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  PHIL 2020: Issues in Practical Philosophy (winter 2026, Prof. Gordon Davis, Dept of Philosophy)
Wednesdays & Fridays 4:05 – 5:25

Email:  Gordon.Davis@carleton.ca (* Pls always email me from your ‘carleton.ca’ [or ‘cunet’] address.)
Office hours: Fridays 3:00-4:00 (or by appointment)
Prefatory note:

Several key evaluations will be held in class on Fridays. Weekend travel will not be accepted as justification for absence on those dates, hence requests for make-up arrangements will be denied in such cases. Absences due to other circumstances will require the official process of reporting, determining the scope (if any) for such arrangements.
REQUIRED READINGS (all available as online texts at www.library.carleton.ca)
1. Robert Kane, A Contemporary Introduction to Free Will (Oxford: OUP, 2005), chs. 1-11
2. Charles Goodman, Consequences of Compassion (Oxford: OUP, 2009), ch. 2 + excerpts(tba)
3. B. Hooker, Ideal Code Real World (OUP 2000)+ Hooker @ SEP online: “Rule-Conseq’sm”
4. J.L. Mackie, ch. 1 of Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (London: Penguin, 1977)
5. Mary Midgley, Heart and Mind: Varieties of Moral Experience (Routledge 1981), ch. 5
6. Selected entries from Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (plato.stanford.edu), TBA
* Depending on which essay topics you choose, other readings may also be required (as noted in online material relating to various essay topics).

COURSE DESCRIPTION and COURSE OBJECTIVES:

This course is a selective introduction to value theory in the broadest sense – an ‘introduction’ because most students who already have exposure to ethics will have taken ‘applied ethics’ rather than theoretical ethics; and ‘selective’ because rather than covering everything, we need to see how deeply the tools of contemporary philosophy can dig in this area, before surveying how broadly we can apply the ideas and theories of value analysis and norm analysis, as well as those of traditional ethics. (We need not avoid ‘applied ethics’, but since that area is sometimes equated with ‘practical ethics’, it will be important to partly disentangle the latter from the notion of ‘practical philosophy’ as it appears in the course title.)
‘Value theory’ has never been well-defined, but it is often meant to cover things like philosophical aesthetics and virtue epistemology, as well as ethics and adjacent fields such as normative political theory. It also overlaps, to some extent, with moral psychology. Insofar as the latter addresses (inter alia) the rational regulation of desire, and the difference between automatism and conscious action, one key – and classic – problem in that field is the problem of free will. Theories of free will can also have ethical implications. Another reason this will be our first topic, though, is because it helps to show that many of the same tools we use in ‘theoretical philosophy’ remain important in ‘practical philosophy’.
We’ll begin, then, with the free will problem, and then come at meta-ethics from a few different angles, interpolating a discussion of normative principles and theories (such as consequentialism and deontology) before tackling meta-ethical topics such as objectivity and relativism. As a theoretical introduction to an advanced field of philosophical analysis, many of our topics may not seem to be of pressing social importance. However, it would seem that themes surrounding the idea(s) of relativism have become flashpoints for some issues of vital contemporary importance (especially in a global context), so naturally this will be worth discussing as well; and this may also be true of the free will problem, among others.
TENTATIVE SCHEDULE OF TOPICS AND READINGS:

(Note: the timing of topics and readings may be subject to change, w/ as much advance notice as possible)
Week 1 (Jan. 7-9)  Introduction & overview
Reading: Kane, Contemporary Introduction to Free Will, chs. 1-2
Week 2 (Jan. 14-16)  Free will: compatibilism, incompatibilism and parallels in other debates

Readings: Kane, Contemporary Introduction to Free Will, chs. 1-4
Week 3 (Jan. 21-23)  Free will: reasons vs causes (& relevance to meta-ethics) ESSAY #1 date TBA

Readings: Kane, Contemporary Introduction to Free Will, chs. 7-8 (at least up to sect. 8.5)
Week 4 (Jan. 28-30) ‘Living w/o free will’ Ethical/legal implications

Readings: Kane (chapter 9 + ch/sect. 11.1 & 11.2) & SEP entries on reasons and rationality (tba)
Week 5 (Feb. 4-6)  From meta-ethical debate to normative ethics (the purpose(s) of moral theories)
Readings: Kane (continued), Goodman (ch. 2) & SEP entries (tba)
Week 6  (Feb. 11-13)  From normative uncertainty to the notion(s) of moral relativism

Readings: Mackie, Goodman (cont’d)
READING WEEK BREAK: *** no class on Feb. 18-20
Week 8 (Feb. 25-27)  Review of ethical theories, in light of so-called ‘normative’ relativism
Readings: Mackie (review), Mary Midgley, ch. 5, + SEP’s “Moral Relativism”
Week 9 (Mar. 4-6)  The scope of the relativism debate(s)

Readings: Mackie, Midgley and J. Prinz (optional, TBA)
Week 10 (Mar. 11-13)  Reprise of reasons and causes (metaphilosophy and ‘companions in guilt’)

Readings: Mackie & SEP entries (tba)
Week 11 (Mar. 18-20)  The scope of meta-ethics & purpose(s) of ‘theory’

Readings: Hooker (tba) & secondary sources on 
Week 12 (Mar. 25-27) Interconnections: Praxis vs. metaphysics and epistemology

(… with time allotted for followup essay consultation / discussion; readings tba)
Week 13 (Weds only) Review of main themes & Preview of advanced ethical theory
EVALUATION (w/ weight of assignments as % of total mark; nb: late penalty = 5 % /day where relev.):

Two short reading ass’ts
25 % (10 + 15, first on R. Kane text, second TBA)
Essay I (oral) consultation
10 % (&/or…)
Essay II (oral) consultation
10 % (or 20 % w/ biblio. if no # 1; Essay II consultation required)
In-class essay I

20 % (topic(s): free will)

In-class essay II

20 % (topic(s): meta-ethics)
Optional take-home essay
(can replace weakest of the essay marks)

Participation


15 % (mainly based on attendance records)
The main components of evaluation concern the following: clarity of thesis statement (and other ‘signposting’), logical and effective use of argument, due consideration of objections (with effective replies), balanced essay structure, effective use of relevant readings (sometimes involving citation requirements), effective writing style (including basics such as grammar, spelling and punctuation, as well as clarity in wording and phrasing), and originality in thesis and/or arguments.

More will be said in class about these expectations and their role in how we evaluate the essays.  A point to be emphasized here, though, concerns ‘originality’.  There are two different senses in which essays should be ‘original’.  In one sense, ‘originality’ involves coming up with ideas and arguments that are novel (or outside the norm for this level); this can be quite difficult, and those earning the highest marks generally do well on this score, while good essays may show only a modest degree of originality in this sense.  In another sense, an essay is ‘original’ when it is entirely a student’s own work, and any ideas in it that derive from the work of others are duly credited in citations of these sources.  In this sense, ‘originality’ is not a component of the mark, but is simply an absolute minimum requirement.  If any part of an essay – apart from explicit quotations – is not original in this sense, the student has committed the serious offence of plagiarism (…)
UNIVERSITY POLICY ON PLAGIARISM:

According to the Undergraduate Calendar’s definition (in section 14 of “University Regulations”), it constitutes plagiarism “to use and pass off as one’s own idea or product work of another without expressly giving credit to another.”  It is the responsibility of each student to understand this definition, and to avoid both committing plagiarism and aiding/abetting plagiarism by other students.  Penalties for plagiarism are decided by the Dean’s office, and can range from an automatic zero on the assignment to suspension or expulsion from the university.

SOME OTHER RULES AND POLICIES:

(a) Phones and devices must be kept off during class; other recording devices also not permitted;

(b) Permission to use a laptop for notetaking must be requested in advance, based on special needs;

(c) Pls notify me of PMC accommodations, and/or any intention to seek one, before end of Week 4;

(d) To qualify to write a make-up assignment, you must consult with me in advance, except possibly in certain emergencies that prevent attendance (proof of which is required, to qualify for consideration); some make-up assignments may require an oral component (as part of the mark) before &/or after submission of the assignment;

(e) You are responsible for noting, in class, announcements made during lectures that may modify any of the above; you should therefore explain to me any absences, and if duly explained by the next class date, you may then request – in person – updates on policies, weights or scheduling (if any).
RE. OPTIONAL TAKE-HOME ESSAY (not relev. until Mar-April; but the following req’ts apply also to the short reading assignments):

Submission of essays: Essays should be attached & sent to Gordon.Davis@carleton.ca. Your essay must arrive before midnight on the due date, to be on time. You are also responsible for sending a reformatted document within 24 hours in case I contact you about a problem with your file or format (which means: *** you’re required to check for any email from me within 48 hours of submission, in case there is any such problem, or else a late penalty may apply).
Presentation / formatting of essays: Save your document, (a) with a doc. title indicating your name and your topic, (b) in a format compatible with Word, which includes most formats except ‘odt’.  Begin p. 1 with a title, but not a title page; and include your name on p. 1. Indicate the topic # in both the subject line of your email, and in the title of your document.  Re. methods of citation: I accept MLA, APA or Chicago style, provided you stick to whichever you choose.
Late essays:  Late submissions will lose 5 % per day. Also, essays submitted late will get lowest (last) priority in the order of marking. Prompt return of results cannot be guaranteed in general; but this is particularly true for essays that are received late.
