
Personal Decisions: e Ethics of Sexuality
Syllabus

Instructor: J. Dmitri Gallow B: jdmitrig@umich.edu

Class Times Office Hours
Monday and Wednesday Tuesday and ursday
16:00--18:00, G115 Angell Hall 9:00--10:00, 1156 Angell Hall

In 1960, the U.S. F.D.A. authorized the use of the oral contraceptive pill (``the pill''). It
is difficult to overstate the impact this invention had upon the social and cultural milieu of the
United States. One of the most important ways in which it reshaped our country and its values
was through its contribution to the so-called `sexual revolution.' With the pill, women were
able to have sex without having to risk the life-altering consequence of pregnancy; and increasing
numbers of them took advantage. Good data from the sixties are not available, but between the
years of 1971 and 1976 alone, the number of women aged 15--19 who had had sex increased
markedly, from 27% to 35%. Today, the number is 70%.

With respect to its attitudes and practices regarding sex and its consequences, the America
into which you and I were born is unrecognizable from the country our parents and our grand-
parents were born into. Pre-marital sex is rampant --- today, about 95% of Americans have
pre-marital sex, compared with about 46% in 1971 and about 27% in 1900. Pornography is
widely distributed in unprecedented quantities. In 1975, Americans spent about 10 million dol-
lars on pornography. Today, the amount of money spent on porn annually is more than 1,000
times that, around 13 billion dollars. It is estimated that in 1960, about 300 abortions were
performed. Today, about 1,200,000 abortions are performed each year. It appears that adultery
is on the rise (though, for obvious reasons, this is difficult to measure).

It's not uncommon to hear people say that we live in an age of `sexual enlightenment.' How-
ever, when we re ect upon the confusion, controversy, and strife which has sprung up around
sexuality and its consequences since the sexual revolution, `enlightenment' can seem a bit of a
stretch. roughout our society, from the halls of academia to the pages of the popular me-
dia, from the pulpit to the podium, debates are raging about the naturalness and the morality
of homosexuality, the permissibility (or even desirability) of non-monogamy, the damages and
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bene ts of pornography, the conditions necessary for sexual consent, the moral permissibility of
abortion, and the like.

Rather than an age of `sexual enlightenment', I think we would do better to understand ours
as the age following a great sexual upheaval. Like many upheavals, the sexual revolution has lead
to a vast splintering of opinion on once settled questions. But however con dently each faction
insists upon its own doctrine, we ought not conclude that the deep questions raised by the sexual
revolution have all been answered and laid to rest.

Course Goals

One of our primary goals in this course will be to wade our way through some of the difficult
ethical questions raised by the new sexual ethos and try to sort out for ourselves what is correct.
In order to achieve this goal, it will be necessary to sharpen some of our critical thinking skills
--- to learn how to fruitfully engage with another thinker's reasons for believing what they do. A
further goal will be for us to develop cogent and persuasive reasons of our own for holding the
opinions we do.

To summarize: in this course, you will be asked to

1. Come to an understanding of various positions on issues in the ethics of sexuality, as well
as coming to an understanding of what reasons can be given for holding each of these
positions.

2. Develop the critical thinking skills necessary to engage fruitfully with another person's
reasons for thinking what they do.

3. Develop the argumentative skills necessary to deploy cogent reasons of your own for what
you end up thinking about these matters.

Evaluation

Your nal grade in this course will be determined by 6 components:

Participation 17%
Comprehension Quizzes 17%
Online Tests 17%
1st Paper 15%
2nd Paper 17 %
Final 17 %

Participation: One of the central goals of this course is to help you learn how to fruitfully
engage with a philosophical text. As with most things, the best way to learn how to do this
is with practice. at is one of the primary purposes of our time together in class: for you to
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practice critically engaging with a philosophical argument. To incentivize this important part of
the learning process, 17% of your nal grade will depend upon your participation in class.

ese points will depend, rstly, upon your attendance in class. While I will of course be un-
derstanding in emergency situations, I expect you to attend every class this semester. Attendance
will be taken at the beginning of class each day. Secondly, your participation points will depend
upon your contributions to the class discussion. You should make an effort to speak at least once
each class meeting. irdly, your participation points will depend upon you being respectful to
both the authors and your fellow students. You should come to class with the understanding
that those who disagree with you are not adversaries to be defeated or shouted down, but rather
valuable resources, people from whom you have much to learn.

Comprehension Quizzes: At the beginning of each class, there will be a short quiz on the
reading for that class. ese quizzes won't be asking you complicated conceptual questions about
the reading. ey will just be asking questions to test for basic comprehension. So long as you
do the reading for each class and make a sincere effort to understand what the authors are saying,
these quizzes shouldn't cause you too much trouble.

Online Tests: At the end of each week, I will put an online test on that week's material up on
Ctools. ese tests will ask you to do more than parrot back the arguments and positions from
that week. ey will ask you to apply those ideas in a new context. If you have any difficulty
with these tests, you should feel free to come see me in office hours, and we can think some of
the problems through together.

Papers: ere will be two medium-sized papers, each about 5 pages long. ey will be due
on 7/23 and 8/13. Don't worry if you don't know how to write a philosophy paper. We will
cover this in class.

Final: ere will be a nal on 8/16, from 8:00 -- 10:00. Prior to the nal, I will hand out
a collection of fteen or so potential essay prompts. e essays on the test will be drawn from
these. So long as you have been following along all semester and spend adequate time preparing,
the nal shouldn't cause you too much trouble.

Academic Integrity

Cheating and Plagiarism will not be tolerated. If you are caught cheating or plagiarizing on any
assignment, you will automatically receive a failing grade for the course, and your case will be
forwarded to the Assistant Dean for Undergraduate Education, Esrold A. Nurse. If you are in
any doubt about whether or not something constitutes plagiarism, please come talk to me about
it.
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Schedule

Dates Questions Readings

6/27
• What is Ethics?

• How do I answer ethical questions?
• Barbara MacKinnon, Ethics and Ethical

Reasoning

7/2
• Is homosexuality unnatural?

• Is it immoral?

• Michael Levin, Why Homosexuality is
Abnormal

• John Corvino, A Defense of Homosexu-
ality

7/9 -- 7/11

• What, in general, makes an action good
or bad?

• What, in general, makes an author's rea-
sons good or bad?

• Barbara MacKinnon, Kant's Moral e-
ory and Utilitarianism

• J.D. Gallow, Notes on Arguments

7/16

• What constitutes sexual consent?

• What constitutes sexual coersion?

• What constitutes rape?

• omas Mappes, Sexual Morality and
the Concept of Using Another Person

• Alan Soble, Sexual Use (selections)

• Nicholas Dixon, Alcohol and Rape

7/18
• How explicit must sexual consent be?

• How do I write a Philosophy paper?

• Alan Soble, Antioch's ``Sexual Offense
Policy''

• Eva Feder Kittay, Ah! My Foolish Heart:
A Reply to Soble

• Douglas Portmore, How to Write a Phi-
losophy Paper

7/23

• Should prostitution be legal?

• Does prostitution necessarily exploit
the prostitute?

• Lars Ericsson, Charges Against Prostitu-
tion

• Carol Pateman, Defending Prostitution

7/25
• Does pornography demean and cause

harm to women?

• Helen Longino, Pornography, Oppres-
sion, and Freedom

• Ellen Willis, Feminism, Moralism, and
Pornography

• Ann Garry, Sex, Lies, and Respect
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Dates Questions Readings

7/30
• Can a feminist be a sadomasochist?

!!! First Paper Due

• Bat-Ami Bar On, Feminism and Sado-
masochism: Self-Critical Notes

• Patrick Hopkins, Rethinking Sado-
masochism: Feminism, Interpretation, and
Simulation

8/1

• Is adultery ever permissible?

• If so, under what circumstances is it per-
missible?

• Bonnie Steinbock, What's Wrong with
Adultery?

• Richard Wasserstrom, Is Adultery Im-
moral?

• Mike Martin, Adultery and Fidelity

8/6 • Is abortion immoral?

• Mary Anne Warren, e Moral Status of
Abortion

• Don Marquis, An Argument that Abortion
is Wrong

8/8
• Does a pregnant woman have a right to an

abortion?
• Judith Jarvis ompson, A Defense of Abor-

tion

8/13
• Review for Final

!!! Second Paper Due

8/16 !!! Final, in G115 Angell Hall, 8:00--10:00
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