Philosophy 340

Fall 2006, Prof. Duncan

First Paper Assignment
Your 5-7 page paper is due at the start of class on Thursday, October 12th.  It should be at least 5 full pages (e.g. two lines of text on page 5 does not count as 5 full pages).  If you wish to get around this requirement by using fonts larger than 12 point font or margins greater than 1.25”, or by leaving skipped lines of blank space between paragraphs, etc. please add a few sentences at the end of your paper explaining why you think Prof. Duncan is an idiot who won’t notice these things and hold them against you.

Extensions will only be granted in extenuating circumstances; requests for extensions must be made to me in writing (email is OK) by noon the day before the paper is due.  Late papers without extensions will be marked down as the syllabus describes.

You may choose one of the paper topics below or come up with one on your own.  If you choose the latter option, you must approve your paper topic with me by Monday, October 9th.  

The grades I assign will mean the following:

A-range:  Intense effort and compelling exposition, clearly presented, together with original arguments of one's own that are remarkably imaginative and thought-provoking.

B-range:  Compelling exposition, clearly presented, together with a significant number of imaginative, original arguments of one's own.

C-range:  Visible effort, but with significant misunderstanding, or unclear / unfocused presentation, or little evidence of imaginative, original thought.

D-range:  Visible lack of effort.

I also strongly urge you to read the online handout “Guidelines for Writing a Philosophy Paper” (available on the coursepage), which outlines my expectations of a philosophy paper.

Suggested Paper Topics

1.  What is the most plausible version of cultural moral relativism, and why? What can be said in defense of relativism? Against it?  All things considered, should we be moral relativists?  Write a paper defending your answers to these questions.

2.  Moral skeptics who are not relativists or subjectivists are usually nihilists.  Unlike relativists and subjectivists (who believe there are moral truths, just culturally-constructed truths or individually-constructed truths, respectively), nihilists believe there are no moral truths, either because all moral claims are false (as error theorists believe) or because moral claims are neither true nor false (as non-cognitivists believe).  Write a paper evaluating one argument for nihilism and one argument against it (you can discuss nihilism in general or pick one of either error theory or a non-cognitivist theory like Simon Blackburn’s, and discuss just it).  Who has the better case overall, nihilists or their opponents?  Defend your judgment.

3.  Martha Nussbaum is well-known as a defender of the “Capabilities Approach” in ethics.  (She defends this approach in her article “Women and Cultural Universals.”)  What is this approach?  Discuss one argument in favor of it.  Then pick two objections an opponent might make, and discuss how Nussbaum might respond.  Would this response be successful?  Why or why not?

4.  One controversial topic is clitoridectomy, also known as female genital mutilation, which is still practiced in some parts of Africa and the Middle East, and sometimes in Europe and North America among immigrants from these areas.  Read the online article “Hands Off Clitoridectory!” by Yael Tamir.  (A link to this article and the others is available on the coursepage for our class, in the “Miscellaneous Links” section.)  What is the main argument that Tamir is making in this article?  Next read “Double Moral Standards?” by Martha Nussbaum (a reply to Tamir’s article), and Tamir’s reply to Nussbaum (as well as other critics).  Write a paper evaluating this debate.  Which side has the stronger arguments, and why?  Explain your judgment.

5.  What is the dilemma of religious liberty and sex equality, as Martha Nussbaum describes this in her article “Religion and Women’s Rights”?  What is her proposed solution?  Is this a plausible solution or not?  Defend your answer.
6.  Are doctrines of universal human rights defensible?  Write a paper defending your answer to this question, showing your awareness of at least one or two of the readings we have done on this subject.

7.  Leo Tolstoy and Stephen Nathanson offer contrasting moral evaluations of patriotism.  Write a paper exploring this dispute.  Be sure to make it clear what your own moral evaluation of patriotism is, and defend this evaluation with arguments of your own.

8.  Is there such a thing as being a “citizen of the world”?  And if so, it is an ideal that individuals should adopt?  Defend your answers to these questions, along the way showing awareness of the readings on the subject by David Miller and Nigel Dower.

9.  Is world government a worthwhile and obtainable goal?  Why or why not?  Write a paper discussing this issue.  Be sure to consider moral arguments for and against world government.  (That is, don’t focus your paper just on the question of practical issues that arise with world government.  These practical issues can be mentioned of course, as they are relevant to the moral debate over world government.  But they shouldn’t be the main focus of your paper, otherwise it would read more like a political science paper than a philosophy paper.)
10.  What is the ideal of political liberalism?  What can be said for and against this ideal?  In the final analysis, should we accept it or not?  Defend your answers!
