “Good!  I’d be worried if you weren’t!”  I’d love to spend some time in each class talking together about the questions we all have about the texts we’ve been working through on our own.  And my sincere hope is that you get as much or more out of your own encounter with the texts than you do when you come to class.

Graded Work:  Okay, here’s the part of the syllabus that gives you all the information you need to know what work is expected of you and how your final grade will be calculated.  Read it carefully and remember it.  Your grade will depend on your “performance” in several categories:
1.  Participation:  In a philosophy class it’s crucial that you are involved in each day’s conversation.  Not only will you get a lot more out of the class if you’re engaged with what’s going on, but one of our goals is to learn better how to think out loud, how to ask a question, how to raise an objection, and so on.  And you can’t do that if you’re too quiet!  Thus, as an incentive, 15% of your grade relies on your “participation” in the course.  This includes class attendance, of course, but more importantly it includes the investment you make during our time together each time we meet, which involves doing the assigned reading, active listening, taking notes, and asking and answering questions.  I’m also broadening the notion of participation a bit to encompass whatever time you might spend talking to each other outside of class, on our ethics blog, or on the Synapse forums.  The latter are especially valuable for those of us who have a lot to say after we’ve had a while to mull things over.  At midterm and at the end of the class, I’ll ask you to suggest a participation grade for yourself and provide a rationale for the grade you’ve given yourself.  If it strikes me as fair, good enough.  If I think you’ve been too generous to yourself or too hard on yourself (and that does happen, too!), we’ll have to negotiate a bit.  I won’t provide you with a “formula” for calculating your participation grade, but let me say a few things to help you be clear about this:

· If you show up to class consistently, with only a few absences, you do most of the reading on time, and you are mostly quiet in class and online, you should give yourself a C in participation.  
· If you show up to class consistently, with only a few absences, and you’ve nearly always done the reading on time, and you often participate in discussion in class and online, you should give yourself a B in participation.
· If you show up to class consistently, with only a few absences, and you’ve nearly always done the reading on time, with some extra research thrown in, and you regularly make a valuable contribution to our discussions in class and online, you should give yourself an A in participation.  
· Notice that showing up and doing most of the reading only gets you a C—but if your reading or attendance record is lousy, you should plan on giving yourself a grade below C.  And, in general, you should take unexcused absences to slowly pull your grade down as they increase in number.
· I do realize this is a largish class.  All 35 of you can’t talk at length every time, for then we wouldn’t ever get anything done.  But you can be part of the conversation even if some days you say more than others.  And do keep in mind that quality matters more than quantity here.  I’m more interested to see you ask questions or make remarks that are informed by our readings and that reflect good thinking.
A final thought on participation:  I hope our classroom will become a place where critical discussion frequently and naturally takes place, where you often raise your hand to ask me a question or tell me you’re not sure I’m right about something—and I hope you do the same for each other, too.  That’s what philosophers do, you see, so I’ll be doing it to you all, in the hopes that we’ll become a philosophical community.  In such a community, questions or criticisms are raised not to be negative or mean-spirited, of course, or to play an egotistical game of one-upmanship.  It’s not that at all.  Rather, if we all care about ideas and we all care about truth and we all care about each other, then we ought to be willing to tell each other what we think and to respect each other’s ideas enough to give them serious consideration and do the hard work of figuring out how to respond to them.  Perhaps it seems odd to you, since you haven’t lived in the strange world of the academy as long as I have, but I see the act of raising a serious problem for what you’ve said as an act of love and respect.  I hope you can see it that way, too, at least while we’re in the classroom, where a different kind of etiquette is in play.  Let me conclude, however, with a somewhat strained application of 1 Peter 3:15, in saying that our discussions with one another, even when critical, should be conducted “with gentleness and respect.”

2.  Reading Journal:  I think you’ll quickly find that you will get much more out of the readings in this class if you truly engage with them.  We often use interesting metaphors to characterize this engagement:  we explore a text, we dig into it, we wrestle or grapple with it, and so on.  This all suggests that reading can be a very active process—and a good deal of work, too.  So can deciding what in the world you should think about what you’ve just read!  To help you become more practiced in active and critical reading, I’m asking you to keep a reading journal throughout this course.  And I’m going to ask you to journal in a quite specific way, which I’ll now go on to describe in a fair amount of detail.

The Double-Entry Journal:  Begin by dividing each journal page into a left-hand side and a right-hand side.  Your journal may be either typed or handwritten—if it’s legible, that is.  I suggest you journal in the way you most naturally compose your thoughts, whether it’s with pen and paper or with keyboard and mouse (and if you’re journaling on your computer, probably the easiest way to do it is to use a simple two-column table).

The Left-hand side:  On this side, your task is simple:  to explain what you’re reading in your own words—except that in philosophy explaining things often turns out not to be all that simple a task.  Perhaps the best way to begin to tell you what this side should look like is to tell you what it should not look like:  

· You should not just copy down a series of quotations from the text.

· You should not very closely paraphrase the text in a quasi-mechanical way, changing a word here and a word there to produce something that looks like a different translation of the text, so to speak.  

· You should not merely summarize the text in the most general way possible, as if you were surveying it from a very great height, merely listing off points made by the author.  (First, he talks about p, then he talks about q, then he talks about r…)

I find students commonly succumb to the temptation to try to journal without doing any real thinking, not because they are lazy, but because they are confused and a bit afraid of the text.  Thus, the strategies bulleted above seem very safe.  But avoid them at all costs!  Instead, after reading a passage and mulling it over for a while, you should try to explain in your own way what you think is going on, even if this involves some risk on your part.  Ask yourself:  What is the author’s aim in this passage?  How does this passage fit into the larger structure of its home chapter or book?  Is the author making an argument?  For what conclusion?  And how does it go?  Realize that to explain a text is to try to make it clearer, to illuminate it, if you will, by shedding light on what might be murky or hidden.  This might require you to spend some time reflecting about the possible meanings of some key concept, or to excavate some hidden assumption(s), or any number of things.   It might also help here to think of yourself as having the job of teaching someone what’s in the reading.  As I hope you can see, explaining a text is a difficult business and it takes practice to become good at it.  Let me close the description of the left side with just one more “do not…”

· You should not attack or critique the author.  Your job on this side is to put yourself in the author’s shoes and to be his or her advocate.  Work as hard as you can to make good sense of the text.  Set aside whatever suspicions or reservations you might have about it—until you move over to the other side of the page, anyway.  If you do this, you’ll avoid the tendency to rush to judgment and thus any criticism you go on to develop is more likely to be relevant and fair.  


The Right-hand side:  On this side, your task is one of reflection and criticism.  You’ve explained the text on the left side.  Now what do you make of it?  Does it say something true or false?  Why?  Does it say something important?  Why?  Does it contain a good argument or a bad one?  If the argument’s bad, exactly what’s wrong with it?  Is this text connected with something else you’ve been thinking or reading about, e.g. vocation?  How?  Can you think of some questions you wish the author would have addressed but didn’t?  How might he or she have answered them?  Can you develop one or more problems for what the author is doing?  How might he or she respond to them?  And so on.  You have quite a bit of latitude here.  Mainly, I want to see you do some interesting thinking that’s based on the text.  A few more points to keep in mind:

· Do keep your ruminations connected to the text.  Yes, I want to know what you think, but I want to know what you think about the text.  An occasional tangent is okay, but don’t get too far away from where you started!  

· Try to keep the ranting and complaining to a minimum and focus instead on analysis and reasoned criticism.  It’ll help you do this if after you make a claim about the text, you ask yourself if you’ve explained why you made it.

· I do encourage you to be critical of what you read, but you must be a careful, fair, and charitable reader.  Don’t succumb to the straw man fallacy, which is to construct an inaccurate and unconvincing version of your opponent and then to knock him down with ease.  Our goal is not to be successful in defending or attacking any particular view; it’s to think more clearly and more deeply about what’s before us.

· Remember that the author you’re reading is incredibly smart.  If you’re reading a primary text from hundreds of years ago, remind yourself that it is still being read today for a reason.  If you’re reading a contemporary essay, you ought to know that it went through a fairly rigorous process to get published—and then it was (in most of our essays) chosen to be anthologized.  All this means that you should regard what you’re reading as having quite a bit of credibility.  If you’re thinking that what one of our authors says is really dumb, it is possible that you’re right and that you’ve located some obvious mistake, but it’s more probable that the mistake is yours—that you’ve misunderstood what’s going on in some way.

More nuts and bolts:

· It would be very beneficial if you were to journal on everything you read in this way.  But time is short.  Thus, I will only require you to produce the equivalent of 2 single-spaced pages of double-column text each week (Times New Roman 12 point font).  This means that if you feel like double-spacing or you’re handwriting, you’ll need to write more.  I don’t want to have to nitpick about word counts, but it might help to know that each page of journal in the specified format has about 600 words.

· I’ll collect journals every other Friday, beginning with September 1.  Please turn in only the pages you’ve written during the previous two-week period, i.e. you’ll be handing in 4 pages each time.  However, please don’t get in the habit of writing all your journal pages the night before I collect them!  This’ll work much better if you sit down and write at several times each week.
· I won’t be giving your journal entries a letter grade, and I won’t be grading them in the way I’ll grade your papers.  Here I’m simply looking for evidence that you’ve made a serious effort to engage with the text and that you’re thinking about what you’re reading.  You’ll receive either a plus (+), a check ((), a minus (-), or a zero (0), on each journal submission.

· A minus means that you haven’t done the job correctly.  Most commonly, you haven’t written enough, or what you’ve written isn’t thoughtful enough, or you haven’t followed the above directions, e.g. you’ve quoted instead of explained.

· A check means that you’ve correctly done the job you were asked to do.  If you get a check, don’t ask what’s wrong with your journal, because there may not be anything wrong with it at all!  A check is the default score here; you have to do something either pretty bad or pretty good to move away from it.

· A plus means that your journal pages are truly outstanding in some respect.  Perhaps you’ve written more than was required (although this by itself doesn’t guarantee a plus), or perhaps your explanation was exceptional or your critique was very original or insightful.  

· Each two-week collection of journal pages will receive a numerical score that I’ll record on Synapse.  Plus = 95.  Check = 85.  Minus = 70.  Thus, if you consistently get checks, you’ll end up with a B in this category of the grade.  Late journals will receive a deduction of 5 points per week, up to a maximum of 20 points.  I’ll also point out that a minus (or even a late minus—a 50) is far, far better than a zero!

· Since you’re only writing 2 pages or so a week, you should choose carefully what passages you’d like to journal on.  Don’t just start writing about the first thing you come across—look for something that perplexes you or bothers you or something that you think you have quite a bit to say about.  In general, you’re probably better off journaling on a few pages of text in more depth rather than trying to journal over dozens of pages.  And that means you will only journal on a small fraction of what you read.  

· Writing in your journal can sometimes be a preparation for writing your papers, not that you can simply do a cut-and-paste job, but you will have done some work on texts that may serve you when you sit down to write a more formal essay.  I also hope that the process of journaling will help you come to class armed with lots of things to say about the text.  Let me close by saying that the skills you’ll develop doing this are exactly what you’ll need to do well in this class (and very many other classes as well) when you write your papers and participate in class discussion.

3.  Reflections:  At three points in the semester I’ll ask you to write a fairly brief (2-3 pages) essay that we’ll call “reflections.”  These are not meant to be formal philosophy papers, which means not that they can be less thoughtful or less well-crafted but rather that their tone can be informal and they can be quite a bit more speculative, autobiographical, and (obviously!) reflective than our more formal philosophy papers will be.  Our reflections will all arise from our efforts to figure out how to think about ethics as Christians; no doubt we’ll also grapple with the idea of vocation in one or more of these as well.
4.  Papers:  Three medium-length papers (@ 5 pages each) will make up a full half of your grade in this class, so you’ll want to invest lots of time and effort in them.  Each of these papers will focus on one of our main texts; thus, the first will be on Plato, the second on Mill, and the third on Kant.  Paper guidelines will be provided at the appropriate time, but you’ll have more than a week to write each of these papers.  The last of these papers will serve as our final “exam” in this class and will be due in my office at the end of our scheduled final exam period.
The upshot of all this:

· Participation

15 %


Paper 1

15 %
· Reading Journal
20 %


Paper 2

15 % 
· Reflections

15 %


Paper 3

20 %
Some important policies:  Students are sometimes nervous or confused about how to write philosophy papers.  Thus, on my web page I have provided a rather extensive set of guidelines on how to write for this class.  Be sure to make use of this material; it will help you to avoid certain common mistakes.  Here I will simply list a few more serious policies to be aware of: 
· Late papers:  While I will nearly always accept late work, late essays and papers will generally be penalized (and the later the paper, the larger the penalty).  If you know one of your assignments is going to be late, it is imperative that you contact me as soon as possible.  If nothing else, you can always leave me a voice-mail or an e-mail explaining what's happening.  There is almost no reason for you to fail to contact me before the deadline rather than after.  It is much easier for me to be charitable about missing a deadline if you talk to me about it beforehand.  Please know that I never mind if you ask me for an extension, but I will not give you extra time on a paper simply because you are very busy:  I assume all my students are very busy and it isn’t fair to give extra time to you without giving it to others as well.  But if you are sick or there’s a family emergency or something like that, I can almost always give you extra time. 
· Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is a form of cheating.  It’s dishonest.  It is also a form of theft.  It is therefore a very serious moral wrong (a sin, if you like).  To put it simply, plagiarism is presenting someone else's words or ideas as if they were your own.  Plagiarism can include (a) a simple failure to mention or cite a source, (b) a paraphrase that is far too close for comfort, and (c) blatant word-for-word copying of sentences or paragraphs from either a primary or secondary source or even from another student's paper.  Cases of (c) nearly always involve bad intent, but cases of (a) and (b) may sometimes result from sloppiness or ignorance.  However, they are still serious offenses, lapses for which you will be held responsible, so make sure that your words and ideas are your own or that you're clear whose words or ideas they are and where they came from.  Where they are not, make sure that you make this explicit in the appropriate way, e.g., by quotation, citation, etc.  In order to avoid some all-too-common problems with plagiarism within our class, you are prohibited from reading papers written by other students in this class (and this includes those written by previous students as well as present students).  (Of course, this doesn’t include the peer review exercise…)  However, it is a very good idea to have someone who isn’t in this class read through your paper!  In order to avoid some all-too-common problems with plagiarism of other sources, you must list anything you look at while writing the paper on a Works Consulted page, whether you make explicit reference to it or not.  This includes website as well as books and articles.  Students who fail to observe these policies will be penalized, even if the cause is ignorance or negligence.  Students who intentionally plagiarize will receive a very serious penalty.  Cases of type (c) will automatically receive an F on the plagiarized assignment; especially egregious cases will receive an F for the course.  Cases of type (a) and (b) will receive a grade reduction the size of which will depend on the seriousness of the offense.  Although I’ve dealt with quite a few plagiarism cases here at NWC, we can hope that none will arise in our class, especially because it seems doubly wrong to plagiarize a paper in an ethics class!
· Spelling, grammar, and punctuation:  Obviously my main concern is with the content of your papers rather than their form.  However, errors in spelling and grammar can often prevent you from saying what you want to say clearly and effectively.  And even where they do not, they give the (hopefully mistaken) impression that you simply don’t care about your work very much.  I hope you’ll agree with me that at the college level we ought to be able to produce work that is relatively clean and neat.  Thus, any paper that contains more than 3 such mistakes on any given page will receive an automatic grade reduction of one step, e.g., from a B to a B-.  Proofread your papers carefully so as to turn in your best work and avoid this penalty.
· Getting help with papers:  The Philosophy Department typically has some tutors who would love to help you with your papers:  Look one of them up!  And the Writing Center has folks who can help you with making your paper cleaner and clearer.  I’m also very happy to meet with you as you’re writing papers for this class.  I can help you figure out how to get started, tell you if your plan sounds okay, and so on.  I’ll also answer whatever questions you might have about the text or the topic or whatever.  Unfortunately, because I have so many students, I will not be able to read drafts of papers.
· Rewriting papers:  If you receive a C- or below, you may rewrite your paper.  The new grade will simply be averaged with the old grade.  (Of course, unless you make very substantial changes in your paper, you should expect that the grade will not change substantially, either.)
· Grading and turn-around time:  Please realize that any time you hand something in, I receive a fairly large stack (@ 35) of whatever you’ve just given me—and that fairly large stack becomes part of a much larger stack of grading that I do for all my classes.  This semester I have 80-85 students, all of whom will be giving me lots of written work.  Grading anything takes some time—and I do all my grading myself.  Since I often am busy enough with teaching and preparing for my classes during the day that I must do most of my grading in the evenings, and since that’s also the only time that I can see my family (and sleep or stare at the wall or the TV screen or whatever), it’s a constant struggle to keep on top of my grading.  This is all the more true for a substantive piece of writing, for I make an effort to write plentiful comments on each paper.  If I return something within one week, I regard that as a very good (if not astonishing) turn-around.  I consider two weeks a reasonable goal for returning papers, and sometimes it even (regrettably) stretches to three weeks.  But it’s worth waiting a while longer to get a paper with meaningful feedback rather than a paper with simply a grade scrawled at the top.  Please be patient with me and realize that I care a lot about getting your work back to you as soon as I can.

On the web:  
· Like most of your classes, there’s a Synapse page for this course.  That’s where your grades will be entered, stored, and calculated.  I’ll sometimes post announcements and assignments there, too, so you should check it regularly.  Most importantly, Synapse has a Forum feature that we’ll use.  I’ll post topics and let you all have a discussion.  This would be a nice way for you to talk with one another about what you’re reading.  I won’t generally post or reply to posts on the Synapse forum because I regard it a place for student conversation.   (But I will check out what’s going on there…)

· I also have a home page (the address is near the top of this syllabus) and there’s a page for this class.  The syllabus is there, too, as well as a page of links.  And there’s stuff about how to think about arguments and how to write philosophy papers.  Have a look.
· I’ve begun an ethics blog, which I’ve decided to call “The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.”  This will be a blog for all my courses in ethics, which this semester includes our class and the Contemporary Moral Issues class as well.  I’ll post various items on the blog, some of which may grow out of our class conversation.  And I’ll hope that you read along and respond, so that the blog can serve as a kind of extension of class and even a virtual office hours conversation.  You can find the blog on Synapse or on my home page.
A list of due dates:  I won’t provide a detailed list of readings for the entire semester up front, mainly because I want to move at our own pace.  I will assign reading as we go, either in class or on Synapse.  But you should know when our various assignments are due.  I’m having you turn nearly everything in on a Friday, which will hopefully help all of us remember these deadlines.
F 8/25


Nothing due


F 9/1


4 pages of journal due








F 9/8


Reflection 1 due


F 9/15


4 pages of journal due








F 9/22


Paper 1 due


F 9/29


4 pages of journal due








F 10/6


Reflection 2 due


F 10/13

4 pages of journal due

Fall Break
F 10/20

Nothing due

F 10/27

4 pages of journal due


F 11/3


Paper 2 due


F 11/10

4 pages of journal due


F 11/17

Reflection 3 due
M 11/20

2 pages of journal due


Thanskgiving Break



F 12/1


Nothing due


F 12/8


4 pages of journal due
M 12/11
Final paper due at 4:00 in my office (VPH 211)
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