
Introduction to Ethics

phl 102 – the college at brockport, suny

Fall 2017

Information

Instructor: John Komdat

Course meets: [. . . ]

Fall semester: 29 August–14 December 2017

Instructor’s office hours: Tuesday and Thursday, 3:30–5:00 pm, Liberal Arts 122

Instructor’s email: jkomdat@brockport.edu

Instructor’s phone: [. . . ]

Text: Russ Shafer-Landau, The Ethical Life: Fundamental Readings in Ethics and Moral Problems, 4th ed.

Overview

This course is your introduction to the philosophical study of right and wrong. We will
engage with pressing moral questions about contemporary society, such as whether we
should eat meat, whether abortion is permissible, whether criminals ever deserve to die
for their crimes, whether euthanasia is permissible, whether we owe our unneeded organs
to people who need them, what we should do to improve our country’s racial integration,
and whether we are obligated to donate money to those in need. In the process, we will
pursue more theoretical questions to better understand what determines our moral obliga-
tions, whether morality is relative to cultures or historical periods, and how we can know
anything about morality in the first place.

Course Promises

Active engagement in this course will develop your ability to think about, discuss, and
write about ethics in a clear and productive philosophical way. You will gain a detailed
understanding of the ethical issues that face our local and global society, the ethical theo-
ries that can guide our thinking about those issues, and the ethical puzzles that challenge
common thinking about morality. As a result, you will be skilled in explaining and defend-
ing your ethical views with good reasons. These abilities will enable you to develop and
communicate well-reasoned positions on any complex or intellectually demanding subject.
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Student Responsibilities

Attendance: All absences will be unexcused unless you contact me before the fact, provid-
ing a reason for absence in accordance with Brockport’s attendance guidelines, which
can be found at bit.ly/brockportattendance.

Participation: Participation in this course requires:

1. punctual attendance,

2. completion of the assigned reading,

3. attention to me or the person speaking,

4. respect for all in-class requests, and

5. sustained attention until dismissal at the end of class.

Supplies: Please bring paper and a writing instrument. Please do not bring food, any form
of electronic device, or anything else that might distract anyone.

Academic Honesty: All assignments and activities associated with this course must be
completed in accordance with Brockport’s policy on academic honesty, which you
can find at bit.ly/brockporthonesty. Violation of this policy may lead to failure of
the course or expulsion from the College.

Support and Inclusive Success

Equity and Open Communication: I am personally invested in your experience at Brock-
port. I will make every possible accommodation to ensure that students of all back-
grounds and abilities are treated fairly, feel welcome, and are able to succeed. If you
experience any form of inequity on the basis of any aspect of your social identity,
I encourage you to say so in class, to have a conversation with your classmates, or
to talk to me privately. If there is anything relevant to your social identity that you
would like me to know, you are always welcome to contact me.

Accommodations: If anything affects your ability to complete your academic work, please
contact me. Many resources are available at bit.ly/brockportabilityresources.
If you have a documented disability, you may receive specific accommodations as
approved by an official letter from the Office for Students with Disabilities, which you
can reach at (585) 395-5409 or osdoffic@brockport.edu.
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Evaluation

Assignments: All assignments for this course will be completed in class and during sched-
uled exam times. Assignments will occur every class meeting and will involve both
writing and multiple-choice responses. Assignments will consist of prompts and ques-
tions to which you will respond in writing and submit to me.

Grading: Assignments will contain various components, such as multiple-choice questions
and writing prompts. These components will each be labeled with a level of complex-
ity from 1 to 5. Each component will be graded as either accepted (X) or not accepted
(×). Your grade in this course will be determined on the basis of which assignments
you choose to complete, in accordance with the following scale:

Final grade Assignments required
A All Level-5 assignments
A– All Level-4 assignments
B All Level-3 assignments
C All Level-2 assignments + full participation
D All Level-1 assignments

Levels 1–5: Level-1 assignments involve basic understanding of broad course themes. Level-
5 assignments involve detailed conceptual and critical understanding of central issues.
Levels 2–4 involve intermediate amounts of complexity.

Satisfaction of each level requires the satisfaction of all lower levels, so, for exam-
ple, in order to complete all Level-5 assignments, you must also complete all Level-4
assignments.

Reattempts: If you attempt an assignment and it is not accepted, you may reattempt that
assignment for full credit at any time during the semester in my office hours. Assign-
ments to be reattempted will be modified from the original.

Freebies: You have five freebies as of the beginning of the semester. You may surrender
one freebie to receive full assignment credit for one class meeting, such as in the case
of an unexcused absence. You may surrender three freebies at any time to raise your
final grade by 1/3 of one letter (for example, from A– to A).
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Schedule

8/29: Introduction

8/31: Doing Ethics

Hilde Lindemann, “What Is Feminist
Ethics?” (ch. 13)

Kwame Anthony Appiah, “What Will
Future Generations Condemn Us
For?” (ch. 19)

9/5: Vegetarianism

Alastair Norcross, “Puppies, Pigs, and
People: Eating Meat and Marginal
Cases” (ch. 24)

9/7: Vegetarianism

R. G. Frey, “Moral Standing, the Value
of Lives, and Speciesism” (ch. 25)

9/12: Capital Punishment

Igor Primoratz, “Justifying Legal
Punishment” (ch. 31)

9/14: Capital Punishment

Stephen Nathanson, “An Eye for an
Eye?” (ch. 32)

9/19: Utilitarianism

John Stuart Mill, “Hedonism” (ch. 1)

John Stuart Mill, “Utilitarianism” (ch. 8)

9/21: Utilitarianism

Robert Nozick, “The Experience
Machine” (ch. 2)

9/26: Abortion

Judith Jarvis Thomson, “A Defense of
Abortion” (ch. 28)

9/28: Abortion

Don Marquis, “Why Abortion is
Immoral” (ch. 29)

10/3: Killing and Letting Die

Philippa Foot, “The Problem of
Abortion and the Doctrine of the
Double Effect” (ch. 30)

10/5: Euthanasia

James Rachels, “The Morality of
Euthanasia” (ch. 22)

10/10: Organ Donation

John Harris, “The Survival Lottery”
(ch. 23)

10/12: The Social Contract

Thomas Hobbes, “Leviathan” (ch. 10)

10/17: Fall Break, warm

10/19: Midterm Exam
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10/24: Moral Facts

J. L. Mackie, “The Subjectivity of
Values” (ch. 15)

10/26: Moral Facts

Harry Gensler, “Cultural Relativism”
(ch. 17)

10/31: Moral Knowledge

Gilbert Harman, “Ethics and
Observation” (ch. 16)

11/2: Moral Knowledge

David Enoch, “Why I Am an Objectivist
about Ethics (And Why You Are,
Too)” (ch. 18)

11/7: The Categorical Imperative

Immanuel Kant, “The Good Will and
the Categorical Imperative” (ch. 9)

11/9: Deontology

W. D. Ross, “What Makes Right Acts
Right?” (ch. 11)

11/14: Affirmative Action

Louis P. Pojman, “The Case Against
Affirmative Action” (ch. 36)

11/16: Affirmative Action

Daniel M. Hausman, “Affirmative
Action: Bad Arguments and Some
Good Ones” (ch. 37)

11/21: Racial Integration

Chris Lebron, “Time for a New Black
Radicalism” (ch. 35)

Elizabeth Anderson, “The Future of
Racial Integration” (ch. 38)

11/23: Fall Break, cold

11/28: Environmental Ethics

Eric A. Posner and Cass R. Sunstein,
“Climate Change Justice” (ch. 26)

11/30: Environmental Ethics

Thomas Hill, Jr., “Ideals of Human
Excellence and Preserving Natural
Environments” (ch. 27)

12/5: Distant Obligations

Peter Singer, “The Singer Solution to
World Poverty” (ch. 20)

12/7: Living a Good Life

Susan Wolf, “Happiness and Meaning:
Two Aspects of the Good Life”
(ch. 5)

12/14: Final Exam
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