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There are many ways to teach ethics.  Instructors often lecture about the great works addressing central themes in ethics, introducing the student to the canon: Plato, Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas, the social contract theorists, moral sense theorists, the Utilitarians, Kant, Rawls, and others. Another approach emphasizes the Socratic dialogue, in which students are posed hypothetical situations and asked to work their way through important moral issues by posing specific dilemmas. (Is it always wrong to lie? What if the Nazis come and ask if Jews are hidden in your home? Would lying be the ethical thing to do then? Or, should society expend thousands of dollars to keep alive one premature baby, or spend the money on mosquito netting to keep alive hundreds of other small children? What about devoting precious resources to an old person, when that money could save many younger lives? How do you decide this question if you are a Utilitarian? A Kantian? If it is your child? If you – or your parents -- are the old person?) 

This course takes a different tack. It introduces the student to ethics through the use of stories. In particular, we ask how people use stories to weave thoughts about their lives into the moral choices they confront. The term moral comes from Latin morālis and denotes a message or a lesson that is conveyed or learned from a particular story or event. The moral derived from the story or the event is left up to readers or viewers of the event to figure out for themselves although sometimes the lesson may be more explicitly encapsulated and framed as a maxim. So, for example, children are told the Aesop fable of the sour grapes, where the fox attempts to jump up and get grapes which are too high on the tree for the fox to reach. Eventually, the fox gives up and walks away, muttering as he does so that the grapes are probably sour anyway. The moral of the fox and the sour grapes story conveys a psychological truth: when faced with failure, many of us downgrade our loss by saying that the prize we failed to achieve probably wasn’t really all that great anyway. Using stock characters – such as the fox – presents the moral of stories in a simple way which minimizes complex issues and lets the reader – in this case, young children – grasp the moral message easily. But stories can be far more complex and convey important, multifaceted, intricate moral messages. Witness Shakespeare’s plays such as Macbeth, which certainly cautions against the pursuit of power. Yet Macbeth also forces us to ask why we strive to achieve things in life, and what happens to us when the people we care about no longer exist, or no longer matter to us, as when Macbeth realizes all the plotting and scheming, the drive for power no longer matters to him after his wife dies, and he is left to face “tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow” alone, and all for what? What did it all matter anyway? Or King Lear, which warns of the foolishness of age but which also cautions against vanity and falseness in those we love and trust. Both plays also capture the cost of self-knowledge and ask whether that self-knowledge is worth the pain. Or, in a happier vein, consider Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, which charts the pitfalls in the dance to the altar while instructing us on the value of good character, social decorum and family ties. Indeed, much of great fiction not only entertains but also instructs, often through forcing the audience to think about complex moral issues in thoughtful and fresh ways that intrigue our sense and our sensibility – to borrow from Austen – while engaging both our intellectual and our emotional intelligence. 

So stories are a time-honored way to let us think about moral issues in a complex world. What is the right thing to do? What is wrong? What do those concepts mean? How do we come to believe certain acts are “good” and others are “bad” and what do those terms mean for and to us?  Is ethics about behavior? About character? About how we live and what we hold dear? About what we hold fast to during the dark nights of the soul that come to each of us at some point in our lives? Is it situational, or are there eternal verities we should discover and use as our guide? Stories help us think about these issues in contexts and situations that hold meaning for us. The specificity of their context can bring home the message of the story even as the story itself touches on something eternal in our human nature.
This course will address some of these issues and provide an introduction to moral and ethical theory through the use of stories.  Each class will feature a story, a novel, a film, and/or a writing assignment by the professor and/or members of the class. (You will never be required – just encouraged – to share your work with your classmates.) Class discussion is critical so please do all reading in advance and be prepared to discuss works in class.

OFFICE HOURS: Professor Monroe will be available after class to chat with those too timid or too busy to come to office hours.  In addition to this, she will be available for informal discussions or for private discussions during regularly scheduled office hours on Wednesday from 2-4 (Social Science Plaza A, room 4103). Students for whom this time is not convenient should feel free to make an alternate appointment by contacting Professor Monroe or Justine Sarashid (secretary) or at the phone numbers listed above. Please do not rely on e-mail for communication since messages can get lost in a spam filter.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING: The grade for the course will be based on writing assignments, including the final written paper, and class participation. 
Written assignments. There are 7 written assignments (short essays) and each student must do four of these plus the final paper.  These must be handed in the week they are assigned, hard copies, in class. These written assignments must be turned in at the beginning of class the day they are due. Be prepared to discuss or read your assignment in class. Each of these writing assignments must be 3-5 pages, typed, double-spaced, 12-point font, and handed in at the beginning of the class on the due date. Papers handed in late will be automatically downgraded one point each class (A- to B+, B+ to B and so on) unless they are accompanied by a doctor's excuse.  (I apologize for being so stringent and skeptical but we’ll discuss the importance of rules being applied equally to everyone later in the term.) The final paper assignment is to conduct an interview – an oral history – of someone you admire and respect, someone who inspired you in the past or now inspires you. What did you learn from them? How did they make moral choices that were tough? What did they learn over their lifetime that you can benefit from now? 

This assignment is discussed more fully on pages 6-7.

Class participation and reading assignments. Students will be required to complete all reading and writing assignments by the date on which they are assigned.  Since the course will be run as a seminar, students will be graded on their participation in class.  STUDENTS WHO DO NOT ATTEND CLASS REGULARLY WILL NOT RECEIVE A PASSING GRADE. 

CLASS SCHEDULE

PART 1. INTRODUCTION: CHARACTER, ETHICS AND COMPOSING A LIFE 
Week 1. January 9th 

Special Event. Heather Booth, movie about her life and Q and A with her afterwards. Room SSBG 1517. Food available at 6:30, movie and talk will begin at 7 and end at 8:30. After a short break, we will discuss the requirements of the course.
Week 2. Wednesday, January 16th
Topic:  Composing a life. Constructing your own education. Agency, character and self-esteem.
Introductory lecture based on David Brooks’s The Road to Character. Random House 2015. Introduction and last chapter. Skim other parts of interest. YouTube David Brooks at poetry and prose.com. 
In-class. Questions: Answer (briefly) two of the following on a piece of paper, using a nom de plume (pen name). 
1. Describe your last moral dilemma. 
2. Who is your favorite celebrity? Would you rather be her/his assistant or the Chancellor of UCI? 
3. Would you rather have lots of sex or fame? 
4. What would you do if you weren’t afraid? 
5. Describe your last transcendent moment, when you knew “this is what life is all about”. Turn in answers, using only your pen name.
Reading Assignment (in-class): Listening is an Act of Love” Storycorps Project. Dave Isay. Publisher: The Penguin Press; 1st edition (2007)

Language: English. ISBN-10: 1594201617. ISBN-13: 978-1594201615

Before class: David Brook’s. The Road to Character. Random House 2015. Introduction and last chapter. Skim other parts of interest. YouTube David Brooks at poetry and prose.com. 
Written Assignment #1 in-class. What do you want from your life? From your education? From this course? We will discuss the topic in class, then ask you to rewrite it after reflecting and hand it in next week. (3-5 pages, Times New Roman, 12 point)
PART 2. DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO ETHICS 

Week 3. Wednesday, January 23rd
Topic. Are there absolute moral values or are they relative?
Film: Is morality relative? The Examined Life. #18
Reading Assignment (in-class):  Leo Tolstoy. What Men Live for

Written Assignment #2.  Describe a story, movie, tv show, etc. that speaks to the idea of moral relativity and cultural clashes among/between moral values. (For example, The Joy Luck Club or Arranged.)  As you describe the story and your reaction to it, also address the following questions. Are there absolute moral values? If so, what are they? Is morality culturally determined, or are there some moral values that are valid for all cultures? What do you do when moral values from diverse cultures clash, as when the British occupied India and addressed suttee or sati? Female circumcision? When children from traditional societies with arranged marriages enter a culture where these values are not in vogue? If new immigrants, with different moral values, move to a new culture, how are cultural differences resolved?

Quiz in class on David Brook’s The Road to Character. 

Discussion of class papers. 
Week 4. Tuesday, January 30th
Topic: Religion and ethics.

Reading assignment: Testament of Mary. Colm Toiban.  
Those who walk away from Omelas. Ursula LeGuin, (Find on line.) Stunning indictment of both Christianity and Utilitarianism. 

Film: Does God exist? Can we have morality without the existence of God? 

YouTube Does a Good God Exist? William Dembski vs. Christopher Hitchens

Written Assignment #3. Discuss your own views on whether or not god/God exists. If God does not exist, can we have morality? Do we need to have religious belief before we can think about having right and wrong in the world? Can you have morality, in other words, without religion or God? Thinking about your own life, were there any works that influenced you here? Does the Bible, the Koran, the Talmud or any other written religious text have an influence on your life? If so, describe its influence. Were there any pieces of literature that spoke to this topic for you?
Reading assignment: Testament of Mary. Colm Toiban.  Charles Scribner’s 2012. Stunning indictment of both Christianity and Utilitarianism. 

Week 5. Wednesday, February 6th
Topic: Learning about moral values through the stories we tell. 

Guest Lecture: Helen Haste, Emeritus at Harvard and Bath. The power of story. Change the narrative, change the world:  ethics, explanation and engagement. 

Written Assignment #4: Describe a story that helped form your character, your morals. What is it that appealed to you in this story? Why did you find it compelling? Describe a person who was significant in your moral development. What did they teach you? Papers will be discussed in class. (3-5 pages, Times New Roman, 12 point)

Week 6. February 13th.
Topic: Foundation of ethics – Happiness? Duty? What and how do we define ethics? Virtue ethics approach.
Reading Assignment. On happiness and duty. 

Somerset Maugham. The Painted Veil. Vintage International 2011. All. Source ISBN: 1907590226
Reading. The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy 2nd Edition by Martha C. Nussbaum ISBN-13: 978-0521794725 ISBN-10: 0521794722. Cambridge University Press, 2001 (or latest edition) A serious book so allow time to read it. YouTube. Martha Nussbaum on Bill Moyers, World of ideas. Pangeaprogressredux. 
Written Assignment #5 Think about what you learned from reading Nussbaum’s The Fragility of Goodness as you discuss the following questions. Where did you get your morality? Your ethical values? What do they look like? How critical were your parents in imparting ethical values to you? How would you describe your parental pattern of child-rearing? What was good about it? What would you change with a child of yours? What would you like to say to your parents about your upbringing? (3-5 pages, Times New Roman, 12 point) 

Week 7. Wednesday, February 20th.
Topic: Kantian, Utilitarian, Virtue ethics. 
Film: Considers the relevance of utilitarian, Kantian, and virtue ethics to the situation of a family with a severely impaired newborn 

Reading Assignment.  “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”, by Ursula K LeGuin, from The Wind's Twelve Quarters. Story is On line and you may bring a copy to class.

Written Assignment #6. 1-3 pages’ double spaced. Bring to class, prepared to read aloud. What do we mean by ethics? Where does it come from? What is its core? How does what you learned from reading the LeGuin story relate to Utilitarianism and to Christianity? (3-5 pages, Times New Roman, 12 point)
Film: To Kill a Mockingbird. Since most of you tell me you have never read this incredible book, we will view this film in advance of our discussion of the second book by the same author, Harper Lee. Do treat yourself and read the book too. It’s amazing. 
PART 3. MORALITY, ETHICS AND YOUR STORIES 

Week 8. Wednesday, February 27th. 

Topic: Family, Socialization and Role Models plus a famous fictional character who fell from – or was risen to -- grace. Forgiving people who let us down or hurt us. 

Reading Assignment:  Harper Lee. To Kill a Mockingbird, 384 pages Publisher: Grand Central Publishing (October 11, 1988) Language: English ISBN-10: 0446310786 ISBN-13: 978-0446310789

Harper Lee. Go Set a Watchman. Publisher: Harper; 1 edition (July 14, 2015) Language: English ISBN-10: 0062409859 ISBN-13: 978-0062409850
Written Assignment #7. Using the story of Harper Lee as an illustration, discuss how things change and we may think differently about our parents at different times in our lives. (See below for possible prompts.)

Answer one of the following.

(1) Why do you think Harper Lee change the depiction of her father in the first draft (Go Set a Watchman) and the second (To Kill a Mockingbird)? Was it merely a literary shift or did it represent something in her own attitude toward her father? (3-5 pages, Times New Roman, 12 point) 

(2) Dealing with our families. How do our views of them shift over time? What lessons can we learn from their mistakes, their good points? Who was important in your life in shaping your character, in what ways and why?

Film in class. Dad. About three generations dealing with aging and their lives together. With Ted Danson, Jack Lemmon and Olympia Dukakis

Week 9. Wednesday, March 6th
Topic: Why is it important to be a good person, or is it? Why do we care about ethics if bad people often triumph in this world?

Reading: Graham Greene, The Heart of the Matter. Transcripts of Heather Booth, Kay Monroe, Amal, Loretta Lynch, Varun Tej, Nini, and Choo Tee Lim (all on EEE). Discuss what you learned from them.
Lecture: Altruism and self-interest. 

Story (in class). “J. O.”  How we can learn things from people we don’t even like very much. E. B. White. “The Second Tree from the Corner.” The New Yorker, January 28, 1954.  What do you want in life? A very humane answer from a delightful observer of life.

IF time permits. Film. Crimes and Misdemeanors. Woody Allen film in which evil triumphs. What about that?! Movie raises issues key to ethics. Does good win out in the end? What happens if people are amoral? Have no conscience? No respect for the truth? What’s the point of doing good/being good if bad people are rewarded in an unfair world?  Discuss using a concrete example of an instance when this occurred. How did you handle it? 

FINAL PAPER ASSIGNMENT.  Do an interview with someone you admire and know personally, and ask them how they composed their lives. Ask about their moral choices and what stories helped them learn about life.  Begin to think carefully about how to conduct your own interview – an oral history – of someone you admire and respect, someone who inspired you in the past or now inspires you. We will discuss questions in class but you should begin thinking about general topics, e.g., What did you learn from them? How did they make moral choices that were tough? What did they learn over their lifetime that you can benefit from now? 

The final paper should be turned in the last day of class. No extensions. During the last two weeks of the course, (weeks 9 and 10) we will either do interviews with these people in class or show the film clips from them, or present your papers on these interviews. Fuller details on interviews will be discussed in class. This is a gentle reminder to do this NOW since it is due next week. 
PART 4.  STORIES TO LIVE BY
Week 10. Wednesday, March 13th.  
ORAL PRESENTATION OF WHAT YOU LEARNED FROM YOUR INTERVIEWS WITH SOMEONE WHOSE LIFE INSPIRED YOU. PRESENTATIONS MUST BE DONE LAST CLASS AND HARD COPIES OF PAPERS HANDED IN AT THAT TIME. PAPERS SHOULD BE YOUR ANALYSIS OF (1) HOW THIS PERSON SAW THE WORLD, (2) WHAT THEIR MORAL CHOICES WERE, AND (3) WHAT THIS PERSON TAUGHT YOU ABOUT ETHICS AND HOW YOU WOULD LIKE TO LIVE YOUR OWN LIFE. 3 PAGES MINIMUM. ALSO INCLUDE THE INTERVIEW AND WHETHER OR NOT THE PERSON INTERVIEWED WOULD LIKE TO HAVE IT POSTED IN THE ETHICS CENTER WEBSITE. SHARING THEIR INTERVIEW WITH OTHERS VIA THE WEBSITE IS NOT NECESSARY. If you want to see similar interviews from an earlier class project, plus some Professor Monroe did, check out any of the transcripts I will put up on the new EEE.: When Conscience Calls: Moral Courage in an Age of Confusion and Despair. (Manuscript from an earlier class project.) Contrast their experiences and discuss what you learned from them.
ASSIGNED BOOKS. All have been requested for library reserve.
The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy 2nd Edition by Martha C. Nussbaum ISBN-13: 978-0521794725 ISBN-10: 0521794722. Cambridge University Press, 2001 (or latest edition)
David Brooks. The Road to Character. Random House 2015.

Harper Lee. To Kill a Mockingbird, 384 pages Publisher: Grand Central Publishing (October 11, 1988) ISBN-10: 0446310786 ISBN-13: 978-0446310789 (Most of you have already read this and need not reread or purchase.)
Harper Lee. Go Set a Watchman. Publisher: Harper; 1 edition (July 14, 2015) ISBN-10: 0062409859 ISBN-13: 978-0062409850
Graham Greene. The Heart of the Matter. Penguin Classics deluxe. Any edition.  ISBN-13: 978-0142437995. ISBN-10: 0142437999
Listening is an Act of Love:  Storycorps Project. Dave Isay (editor). Publisher: The Penguin Press; 1st edition (2007) ISBN-10: 1594201617 ISBN-13: 978-1594201615. We will read it together in class so need not be purchased. 

Somerset Maugham. The Painted Veil. Vintage International 2011. ISBN: 1907590226

NEED NOT BE PURCHASED. WE WILL READ THEM TOGETHER IN CLASS BUT DO PLEASE READ THEM ON LINE FIRST. 
“The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”, by Ursula K LeGuin, from The Wind's Twelve Quarters. We will read it together in class so need not be purchased. 

Leo Tolstoy. What Men Live for. First published 1885, any edition. We will read it together in class so need not be purchased. 
Colm Toiban. Testament of Mary.  NY. Charles Scribners 2012.  We will read it together in class so need not be purchased. 

For good writing, “The Second Tree from the Corner” by E. B. White or the Lee, Greene, Tolstoy, or Toiban

