HON 201: Intellectual Foundations I: What is the Common Good?
Time: Fridays 10:50-1:30
Location: online
Instructor:  Michael Brownstein, msbrownstein@gmail.com
Office Hours: after each class, or by appointment

Course Description
This course emphasizes how different disciplines frame seminal questions about the historical, religious, scientific, and philosophical contexts that have shaped and continue to shape questions of the common good. This semester, the course will focus on the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Structure
The first half of class each week will consist of full-group discussion of the week’s reading. The second half of class will be dedicated to small group discussion and feedback on argument essays students write in response to class material. 

[bookmark: _Hlk48991768]Requirements
There are three core components to this course:
1. Weekly reading responses
2. Argument essays
3. Participation

Your final grade is based on the standard John Jay scale:
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The work you do throughout the course accrues points, and your final grade is simply the sum of the points you’ve earned. In a sense, all the assignments are optional, although you must earn at least .7 points to pass the class. Here is a visualization of the course as a whole:

Reading response #1		.3 points
Reading response #2		.3 points
Reading response #3		.3 points
Reading response #4		.3 points
Reading response #5		.3 points
Reading response #6		.3 points
Reading response #7  		.3 points	Total = 2.1 points
Argument essay #1		.5 points                                      
Argument essay #2		.5 points	Total = 1 point
Argument essay revision #1	.2 points
Argument essay revision #2	.2 points	Total = .4 points
Participation 			.5 points	Total = .5 points
						Course Total = 4 points

Reading Responses 
[bookmark: _Hlk48997587]Reading responses should be 500-1000 words. They have two parts: description of the main points of the reading(s) and questions you have about the reading(s). Make sure to discuss all the week’s material in your response. Also: do not editorialize in your reading responses. Your job is to describe the main argument of the reading as accurately as possible. Here are some tips for reading philosophy essays (and other difficult writing).

You may write anywhere between 0 and 10 reading responses. However, you cannot earn more than 2.1 total points for reading responses.

Reading responses must be emailed to the instructor no later than 12:00 PM on the Thursday before the class for which the readings are assigned. Except under extraordinary circumstances, late work will not be accepted without prior permission.

The grading scale for reading responses is: 
· .3 points if you have obviously done the reading, made a good-faith effort to understand it, and have the central argument basically right
· .2 points if you have obviously done the reading but there are some problems with your understanding
· .1 point if you have done the reading but there are serious problems with your understanding, indicating that you did not read carefully


Argument Essays 
Students are encouraged to write argument essays during the semester, each 1500-2000 words. The selection of topics, format, and tips will be discussed in class. Small group discussion will include peer and instructor feedback on students’ argument essays. 

You may write anywhere between 0 and 3 argument essays. However, you cannot earn more than 1 total point for argument essays.

Argument essays are due the Thursday (at 12 PM) following the class on which we discussed the material you are writing about. Except under extraordinary circumstances, late work will not be accepted without prior permission.

Students are also encouraged to revise their essays. Substantive revisions will earn .2 points; less than substantive revisions will earn .1 points. You can earn a maximum of .4 points for revisions. Revisions are due no later than one week from the original paper’s due date.

A list of helpful guides for how to write a philosophy paper can be found here.

The grading scale for argument essays is:
· .5 points if you essay is accurate, original, cleanly edited, and synthetic
· .4 points if your essay is 3 of the above
· .3 points if your essay is 2 of the above
· .2 if your essay is 1 of the above
· .1 if you have turned in something resembling an essay

Please note: IF YOU PLAGIARIZE A PAPER, YOU WILL FAIL THE COURSE. We will discuss plagiarism in the course. See the JJC Library page on how to properly cite references (http://guides.lib.jjay.cuny.edu/welcome) and also see the JJC page on Academic Integrity for what counts as plagiarism (http://www.jjay.cuny.edu/academic-integrity-0).

Participation
Informed participation is crucial in this class. Note that simply asking questions about the material counts as “informed participation.” So, ask the questions that are in your head, even if you think everyone else knows the answer. (Hint: they don’t.) If you are afraid of speaking in public, push yourself to try. If you are terribly afraid of speaking in public, please talk with me about it privately before the course begins. 

Note that attendance counts toward your participation grade. If you miss more than three classes without an extraordinary excuse, your final grade will be affected.

The grading scale for participation is:
· .5 points for frequent and informed contributions to class discussion
· .4 points for occasional informed contributions to class discussion
· .3 points for rare but informed contributions to class discussion
· .2 points for occasional contributions to class discussion
· .1 point for rare contributions to class discussion

Communication
It is essential that students check their email at least once per day. Confusion, concerns, or problems should be brought to the instructor’s attention ASAP, either after class during informal conversation, over email, or by appointment.

Objectives
You will not memorize facts in this course, nor will you dreamily speculate about the meaning of life. You won’t be asked to come up with “a philosophy” about life. We will consider difficult questions about the nature of the common good and its relationship to our individual lives. Your goal is to understand and analyze various answers to those questions. 

Students who excel in this class will be able to:
· Summarize others’ arguments, including highlighting premises and conclusions
· Clearly define key terms and concepts
· Use examples to elucidate abstract ideas
· Distinguish an author’s view from ideas she is explaining, elaborating, or criticizing
· Outline and analyze key chains of reasoning
· Practice perspective-taking 
· Speak clearly, succinctly, creatively, and respectfully
· Be willing to try out counterintuitive ideas and “fail well”
· Write in clear, grammatical, and organized prose
· Propose and defend one’s own ideas about the relevant questions under discussion

Schedule
8.28		Introductions
9.4		Pandemic History
			Dispatches from 1918 (podcast)
			Lepore, “What Our Contagion Fables Are Really About”
			Barry, “The Single Most Important Lesson From the 1918 Influenza”
What’s Changed Since the 1918 Pandemic (A History Lesson with Nancy Bristow) (podcast)
9.11		Causes I: Biases, Illusions, Prejudice, and Mismatch
			Sethi et al. “Who is Dying, and Why?”
			Why the coronavirus is so deadly for black America (podcast)
			Mounk, “Four Theories for Why People Are Still Out Partying”
Muthukrishna, “Long Read: Cultural Evolution, COVID-19, and Preparing for What’s Next”
Yong, “Immunology is Where Intuition Goes to Die”
Stanovitch, “The Thinking that IQ Tests Miss”
Wilkinson-Ryan, “Our Minds Aren’t Equipped for this Kind of Reopening”
9.18		No Class
9.25		Causes II: Social and Informational Infrastructure
Klinenberg, “Worry Less about Crumbling Roads, More about Crumbling Libraries”
Masks (podcast)
Brunton & Nissenbaum, “How to Obfuscate”
Rini, “Fake News and Partisan Epistemology”
Lorenz-Spree et al. “How behavioral sciences can promote truth, autonomy, and democratic discourse online”
10.2		Causes III: Partisanship and Trust
Klein, “Why the media is so polarized, and how it polarizes us”
Roberts, “Partisanship is the strongest predictor of coronavirus response”
Roberts, “Donald Trump and the Rise of Tribal Epistemology”
Satta, “Epistemic Tribalism, Epistemic Chaos, Epistemic Exhaustion” 
Vallier, “Social and Political Trust”
10.9		Dilemmas 
Playing God (podcast)
Emanuel et al. “How the Coronavirus May Force Doctors to Decide Who Can Live and Who Dies”
Emanuel et al. “An Ethical Framework for Global Vaccine Allocation”
Ballantyne, “ICU triage: How many lives or whose lives?” 
10.16		One-on-One Meetings 
10.23		Obligations
			Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”
Collins, “Are you complicit in deaths if you don’t stay home? How to do good during the virus lockdown”
Copp & Dworkin, “Are we Obligated to Get Vaccinated?”
10.30		Consequences I: Emotions and Well-Being
Gessen, “The political consequences of loneliness and isolation during the pandemic”
A Social Prescription: Why Human Connection is Crucial to Our Health (podcast)
Beat Your Isolation Loneliness and Help Others to Help Yourself (podcasts)
More here
11.6		Consequences II: Democracy and Authoritarianism
			Davis, “The Unraveling of America”
			Gessen, “We Won’t Know the Exact Moment Democracy Dies”
			The frightening fragility of America’s political institutions (podcast)
			Yong, “How the Pandemic Defeated America”
11.13		The Future I: Pandemics and Climate Change
			Crist, “What the Coronavirus Means for Climate Change”
Roberts, “The Scariest Thing About Global Warming (and COVID-19)”
Kunreuther & Slovic, “What the Coronavirus Curve Teaches Us About Climate Change”
Stokes, “How Can We Plan for the Future in California?”
11.20		The Future II: Imagination
			Stanley Robinson, “The Coronavirus is Rewriting Our Imaginations”
			Mann, “State of the Species”
11.25 (Weds)	TBD
12.4		One-on-One Meetings
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Grade Explanation
A Excellent

A—

B+

B Good

B—

C+

C Satisfactory

c—

D+

D Passing

D-

F Failure/Unsuccessful

Numerical Percentage
4.0
3.7
3.3
3.0
2.7
2.3
2.0
17
1.3
1.0

0.7

0.0




