PHIL-101  Reasoning and Value
- sections 5,7 – Spring 2005
Syllabus – keep handy for reference
Dr. Aeon J. Skoble

341 Tillinghast, x2460

Email: askoble@bridgew.edu     Web: http://webhost.bridgew.edu/askoble

Office hours: M 9-10, TTH 1:30-2:30, or by appointment

Texts:

Trial and Death of Socrates, Plato (Grube trans., Hackett Publishing)
Republic, Plato (Reeve trans., Hackett)
Introductory Readings, Aristotle (Irwin and Fine trans., Hackett)

Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant (Ellington trans., Hackett)

Additional readings to be distributed as photocopied handouts or via the web.
Overview and objectives:

This course is meant to develop your critical reasoning skills by way of examining key philosophical issues in the area of values (i.e., moral philosophy).  In other words, this course is simultaneously (1) an introduction to philosophy as a subject and as a practice, (2) an introduction to the study of values, especially moral values, and (3) a field exercise in applying critical reasoning skills to the understanding of argumentation.  For example, we will be concerned with such questions as: What is justice?  What is the good life?  What is happiness?  What is virtue?  Why should I care about morality or justice or virtue?  Are values objective, or subjective?  Can reason bear on such matters?  Does might make right?  Does morality come from religion?  What is duty?  These are questions which you probably have already put at least some thought into, but in any event you will likely find this course challenging, in the sense of being obliged to confront questions you have not already dealt with in a rigorous way, or in the sense of having your presuppositions subjected to scrutiny.  By studying the logical foundations of the various arguments on all sides of these issues, you should 

(1) get a better sense of what constitutes a satisfactory answer to them

(2) have a better idea of the relation between facts and values, as well as develop a facility with the language of moral discourse

(3) experience a marked improvement in critical reasoning skills, especially in terms of reasoning well in moral argument

(4) hone your skills in written expression, especially regarding clarity, correctness, and precision.

(5) develop an appreciation for philosophic inquiry as an important element of a liberal arts education that entails lifelong learning in the search for wisdom

Requirements:

Midterm exam (= 30%)
2 short written assignments (=35% : 1st = 15% + 2nd = 20%)
Final exam (=35%)
Regular attendance is also a requirement of the class.  This is a reflection of the fact that the primary vehicle for learning the material is the class itself, of which you should see yourself as a part.  You should regard coming to class as the norm.  Obviously there is such a thing as a good reason to miss class, so please be sure you limit your absences to such occasions.  Absences in excess of three will result in reduction of your grade.  Excessive lateness will count as absence.  Cheating or plagiarism will result in a failing grade, removal from the class, and possibly expulsion.  You are expected to have done the readings and be prepared to comment on them in class.  If you do have to miss class, it is your responsibility to get the notes, and any announcements or additional assignments, from a classmate.   (On the other hand, if I am late, it almost certainly means I am ill – call the department office at x1258 to find out.)  Adjustments to your grade will be made for both constructive participation in discussions and disruptive behavior, as well as for excessive absences.  What is “constructive participation,” and how is it different from “disruptive behavior”?   Consider how arguments in a courtroom or legislature take place.  Vigorous and passionate disagreement is expressed, but in an atmosphere of civility, courtesy, mutual respect.  Decorum matters in those contexts, because that is what enables the coexistence of dispute and civility.  You should feel free to ask questions of me and of your classmates, and to agree or disagree as you see fit, but you must strive to maintain an atmosphere of civil discourse, meaning, first, distinguishing between attacks on an idea and attacks on a person, and second, observing some of the ground rules of civilized society.  Hats off, cell phones and pagers off, eat and drink quietly and discreetly, don’t read the newspaper or do homework for another class, don’t go to sleep.  There is a difference between philosophical argument (which is cooperative and constructive) and belligerent bickering.  You should come prepared – meaning, you should have done the readings, given them some thought, and be enthusiastic about exploring the issues further.  If you honestly cannot muster any enthusiasm, drop the class!  You’ll enjoy it more if you’re involved, participating, asking questions.  Even if you can’t think of anything to say, you can show that you are interested and engaged by sitting upright, making eye contact with the professor, and seeming alert.  Pay attention when your classmates speak, not just out of respect, although that’s important enough by itself, but because their comments and questions might be illuminating.  While you’re at it, why not learn (some of) their names?  At a minimum, don’t talk while they are talking, or otherwise disrespect them with body language and muttering.

Other useful tips:

*I will have a web site for this class.  On the top of my home page look for a link to “PHIL101-05/07”.

*Make use of my office hours, and don’t hesitate to make an appointment if the posted  times are not convenient for you.  Don’t wait until it’s “too late” to seek help. If you’re having trouble, let the professor know and show you are concerned.  Don’t expect a full recap of the entire semester’s work the day before an exam.  Come to office hours with definite questions, concerns, or problems in mind. Don’t wait until you arrive to think about what you need help with.

*Never ask “Did I miss anything important in class the other day?” Of course you did.  I recommend the “buddy system.”  If you do have to miss class for some reason, get your buddy’s notes and see what you missed first, then come and ask me questions.  Also, you are responsible for all notes missed and all announcements made, and the buddy system is your best avenue for seeing to this.  Additionally, when exam time comes around, I recommend devoting a portion of your study time to studying with your buddy or others.  This helps you fill in gaps in each others’ understanding and forces you to be sure you can articulate the ideas you are reviewing.  

* Please don’t ask for “extra credit.”  If you have time for an extra credit project, you have time to work hard on the regular assignments. That’s how you can bring your grade up.  Hand in all assignments on time, and do not ask for extensions or make-ups, except under the most extraordinary circumstances.  Late papers will suffer grade reductions.

Do not miss exams or quizzes except under the most extraordinary circumstances. Do not expect a make up or any special accommodations if you do miss if you haven’t cleared the absence in advance.

*On a more positive note – Enjoy yourself!  This class is meant to stimulate your mind, to provoke you, to challenge you, to shake you up a bit.  The fact that there is real work ahead does not mean you cannot enjoy it.  Keep a positive attitude, do your work, follow the guidelines, put in real effort, and you should get a lot out of the class and enjoy it.  Remember, “if you get more into it, you’ll get more out of it.”

*If you’re finding the subject matter interesting, consider getting involved with the BSC Philosophy Club, which is student-run and meets periodically, independent of faculty oversight.  If you’re a freshman or sophomore, you might also consider the advantages of Philosophy as a major.  It offers excellent preparation for a variety of careers, especially law, public policy, and management.  If you are a junior, you may still consider a minor in philosophy!  I will make one announcement about this later in the semester, but feel free to speak to me or any of my colleagues about it at any time.

*The department maintains a web site, which contains links to useful resources, fun philosophical diversions, and information about coming events of potential interest.  Go to http://www.bridgew.edu/philosophy and have a look around!

*It is my sincere hope that you do not view this class as a burdensome requirement, but as opportunity to explore some of the fundamental questions of life, to grow as a person, and to become better acquainted with some of the ideas that have, for better or worse, shaped our world.   If you enjoy taking this class half as much as I enjoy teaching it, you’ll have a blast.

Outline:

You will notice that the main texts are primary source readings.  You will be experiencing these thinkers on a one-to-one basis.  Rather than finding this daunting, you should find this exciting and challenging.  You will benefit immensely from this level of engagement with the ideas in their original forms.  Naturally I will be available to help clarify the trickier aspects, but do not doubt that you are perfectly capable of understanding these texts.  We will examine several selections from Plato’s well-known book Republic, which explicates a theory of justice, but also addresses many other questions of continued relevance, such as the relation between altruism and self-interest, the relation between the individual and society, the status of women, the notion of moral education, the connections between personal and social dimensions of morality, the nature of virtue and vice, relativism versus objectivism, the relation between art and morality, and many others.  As should be readily apparent, these are not dusty old questions confined to the ancient world, but vital issues which concern all of us, here and now.  In addition, we will look at some other writings by Plato on these themes.  We will also read several other pieces which represent contrasting views and perspectives.  Some expand on Plato, others are critical.  This will give you a sense that the history of philosophy is a conversation, but resist the temptation to infer that there are no right answers.  Once you have studied some of the fundamentals of critical reasoning, you’ll see that disagreement does not mean “anything goes,” and it’s often easier to solve problems than you might think.  Our chief foils for Plato will be Aristotle, Kant, Bentham, and Mill.  Aristotle will, in addition, equip us with the tools of rational thinking – we can hardly claim to have a good reason to make this-or-that moral decision unless we know what it means to have good reasons in the first place, what it means to think at all.
The basic outline for the course will be as follows, subject to change as necessary:

Jan 18 – Introduction to course and subject.  HW: read Apology and “Philosophy: Who Needs it?” (link on website)
Jan 20 – The nature, scope, and value of philosophical inquiry.  HW: read Euthyphro
Jan 25 – Does morality come from religion?  HW: read Aristotle selections TBA

Jan 27-Feb 15 – What is correct reasoning?  What is thought, and how is it related to the world?  HW: read Republic, book I

Feb 17 – what is justice?

Feb 21-27 – attend required film screening in Library, do not come to classroom

Mar 1 – what is justice, continued.  First written assignment due.
Mar 3 – midterm exam

Mar 4-21 – spring break

Mar 22-31 – Republic books II-IV, VIII, other selections TBA
Apr 4-10 -- attend required film screening in Library, do not come to classroom

Apr 12-21 – Plato contrasted with Kant, Bentham, Mill (readings TBA)

Apr 26-May 5 – Aristotle on virtue and happiness (readings TBA).  (Second written assignment due May 3rd.)
May 10: final exam for section 7 (8:00 am)

May 12: final exam for section 5 (8:00 am)

