
	 1	

Phil 140: Moral Theory and Contemporary Issues 
Spring 2018 

 
SYLLABUS 

 
Lecture time and location: Mon/Wed 12:20-1:10 pm, Ballantine Hall 109 
Professor: Stephanie Leary (learys@iu.edu) 
Professor’s Office Hours: Mon 2 – 5 pm in Sycamore Hall 024 or by appointment 
 
 
Course Overview 
In this course, we’ll discuss various theories in moral philosophy regarding what makes actions right 
or wrong, what makes someone a good person, and what it takes for a person to be morally 
responsible for some action or attitude. And we will evaluate these moral theories, in part, by 
focusing on how they bear on current moral issues such as global wealth inequality, the ethics of 
food, abortion, mass incarceration, implicit bias, and affirmative action. While our discussion of 
these topics will be primarily informed by reading philosophical texts, these readings will sometimes 
be supplemented by podcasts, newspaper articles, or documentaries. This course aims to improve 
your ability to think carefully and critically about ethical issues that are relevant to your everyday life, 
and your ability to express your own views in a clear, well-reasoned way in both writing and 
conversation.  
 
 
Learning Goals 
This course 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 
Attendance in Friday discussion sections is mandatory and participation in these sections will be part 
of your grade. You will earn participation credit by asking questions, participating during group 
discussions and group activities, and doing occasional in-class writing. Students who have 
outstanding participation during discussion sections and/or lecture may also receive a bump in their 
final grade, if their final grade is borderline (e.g. an 89% will be bumped up to an A-). 
 
 
Assistant Instructors for this course: 
 
AI  Zeyneb Taskin   Logan Douglass   Kyle Stroh 
Email	 	 zsariyil@umail.iu.edu  logadoug@indiana.edu   strohk@iu.edu  
Office  SY 0019   SY 0023    SY 0023 
Office Hours Tu 2:45-3:45    Th 2-4     Mon 1:30-2:30 

Th 12:20-1:20        Wed 11-12 
	



	 2	

Assignments and Grades 
 
(1) Quizzes: At the beginning and the end of every lecture, there will be one multiple-choice quiz 
question about the reading and/or lecture via Top Hat (more on Top Hat below). Each question is 
worth 3 points: if you answer correctly, you will get 3 points, and if you answer incorrectly you will 
get 1 point. If you’re absent and do not take the quiz, you will receive a 0. There are no make-ups 
for missed quizzes, but your 6 lowest quiz scores will be dropped (i.e. 3 days worth of quizzes), so 
that you will not be penalized for missing class occasionally due to illness or other emergencies.  
 
(2) *Short Essay: There will be one short essay (1-2 double-spaced pages) that will help prepare 
you for writing the longer philosophical papers for this course.  
 
(3) *Two Philosophical Papers: There will be two 4-6 (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 at the end of the course. It will contain 
a mixture of multiple choice, short answer, and essay questions and will cover all the material 
discussed throughout the course. A study 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 
Cumulative Quiz Score  10%  
Participation in discussion section 10% 
*Short Essay   10%  Monday, Jan 29th at 11:59 pm  
*1st Paper    20%  Monday, March 5th at 11:59 pm 
*2nd Paper     25%   Friday, April 13th at 11:59 pm 
*Final Exam   25%  Wednesday, May 2nd, 12:30-2:30 pm (BH 109)	

 
*You must turn in all of these writing assignments to pass this course. If you do not turn in one of 
these assignments, you will automatically receive an F for the course. So, put these dates in your 
calendar now so that they don’t sneak up on you! 
 
 
Canvas 
There is a Canvas site for this course and you need to learn how to use it. All of the lecture slides 
and readings will be available under the Files tab on Canvas, assignments will be posted and 
submitted under the Assignments tab, and we will also use Canvas to make announcements and post 
grades. 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.  
 
 
Top Hat 
We will be using Top Hat’s (www.tophat.com) student response system during lecture, which allows 
you to submit answers to in-class quiz and polling questions using Apple or Android smartphones 
and tablets, laptops, or via text message. If you do not own any of these devices, come see me and I 
will give you instructions about how you can obtain one from IU. 
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So, by our next class meeting, you need to have done the following: 
 

(1) Register for a Top Hat account  
You can visit the following Quick Start Guide that outlines how to register for a Top Hat 
account and how to get started: https://support.tophat.com/s/article//Student-Indiana-
University-Quick-Start-Guide. Pricing: a semester long Top Hat account for $20, a year-long 
account for $30, or a five-year account for $55.  
 
(2) Join our Top Hat course 
You should have received an email invitation to join our Top Hat course, but if you didn’t, you 
can register by visiting our course website (https://app.tophat.com/e/519626)	 and entering 
Course Join Code 519626. 

 
**If you need assistance with Top Hat at any time, please contact their Support Team directly by 
way of email (support@tophat.com), the in app support button, or by calling 1-888-663-5491. 
 
Electronic Devices Policies 
When we’re not using Top Hat, you are not allowed to use your phone during lecture. Students who 
are caught using their phones during lecture will be required to wear the “Hat of Shame” for the 
remainder of the lecture. If you would like to use your laptop during lecture to take notes, you must 
notify the professor via email (learys@iu.edu) by January 15th and you will be assigned to sit in the 
back section of the classroom. But I recommend not using a laptop to take notes – handwritten 
notes typically lead to greater comprehension and all the lecture slides will be available on Canvas. 
 
Late-Work Policy 
Late work is not accepted, unless you have an extremely serious excuse and can provide some 
documentation for your excuse (e.g. photo of your detached limb). The writing prompts for the 
short essay and papers will be posted very early so that you have plenty of time to complete them.   
 
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. All the assignments 
that you submit through Canvas will be automatically run through Turnitin to ensure that 
everyone is acting in accordance with the Code.  
 
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. 
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Topics and Readings 
 

(Readings for each class will be determined as we go, and will be announced at the end of lecture and on Canvas.)  
 
1. Moral relativism vs. moral objectivism 
• James Rachels’s “The Challenge of Cultural Relativism”  
• Daniel Engber's “The Kids Are All Right” from Slate.com 

http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/science/2015/03/does_common_core_te
ach_children_to_be_immoral_as_justin_mcbrayer_says_meta.html 

 
2. Global wealth inequality and our duties to the global poor   
• Peter Singer’s “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”  
• John Arthur’s “World Hunger and Moral Obligation: the Case Against Singer”  

 
3. Consequentialist ethics 
• Jeremy Bentham’s “The Principle of Utility” 
• J.S. Mill’s “In Defense of Utilitarianism” 
• Robert Nozick’s “The Experience Machine”  
• Jean Kazez’s “Necessities” 
• Russ Shafer-Landau’s “Consequentialism: it’s Difficulties” 

 
4. The ethics of what we eat 
• Peter Singer’s “All Animals are Equal” 
• At the Fork – A documentary on Kanopy  

 
5. Abortion 
• “Abortion” episode from the Science VS. podcast 
• Judith Jarvis Thomson’s “A Defense of Abortion” 
• Don Marquis’s “Why Abortion is Immoral” 

 
6. Deontological ethics  
• Kant’s “The Moral Law and Autonomy of the Will” 
• Joshua Glasgow’s “Kant’s Principle of Universal Law” 
• Onora O’Neil’s “Kant on Treating People as Ends in Themselves” 
• Ross’s “What Makes Right Acts Right?” 
• Walter Sinnott-Armstrong’s “How Strong is this Moral Obligation?” 
• McNaughton’s “An Unconnected Heap of Duties?” 

 
7. Racial injustice and affirmative action  
• Celia Wolf-Devine’s “Preferential Policies Have Become Toxic” 
• 13th – Documentary on Netflix 
• 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) 
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• “The Culture Inside”, an episode of the Invisibilia podcast: 
http://www.npr.org/2017/06/09/532953261/the-culture-inside 

 
8. Implicit bias and moral responsibility  
• “Minnesota Officer Acquitted in Killing of Philando Castile”, Mitch Smith The New York 

Times: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/16/us/police-shooting-trial-philando-
castile.html?_r=0 

• Neil Levy’s “The Good, the Bad, and the Blameworthy” 
• Angela Smith’s “Responsibility for Attitudes: Activity and Passivity in Mental Life” 

 
9. Virtue ethics 
• Excerpt from Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, “Virtue and Character” 
• Rosalind Hursthouse’s “Normative Virtue Ethics” 
• Robert Johnson’s Virtue and Right” 
• Gilbert Harman’s “Moral Philosophy Meets Social Psychology” 

 
 
 
 

LET’S DO ETHICS!!!!1 

 

																																																								
1	Image from the Hyperbole and a Half blog post, “This is why I’ll never be an adult”:	
http://hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com/2010/06/this-is-why-ill-never-be-adult.html. 
	


