PHIL-2010                 Descartes / Mill Assignment    

 Dr. Ari SantasPRIVATE 

See Unit II Schedule for Due Dates
Download Project Outline Form
Instructions:  Complete A or B* below:

Option A: Descartes Does Film:

This assignment will require you to go beyond the text and into the world of science fiction, demonstrating both an understanding of Descartes' ideas and thoughtful reflection on the work you choose to write about.  You are to work in your groups and may divide the labor any way you choose, aiming at a length of 3-5 typed double-spaced pages (600-1000 words).  

Background: Rene Descartes' Meditations is a thought experiment that begins with doubt and ends with a rationalistic conception of nature. Along the way, Descartes provides his reader with many reasons for doubting the things he or she takes for granted.  Devices such as the Dream Hypothesis and the Evil Genius/Deceiver Hypothesis seem extravagant to most of us and no doubt seemed even stranger to the audience for which Descartes was writing; yet as we consider current technological advances in neuro-science and computer imaging (i.e., "virtual reality") we might begin to wonder whether Descartes was simply ahead of his time.  
Assignment: Imagine that Descartes got on a time machine and came back with him to Valdosta.  He needed a job so he got him a temporary position at the Valdosta Daily Times as a guest film critic.  He becomes fascinated with science fiction and start writing.  Taking on the identity of Rene Descartes and using his Meditations as your interpretative framework, write a review of film in the science fiction genre that raises the issue of appearance versus reality (i.e., how one can be sure whether what appears to him or her is real).  These are the sorts of questions about the main character(s) that Descartes would be thinking about and likely discuss along the way:

· how do they initially interpret the events in their lives?

· do they ever doubt what appears to them? (is there an evil deceiver character?)

· do they come to change the way they look at the world?

· what means do they use to determine mere appearance from reality?

· is reason a more reliable guide to them than the senses?

· would a knowledge of God's existence help them?

· what degree of certainty about things do they have at the end of the story?

Make sure you look at some movie reviews to see what they typically look like. For examples of a review, check out the New York Times movie section: http://www.nytimes.com/pages/movies/index.html. Pretend I’m the publisher and am grading this in the same way I would decide whether to run the review in the paper.  Here are some suggested films with some links to my study questions (you may choose a different film, but must check with me to make sure you’re not off-track):

The Matrix trilogy
Dark City


Memento
Truman Show

Minority Report

Total Recall


Bladerunner

Brazil 



Impostor
Paycheck

Eternal Sunshine

Inception

Note: You may elect to perform this exercise in a different form (e.g., video), but this option is subject to conditions.  See me if you are interested.

OR…
Option B: Mill HERE and NOW

This assignment will require you to go beyond the text and into the world of contemporary Ethics and Public Policy.  You are to work in your groups and may divide the labor any way you choose, aiming at a length of 3-5 typed double-spaced pages (600-1000 words).  

Background: John Stuart Mill believed that adult individuals should have the freedom to say or do whatever they chose provided that their actions do not harm another person. This belief came with the assumption that in modern civilized society, educated adult persons had the rational ability to make their own decisions about what to believe and how to lead their loves. 

Assignment: Based on your reading of J.S. Mill’s On Liberty, and our class discussions, write a debate paper that addresses a controversial contemporary issue by looking at least two sides of the given issue. Mill would find much to applaud and much to criticize about our local, state and federal laws.  Your job is to choose a controversial topic that might be informed by the analysis he offers on this book.  Each paper should be presented in the following format, with a few paragraphs developed for each of sections (b), (c), and (d):

a) Introduction: a discussion of what the issue/question is, what is at stake, morally and politically speaking, and a sketch of the two positions to follow;

b) YES (pro) Side: a concise and complete presentation of the yes side of the issue/question, to be supplemented with one's own examples and arguments where necessary;

c) NO (con) Side: same as in (b) for the no side of the issue/question;

d) Resolution: a statement of where Mill would come down in the debate and your own proposal for a resolution of the problem(s) at hand, along with a defense of the proposal against possible criticisms.

You must focus on one or two of the following themes:

· free speech and censorship (focus of Chapter II; see my Notes for Chapter II)
· diversity of lifestyles and freedom of choice or its restriction (focus of Chapter III; see my Notes for Chapter III)
· distinguishing harm to self from harm to others (focus of Chapter IV; see my Notes for Chapter IV)
Note: You may elect to perform this exercise in a different form (e.g., video), but this option is subject to conditions.  See me if you are interested.
* Choice B (Mill Option) is on the next page.





