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Description & Overview

Ethics pertains to right action. We act ethically when we act rightly, and we act unethically when we act wrongly. Even from this simple formulation, though, several controversies arise. For one, what does it mean for us to act rightly or wrongly? Why are there ethical standards that supposedly apply to us such that our actions can be right or wrong in the first place? And how are we to discern right actions from wrong actions?

Accordingly, this course is designed to introduce students to philosophical debates surrounding these questions. In it, students will become accustomed to examining the nature of ethical reasoning and what being a moral agent amounts to. The course is divided into four parts. For the first unit, we’ll investigate the classic question, “Why be ethical?”. The issue here isn’t so much whether there are ethical facts, but why one should abide by them. What compels us to adhere to ethical standards? The second part turns to moral responsibility. Presuming we have decisive reason to be ethical, what ultimately makes us responsible for our actions? For the third unit, we’ll explore ethical reasoning and how our ethical judgments are properly formed. Should we rely on reason, emotion, intuition, or some combination therein? Finally, the fourth part applies these themes to concrete issues. Here, we’ll ask whether we have duties to forgive those who’ve wronged us and whether there are ethical limitations in harming others either in defense of either ourselves or others.
Course Information

Instructor:
C.J. Oswald

Email:
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TBD

Office Hours:
TBD

Course Times:
TBD

Location:
TBD

Readings:
Posted Online





Student Learning Objectives: By the end of this course, students will be able to
· Describe various philosophical controversies regarding ethical agency and reasoning, while explaining their importance
· Critically and closely read philosophical texts and arguments pertaining to ethics
· Charitably reconstruct and evaluate philosophical arguments
· Identify the various facets of moral responsibility with an attention to conditions under which we’re either blameworthy or praiseworthy
· Identify the different kinds of evidence that can potentially justify ethical judgements and decisions
· Apply debates over responsibility and evidence in examining ethical quandaries about forgiveness and self-defense
General Course Policies

Syllabus Policy: A course syllabus is a contract between the instructor and students. Consequently, the policies, requirements, and guidelines listed throughout should be read as promises made to students about what they can expect from the course. However, as instructor, I reserve the right to modify the syllabus as needed to best achieve the course learning objectives. Students will be promptly informed—and likely consulted—regarding any such changes. 

Email and Communications: The best way to communicate with me is through email. When emailing me, please include “[Course Name/Number]” in the subject heading. I plan on responding to all emails within 2 business days (so excluding weekends and holidays). If you haven’t received a response after that period, please feel free to follow up.  

Office Hours: Office hours are times set aside and dedicated for meeting with students. You’re welcome (and encouraged!) to drop by and discuss whatever you need or want to. Often, students come prepared with questions regarding the course material, assignments, or grades. Yet I’m also happy to discuss philosophy, university life, and related topics. By attending office hours, you can receive more personalized instruction, feedback, and even advice on both the course and being a student. So please don’t hesitate to use them!

Screens (and In-Class Materials): Evidence is mounting that the use of digital technologies or “screens” (e.g., laptops, phones, tablets) in educational settings hinders learning. These technologies distract both you and your classmates, preventing you from both attending to the material during class and, accordingly, from absorbing and reflecting on it. So, this will be a screens-free classroom: the use of screens within the classroom is prohibited. However, since printing is often costly, I will provide handouts for class discussion, which will include passages from the day’s assigned reading. If students require a laptop or tablet for accessibility reasons, please inform me as soon as possible. 

Grading, Requirements, and Assignment Policies

AI & Original Work: Much of philosophy’s value stems from practicing it. By doing philosophy, we contribute to a collective intellectual project while also enhancing and refining our capacities for rational thought, communication, and so on. That is, there’s value in doing the work independent of material outcomes (e.g., grades, jobs, etc.). As such, I require all students to submit their own, original work. The use of either generative AI programs (e.g., chatbots and other LLMs) or AI tools that significantly shape the writing (e.g., Grammarly) is therefore prohibited. If, for whatever reason, I suspect submitted work may not be your own, I may invite you for an interview regarding both the material and process. This interview will be treated as an oral examination counting for 50% of your grade on the relevant assignment. 

Revisions and Resubmissions: We learn and improve most when we have opportunities to correct--what we come to learn are--our mistakes. Moreover, philosophical writing is rarely finished after just one draft. To facilitate this, students are granted three opportunities to revise and resubmit their work in light of my feedback. This policy applies to the following assignments: In-Class Exam 1, In-Class Exam 2, In-Class Exam 3, Take-Home Exam 1, Take-Home Exam 2.  

Late/Missing Assignments and Extensions: Students are expected to submit all assignments by their designated deadline. Any assignments submitted after the deadline are subject to a late penalty consisting of the removal of one opportunity to revise and resubmit assignments. Late submissions for revisions and resubmissions aren’t allowed. However, I’m fairly lenient in granting extensions for assignments. So long as I’m asked within a reasonable time frame (e.g., not a few hours before the deadline), I’ll typically grant an extension, the length of which will depend on student circumstances. 

Grading Scheme: 


	A+
	99-100

	A
	94-98.9

	A-
	90-93.9

	B+
	87-89.9

	B
	83-86.9

	B-
	80-82.9

	C+
	77-79.9

	C
	73-76.9

	C-
	70-72.9

	D+
	67-69.9

	D
	63-66.9

	D-
	60-62.9

	F
	0-59





Class Attendance & Participation (15%): Becoming more comfortable with philosophy requires active participation, so mere attendance will not suffice for learning the relevant material. As such, you’re expected to have completed the readings before class and be prepared to discuss them. Relevant passages via handouts will be provided for you during class. If you need to miss class for whatever reason, please simply let me know ahead of time. 

Critical Reflections (10%): At the beginning of every unit, I will pose a question relating to the unit’s content. Students will submit two responses to each question. The first response must be submitted by 12pm on the first day of the unit and the second must be submitted by 11:59pm on the last day of the unit. The first reflection is to get you thinking about the central question(s) of the unit, while the second invites you to re-consider your first response in light of the readings and class discussion. Each reflection should be around one to two paragraphs, and will be submitted on a course discussion forum.

In-Class Exams (40%): At the end of each unit, students will complete an in-class exam (four total). The exams will resemble the in-class handouts. In this regard, students will be presented with passages from the corresponding unit’s assigned readings and ultimately tasked with responding to two to five short-form questions for each. The in-class exams thus test reading comprehension and analysis with respect to the course content. 

Take-Home Exams (35%):  Throughout the semester, students will complete two take-home exams. Unlike the in-class exams, these will require students to reflect on, and respond to, a number of supplied prompts, of which students are required to answer two. Each prompt can be answered in around 500 words. Prompts will typically consist of a scenario, situation, or problem that has been discussed in class, from which students will be instructed to apply and/or interpret one or two of the assigned readings to the problem raised. Often, this will involve addressing if an author’s framework aptly extends to the scenario presented or if the framework can accommodate intuitions we may have about it. In this regard, the take-home exams test students’ reading comprehension, interpretative abilities, and writing skills. Exams will be distributed at least one week before the deadline. The first exam is worth 15% of the final grade, and the second is worth 20%.
 
Course Topics, Readings, and Schedule

	Week
	Class
	Readings

	Course Introduction

	1
	1
	No Reading: Course Introduction

	1
	2
	Reading: John Corvino (2015), “The Fact Opinion Distinction”

	Unit 1: Moral Responsibility

	2
	3
	Reading: Galen Strawson (1994), “The Impossibility of Moral Responsibility”

	2
	4
	Review: Strawson (1994)

	3
	5
	Reading: Harry Frankfurt (1971), “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”

	3
	6
	Review: Frankfurt (1971)

	4
	7
	Reading: Peter F. Strawson (1962), “Freedom and Resentment”

	4
	8
	No Reading: In-Class Exam 1

	Unit 2: Why be Moral?

	5
	9
	Reading: Plato, The Republic, Book II, 357a-368b

	5
	10
	Reading: Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chp. 13 & 14

	6
	11
	Reading: David Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, Sec. VI

	6
	12
	Reading: Susan Wolf (1982), “Moral Saints”

	7
	13
	Reading: Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, Book I.7-10, II.1-4

	7
	14
	No Reading: In-Class Exam 2

	Unit 3: Evidence in Ethical Reasoning

	8
	15
	Reading: Peter Singer (1972), “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” (Thought Experiments)

	8
	16
	Reading: Judith Jarvis Thomson (1976), “Killing, Letting Die, and the Trolley Problem” (Thought Experiments, cont.)

	9
	17
	Reading: Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Second Section (Selections)

	9
	18
	Review: Kant, Groundwork, Second Section

	10
	19
	Reading: David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature, Book III, Pt. 1

	10
	20
	Reading: David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature, Book III, Pt. 2

	11
	21
	Reading: Bernard Williams (1973), “Ethical Consistency”

	11
	22
	No Reading: In-Class Exam 3

	Unit 4: Applied Issues (Forgiveness, Self-Defense)

	12
	23
	Reading: Luke Maring (2020), “Is there a Right to Be Forgiven?”

	12
	24
	Review: Maring (2020)

	13
	25
	Reading: Michael Otsuka (1994), “Killing the Innocent in Self-Defense”

	13
	26
	Review: Otsuka (1994)

	14
	27
	No Readings: Course Wrap-up 

	14
	28
	No Reading: In-Class Exam 4



