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Phil 305: Contemporary Moral Issues
Spring 2007

Thurs. 3:00-5:45
Professor:  Dr. Julinna C. Oxley



Email: joxley@coastal.edu

Office:  Edwards 279




Office Phone: x6548

Office Hours: M-W, 4:30-5:30, TH 2-3, FR 10:30-11:30 and by appointment

I. Course Description
This is a course in applied ethics, focusing especially on contemporary moral issues. Since there are a number of significant and important contemporary moral issues, and it would be impossible to cover all of these topics adequately in one semester, we will focus on a few especially relevant topics so that you are able to work through a variety of answers for yourself.  

It is likely that, on several of these topics, you may already have your own opinions.  Of course, the point of doing philosophy is not to have an opinion, but to have an argument, and rational justification for one’s opinions. Thus, to genuinely get something out of the course, you must critically reflect on your own beliefs and opinions, and ask whether you have good reasons for thinking and believing what you do.  You must be willing to think that your own ideas and opinions might be incorrect, and that others have reasons and beliefs that are more justified. The point of taking the course is to openly reflect on one’s views and come up with plausible justifications for the views that one has. It is quite common for students of philosophy (myself included) to change their views on certain topics after reflecting on them philosophically.

II. Student Learning Outcomes

By the end of the course, the students should be familiar with the following:

Terms and Concepts in Moral Theory: Cultural Relativism, Utilitarianism, Kantian Ethics, Human Rights, Justification, and Moral Deliberation

Multicultural and Applied Ethics Issues: Islamic Law, Environmentalism and American Indians, terrorism and just war theory, arguments for and against gay marriage, arguments for and against affirmative action, the perspectives and problems associated with abortion and world population.
The aim of the course is to promote a better understanding of other cultures (especially those in the Middle East), a better understanding of racial issues in America (both African-American and American Indian), and a better understanding of families, sexuality, abortion, and population in America and abroad.

III. Text and Readings

The text we will use has a multicultural focus (which goes in tandem with our celebration of inquiry topic for the semester).  It is Applied Ethics: A Multicultural Approach, 4th edition, ed. Larry May, Shari Collins-Chobanian, Kai Wong.  You should plan on doing the reading at least twice before the class in which we discuss it, in order for you to have a minimal grasp of the material. 

There is a WebCT page for our course, containing current news and useful information, WebCT can be accessed through a link from CCU’s main webpage, or by going to http://www.coastal.edu/webct/. Please see me if you need help accessing the page.
IV. Course Requirements and Grading
A. Class Attendance and Participation

Students are required to follow Coastal's attendance policy, which requires attendance each day; absences of more than 25% may result in failure.  More than 2 absences will result in lowering your final grade by a plus point. In general, this includes either excused or unexcused absences. Class participation is not required but is highly encouraged.  Intelligent contributions to class discussion will help to boost your semester grade; a borderline grade will be rounded up with regular class participation.

B. Short Homework Assignments (25%)

There will be 6 homework assignments throughout the semester. These assignments involve writing a 300-500 page essay on a particular topic, though there is a bit of variety in the assignments, and you have options throughout the semester. You should show evidence of your doing the reading for the assigned day in your paper; otherwise, your grade will suffer. These writing assignments are due at the beginning of class on the days listed in the syllabus. 
Homework assignments will be graded using this scale: √- (D), √ (C), √+ (B), or √++ (A).

C. Two Papers (30%)

1. Short Paper (1000 words) on Ethical Theory = 10% due March 1
2. Paper (1500 words) on Applied Ethics = 20% due April 26
These papers are philosophical, argumentative papers in which you defend your own views on a particular subject.  Suggested topics, along with guidelines for the structure and format of the paper, will be distributed in class.  All papers must be handed in on time.

D. Paper Grading Criteria

It is very important that you work to develop an argumentative writing style in writing philosophy papers.  Your paper must have a very clear thesis, and an argument to defend your position.  Your papers will be graded with regard to:

(1) strength of your argument 

(2) the clarity and precision with which you present your argument

(3) your understanding of the course material 

(4) style and grammar, insofar as they affect the previous considerations.

E. Exams – 2 EXAMS (45%)

In-Class Mid-Term Exam = 20% on March 8

In-Class Final Exam = 25% on May 3
V. Class Schedule

**Topics for each day are subject to change. Dates for exams and holidays are fixed.**
	Thursday
	TOPIC

	Jan. 11
	Introduction to the Course; the Nature of Ethical Theory, p. 27-35

	Jan. 18
Ethical Relativism
	Martha Nussbaum, “Judging other Cultures: The Case of Genital Mutilation” (15-24)
*Homework #1 Due: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words stating whether we have a basis for criticizing and judging other cultures, such as those that practice female genital mutilation.  If so, what is this basis? Does cultural relativism make sense?

	Jan. 25
Utilitarianism
	John Stuart Mill, “Utilitarianism” (36-44)

	Feb. 1

Utilitarian Ethics Applied
	Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” (254-262)
Jan Narveson, “Feeding the Hungry” (263-270)
*Homework 2 Due: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words stating whether Singer is right to think that we have an obligation to contribute to the poor, especially those in poverty. Why or why not?

	Feb. 8

Kantian Ethics
	Onora O’Neill, “A Simplified Account of Kant’s Ethics” (45-50)
*Homework 3 Due: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words summarizing Kant’s ethics and what you take to be the most important aspect of his theory

	Feb. 15
	Celebration of Inquiry
*Extra Credit Option for Celebration of Inquiry

	Feb. 22
Human Rights
	Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na-im, “Islam, Islamic Law, and the Dilemma of Cultural Legitimacy for Universal Human Rights” (101-110)
Charles Taylor, “Conditions of an Unforced Consensus on Human Rights” (143-159)

	March 1
Environmental Ethics
	Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” (165-175)
Shari Collins-Chobanian, “Environmental Racism, American Indians, and Monitored Retrievable Storage Sites for Radioactive Waste” (208-216)
*Paper 1 Due


	March 8
	Mid-Term Exam

	March 22
Violence and Non-Violence
	Haig Khatchadourian, “Terrorism and Morality” (328-336)
Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from the Birmingham City Jail” (353-364)
Homework #4 Option A: Write a 300-500 word letter responding to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s letter from the Birmingham jail.  State in your letter whether you agree with Dr. King that injustice is a threat to justice everywhere and must be confronted with non-violence, or whether violence is sometimes justified as a way to respond to injustice. Address your letter to him.

	March 29
Just War Theory
	Douglas Lackey, “Just War Theory” (298-306)
Gregory Kavka, “Was the [First] Gulf War a Just War?” (307-317)
Homework #4 Option B: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words stating whether you think the war we are currently engaged with in Iraq is a just war, based on the criteria in the readings.

	April  5
Same Sex Marriage
	Angela Bolte, “Do Wedding Dresses come in Lavender? The Prospects and Implications of Same-Sex Marriage” (399-412)
Jeff Jordan, “Is it Wrong to Discriminate on the Basis of Homosexuality?” (413-422)
Homework #5 Option A: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words stating whether you think it should be legal for two gay women or two gay men to marry, based on considerations expressed in the readings.  Explain why you reject the argument that you disagree with.

	April 12
Affirmative Action
	Shelby Steele, “Affirmative Action: The Price of Preference” (466-472)
Bernard Boxill, “The Color-Blind Principe” (458-465)
Homework #5 Option B: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words stating whether you think that affirmative action is an appropriate way of achieving diversity, or whether it should be abandoned in universities and the workplace.

	April 19
Abortion and Reproductive Rights
	John T. Noonan, Jr. “An Almost Absolute Value in History” (510-515)
Mary Anne Warren, “On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion” (516-524)
Margaret P. Battin, “Sex and Consequences: World Population Growth vs. Reproductive Rights” (240-253)

Homework #6 Due: Write an informal essay of 300-500 words presenting and criticizing the argument concerning abortion that you personally find the most persuasive. Try to articulate the weaknesses of your own position as best as you can.

	April 26
Abortion
	Don Marquis, “Why Abortion is Wrong,” (525-531)
Christine Overall: “Selective Termination of Pregnancy and Women’s Reproductive Autonomy” (532-239)
Paper #2 Due


	Final Exam Week
	Final Exam May 3, 3:00 PM


	


