CHID 496G: Stepping Through the Stargate: Applied Ethics with a Kwoosh

Peer Facilitator: Kelly Hills, saxmak@u.washington.edu

Science fiction offers a fertile ground for the exploration and study of ethical issues, but is often set in dystopian or utopian cultures very different from our own. This course intends to utilize the near-present science fiction television series Stargate: SG-1 to explore issues of applied ethics as they relate to our contemporary society. Set only a week or two ahead of our own time, this show offers an ideal framework to explore a broad variety of culturally relevant ethical issues.

A variety of applied ethical topics will be discussed, including human torture, just war theory, bioethics, environmental ethics and population control. We will read from a variety of classical and contemporary sources and discuss the readings in relation to individual issues of the episode, which will be viewed at the beginning of class each week.

To receive participation credit for this course, students are expected to attend class and come prepared to discuss the readings. The class format will be casual and conversational; we will watch the related episode of Stargate: SG-1, take a 5 minute break, and then spend the remainder of the class discussing the readings in the context of the episode. Students are also required to write a paper, approximately 5 pages in length, due on March 17th by 5pm. The paper topic should relate to the course, and can be a closer look at a single topic, an analysis of a Stargate episode, a critique of a subsection of applied ethics, or so on.

Due to our shortened class schedule, we will not have class time to discuss the first set of readings. However, they are instructive and historical, and should be read for context and understanding prior to the first day of class.

Course readers are available for purchase at RAM’s Copy Center.

Section 1: A Brief History of Ethics

Please read on your own. If you do not have access to the episode, contact me and we’ll arrange something!

Episode: Children of the Gods

First aired: 7/27/1997

The System Lord Apophis launches an attack through the Stargate, tucked away by the military after the events of the movie, and the SGC program is reactivated and given a new objective - seek out and find the alien invaders and defeat them. Jack O'Neill is called out of retirement and sent to locate Daniel Jackson on Abydos.
Readings:

"Ethical Reasoning" from "Ethics in America" ed. Julie Newton

"Moral Status" by Mary Anne Warren

"The Triviality of the Debate over "Is-ought" and the Definition of 

"Moral" from Unsanctifying Human Life by Peter Singer

"Startrek Gate" by David Gerold

Recommended:

“The Traditions of Ethics" from "Ethics in America" ed. Julie Newton

Section 2: The Environment
January 9 - Environmental Ethics

Episode: Red Sky

First aired: 7/27/2001

After a particularly rough ride through the Stargate, SG-1 arrives on a planet with a Norwegian-like society. As they meet the villagers, the sky and the sun suddenly change to an orange-red color, rendering the whole planet in an orange glow. The villagers immediately think it's Ragnarok, the End of Dawn, while Samantha discovers that the wormhole they came through must have gone directly through the sun. Some heavy elements must have triggered a reaction inside the sun, so that its light pattern changed, and the planet's plant life will be destroyed. While the locals start praying to Freyr, an Asgard posing as a god, SG-1 tries contacting the Asgard in a more effective way. When the Asgard decline to intervene, the team needs to try and reverse the reaction in the sun on their own.
Readings:

"The Natural Contract" by Michel Serres, from "The Natural Contract"

"Environmental Values" from Unsanctifying Human Life, by Peter Singer

Selections from “Exploring New Ethics for Survival” by Garrett Hardin

January 23 - Population Control

Episode: 2010

First aired: 1/12/2001

Nine years in the future, the Goa'uld have been defeated thanks to an alliance with an advanced alien race. Transportation technology and off-world Stargate travel is now commonplace. However, Carter finds out that most of the human race has secretly been rendered sterile by Earth's new allies. She and the other SG-1 team members must rig the Stargate for time travel (first done in the episode "1969") and send a message back to their counterparts in 2001 to prevent contact with the alien race.
Readings:

Readings from From Population Control to Reproductive Health: Malthusian Arithmetic by Mohan Rao

"Introduction: Moral Philosophy and Population Issues" from Ethics and Population, ed. Michael Bayles

"Ethics and Population Limitation" - Daniel Callahan, from Ethics and Population, ed. Michael Bayles

Section 3: War and Rights

January 30 - Just War Theory

Episode: The Other Side

First aired: 7/7/2000

An alien race, the Eurondans, contact the SGC and ask for help. SG-1 delivers humanitarian aid to the aliens, who have been devastated by war by a hostile power, but must make a decision when Alar, the Eurondan's representative, asks for military assistance against their enemy.
Readings:

Selections from Warcraft and the Fragility of Virtue: An Essay in Aristotelian Ethics by Grady Scott Davis

"The Moral Equivalent of War" - William James

"The Summa Theologica, Part 2, Question 40" - St. Thomas Aquinas

February 6 - Crime and Punishment

Episode: Pretense 

First aired: 1/21/2000

An unknown user attempts to come through the gate. It is Narim, the Tollan, who first sends Schrodinger, Sam's gift to him, to identify himself. Once he is approved to come through, he tells SG-1 that Klor'el/Ska'ara has crashed in a death glider. Klor'el was temporarily not in control, and Ska'ara has requested that the Tollan restore his body to him. Jack and Daniel have been chosen as R'cons, a type of lawyer to represent Skaara in a Triad, a Tollan trial who will decide rather the body belongs to Klor'el or Ska'ara. Meanwhile Sam and Teal'c find out that the Goa'uld that accompanied Klor'el's representative do strange things in their free time...
Readings:

Selections from The Leviathan by Hobbes

"The Panopticon" by Foucault

February 13 - Torture (and Human Rights)

Episode: Abyss

First aired: 7/19/2002

A Goa’uld lord holds O’Neill captive and tortures him for information about the Tok’ra. As O’Neill suff   ers, Daniel Jackson appears and offers support. Meanwhile, SG-1 races to rescue O’Neill before it’s too late.
Readings:

"The Autonomy of Affect" by Brian Massumi, from Parables for the Virtual

Selections from "Body in Pain" - Elaine Scarry

Section 4: Bioethics

February 27 - Medical Ethics 

Episode: Meridian

First aired: 5/10/2002
SG1 returns from a planet with Daniel apparently dying from radiation poisoning.
Readings:

"Death and Dying" - Dan W. Brock, from Medical Ethics by RM Veatch

"Good Death or Good Life as a Goal of Palliative Care Ethics" - Wim 

Dekkers, Lars Sandman and Pat Webb from Facing Death: The Ethics of Palliative Care, ed. Henk ten Have and David Clark

“Introduction to the Methods of Bioethics” by Nancy Jecker, from Bioethics: An Introduction to the History, Methods, and Practice, ed. Nancy Jecker, Albert Jonsen and Robert Pearlman

March 6 - Genetic Engineering & Eugenics

Episode: Metamorphosis

First aired: 2/7/2003
SG-1 discovers that Niirti, in an attempt to create the perfect human host, is mutating the inhabitants of an unexplored planet with a machine that rearranges their DNA. Captured in an attempt to stop her, O’Neill must find a way to escape before he and SG-1 are subjected to the same fate.
Readings:

"Genetic Testing and Screening" - LeRoy Walters, from Medical Ethics, RM Veatch

"Is Gene Therapy a Form of Eugenics?" - John Harris, from Bioethics: An Anthology, ed. Peter Singer and Helga Kushe

"Liberal Eugenics" - Nicholas Agar, from Bioethics: An Anthology, ed. Peter Singer and Helga Kushe

To Be Determined (March 16, 6:30-8:20 is exam time) - Artificial Life and the Cyborg

Episode: Tin Man

First aired: 2/13/1998

SG-1 arrives on P3X-989 and is knocked unconscious - they wake up and return to Earth only to find that they are robots.
Readings:

"Where am I?" - Daniel Dennett

 “The Cyborg Manifesto” – Donna Harraway

"Artificial Intelligence and Genuine Stupidity" - Jim Butcher

