Philosophy 102: Contemporary Moral Problems
Mission Statement:
The purpose of Contemporary Moral Problems is to explore and engage with traditional ethical structures through the lens of contemporary issues that demand ethical analysis. Sustainability encapsulates many of the primary moral problems that we face in the contemporary world-- issues of food insecurity, xenophobia and legal issues, hyper-consumption and contemporary capitalism, environmental/biosphere concerns and non-human/animal ethics are all issues that can be addressed through the lens of building a more sustainable world. In this class we will be learning the traditional ethical structures (and at least one more contemporary ethical theory) and seeing how these theories can be applied to the most pressing issues in Western culture today.
Connection of sustainability to my discipline:
In the sub-discipline of Ethics, we evaluate both what the motivations of an actions are and what the results will be (though there is some dispute about which element is more important when making an ethical decision!) Additionally, we distinguish between normative ("what ought to happen") claims and descriptive ("what is happening") claims, and try to find the relationship between those two to discover what the right thing to do will be in a general or particular situation. The issues encapsulated in sustainability-- for example, community building, growth, consumption and critical reasoning/problem solving--all require that we identify the normative claims (what do we think would be ideal? Why?) as well as the descriptive issues (what is possible? What limitations will we face?) if we attempt to integrate sustainable living into the ethical sphere.
Our own motivations for change, as well as our personal connections and the ways in which these goals will change over time, will require analysis in meta-ethical terms as we develop the more concrete ethical goals of who matters, how we can preserve them, and what exactly we should do for the "environment" as well as human communities.

Course Outcome Mapping:
	1)

Formulate, clarify and evaluate arguments
	Explain how sustainable thinking and decision-making contribute to solutions for current and emerging social, environmental and economic crises.

	2)

Analyze and assess views that make ethics a matter of convention, including moral relativism
	Explain how sustainable thinking and decision-making contribute to solutions for current and emerging social, environmental and economic crises.

Apply an ethical perspective in which one views oneself as embedded in the fabric of an 

interconnected world

	3)

Explain and evaluate substantive ethical theories including utilitarianism and respect for persons and the ethics of care.
	Apply an ethical perspective in which one views oneself as embedded in the fabric of an 

interconnected world

	4)

Explain how substantive ethical theories including utilitarianism, respect for persons and the ethics of care incorporate the value of cultural diversity.
	Explain how sustainable thinking and decision-making contribute to solutions for current and emerging social, environmental and economic crises.

Apply practical solutions to real-world sustainability challenges.

Synthesize and communicate an understanding of social, economic, and environmental systems 

in the context of sustainability

Apply an ethical perspective in which one views oneself as embedded in the fabric of an 

interconnected world.

	5)

Explain the ethical foundations for sustainability.
	All of them!

	6)

Apply substantive ethical theories including utilitarianism and respect for persons to a range of specific problem areas like the death penalty, physician assisted suicide, animal rights, poverty, environmental protection and free speech.
	Synthesize and communicate an understanding of social, economic, and environmental systems 

in the context of sustainability

Apply an ethical perspective in which one views oneself as embedded in the fabric of an 

interconnected world.

Demonstrate connections between a student’s chosen course of study and sustainability.


	7)

Write argumentative essays containing clear thesis claims, strong arguments for the theses, reasonable consideration of opposing views, and conforming to the presentation/writing standards set forth in the “BC Philosophy Writing Guidelines.”

	Synthesize and communicate an understanding of social, economic, and environmental systems 

in the context of sustainability

Apply an ethical perspective in which one views oneself as embedded in the fabric of an 

interconnected world.

Demonstrate connections between a student’s chosen course of study and sustainability.



Project Description:
The project will be a term paper, graded as worth 25% of their final score, in which I will ask the students to apply an ethical theory we have read about in class to a particular issue in sustainability (likely topics will be consumption of resources and the impacts on the biosphere as well as human communities, metaphoric perceptions of humans as distinct from the environments we live in, how we make (meta) ethical decisions about what to “use” and what to “throw out”). Instead of classical ethics texts, I utilize contemporary (<100 years old) texts as examples of the classical ethical theories we discuss, and will select those with an eye toward philosophers who explicitly discuss sustainable practices (for example, using Peter Singer as an example of utilitarianism, rather than J.S. Mill). 

This assignment will map directly to the course outcomes 1, 3, 5, 6, 7 by design, though outcome 2 (understanding the difference between contextual vs objective moral reasoning) generally comes up in papers of this sort, to provide contrast with the student’s arguments (and to further the goal of 7). Additionally, cultural diversity (outcome 4) is an important component of sustainable practices in the ethical sphere, and the students are likely to integrate that aspect when talking about the human effects of sustainable practice in ethics (since we tend to focus on the human effects of decisions in ethics, and cultural diversity is generally a species-specific topic). 

This assignment will map to the following sustainability outcomes:

Synthesize and communicate an understanding of social, economic, and environmental systems 

in the context of sustainability

Apply an ethical perspective in which one views oneself as embedded in the fabric of an 

interconnected world.

Demonstrate connections between a student’s chosen course of study and sustainability.
by asking the students to evaluate the ethical theories less in the abstract then as they exist in praxis (practice and theory). This can also map to:

Synthesize and communicate an understanding of social, economic, and environmental systems 

in the context of sustainability
depending on the topic that the students choose, though I will likely develop the essay questions to force them to analyze all three at least as points of comparison. 

One of the questions will directly reference the Tragedy of the Commons as it relates to group ethics (“are we responsible for all the other people in our community?”--demanding a definition of community, responsibility and the relationship between ourselves and the environment).

Another will draw from the discussions on “cyborg ethics” as we discuss them in 102. It requires the students to consider the relationships they form with technology as being seemingly socially distinct from their relationships with other persons. This is comparable in many ways to the abstract relationships individuals form with their environments. We will be discussing the seeming contradictions and trying to peel apart whether all these relationships we form are in fact the same, and I will ask them to write on a question linking technology and sustainable ethical practices in some way.

I am specifically using Donna Haraway's essay “A Cyborg Manifesto” from her book Simians, Cyborgs and Women. Haraway is a biologist who also does work in feminist philosophy and sociology exploring the relationship between “organic” humans, gender and technology. She specifically claims that we are forcing evolution in a metaphoric sense to exist beyond normal gender and ethical limitations by using technology to reconstruct the relationships we form with each other and our environments. Rather than moving us farther away from “nature”, Haraway claims that we can feel more truly integrated as we become “cyborgs” --rather than experiencing anxiety about our distance from “nature”, we will have moved so far outside the natures we were born with/that were forced upon us we can see the outside world with more clear eyes. Rather than our treatment of the biospheres, environments and networks we find ourselves in being based in fear, once we establish cybernetic distance we can engage with our networks with our newly created selves. 
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Course Materials
There are no required texts for this class. All materials will be provided online or as class handouts. :)
There are some recommended texts, if you have the means to acquire them, which will be presented as we go along. I will not expect you to access these texts but they will likely prove enormously helpful.
Course Objectives
We will be looking at both traditional ethical structures of thought and current events to further our understanding of:

1) What the disciplines of philosophy and ethics really are,

2) How to form and identify strong ethical arguments,

3) How ethical decision making happens on both an individual and societal level,

4) What ethical theories are currently considered applicable to current events, and why,

5) How philosophy, and ethics in particular, relate to both academic contexts as well as “outside world”,

6) The intersections of gender/race/class/belief as they inform arguments about what to do and why, 

7) Finally, how to be proactive in the world in conversation and in action!                                                      
Course Outcomes
Upon successful completion of this course, students will be able to: 

• Formulate, clarify and evaluate arguments 

• Analyze and assess views that make ethics a matter of convention, including moral relativism and Divine Command Theory. 

• Explain and evaluate substantive ethical theories including utilitarianism and respect for persons and the ethics of care. 

• Explain how substantive ethical theories including utilitarianism, respect for persons and the ethics of care incorporate the value of cultural diversity. 

• Explain the ethical foundations for sustainability. 

• Apply substantive ethical theories including utilitarianism and respect for persons to a range of specific problem areas like the death penalty, physician assisted suicide, animal rights, poverty, environmental protection and free speech. 
• Write argumentative essays containing clear thesis claims, strong arguments for the theses, reasonable consideration of opposing views, and conforming to the presentation/writing standards set forth in the “BC Philosophy Writing Guidelines.”
Expectations

 I expect everyone to be familiar with the days reading, present both in mind and body (as much as can be managed) and in possession of whatever materials are required that day. Often, this will mean no more than your active participation, a small pamphlet and possibly a writing implement. Please do not use your laptop in class. If you need hard copies of the material and really don't have any access to printing, I can bring some copies along for you but do not expect me to do so without prior warning.  I know that the temptation to check ebay, facebook, metafilter etc. is too great, no matter how exciting philosophy can be. Similarly, please do not text message or make phone calls during class time. If you have a pending emergency, put your phone on vibrate and leave the classroom to respond to it. Answering your phone in class will result in me asking you to put it on speakerphone (yes, really) so we can all say hi.

Though I won't take attendance every day, I strongly recommend that you attend class. Since this is a discussion-based course, failure to come every day will not only seriously harm your ability to engage with the material, but will likely take a bite out of your discussion grade. If you have someplace else to be, by all means do that! If you're sleeping, eating your lunch and/or having side conversations unrelated to the material, I'd much rather that you do that on your own time. It is your choice to be here, I can't force you (and don't want to). However, attendance is very strongly encouraged for the best possible experience and grade.

I will consistently do my best to be respectful to you as an individual choosing to be here, and I expect the same from each person in the class. We may be discussing topics or ideas in this course that make you or your classmates uncomfortable: this is ok (actually, discomfort is often a great sign of learning!), but we need to be careful of each other's boundaries and emotional space. I have attached to this syllabus some guidelines for respectful class discussion that we will also be going over in class. I expect each one of you to adhere to these guidelines as if they are a daily graded assignment. Insults, shaming, intolerance or general rudeness are more than a breach of etiquette, they create an environment where some people may not be comfortable expressing their views and cannot participate. Reasoned disagreement is an integral part of doing philosophy—silencing one another is not. I will not tolerate it in or outside the classroom, and do not expect that any of you should either.  See the Discussion section for more on this.
Grades 
Your grades will be based on the following percentages, out of 100 points:
Discussion: 20% 
Papers: (2x) 25% each
Weekly Responses: (10x) 3% each
Extra Credit: (up to) 6%
Discussion
You will be expected to participate 20 times this quarter (this works out to 2x a week, for those who are counting). When you add something relevant, on topic, important, interesting or insightful (preferably all of these things!), or you ask a question that fulfills this criteria, I will mark down that you did so and tally them up for the final grade. I understand that some of you are not comfortable addressing the entire class. Though I would greatly prefer that you do speak up, for the benefit of your own education and the classroom environment, I will also accept emailed comments or questions which I will then present for you. These emails must be sent at least 24 hours before the start of class. If your emailed questions or comments do not add anything to the understanding or discussion of the piece, I will not present them and you will not receive credit. You cannot receive extra credit in this section, but you also will not receive credit for every throwaway comment or “ditto”, so it's a good idea to just participate as much as you can and not try to game the system.
Discussion will be run according to these basic guidelines, which we will go over more in depth as needed in class:
-Listen respectfully, without interrupting.
-Respect one another's views.

-Criticize ideas, not individuals.

-Commit to learning, not debating.

-Avoid blame and speculation.

-Avoid inflammatory language.
Papers
There will be two papers, each worth 25% of your grade. I will hand out more specific instructions for them as we approach the due dates, but here are some general guidelines:
· Double space, 12 pt font, 1” margins. 
· 1000-2000 words. Please do not try to fill space by just writing anything to get to the word count requirement. Please also do not give me anything much longer than the maximum. I have chosen your paper topics to fit this length for both your sanity and my own. 
· No hard copies. Save the trees! MS Word *.doc files or Open Office *.odt only. No .*txt or *.rtf will be accepted. Please submit via Canvas only!!
· Please put your name on the essay, and if you attach a file format the filename like this: 

  Your last name, the topic letter you have chosen, and which assignment, in that order.  

· So, if I were submitting Topic B for the first essay, my document will be named:
 Aleshire-B-1.doc 


Failure to properly name your file could result in it being considered late.

· Late papers will be accepted at -2% per day late, maximum 5 days (I count weekends!) I will absolutely not accept late papers after I have finished grading the others. You will have until midnight of the day papers are due for them to be on time. 
· No Plagiarized papers will be given credit
Plagiarizing means using another's words or ideas and representing them as your own. Always properly cite your sources, as this can sometimes be done accidentally! It also means having someone write a paper or part of a paper for you and representing it as your own work. Bellevue College has a contract with a plagiarism detecting service and any work suspected of plagiarism will be referred to that service. 

Plagiarism is grounds for failing the course and possible dismissal from school. I don't want to know what someone else said about the topics we are covering, anyway: I want your own thoughts. It's usually more obvious to catch than you'd think. Don't do it. If you have any questions about how to cite something properly, ask me or the friendly people at the Writing Center (D204).
Weekly Responses
These are similar to a reading journal. I will be asking you to turn in 300-500 words every Friday with your thoughts and reactions to that week's work. These are not just “throwaway” impressions (“I liked it” is not an adequate response), but reasoned, cited discussions of what we have covered up to that point. The responses will ideally be the foundations for your essays, so I will expect them to have some direction, though I will not be so strict about your thesis being clear or your grammar being perfect as in the more formal assignments. 
A good way to approach these is to pick one concept that we discussed or read about and expand on that: what did you think? How did it relate to other things we've talked about or that you've thought about before? What else could have been said about this idea that wasn't expressed, in either the reading or the class discussion?
The responses will be graded on a 0-3 point system.


3 points: you express your ideas clearly, demonstrate familiarity with the material (1-2 
citations if applicable) and provide some insight into what you thought or how you reacted to the concepts.

2 points: ideas may be expressed clearly sometimes, but there may be a lack of familiarity with the material or there may be less insight than for full credit (an insightful summary would be 2 points).


1 point: Either a summary only, without insight or analysis, or there is a lack of familiarity with the readings while still being some attempt at engaging the topic. 

No credit will be given if you show no familiarity with the reading or class discussions.
  Extra Credit
You will have the opportunity to present an article to the class in a 6-10 minute presentation, relating to the ethical theories that we are discussing, for up to 6% extra credit. You can work with one other person, but you will each need to to have an article and they must be related in some way (which you will need to explain!) The idea here is that you will jump start a discussion on some current event relating to the class, not just presenting something you clipped from the local paper. More information on extra credit will be provided in the third week of the quarter.
And Now, A Final Message From Bellevue College Liberal Arts Department:
Essential to a liberal arts education is an open-minded tolerance for ideas and modes of expression that might conflict with one’s personal values. By being exposed to such ideas or expressions, students are not expected to endorse or adopt them but rather to understand that they are part of the free flow of information upon which higher education depends. 

To this end, you may find that class requirements may include engaging certain materials, such as books, films, and art work, which may, in whole or in part, offend you. These materials are equivalent to required texts and are essential to the course content. If you decline to engage the required material by not reading, viewing, or performing material you consider offensive, you will still be required to meet class requirements in order to earn credit. 
COURSE SCHEDULE
Week One 
What is an ethical theory?

The Trolley Problem
Week Two 
What is Justice? 

Utilitarianism
Week Three 
Utilitarianism

Deontology
Week Four 
What is the role of belief?

Deontology

Virtue Ethics
Week Five 
Human Rights—global and local

Virtue Ethics

Care Ethics

· Midterm Essay Due xxxx
Week Six 
Medical Issues

Care Ethics
Week Seven 
The Environment and The Tragedy of the Commons

What is Sustainability?
Week Eight 
History of application: social justice then and now.
Week Nine 
 Ethics in the “digital age”--copyright, wikileaks, electronic communities
· Week Ten 

Digital age and the future: Cyborg ethics and new types of pluralism
