
Moral Problems

PHL 103, University of Rochester

Summer 2016

Information

Instructor: John Komdat

Course meets: Monday–Thursday 9 am–12 pm, 16 May–9 June, 531 Lattimore

Instructor’s office hours: Thursdays 1–3 pm, 537 Lattimore

Instructor’s email: johnkomd@gmail.com

Instructor’s cell phone: [. . . ]

Course Text: The Ethical Life, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau (Oxford University Press, 3rd edition, 2015).

Accommodations: I will make every possible accommodation to ensure that students of all back-
grounds and abilities feel welcome in this class and are able to succeed. Please talk to me about
any concern or situation that affects your ability to complete your academic work successfully.
Students requiring classroom accommodations should contact the Center for Excellence in
Teaching and Learning, 1-154 Dewey Hall, (585) 275-9049. Information about the accommo-
dation process can be found at rochester.edu/college/cetl/undergraduate/disability.

Overview

In this course, students will examine moral problems, both realistic and unrealistic. Realistic moral
problems are situations that have occurred or are likely to occur, in which it is a hard question
whether a person’s actions are morally right or wrong. The realistic moral problems we will exam-
ine include abortion, our treatment of animals and the environment, affirmative action, terrorism,
torture, and poverty. Unrealistic moral problems are hypothetical situations that philosophers have
invented, designed to illuminate the moral properties beneath the surface of realistic moral prob-
lems. The unrealistic moral problems we will examine involve magic pills, runaway trolleys, large
groups of people who will all drown at exactly the same time, supercomputers that produce limitless
pleasure, and violinists who need to be attached to your body for nine months in order to survive.

Course Promises

The goal of this course is to develop students’ abilities to think about, discuss, and write about
moral problems in a clear and productive philosophical way. Having taken this course, students
will understand in detail the ethical issues that face our local and global society, the ethical theories
that can guide our thinking about those issues, and the ethical puzzles that challenge common
thinking about morality. As a result, students will be able to explain and defend their ethical views
with good reasons and will be able to form and communicate well-reasoned positions regarding
further moral problems. These abilities carry over into all subjects involving critical thinking.
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Student Responsibilities

1. Reading: The class will be divided into two reading groups, Group a and Group b. You are
expected to read the text assigned to your group carefully enough that you can present a
verbal reading summary (see below). You are welcome to read the text not assigned to your
group for your own interest or as a paper topic.

2. Participation: Participation entails punctual attendance, attentiveness, and preparation of a ver-
bal reading summary (see below).

3. Verbal Reading Summaries: Every day in class (excluding the first day), students will verbally
summarize the reading assigned for that day, identifying the main conclusion, the main
premises in support that conclusion, and at least one objection to one of those premises.

4. Papers: On the first day of each week of class (excluding the first week), students will submit a
short paper, according to the following guidelines:

Paper 1: In 600–900 words, explain the main argument in any reading from the coming week.

Paper 2: In 800–1,200 words, explain the main argument in any reading from the coming week and
develop an original objection to that argument.

Paper 3: In 800–3,000 words, explain the main argument in any reading from the course, develop
an original objection to that argument, and provide a response on behalf of the author.

Evaluation

Grade Scale: 100 points total. Final letter grades follow the scale at rochester.edu/registrar/

grading/scheme.html.

Participation (50 points): You are exempt from participation on four days throughout the summer
session at your discretion. After that, each failure to participate will cost you 15 participation
points.

Papers (50 points): The three papers are worth 50 points in total. They will be graded holistically
(with feedback given on each paper, indicating recommendations for improvement). This is
because I expect the first to be relatively weak, the second to be better, and the third to be
excellent. I also expect to see a sincere effort in each paper, and this will be taken heavily into
account in the holistic grade. Failure to submit a paper on time will cost you 25 paper points.

Instructor’s Requests

Please bring: Textbook, paper, writing instrument.

Please do not bring: Laptops, phones, food, spilled liquids, late work.

Please contact me: if you feel that any of these requests is unduly burdensome to you, or if you
encounter unexpected circumstances such as a severe illness or a family emergency. Except in
extreme cases, accommodations can only be made if you contact me before an issue prevents
you from attending class or completing an assignment.

Academic honesty: All assignments and activities associated with this course must be completed in
accordance with the University of Rochester’s Academic Honesty Policy. You are encouraged
to discuss course readings and assignments with your fellow students. However, all written
work must be done independently and not in collaboration with others. Violation of this
policy may lead to failure of the course or expulsion from the University. More information is
available at rochester.edu/college/honesty.
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Schedule

Introduction

16 May: Overview and Tools for Doing Philosophy

17 May: Beginning to Think About Moral Problems: Homosexuality

a & b: Corvino, “Why Shouldn’t Tommy and Jim Have Sex?” (209–222)

Unrealistic Moral Problems I: Is There Such a Thing As Morality?

18 May: Morality is Subjective

a: Ayer, “A Critique of Ethics” (161–173)

b: Mackie, “The Subjectivity of Values” (174–182)

19 May: Morality is Objective

a: Gensler, “Cultural Relativism” (183–191)

b: Enoch, “Why I Am an Objectivist about Ethics (And Why You Are, Too)” (192–205)

23 May: If There Is Such a Thing As Morality, Where Does it Come From?

due: Paper 1 (topic: any one reading from 23–26 May).

a & b: Plato, Euthyphro (57–65)

Unrealistic Moral Problems II: What is Morality?

24 May: Morality is All-Natural

a: Hume, “Moral Distinctions Not Derived From Reason” (151–160)

b: Foot, “Natural Goodness” (66–76)

25 May: Morality is All About Feelin’ Good All The Time

a: Mill, “Hedonism” (17–26)

b: Smart, “Extreme and Restricted Utilitarianism” (77–86)

26 May: Reconsidering Hedonism and Utilitarianism

a: Nozick, “The Experience Machine” (27–30)

b: Ross, “What Makes Right Acts Right?” (111–122)

30 May: No class in observance of Memorial Day.
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Realistic Moral Problems I: Local

31 May: Abortion

due: Paper 2 (topic: any one reading from 31 May–2 June).

a & b: Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion” (348–360)

a: Marquis, “Why Abortion is Immoral” (361–371)

b: Foot, “Abortion and the Doctrine of Double Effect” (372–384)

1 June: Our Treatment of Non-Human Animals

a: Norcross, “Puppies, Pigs, and People: Eating Meat and Marginal Cases” (285–300)

b: Frey, “Moral Standing, the Value of Lives, and Speciesism” (301–318)

2 June: Affirmative Action

a: Pojman, “The Case Against Affirmative Action” (461–475)

b: Hausman, “Affirmative Action: Bad Arguments and Some Good Ones” (476–489)

Realistic Moral Problems II: Global

6 June: Our Treatment of the Environment

due: Paper 3 (topic: any one reading).

a: Taylor, “The Ethics of Respect for Nature” (319–331)

b: Hill, “Ideals of Human Excellence and Preserving Natural Environments” (332–347)

7 June: Terrorism and Torture

a: Walzer, “Terrorism: A Critique of Excuses” (260–270)

b: Dershowitz, “Should the Ticking Bomb Terrorist Be Tortured?” (271–284)

8 June: Poverty and Hunger

a: Singer, “The Singer Solution to World Poverty” (223–230)

b: Narveson, “Feeding the Hungry” (231–244)

Ancient Ethics

9 June: Aristotelianism and Epircureanism

a & b: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (123–134)

a & b: Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus (11–16)
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