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HISTORY OF ETHICS
Autumn 2017 (2nd Year Key Ideas)
Module Outline

Module Lecturer: Christopher Jay
Email: christopher.jay@york.ac.uk
Office Hour (Feedback and Advice Time): Wednesdays, 10-11am (Sally Baldwin A/111)

Lectures: Tuesdays, 4-6pm (D/L/006)
Seminars: Check timetable

Assessment
Short Answer Exam (30%)
Essay (70%)

Core Texts
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (NE)
Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (G)

Some Useful Secondary Reading
Good general books on Aristotle’s ethics, with chapters covering several of the topic we will discuss, are:
David Bostock, Aristotle’s Ethics (OUP, 2000)
Sarah Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle (OUP, 1991)
And a very good chapter on Aristotle’s theory of practical reasoning (especially relevant for Week 3, and available online on the VLE reading list) is:
John M. Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle (Harvard University Press, 1975), Chapter 1
(The rest of Cooper’s book is worth looking at, too.)

There are several good commentaries on Kant’s Groundwork which go through the text more or less paragraph by paragraph. One which is available online via the library is:
Henry E. Allison, Kant’s Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals: A Commentary (OUP, 2011)
A very good general book on Kant’s ethics is:
Allen W. Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought (CUP, 1999)
Unfortunately, Wood’s book is not available online; but his chapter on the universal law formulation of the categorical imperative has been made available (see the VLE reading list). 
Many of the essays in:
Christine M. Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends (CUP, 1996) 
are worth reading in relation to the topics we will discuss, and some of them are linked to (in their original, journal article form) online on the VLE reading list.
Also useful in relation to the categorical imperative and Kant’s ideas about different types of duties is:
Onora Nell (O’Neill), Acting on Principle: An Essay on Kantian Ethics (Columbia University Press, 1975)
Schedule of Topics
Below is a list of topics to be covered in the lectures for the term. Seminar discussions will be based on the lecture content and on the core reading. Specific passages of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (NE) – and of his other works – are referred to by means of the ‘Bekker numbers’ printed alongside the text in all serious editions (if you are reading an edition without these numbers in the margins, find one which does have them!). Similarly, specific passages of Kant’s Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (G) – and of his other works – are referred to by means of the ‘Akademie numbers’ printed alongside the text in all serious editions. In both cases, the text is also divided into large ‘sections’ (G) or ‘books’ (NE) which are just like chapters. In the case of the NE, the standard division into books was rather arbitrary, so whilst we can mostly think in terms of which books cover(s) which topic(s), I give more specific references using Bekker numbers too.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Note that a recent very good edition of the NE – the one included in Barnes & Kenny (eds.), Aristotle’s Ethics: Writings from the Complete Works (Princeton) – divides up the work in a non-standard way: the division of the NE into ‘books’ was never Aristotle’s own (it was introduced by much later editors), but all good modern editions except the Barnes & Kenny edition retain it; Barnes & Kenny divide the NE up slightly differently, so that their chapters (their equivalents of the standard ‘books’) make a bit more sense as places to put breaks in the text. I’ve used their division into chapters as a guide in giving more precise Bekker references in the table. They also place NE books V-VII where they argue those books originally belonged, i.e. in the Eudemian Ethics (EE), thus leaving a gap in their edition of the NE – although since their edition includes the EE as well, you can still read that material. Please ask me if you have any questions about how to locate the relevant material in this edition. ] 


	
	Core Reading
	Topic(s)

	Week 2
	NE Book I
1094a-1102a5
	Introduction & Aristotle on the Good

	Week 3
	NE Book III
1110a-1115a5
	Action & 
Practical Deliberation

	Week 4
	NE Books II, III & IV
1102a5-1109b25 & 1115a5-1129
	Virtue

	Week 5
	NE Book VIII
1155a-1172a20
	Friendship, Equality, Self-Love & Justice

	Week 6
	G Preface
	Introduction to Kant’s Philosophy & Methodology

	Week 7
	G Section 1
	The Good Will

	Week 8
	G Section 2
	Deriving the Categorical Imperative

	Week 9
	G Section 2
	The Formulations of the Categorical Imperative

	Week 10
	G Section 3
	Free Will and the ‘Postulates of Pure Practical Reason’




Some Notes about the Module
It would be useful to read to following explanations of why the module is set up as it is, what the texts we will be dealing with are, and how we will be approaching the material.

Why Aristotle and Kant?
This module introduces the moral philosophy of Aristotle and Kant, and discusses some aspects of their work in detail. These two philosophers have been chosen for a number of reasons:

· Their work continues to be influential and widely discussed in moral philosophy, and ideas related to theirs continue to play an important role in moral debate outside of philosophy too;
· They are from very different backgrounds, both from us and from each other, and so many of the assumptions and influences they bring to their treatments of moral issues are different, and studying them can therefore be a way of seeing how moral issues look from quite different perspectives;
· Those perspectives have, perhaps especially in the case of Aristotle, informed historically significant patterns of thought (such as, for example, the thought of the Christian churches), so another reason to study these philosophers is to achieve a better understanding of what has been behind some of the most profound and notorious moral doctrines of our culture;
· And each philosopher has, I think, some extremely important insights to share with us about a range of topics in moral philosophy and other, closely related, areas of philosophy, such as the theory of action and moral psychology.

There are other philosophers about whom the same could be said (except, perhaps, that Aristotle and Kant might be unique in terms of the influence their particular work has had in moral philosophy), so we will not be even attempting a complete picture of the history of ethics in these nine weeks (I hope that won’t surprise anyone!). It might be helpful to think of this instead as a module about selected topics in the history of ethics. 
We will, then, be strongly focussing on Aristotle and Kant – but along the way I will mention and sometimes spend some time discussing other philosophers’ ideas about topics Aristotle and Kant are dealing with. Seminar discussions and essay questions will be based on the work of Aristotle and Kant, though.
In the case of both Aristotle and Kant the moral philosophy we will be studying emerges out of and is therefore entwined with other aspects of their philosophy. We will not have time to go into those aspects in any serious detail – and some argue that in each case the interesting moral ideas do not really depend upon those other aspects of those philosophers’ work, anyway. But be aware that if something they ask you to believe seems strange or unacceptable, it might be that they are asking you to believe it because of some commitments they have elsewhere. I might mention these in lectures or seminars as appropriate, but feel free to ask as well. You might also find it useful to use Stanford Encyclopaedia entries and other (reputable!) introductory resources (see reading list, below) to get a sense of what Aristotle and Kant think about some topics in metaphysics and epistemology, which might help you to read their ethical works sympathetically (for more on reading sympathetically, see the next section). 
We won’t even be reading all of the works dealing with just moral philosophy which Aristotle or Kant wrote. I have chosen one work from each philosopher to focus on, although I will mention and direct you towards other works from time to time. 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is the work of his which is most often considered his most important work on ethics, and has historically been treated as such. He also wrote a work called the Eudemian Ethics, which covers much the same ground as the Nicomachean Ethics and even shares some content with it (books V-VII of the Nicomachean Ethics are the same as three books of the Eudemian Ethics). It used to be thought that the Eudemian Ethics might well not even have been written by Aristotle himself at all, and certainly that if it was written by him then it was written earlier and presents a less mature version of Aristotle’s ideas, and so in the middle ages, when Aristotle’s influence was extremely great after the re-discovery of his texts (preserved in translation by Islamic scholars having been largely lost in Europe for several centuries), it was the Nicomachean Ethics which was being read and discussed and which therefore influenced Scholastic philosophy and Christianity (most significantly in the work of Aquinas). This historical importance is one reason to choose the Nicomachean Ethics to study. Another reason is that whilst it is now pretty clear that the Eudemian Ethics is an authentic work by Aristotle after all, and may not even be an immature or otherwise inferior work, the Nicomachean Ethics is, I think, slightly easier to get to grips with: both texts are very difficult to make sense of in parts, and Aristotle is not the clearest writer, but at some key points the Eudemian Ethics contains arguments which seem crucial but are so mystifying that they might well be corrupted from the original (which often happened as manuscripts were copied and re-copied by hand, sometimes in translation, introducing errors which change the sense of what is being said). Also, the critical and secondary literature on the Nicomachean Ethics is much more extensive, and there are more readily available editions of that work. However, in lectures I might refer at some points to parts of the Eudemian Ethics either because they help us to understand what is being said in the Nicomachean Ethics, or because the Eudemian Ethics actually presents an interestingly different take on some issue which we are thinking about.
Most people read Kant’s Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals as their introduction to his moral philosophy, and that is what we will do. There are benefits and drawbacks to this. On the plus side, Kant clearly did intend this work to do what is says on the tin: it is a groundwork, a starting point, for moral philosophy, so it makes some sense to start with it! Also, it contains some of his most notorious and influential claims (probably because it is the work which is most read, so its claims are the best known). On the negative side, the Groundwork presents a rather limited picture of Kant’s full moral philosophy. Unlike the Nicomachean Ethics, which contains discussions of a host of topics in moral philosophy, the Groundwork explicitly defers discussion of a whole range of things – including more or less all of applied or normative ethics – for elsewhere. His other major works on moral philosophy (the Critique of Practical Reason, The Metaphysics of Morals, and Religion Within the Bounds of Mere Reason) as well as numerous essays and parts of other substantial works primarily on other areas of philosophy all contain material which would be important for a full understanding of Kant’s moral ideas, and the impression one gets from just reading the Groundwork can be rather misleading. So, in the lectures I shall refer to those other works from time to time, to expand upon what the Groundwork says, or to point out ways in which the Groundwork might mislead. 

The History of Ethics as History of Philosophy: Assumptions and Translations
As I say below, we should think of the claims which Aristotle and Kant are making as serious contributions to debates which we have an interest in ourselves as philosophers and as morally engaged people. But this is a history of ethics module because I want us to be aware of and take seriously the particular issues which arise when dealing with texts written by people from very different backgrounds – especially when we are reading them in translation.
The fact that we are unfamiliar with the social and intellectual context in which Aristotle and Kant were working is, as I said, itself a good reason to study their work: by trying to see what they meant we are going some way towards seeing things from a perspective which is different from the one we naturally inhabit, given our social and intellectual context, and that broadens the mind. But that requires seeing what they meant – and not just what the words on the page immediately strike us as meaning. And seeing what someone meant when they are coming from a different perspective is, of course, not easy: we tend to interpret things according to our own prejudices, assumptions and beliefs, and to some extent we need to leave those behind. This is part of what is sometimes called reading a text sympathetically: reading it trying to understand what the writer is trying to say, and why they are saying it. We can – and certainly will – think hard about whether what they are trying to say is correct, and whether their reasons for saying it are good; but we obviously can’t do that until we know (or have a good idea about) what it is they are trying to say, and what their reasons are! This isn’t just an issue when dealing with historical texts in moral philosophy, of course: it arises with respect to any historical philosophical text, and indeed with respect to all sorts of historical texts which aren’t philosophical at all. 
An added layer of difficulty comes from reading these – or any – texts in translation, rather than in their original languages. Different translators put the emphasis on different aspects of their task, but all of them need to (i) understanding the text for themselves, (ii) put that understanding into the words of the language they are translating into, whilst (iii) trying to preserve something of the linguistic character of the original. Very easily readable translations of Aristotle and Kant might emphasise (ii), making it easy to follow in English but perhaps losing something very important by over-simplifying the ideas (so that they can be expressed more easily) or losing some ambiguity or subtly from the original and forcing one interpretation at the expense of another. On the other hand, preserving those ambiguities and subtleties can make for English which is awkward or difficult to read. Basically, the problem is that we are engaging with the ideas of Aristotle and Kant second hand, going via the interpretations and choices of a translator rather than coming face to face with the actual words set down by Aristotle and Kant themselves (although, as I said above, in the case of Aristotle we can’t be certain of that even if we use editions in ancient Greek). 
If you can read German and/or ancient Greek, please do have a go at reading the texts in the original language (there is a duel English and German edition of the Groundwork (translated and edited by Jens Timmermann) available online via the library catalogue; I don’t think we have an easily accessible ancient Greek Nicomachean Ethics in the library, although you will be able to find one somehow). But everything will be read and discussed in English on the module. I would recommend that, in order to mitigate the problems with working from translations which I have mentioned, you try to compare several different translations of passages you are struggling with, or which you are writing about or preparing to discuss. The library has several different translations of each text, and probably some of your colleagues will have bought different translations from the one you have, so you could swap. And if you do look at different translations of a particular passage, try not to just work from the one written in the simplest English or which you find easiest to understand: the more difficult version might be more difficult precisely because it preserves something (such as an ambiguity in the meaning of the text) of the original which the easier one misses out! 

The History of Ethics as Moral Philosophy
Once we have worked out what Aristotle or Kant is – or might be – saying (which isn’t always as daunting a task as the previous section might suggest!), we should think carefully and critically about their claims. Do we recognise the problem they are addressing as a real problem? If not, is that because they were worried unnecessarily about something; or because we have lost our sensitivity to something which they could see but we, now, cannot? What assumptions are they making? Are they reasonable? Is the conclusion they reach one which we find acceptable? How precisely are they arguing for their claims? Are their arguments good? If not, are there ways to repair those arguments, or better arguments which lead to the same conclusions? These are, of course, the questions we should ask anyway, whether dealing with historical sources or contemporary ones. We are dealing partly in the history of ideas, and partly in serious cutting edge philosophy. 
	 That sounds a bit pompous, I know! But what I mean is that we are dealing with serious things, because we are dealing with moral questions which are surely important if anything is; and we should not be shy of criticising or defending Aristotle and Kant using philosophical tools or insights which have only become available since they were writing. 

CJ, 24/09/17
	
