
Morality and Reality:  
An Introduction to Ethics 

(P140, Spring 2017) 

Syllabus 

Lecture time and location: Tues/Thurs 12:20-1:10 pm, Wells Library 033 
Professor: Stephanie Leary 
Email: stem.leary@gmail.com 
Office Hours: Tues/Thurs 3:00 – 5:00 pm in Sycamore Hall 024

Course Overview 
In this course, we’ll discuss a variety of  different questions in ethics. We’ll begin by discussing how 
morality fits into the rest of  reality: Are there objective moral truths like there are objective scientific 
truths? Or are moral judgments only true relative to an individual or cultural group? Does the 
existence of  objective moral truths require the existence of  God? How does moral reality relate to 
the natural world? Then, we will discuss some substantive moral questions about particular 
controversial issues: Do we have a moral obligation to give money to the poor? Should universities 
and businesses adopt affirmative action policies that give preferential treatment to minorities? Is 
abortion morally wrong? Finally, we will discuss (more broadly) what kinds of  features make an 
action right or wrong, by looking at some of  the major ethical theories that aim to provide a general 
theory of  right action. We will engage with all of  these questions by reading both classical and 
contemporary philosophical texts and discussing them in lecture and in discussion sections.  

Learning Goals 
The goal of  this course is to help you develop the following skills: (1) the ability to be reflective and 
think critically about your own views on important ethical matters, (2) the ability to read and 
understand difficult texts and understand arguments, (3) the ability to carefully evaluate ethical views 
and arguments, and (4) the ability to express one’s own views in a clear, well-reasoned way through 
both writing and conversation.  

This course thus satisfies the Breadth of  Inquiry Requirement (part of  the IU General Education 
Requirements) and targets the following learning outcome:  

• The ability to develop arguments, ideas, and opinions about forms of  human expression, 
grounded in rational analysis and in an understanding of  and respect for the historical context 
of  expressions and artifacts, and to express these ideas in written and/or oral form 

Discussion Sections 
You must attend both the lectures and your Friday discussion sections for this course. You will be 
assigned into a team at your first discussion meeting and you will take weekly brief  multiple choice 
quizzes both individually and with your teammates at the beginning of  every section. This means 
that you must come to every discussion meeting on time, having done all the readings and paid 
attention during lecture so that you are a valuable contributor to your team. There will be peer 
evaluations twice over the course of  the semester, wherein you will do anonymous evaluations of  



each of  your teammates. Your teammates’ evaluations of  you will contribute toward 5% of  your 
overall grade. So, it is in both your best interest and the best interest of  your team that you show up 
prepared and ready to contribute.  

Assignments and Grades 

(1) Quizzes: at the beginning of  every Friday discussion meeting, there will be a very short 
multiple-choice quiz about that week’s reading or lectures. You will first take the quiz 
individually, and then you will do it again in your team. Both your individual and your team 
scores will contribute toward your overall grade (see distribution below). Your AIs will explain 
how these quizzes will work in more detail on your first discussion meeting.   

(2) Short Writing Assignment: There will be a short writing assignment (1-2 double-spaced 
pages) that will help prepare you for writing the longer philosophical essays for this course.  

(3) Two Philosophical Papers: There will be two 4-5 (double-spaced) page papers, which will 
require you to explain and evaluate some philosophical argument or view that we cover in the 
course. You will be provided with a selection of  paper topics to choose from. 

(4) Final Exam: There will be a comprehensive final exam on Thursday May 4th at 2:45-4:45 p.m. 
The exam will contain a mixture of  multiple choice, short answer and essay questions and will 
cover all the material discussed throughout the course. A review guide will be made available to 
you prior to the exam, and your last discussion section will be devoted to reviewing for the final.    

Grade Percentages     Due Dates 
Cum Individual Quiz Score 5%   
Cum Team Quiz Score  5%  
Peer Evaluations   5% 
Short Writing Assignment  10%  Due Fri February 3rd at 11:59 pm 
1st Paper    25%  Due Fri March 10th at 11:59 pm 
2nd Paper     25%  Due Fri April 21st at 11:59 pm 
Final Exam    25%  Thurs May 4th from 2:45-4:45pm 

Canvas 
There is a Canvas site for this course and you need to learn how to use it. All of  the readings will be 
available under the Files tab on Canvas (there is no textbook for this course), assignments will be 
posted under the Assignments tab, and we will also use Canvas to make announcements and post 
grades. You will also turn in your assignments through Canvas’s Assignment tool. So, you need to 
make sure that you can access the site and that Canvas has the relevant email address that you use, so 
that you receive email alerts when things have been posted.  

Attendance Policy  
Attendance at lecture and discussion sections is necessary in order to succeed in this course. A 
failure to attend class will result in poor quiz scores and peer evaluations (you will receive a 0 on 
your individual and team quiz if  you are absent). Since your two lowest quiz scores will be dropped, 



you may miss two discussion sections without hurting your grade. It is your responsibility to catch up 
on the material that you missed.  

*1st Amendment to the attendance policy: If  you have serious, legitimate excuses for missing 
more than two discussion sections and provide some sort of  documentation of  your excuses to 
your AI, then you may complete an extra credit assignment at the end of  the semester in order to 
make up quiz points for the extra discussion sections (over the two permitted absences) that you 
missed. The extra credit assignment will involve short-answer writing questions, and you will 
complete a number of  questions in proportion to the number of  days that you are making up for. 
It is your responsibility to notify your AI when you have a serious excuse for missing discussion 
sections and discuss your eligibility to complete the extra credit assignment in the event that you 
miss more than two discussion sections for serious reasons. 

*2nd Amendment to the attendance policy - as of  2/9/17: Before every lecture, you are required 
to sign your name on a sign-in sheet (which will be in the back of  the classroom) to record that 
you came to class. You may miss two lectures (after 2/9/17) without penalty. For every unexcused 
absence you have after that, we will deduct 3% from your final grade. 

Electronic Devices Policy 
Cell phones must be turned off  or silenced and put away at all times during lecture. Because all the 
readings for this course are online, I will allow the use of  laptops or tablets during lecture for the sole 
purpose of  consulting the readings for this course. You are prohibited from using your electronic device for 
any other purposes during lecture: it is a huge distraction to you and everyone around you. If  people 
abuse this laptop/tablet privilege during lecture, I will revoke it: I will ban the use of  laptops and 
tablets in lecture and require that everyone prints the readings before coming to class.   

Late-Work Policy 
Late work is not accepted.    

Academic Integrity Policy 
As a student at IU, you are expected to adhere to the standards and policies detailed in the Code of  
Student Rights, Responsibilities, and Conduct (Code). When you submit an assignment with your 
name on it, you are signifying that the work contained therein is yours, unless otherwise cited or 
referenced. Any ideas or materials taken from another source for either written or oral use must be 
fully acknowledged. All suspected violations of  the Code will be reported to the Dean of  Students 
and handled according to University policies. Sanctions for academic misconduct may include a 
failing grade on the assignment, reduction in your final course grade, and a failing grade in the 
course, among other possibilities. If  you are unsure about the expectations for completing an 
assignment or taking a test or exam, be sure to seek clarification beforehand. 

Meta-policy 
I reserve the right to amend the readings, assignments, and policies as the semester progresses. I will 
only do so fairly, for good reasons, and with plenty of  warning. 



Topics and Readings 

(Readings for each lecture will be determined as we go, and will be announced both in lecture and on Canvas.)  

Unit 1: Metaethics 
In this unit, we will discuss questions regarding how morality fits into the rest of  reality: Are there objective 
moral truths like there are objective scientific truths? Or are moral judgments only true relative to an 
individual or cultural group? Does the existence of  objective moral truths require the existence of  God? How 
does moral reality relate to the natural world?  

1.  James Rachels’s “The Challenge of  Cultural Relativism”   
2.  J.L. Mackie’s “The Argument from Relativity”, an excerpt from “The Subjectivity of  Values”  
3.  A.J. Ayer’s “A Critique of  Ethics”  
4.  Plato’s “Euthyphro” 
5. William Lane Craig and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong’s “God and Objective Morality: A Debate” 
6.  G.E. Moore: “The Subject Matter of  Ethics”, an excerpt from Principia Ethica 
7.  J.L. Mackie’s “The Argument from Queerness”, an excerpt from “The Subjectivity of  Ethics” 
8.  Michael Smith’s “Realism” 

Unit 2: Applied ethics 
In this unit, we will discuss specific moral questions that are relevant to the decisions you make in your 
personal and political lives: Do we have a moral obligation to give money to the poor? Should universities and 
businesses adopt affirmative action policies that give preferential treatment to minorities? Is abortion morally 
wrong?  

1. Peter Singer’s “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”
2. John Arthur’s “World Hunger and Moral Obligation: the Case Against Singer” 
3. 13th, a Netflix documentary (on Netflix)  
4. Sendhil Mullainathan’s “Racial Bias, Even When We Have Good Intentions” in The New York Times 

(1/4/2015 Upshot article): http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/04/upshot/the-measuring-
sticks-of-racial-bias-.html (online) 

5. Celia Wolf-Devine’s “Preferential Policies Have Become Toxic”  
6. Don Marquis’s “Why Abortion is Immoral” 
7. Judith Jarvis Thomson’s “A Defense of  Abortion” 

Unit 3: Normative theory 
In this unit, we will examine and evaluate four general theories about what makes an action right or wrong: 
virtue ethics, utilitarianism, deontological pluralism, and particularism. 

Virtue Ethics 
1. Aristotle’s “Virtue and Character” 
2. Rosalind Hursthouse’s “Normative Virtue Ethics” 
3. Robert Johnson’s “Virtue and Right” 

Utilitarianism 
4. Jeremy Bentham’s “The Principle of  Utility” 
5. J.S. Mill’s “In Defense of  Utilitarianism”  
6. Robert Nozick’s “Experience Machine”  
7. Stephen Darwall’s “Utilitarianism: Act or Rule?” 
8. Brad Hooker’s “Rule Consequentialism” 
9. Jean Kazez’s “Necessities”  

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/04/upshot/the-measuring-sticks-of-racial-bias-.html


Deontological Pluralism 
10. W.D. Ross “What Makes Right Acts Right?” 
11. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong’s “How Strong is this Obligation?” 
12. David McNaughton’s “An Unconnected Heap of  Duties?” 

Particularism 
13. David McNaughton’s “Principles or Particularism?” 
14. Margaret Olivia Little’s “On Knowing the “Why”: Particularism and Moral Theory”


