Philosophy 214									        Fall 2008

Contemporary Moral Issues
Course Syllabus

Instructor:  	Professor Randy Jensen	E-mail:  	rjensen@nwciowa.edu
Office:   	VPH-211C			Web:  		http://home.nwciowa.edu/rjensen
Phone:   	712-707-7069

Office hours:	MWF 10:40-11:40 or by appointment.  But please drop by any time to talk about whatever you want!  You should also feel free to e-mail me if you have a question about an assignment or a thought about something that happened in class.  I’d love to get to know you as more than a face in the room, but it’s up to you whether that happens or whether you remain relatively anonymous.

Course description:  The main contemporary moral issues we’ll be exploring this semester are matters of life and death.  Literally.  The issues themselves include war, terrorism, self-defense, capital punishment, abortion, cloning, stem cell research, suicide, euthanasia, global hunger and poverty, factory farming, animal experimentation, and possibly others.  These issues raise important and difficult philosophical questions:  Is death always bad?  What makes death a bad thing?  Is it always good to keep living?  Why is life a good thing?  What makes killing wrong?  Is killing always wrong?  Can killings be wrong in different ways?  What makes a killing count as a murder?  Is killing worse than letting die?  How does intent matter?  Can killing be justified if it brings about a great good?  Do the numbers count in scenarios where some must die?  When are we obligated to save someone’s life?  Do some lives and deaths matter more than others?  What about deaths that are “collateral damage”?  Who belongs to the moral community and who doesn’t?  And so on….  Although the course will be organized by moving through a list of contemporary moral issues, our ultimate purpose is to develop an overall ethics of life and death rather than to approach issues in a piecemeal way.

Taking (and teaching!) a class like this has an upside and a downside.  The upside is that these issues are pretty intriguing.  Many of us think about them already, even when we’re not required to take a philosophy class.  When we watch the news, read a magazine, or go to a movie, one of these issues often winds up on the table, and we often end up discussing it, sometimes passionately and at length.  Two kinds of examples ought to convince you of this, both from current affairs and from popular culture:
· The conservative evangelical community’s dialogue with more liberal folks often involves issues such as these.  Many people see his stand on abortion as a sufficient reason to reject Barack Obama as a candidate for President.  Funding for embryonic stem cell research is also a hot topic.  Or think about the end of life questions raised by the Terri Schiavo case from a few years ago.  And consider recent discussions of whether waterboarding and other practices count as torture and whether they’re justified.  In fact, a number of Christian “bioethics” organizations exist primarily to defend certain positions on these issues of life and death.  Moral issues are part of the culture wars.  
· Think about the summer blockbuster The Dark Knight.  [Spoiler alert!]  Would it have been wrong for someone on one of the two ferries to flip the switch?  Should it matter that one ferry is primarily filled with prisoners?  Should Batman kill the Joker rather than leaving him to continue his insane killing spree sometime in the future?  How is Batman different from the Joker, morally speaking?  Should Batman keep on doing what he’s doing?  Is it morally permissible for Batman to use violence and deception even though he’s not part of the legal system?  Is it okay for public officials like Gordon and Dent to cooperate with him?   Now, these questions are about a fictional character, of course.  But they pretty clearly connect to real-world questions about the use of violence and the limits and enforcement of the law.  That’s why people start talking Batman and end up talking about Bush.

As often happens, the upside is also the source of the downside.  Because we’re already interested in these issues, and even emotional about them, we’re more than willing to talk about them, but it’s sometimes hard for us to think clearly about them.  On the one hand, we can be complacent about our own beliefs, failing to see that they aren’t obvious or inevitable and that they need to be scrutinized.  We think we already know the answers, and we aren’t going to change our minds, so what’s the point of thinking hard about our beliefs?  We should simply proclaim the moral truth!  On the other hand, because of our certitude, we can tend to reject the beliefs of others without giving them any thought.  It’s especially difficult to appreciate an argument for a position that we find repugnant.  

Despite this, near the beginning of the course, I’m going to enlist the aid of philosopher John Stuart Mill in order to convince you that we desperately need to think critically about our moral beliefs.  To anticipate that discussion just a little, let me say that:  
(1) Even if we’re right, we need to know why we believe what we believe rather than simply taking our beliefs for granted.  Unthinking and smug complacency isn’t attractive.  And I’m not an effective advocate of my views if I can’t answer questions about why I hold them.
(2) We also need to know why others believe what they believe.  Taking the time to understand someone’s reasoning is a way of showing them that you care about and respect them.  It’s also impossible to engage in dialogue with someone if you’re not willing to see where they’re coming from.
(3) We need to take more seriously the idea that we might be wrong about something.  Think about it for a minute.  Surely each one of us has some mistaken moral beliefs.  We disagree with each other about right and wrong, after all.  Thankfully, very few of us are so arrogant as to believe we’re exactly right about everything.  And here’s the kicker:  we don’t know exactly what we’re wrong about, right?  If you’re crossing a bridge and someone tells you that it’s pretty sturdy but a few of the planks are rotten, you test them all, right?

For a lot of us, our moral beliefs are intimately bound up with our Christian beliefs.  And that means that a threat to the former feels like it’s also a threat to the latter.  However, we should keep in mind that in most cases there are deeply committed Christians who disagree with us on any given moral issue—and their moral beliefs are also deeply connected to their faith!  This means that our conversation cannot simply be about “what Christians think” vs. “what nonChristians think.”  It’s much more complicated than that!  And that’s why I’m convinced that philosophy is critical for those of us who want to figure out what we should believe in matters of faith and life.  Thankfully, while the issues we’ll discuss this semester are of great significance, Christianity does not stand or fall with them.  Quite generally, one can change one’s mind about all kinds of philosophical questions and yet cling to one’s faith in Christ.  In fact, remember Paul’s determination to preach nothing but Christ crucified.  Do we sometimes find ourselves preaching our moral and political agenda instead?  Okay, off the soapbox and back to the syllabus….

Hopefully what I’ve said so far will help to dispel the (mistaken) idea that philosophy is some really weird subject that isn’t at all relevant to real life.  Quite the opposite, really.  I’d argue that everyone does philosophy and that we all take an awful lot of philosophy for granted.   It’s just that we often don’t notice that we’re philosophizing or realize that what we’re doing presupposes a certain philosophy.  However, any time you try to convince someone (including yourself!) that they ought to believe something or do something, any time you wonder about something and get puzzled about it, you just might be doing philosophy.  And a lot of what you do, whether in a class or at church or whatever—assumes some implicit philosophy.  In a sense, then, this class won’t introduce you to something you’ve never done before.  Rather, it’ll ask you to pay close attention to people’s reasoning in a way you might not always do, it’ll try to help you to improve your reasoning, and it’ll give you lots of opportunities to engage in reasoning yourself:  as you read, as you write, as you think, as you listen to me, as you take notes, as you talk with others, and so on.  

An important side-note:  in this class, reading and listening to lecture and taking notes are not passive activities.  Your job is not merely to take in and remember the material, but to work to understand it and to begin to reflect on it!  The best thinking often starts while we’re reading and listening, but only if we’re open to it and working at it.  

As I’ve begun to describe it, philosophy isn’t merely something you merely learn about.  It’s something you do.  So, as I see it, this class is more about learning how to do something—or learning how to do something better than you already do it—than it is learning a set of concepts, definitions, theories, names, and so on.  However, that doesn’t mean you won’t learn such things!  Rather, it means that merely learning them isn’t the point; learning to use them is!

Required readings:  No books required!  But that doesn’t mean we won’t be reading!  Our readings will be found in the Content section of Synapse.  And I’m going to require that you print out our main readings so that you can bring them to class.  It will often be useful for you to have the readings in front of you as we talk.  And sometimes I’ll even have you do some graded in-class work that will assume you have the reading material with you.  I realize this might stretch your printing budget somewhat, but I hope you’re happy to pay for a little bit of extra printing rather than paying $75 or whatever for an anthology of essays only some of which we’d read.  

Reading assignments will be posted on Synapse a week or so at a time.  I will typically announce the daily assignments in class, too, but I expect you to keep in touch with what’s required via Synapse even if I don’t happen to mention it.  Sometimes I’m asked why I don’t just give out the whole semester’s assignments up front.  The answer is that doing things this way leaves us more flexible.  We won’t feel the need to “catch up” if we “fall behind,” because there’s nothing to fall behind.  And we can take more time on something, if we want to.  Also, a new idea for a topic or a reading sometimes presents itself, based on something that’s going on in the world or on campus, and we can more easily accommodate such things if we aren’t committed to a daily schedule.

Some of the essays we’ll be reading are somewhat difficult and it will take hard work for us to understand their arguments well.  Even where an essay itself is very accessible, it’s usually challenging to evaluate what you’re reading.  Remember, your job isn’t just to comprehend, but also to reflect and criticize.  So, philosophy isn’t the sort of thing you skim.  If you do just sail through an essay, you won’t learn from its author (and from your own reflection on the author!) in the way I hope you will.  Plan to read slowly, carefully, pausing to think, jotting down some thoughts, and going back to re-read parts again.  Because I expect you to read in this way, I try to keep the reading assignments short.  We’ll often talk about one essay for a few days, which gives you plenty of time to invest in it.  Sometimes I’ll even explicitly ask you to read the same piece more than once.  If your customary practice is to get through the reading as fast as possible because you’ve been assigned such a vast quantity of reading, you’ll have to work at changing your habits and expectations in this class.

Also, as you read, and as you listen in the classroom, 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 and confuse 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!”  If you’re feeling confused, try to figure out what’s confusing you.  Often, that’s the first step in a really interesting bit of philosophizing.  I hope you’ll bring your questions, complaints, confusions, objections, and other kinds of comments to class with you.  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.  

A final point about doing the reading:  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.  You should learn more outside of class than inside it.  Think about that for a minute!  Please don’t think of the reading merely as getting ready for what’s really important.

Graded Work:  All right, here we are at last:  the part of the syllabus that gives you all the information you need to know about what work is expected of you and how your final grade will be calculated.  You’ll be asked to do a variety of things.  I’ll begin with a snapshot of the required work and then I’ll go on to explain each component in more detail.

1.	Quizzes & other in-class writings	15 %	
2.	Practice paper				  5 %
3.	Midterm paper				20 %
4.	Film paper				15 %
5.	Real world reflection			10 %
6.	Final paper				25 %		
7.  	Participation				10 %

1.  We’ll have quite a few quizzes and in-class writing exercises, of various kinds.  I might give you several questions (true/false, or multiple choice, or short answers) to make sure that you have a clear picture of what you’re reading.  Or I might ask you to look at one of our readings and answer a few short informal essay questions.  Sometimes I might even ask you to get into groups and record some of your insights together.  Typically, these exercises won’t be announced ahead of time.  If this sounds a little like a “miscellaneous writing” category, that’s because it is!
· Quizzes will be graded in traditional fashion, out of 100 points.  More reflective exercises will be graded as follows:  A satisfactory response to whatever I’ve asked of you will receive a 90/100.  An outstanding response will receive a 100.  And a response that falls short in some way will get an 80/100.  (A response that “falls short” is one that doesn’t seem to represent a serious effort or one that shows a total lack of familiarity with the reading, for example.)  
· If you miss class for a legitimate reason, e.g. an illness, emergency, or an official college function, it is your responsibility to get in touch with me to make up any assignment you may have missed.  Make-up quizzes or exercises will only be available in the case of absence for a legitimate reason.  Illegitimate reasons include missing class because you were tired or working on another project.  If you’re not sure your reason is legitimate, you’re more than welcome to try it out on me and I’ll make the call.  Frankly, one of the reasons for these assignments is to encourage and reward faithful attendance.
· I will drop your two lowest scores in this category.  A missed assignment can be one of these drops, of course.

2 - 6.  As is the case with most philosophy classes, your grade will depend mainly on a series of papers.  These aren’t very long, yet they are challenging. What makes a philosophy paper difficult is the demand for clear and precise prose, for good explanations of confusing concepts and arguments, and for creative and insightful criticisms of what others have argued.  I’ll briefly describe each paper here, but you can expect much more substantial guidelines as each of these papers approaches.
2.  We’ll begin fairly early in the semester (due on 9/12) with a very short practice paper (@ 1 page or so in length).  I’ll give you very detailed guidelines on this first adventure in writing philosophy, telling you pretty much exactly what I want you to do.  (For example, something of the following form:  (a) In one paragraph, please explain P’s so-and-so argument, found on the top of p. N.  Make sure that you do x, y, and z.  (b) In your second paragraph, please explain one objection to P’s argument, using class notes as a resource.  Make sure to make it clear whether you think the objection succeeds.)  Ideally, this assignment will help you get a grasp of what I’m looking for, and give you some feedback on your writing before we reach the assignments that are weighted more heavily.
3.  For the midterm paper (@ 3 pages in length; due on 10/10), I’ll give you a choice of topics, drawn from what we’ve done in the class so far.  In a nutshell, this paper will ask you to explain and evaluate some of our authors’ reasoning on a particular moral issue.  I won’t be quite as directive as with the practice paper, but I will still try to describe topics that are suitable and the right size.  (A big temptation in philosophy is to try to do too much!)  
4.  The film paper (also @ 3 pages in length; due on 11/21) will be part of a group film project.  We’ll organize into groups right after midterm break.  In those groups you’ll watch a film and have a discussion about it on the Synapse listserv.  Your aim in this paper will be to use the film to motivate a critical discussion of some significant moral issue.  Part of the expectation is that you find a way to use the class readings in your discussion of the film.
5.  The real world reflection (@ 2 pages in length; due on 12/5) is a new assignment for me, so we’ll be experimenting with it together.  It’s motivated by the worry that it’s odd for a class about morality to be wholly academic and totally disconnected from ordinary life—from the rest of who you are and what you do.  Thus, the purpose of this assignment is to connect something from our class readings with something outside of class—in “the real world,” if you will, although I don’t mean to imply that the classroom is a fake environment!  You’ll be required to talk about how some significant real-world experience affects and is affected by your time in our class.  You might take up some cause and do something to further it.  Or you might interview someone who’s had some relevant experience in a matter of life and death.  Maybe you want to conduct a survey of our students.  More detailed guidelines will be forthcoming, but let me say right now that my desire is for you to be creative in this attempt to integrate faith, learning, and living.  So, as we move through our topics, ask yourself:  how might this relate to something I do or want to do or to someone I know?
6.  The final paper (@ 5 pages in length) will serve as our final “exam,” which means it’s due at the end of the final exam period scheduled for this class:  Thursday, December 18, at 10:00 a.m. for the 8:55 section and 12:30 p.m. for the 2:10 section.  We will not meet for the final exam period; you should simply turn in your papers before the deadline in my office (VPH 211).  The final paper is not a research paper.  As in the midterm paper, you’ll be expected to present and discuss an argument regarding a particular moral issue.  Since this paper is the “capstone” exercise in our class, expectations will be higher, as should come as no surprise.

A few more policies regarding the papers:
· You must complete all five of these papers to pass this class.
· Plagiarism is a form of cheating.  It’s dishonest.  It is also a form of theft.  It is therefore a very serious moral wrong.  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 your own words or ideas, 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).  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 websites 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 a class on moral issues!  You may be required to submit your papers to Turnitin.com to check for plagiarized materials.
· 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, especially in philosophy.  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 all ought to be able to produce written 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.
· While I will nearly always accept late papers, they will generally be penalized (and the later the paper, the larger the penalty).  You should let me know if one of your papers is going to be late.  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 on a paper, 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.  
· 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, if you don’t make any significant changes in your paper, you should not expect the grade to change substantially, either.)

7.  The final portion of your grade depends on participation:  In a philosophy class it’s crucial that you are involved in each day’s exploration and conversation.  Remember, you’re trying to learn how to do something here!  To begin with, being “involved” means showing up to class, having done the assigned reading, staying awake and paying attention to what’s going on in class, and taking notes.  That’s pretty minimal involvement, of course, which rates something like a B-.  (Unfortunately, plenty of people don’t even meet up to this minimal level!)  Real involvement in this class means that you come to class with questions you want to ask, that you ask the questions you’re struck by while listening to me or someone else talk, that you answer the questions I or someone else asks, that you’re willing to be critical of other people’s ideas, that you get into conversations outside of class about what’s going on inside of class, that you pursue some thought you’re having by looking around on the web, that you get involved on the Synapse forums, and so on.  Notice that if you’re an introverted person, like me, there are other ways for you to be involved that don’t require you to speak in front of 35 people all the time.  However, I also encourage you to be willing to talk even if it makes you nervous.  I may even actively encourage you to do so.  Sometimes that means being willing just to think out loud in front of people, even if you’re not sure what you think about what you’re saying.
· Now, given this understanding of participation, I can’t possibly make a fair evaluation of how you’re doing.  Thus, I’ll ask each of you to give yourself a participation grade at the end of the course.  I will also ask you to provide a rationale for your grade.  And I do reserve the right to revise your grade if it seems entirely unreasonable to me.
· Given the wide variety of activities that fall under participation, there is no neat formula that will allow you to assign yourself a grade.  However, I will give you some advice about how to do this when the time comes.  And in addition to what I’ve already said, you should keep the following points in mind from the get-go:
· Unexcused absences carry a lot of weight.  You should allow yourself 1 or 2 such absences for the entire semester.  Any more unexcused absences than that should lower your participation, each one dragging your grade further down.  If you miss more than 5 classes, for example, you should give yourself a C at best for participation—and that assumes you’re doing well in other areas!
· Mere attendance doesn’t get you very far.  Just showing up to class—if you’re unprepared and inattentive and falling asleep—gets you something like a D, even if you come every time.  Don’t “pay” yourself very much for just showing up if you don’t do the job.
· To get into the A or B range in participation you ought to be doing more than what’s expected, more than what the “typical” student is doing—although that doesn’t mean that only a few students in the class can earn an A in this category.  Think of it this way:  you don’t start with an A and lose ground only by messing up.  Rather, you start with a zero and gain ground only by your investment in the course.
· 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 as well, 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 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—as a way of helping you, in fact!  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 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.”  This is especially important to keep in mind when talking about issues that people care very deeply and passionately about, as is the case with some of our issues.
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