Political Science/ Sociology 392:  Ethics and Public Affairs

Course Outline, Fall Semester, 2009

Instructor:  Kathy Vandergrift, MA in Public Ethics

                     613-820-0272

                     kathyvandergrift@rogers.com
                     Meeting appointments at the center by request

Course Description:  

Every organization and leader faces ethical dilemmas and choices. This course introduces the student to the philosophical basis for and nature of ethical decision-making. It will cover some of the recent and contemporary ethical issues facing leaders in the political, business, and communication fields and how leaders in these fields interact with each other on these ethical issues. Particular emphasis will be placed on how Christians should act when facing ethical issues. Students will have an opportunity to observe first hand how leaders lead through ethical dilemmas in the Ottawa setting of their disciplinary choice and to interview some of those leaders who are involved in the front lines of their organizations.

Objectives:

1. Students will become familiar with the major approaches to ethics and how they are used in public policy choices.  These include virtue ethics, ethical intuitionism, utilitarianism, and deontology, with Christian and non-Christian examples of these.   

2. Students will gain experience in analysis and comparison of the different ethical approaches, and relate them to Christian perspectives on ethical issues.

3. Through discussion and debate, students will refine and deepen their own ability to reflect on the ethical dimensions of current public issues, present ethical arguments, and discern the ethical basis for decisions made by others. 

Format of the course:  

Seminar.  Participation is essential.  Students are expected to read in advance and come prepared to discuss and debate. Classes will combine conceptual analysis and practical application of the concepts to public issues.

Reading between classes and introductory lectures with discussion will be used to gain a basic grasp of the main concepts and methodologies used in public ethics, to achieve the first objective. To meet the second and third objectives, public ethical issues that students encounter in other aspects of the program will be discussed.  Students will be invited to suggest public ethical issues to be covered during later class sessions. 

Basic Textbook and Readings

Required Text:  Gill, Robin. A Textbook of Christian Ethics, 3rd Edition, New York: 

T and T Clark, c.2006.

Readings on current ethical issues, related to each session, will be assigned from contemporary materials on websites or articles available electronically.

Evaluation:

Final exam:  synthesis essay.  Choice among list of topics.                        30%

Analytical paper on an ethical issue of student’s choice, 

in consultation with professor.  The paper will demonstrate use of

at least one of the major ethical approaches in persuasive argument.  

Paper will be academic quality, using standard style,

footnotes, bibliography, etc.   10-15 pages.                                                30%    

Class presentation or debate, related to one of the areas 

discussed in the course, comparing different ethical approaches .

Evaluation based on quality of analysis and use of concepts learned 

in class discussions for presenting an ethical argument/proposal               20%

One short essay on a question raised in the sessions on economics

or environment, articulating a personal reflection on the issue, 

drawing on basic concepts in public ethics.  3- 5 pages.                             10%

Class participation, active engagement as well as attendance                     10%                                                         

Outline by Session

Session I:  Introduction to Public ethics

No preparation.  Handout will be used as basis for discussion. 

What is the study of public ethics and what is it not?

Key questions that are asked in study of ethics

Overview introduction to some of major theories in ethics

How is Christian approach different from others?

Introduction of concept of personal worldview and objectives of course

Students will be asked to identify public ethical issues they are interested in, for use as examples of application in  later sessions. 

Session II:  Major Approaches to Ethical Decision-making

Preparation:  1.  Read Christian Ethics, pages 3-7 carefully, 35-80 for main ideas.

2. Find and bring one article that demonstrates one of the major approaches discussed in the introductory section of the textbook. 

Presentation and discussion on the following themes:

1. Introduction of basic concepts:

a.  Consequentialism/utilitarianism

b.  Deontology

c.  Personalism

d.  Virtue Ethics

2.  How these concepts are used today; examples

3.  Merits and critique through comparison

Key Questions: Can Christians use any or all of these approaches to ethics?

                          Are they exclusive or can they be combined?

Session III: Ethics, Economics, and Role of Government in Economics

Preparatory Readings:

1. Christian Ethics, Section 2:  selected excerpts

2. “Caritas in Veritate” by Pope Benedict XVI, June, 209 and exploration of response to it by other Christian thinkers. 

3. Photocopy of article by Peter Singer on why and how global rich should give portion of resources to end absolute global poverty.

4. Photocopy of basic principles articulated by Ron Sider and Nicholas Wolterstorff.

Presentation and Discussion on:

· Comparison of various ethical approaches to public economic issues, with particular attention to various Christian approaches to economic issues.

· Interplay between approach to economics and views on role of state

· Who is my neighbour: challenge of global economic justice issues; comparison of various ethical foundations for helping the global poor, especially Christian ones.  

Short Essay Option:  Explore material from one or two Christian development/justice organizations to identify and compare the ethical foundations of their work, link it to major ethical concepts, and analyze impacts.  Professor will make suggestions, based on student interests, to encourage comparisons between different approaches and what each contributes.

Session IV:  Ethics and Environment

Preparatory Readings:

1. Christian Ethics:  Section 4: selected excerpts

2.  Find and bring one basic statement from a Christian environmental organization that identifies the ethical assumptions behind its work.  

3.  Additional articles, based on issues identified by students.

Presentation and Discussion on:

· Various ethical perspectives on environmental issues and assumptions behind them, with focus on Christian statements and on-going debate between Christians and non-Christians regarding the environment. 

· Key issues:  Stewardship as a Christian principle and critiques of it.  Critique of Christian work ethic as a foundational cause of pollution. Comparison of views on the relationship between persons and other created beings in various Christian approaches.  How do Christian views on eschatology affect ethical approaches to environmental issues? 

· Case studies:  Faith-based campaigns on water, and Kairos campaign for Kyoto Conference this fall. 

Short essay option:  Reflection on one or more of the following questions:  Is it true that Christians have been slow to consider the environment as an ethical issue, and, if so, why? Do Christians bring added value to debates about environmental policy, or is this common ground between Christians and non-Christians?  If Christian perspectives add value, what are the implications for the role of Christians in Canada?

Session V:  War and Peace

Preparatory Reading:  

1. Christian Ethics: Section 3:  selected excerpts

2. Photocopy of essay by Glen Stassen on Just Peacemaking as an alternative to Just War theory and Pacifism as the major Christian traditions.

3. Responsibility to Protect as Canadian contribution to global ethical standards. 

4. Students to identify and bring any Christian statements that they agree with or have raised major ethical questions for them, and be prepared to discuss its ethical foundations. 

Presentation and Discussion on:

· Start with students identifying questions/struggles in thinking about war and peace, with a particular focus on what shapes our thinking and the contemporary relevance of traditional Christian approaches. 

· Review traditional Christian approaches as represented in readings.

· Discussion of social determinants, as discussed in the textbook.    How much are Christians influenced by their national context in thinking about these issues?  

· Emerging alternatives to traditional approaches of just war and pacifism, such as Just Peacemaking and Responsibility to Protect. Strengths?  Weaknesses? Future?

Session VI: Ethical Approaches to Social Policy  

Preparatory Readings: 

1. Christian Ethics: selected readings from various sections on social order

2. Articles on ethical dimensions of contemporary social issues, to be partly determined by issues students identify and issues that may be on the public agenda this fall.

3. Belhar Confession:  a recent, Christian creedal statement focusing on race relations and reconciliation, coming out of the South Africa context. 

4. EFC statements on relationship between homelessness and evangelism 

5. Dignity for All Campaign rationale

Presentation and Discussion on:

· Different perspectives, with emphasis on Christian approaches to social order, such as pluralism, the common good, individual and group rights, diversity.

· Particular challenges in Canada as social determinants, e.g. federalism and ethical principles, diversity and social cohesion. 

· Case study:  Ethical foundations in history of social policy toward aboriginal peoples in Canada. 

Possible Option:  Debate on meaning of scriptures that suggest God “favours” less advantaged groups.  One choice for presentation.  

Session VII: Public and Personal Ethics, Personal Relationships, and Role of State
 Preparatory Readings:

1. Christian Ethics:  Section 5: selected excerpts.

2.  Additional articles, based on issues students identify, to illustrate different Christian perspectives.

Presentation and Discussion on:

· Some relationships between persons get a lot of public attention and others almost none.  Why?  Who and what determines which issues are considered public priorities?  How does that relate to public ethical considerations for Christians? 

· Discussion of relationship between views on role of state and public policies on human relationships. 

· Tension between universal norms and cultural diversity/pluralism, with focus on implications for public policy 

· Consideration of some of current issues and ethical approaches to them, such as human trafficking, sexual exploitation, polygamy.   

Session IX:  Professional Codes of Ethics

                      Government Accountability Act as Code of Ethics

                      Tension between Personal Ethics and role of public servants/employees

This session will depend on level of student interest in this aspect of public ethics.

Possible Preparatory reading:

Photocopied article on Professional Codes of Ethics

Government Accountability Act

Methodology might include students interviewing a public servant, depending of feasibility of that, speaker who is willing to share dilemmas, or review of some of the ethical codes of conduct that students have encountered or identify through research.

Alternative would be to dig deeper into policy applications of particular interest or to illustrate themes that arise in previous sessions.  E.g. Cultural diversity may lead to need for separate session, which could also include ethical aspects of immigration and refugee policy, as example.

Session X:  Student Presentations and Discussion

Session XI:  Student Presentations and Discussion

Session XII:  Student Presentations and Discussion

                       Concluding Reflection on Worldview and Approach to Ethical Issues

Preparatory Reading:  

1. Handout on intersection of personal worldview and “science” of ethics, including how one can develop a personal, consistent, ethical framework. 

2. Article by James Sterba on Peace building Approach to Practice of Ethics

Discussion will focus on:

· Review of major approaches and what value they add

· How one chooses an ethical approach and how one applies it

· Christian and non-Christian approaches in theory and in practice of ethics

· Tension for Christians between “being different” and being “part of” publics that operate from ethical assumptions, whether disclosed or immersed. 

Students will be asked to reflect on articulation of personal approach in first session and what they might adjust as result of learning more about ethics as a field of study. 

