
Ethics 
An Introduction 
 

 

 

Ethics is the philosophical study of morality. Its objects range from very abstract and fundamental 
questions concerning human nature, the right, and the good, to very practical, real-life questions about the 
morality of eating meat, assisting with suicide, or having an abortion. In this course, we will read and 
explore major approaches in Western ethical theory, but we will also apply these theories to some of the 
most pressing and controversial moral issues of our time. We will begin by asking the simple question 
without a satisfying answer to which any ethical inquiry would be doomed for the start: Why be moral at 
all? Having satisfied ourselves that there may be hope for a foundation of morality yet, we are then 
immediately faced with a number of further puzzles: What should we do in order to be good? What makes 
our actions right or wrong? And how should we go about deciding how to act morally? In the second part 
of the course we will explore some ideas and arguments – some very old, some very new – philosophers 
have offered to help solve these puzzles. Finally, we will move from considering the rightness and 
wrongness of actions to considering the question of moral character: What is it to be a moral person? And 
how does one become one? And what would an ethics look like that is not centered around rules or 
principles, but around the virtuous agent?  

Audience & Format 
This is an introductory-level, biweekly lecture course aimed at undergraduate students with little or no 
background in philosophy. The format of the course is a biweekly lecture course.  

Learning Objectives  
By the end of this course you will have gained a comprehensive understanding of the major approaches 
and themes in contemporary Western ethics, and you will be more skilled at recognizing, confronting and 
reflecting critically on the myriad of large and small moral questions that we all encounter daily in our lives. 
Moreover, you will have improved your ability to read texts in a critical and engaged fashion, and to write 
cogent prose. You will practice carefully characterizing philosophical problems, charitably reconstructing 
the positions that are staked on them, and critically evaluating these positions.  

Requirements  
You are expected to attend all class meetings, and to do your reading assignments thoroughly and promptly. 
There is a reading assignment for each lecture, and it is essential that you complete the readings before 



lecture, as many lectures will presuppose familiarity with the text assigned. Moreover, you are strongly 
encouraged to participate in class discussion. The grade breakdown for this course is as follows:  

60% Three short papers. One of these papers will be due near the beginning, one in the middle, and one 
shortly before the end of term. Paper topics will be distributed in advance. They will ask you to 
analyze and critically reflect on the materials discussed in class. If the grade of your first paper is 
below a C, you will have the option of rewriting and resubmitting your paper in light of the 
comments provided. Your final grade for the revised paper will be the average of the grades you 
received for the two versions.  

20%  Final exam. The final exam will cover the materials discussed throughout the term. Roughly two-
thirds of the questions will test your understanding of key concepts, while the remaining third will 
ask you to identify passages from the readings, and explain what the author is arguing for in the 
passage given. 

20% Attendance & participation. This part of your grade will be based on your attendance, your level of 
preparation, the quality of your contributions to discussion, as well as your ability to be a good 
“class citizen”, who cooperatively and respectfully engages in philosophical dialogue with others. 

Late work will be penalized by subtracting 1/3rd of a letter grade per day. Extensions will only be granted 
before the due date of the assignment, and only under exceptional circumstances. 

Topics & Readings 

The reader we will use for much of this course is Shafer-Landau, Ethical Theory: An Anthology. Additional 
readings will be posted on the course website. 

 
Part 1: Why be Moral? 
 
week 1  The Amoralist  

Williams, “The Amoralist”  
Plato, The Immoralist’s Challenge (selections from Republic, Book II, SL 132-137) 

 
The Egoist 
Feinberg, “Psychological Egoism” (SL 167-177) 
Rachels, “Ethical Egoism” (SL 193-199) 

 
week 2  The Relativist and the Subjectivist 

Williams, “Interlude: Relativism” and “Subjectivism: Further Thoughts” 
Harman, “Moral Relativism Defended” (SL 35-43) 
Mackie, “The Subjectivity of Values” (SL 22-30) 

 
The Objectivist 
Plato, The Euthyphro Dilemma (selections from Euthyphro, SL 225-229) 
Craig & Sinnott-Armstrong, “God and Objective Morality: A Debate” (SL 225-229) 

 
 
 



Part 2: What Ought I do?  
 
week 3&4 Utilitarianism & Consequentialism  

Mill, Utilitarianism (selections) 
Hooker, “Rule-Consequentialism” (SL 428-2440) 

 
 The Examined Life I: A Duty to Aid the Poor? 
 Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” 

John Arthur, "Equality, Entitlements, and the Distribution of Income"  

 The Examined Life II: Eating Meat and Eating People 
 Singer, “All Animals are Equal” (SL 361-371) 

Diamond, “Eating Meat and Eating People” 
 optional: Foster Wallace, “Consider the Lobster” 

 
week 5&6 Deontology  

Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (selections) 
Korsgaard, “Kant’s Formula of Universal Law” (SL 499-509) 

 
 The Examined Life III: Abortion 
 Marquis, “Why Abortion is Immoral”  

Foot, “The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect” (SL 536-542) 
 
 The Examined Life IV: Killing and Letting Die 
 Thomson, “Killing, Letting Die, and the Trolley Problem” (SL 543-551) 
 Nesbitt, “Is Killing No Worse Than Letting Die?” 
  

week 7 Contractarianism  
 Hobbes, Leviathan (selections) 

Gauthier, “Why Contractarianism?” (SL 571-580)  
Rawls, A Theory of Justice (selections) 

  
week 8 An Ethics of Care 
 Calhoun, “Justice, Care, and Gender Bias” (SL 713-720) 

Baier, “The Need for More Than Justice” (SL 721-728) 
 
 The Examined Life V: Sexism and Gender Bias 
  Frye, “Sexism” (SL 729-734) 
 
week 9.1 Morality Without Principles? 
 Dancy, “An Unprincipled Morality” (SL 772-775) 

 Little, “On Knowing the ‘Why’: Particularism and Moral Theory” (SL 776-784) 
 

week 9.2  Morality from a Second-Person Standpoint 
 Darwall, Second-Person Standpoint (selections) 
 Setiya, “Love and the Value of a Life” 
 



Part 3: Who Ought I Be?  
 
week 10 Virtue Ethics 
&11 Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy”  
 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (selections) 
 Hursthouse, “Normative Virtue Ethics” (SL 645-652) 

Harman, “Moral Philosophy Meets Social Psychology: Virtue Ethics and the Fundamental 
Attribution Error”  

 
week 12.1 The Moral Saint 

Wolf, “Moral Saints” (SL 200-212) 
 
week 12.2 Final Exam Prep 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


