
Introduction to Ethics (Phil 1040) 
Instructor: Mary Button 
Office hours: Tuesday/Thursday afternoons, by appointment 
button@dscc.edu, marybethbutton@gmail.com  
281-910-4440 
 

Course Description 

This course is an examination of the bases and norms for conduct as applied to both the individual and 
society. 

Welcome 

Welcome to Introduction to Ethics! I’m happy that you’re here and I hope that you not only gain 
valuable insight into the world of ethical thinking, but that you enjoy our time together. As part of our 
work together we will be exploring fundamental questions like: what is good and evil?, what are our 
obligations to each other?, and how do we live a good life? We will also be discussing sensitive political 
issues, so it is imperative that we treat each other with respect. This means that voices should never be 
raised and there should be no name calling, rather we should engage in serious philosophical debates 
with due seriousness and treat each other with the utmost care and deference, giving equal 
consideration to all viewpoints.  

Reading: 

The primary text that we’ll be working with is: Nina Rosenstand, The Moral of the Story: An Introduction 
to Ethics (McGraw Hill, 2013) 

There will also be several additional readings; these will be handed out in class. These readings are 
marked as handouts in the syllabus. If you expect to be absent on the day that one of these handouts is 
being passed out please speak to me in advance. 

Attendance: 

As you can see from this syllabus, participation is a key part of this class. You are expected to not only 
attend classes, but to participate actively. Your voice is an important one and the success of this class 
depends on your willingness to participate. After two unexcused absences, you will be automatically 
withdrawn from the class. If you expect to miss a class, please contact me and let me know. I understand 
that many of you have work and family obligations outside of class and will do my best to accommodate 
your schedule as best I can – with the understanding that it is your responsibility to notify me of any 
absences ahead of time and to provide me with a doctor’s note in the event of unplanned absences. 
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Assignments 

Presentations: Each student will be responsible for presenting a news article at the start of class relating 
to a current ethical issue. These presentations should be no more than ten minutes in length (but no less 
than five) and relate directly to our work in class. These presentations will count toward your 
participation grade. 

Papers: Students are responsible for four reflection papers – two due before the midterm and two 
before the final. These papers should be two double-spaced pages. They are not research papers and do 
not need to argue a thesis, rather they should display an active engagement with the readings. These 
four papers are an opportunity for you to ask questions and to probe the assigned readings more 
deeply. The reflection papers are a part of your participation grade and are therefore an essential part 
of your work in this class. You can choose to write on whichever assigned readings most interest you; 
you are only required to write two before the midterm and two before the final. 

Each student is also responsible for a midterm and a final paper. For each of these papers, you should 
choose an ethicist that we have studied in class (for the midterm paper, it should be an ethicist from the 
first half of class, and the latter part of the class for the final) and apply his or her work to a 
contemporary ethical issue. For example, a paper on Thomas Hobbes would be an excellent opportunity 
to discuss some particular aspect of the current presidential campaign. A style sheet with requirements 
and expectations for these papers will be given out well in advance of their due dates. 

Technology 

You are more than welcome to bring a laptop to class. But, I do insist that personal computers be used 
for note taking only. Not only does the use of social networking sites distract you, but it has the 
tendency to distract those students around you. Should I see you online during class you will no longer 
be allowed to bring a laptop to class. The use of cellphones in class is strictly prohibited. Please silence 
your phones before entering class. Anyone texting during class will be asked to leave. Should there be 
extenuating circumstances that necessitate that you have your phone on during class, please speak to 
me before class begins. 

Students with disabilities 

Dyersburg State Community College is committed to providing a discrimination free environment for all 
students. Students with disabilities are encouraged to inform the College of any assistance they may 
need. Please notify your instructor or the ADA Coordinator at (731) 286-3242. 

Grading 

Midterm paper: 20%  
Midterm exam: 15% 
Final paper: 20% 
Final exam: 15% 
Participation: 30% 



Learning Outcomes: 
 
Upon successful completion of the course, the student will be able to: 

• demonstrate a basic knowledge of ethical theory. 
• evaluate the relativist critique of ethical absolutism. 
• discuss the development of natural law philosophy. 
• discuss nonreligious moral codes. 
• distinguish moral systems based on reason. 
• distinguish deontological and teleological ethical theories. 
• identify problems related to morality expressed as law. 
• describe traditional systems of virtue ethics. 
• identify virtues assumed by contemporary culture. 
• identify debated points of analysis in contemporary moral problems. 
• describe the relation between ethical and ecological concerns. 
• identify theories giving moral meaning to life. 
• define the various spheres of applied ethical theory. 
• discuss the impact that our actions have on who we are. 
• examine the philosophical history that has helped to structure ethics in Western Culture. 
• demonstrate an understanding of various ethical issues (justice, euthanasia, homosexuality, 

gender, race, and the environment) on both sides of the debate. 
• contrast the ethical theories of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. 
• reflect on new courses of action. 

Course Calendar 

August 28: Thinking About Values 

Classwork: Introductions, overview of the syllabus, class expectations 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 1-36 (up to the narrative sections) 

August 30 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: the concept of moral values, four classic branches of philosophy, 
difference between ethics and morality, the problem of evil, moral and nonmoral values, 
Stanford Prison experiment, Socratic method, inductive and deductive logic, logical fallacies, 
Martha Nussbaum 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 50-72 (up to the sub-section titled, Contemporary Story Genres) and pp. 
97-103 (Primary readings: Plato’s Republic, Aristotle’s Poetics) 

September 4: Learning Moral Lessons from Stories 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: didactic stories, philosophy of fiction, Carol Gilligan, ethics of 
conduct, virtue ethics, archetypes and literary tropes  



Reading: Textbook, pp. 72-96, and pp. 103-115 (Primary readings: Umberto Eco’s The Name of 
the Rose, Raymond Chandler’s The Simple Art of Murder, Euripides’ Medea, Goethe’s The 
Sorrows of the Young Werther, and Johnson’s The Education of Mingo)  

September 6 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: moral potential, moral event, moral awareness, golem, moral 
value of stories, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, The Sorrows of the Young Werther, 
emotional/rational beings  

Reading: Textbook, pp. 119-151 (up to the Narrative sections) 

September 11: Ethical Relativism 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: legal naturalism (natural law), legal positivism, moral nihilism, 
moral skepticism, moral subjectivism, ethical relativism, hard universalism, soft universalism, 
Herodotus, cultural relativism, descriptive ethics, normative ethics, metaethics, Ruth Benedict, 
adversarial method, the problem of induction, James Rachels 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 151-168 (up to the section on Avatar) 

September 13 

Classwork: Roundtable discussion of the case examples presented in the readings by Benedict, 
Rachels, Steinbeck, Kingsolver, and Walker 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 171-196 (up to the sub-section Problems with Ethical Egoism), and pp. 
210-217 (Plato’s The Republic, Hobbes’ Leviathan, and Rand’s The Ethics of Emergencies) 

September 18: Myself or Others? 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: psychological egoism, social contract theory, Thomas Hobbes, 
The Cynics, Voltaire, principle of falsification, Karl Popper, fallacy of the suppressed correlative, 
selfish-gene theory, Richard Dawkins, Mary Midgley, Ayn Rand, objectivism, self-interest 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 196-209, and pp. 218-230 

September 20 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: group egoism, reciprocal altruism, Veneer Theory, emotionalism, 
David Hume, genetic fallacy, socialization 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 231-247, and pp. 263-265 (Primary reading: Jeremy Bentham); Susan 
Sontag, Regarding the Torture of Others (handout) 

 

 



September 25: Using Your Reason, Part 1: Utilitarianism 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: principle of utility, utilitarianism, hedonism, Epicurus, intrinsic 
value, instrumental value, hedonistic calculus, John Stuart Mill, Peter Singer, problem of sheer 
numbers, Rene Descartes 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 247-263, and pp. 265-267 

September 27 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: naturalistic fallacy, Mill’s harm principle, tyranny of the majority, 
classical liberalism, egalitarian liberalism 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 282-302 

October 2: Using Your Reason, Part 2: Kant’s Deontology 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: duty theory, deontology, Immanuel Kant, categorical imperative, 
the kingdom of ends 

Reading: Excerpts from Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals (handout) 

October 4 

Classwork: Divide into groups and outline the readings, groups will then present their outlines to 
the rest of the class 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 320-362 

October 9: Personhood, Rights, and Justice: Part 1 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: personhood, genetic engineering, stem cell research, cognitive 
and moral enhancement, civil liberties, negative rights, John Locke,  

Reading: Students are responsible for all of the primary reading, but sign up for one specific 
reading to present on as part of a group after the midterm; Textbook, pp. 363-376 

October 11: Personhood, Rights, and Justice: Part 2 

Classwork: Group presentations 

 Reading: Textbook, pp. 391-418 

October 16: Fall Break 

October 18: MIDTERM 

October 23: Virtue Ethics from Tribal Philosophy to Socrates and Plato 



Classwork: Lecture addressing: virtue ethics, ecological virtue, moral community, Socrates, 
Plato, opinion/knowledge, the tripartite soul, metaphysics (materialism, idealism, dualism), 
Plato’s theory of forms, the Allegory of the Cave  

Reading: Textbook, pp. 418-428, and 431-422; excerpt from Sophie’s World, pp. 82-92 (handout) 

October 25 

 Classwork: Watch video: Three Minute Philosophy; workshop the readings as a class 

 Readings: Textbook, pp. 440-463 

October 30: Aristotle’s Virtue Theory: Everything in Moderation 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: Aristotle, teleology, the four causes, the Golden Mean, Thomas 
Aquinas  

 Readings: Textbook, pp. 463-476 

November 1 

 Classwork: Roundtable discussion of the readings, including outlining the texts 

 Reading: Textbook, pp. 477-519 

November 6: Contemporary Perspectives 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: the works of Bernard Mayo, Phillipa Foot, Christina Hoff 
Sommers, Soren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Emmanuel Levinas 

 Reading: Textbook, pp. 519-526, and pp. 531-533 

November 8 

Classwork: Roundtable discussion of the views presented by the ethicists discussed last week 
and in the readings. Students should read closely and consider these ethicists and their work for 
closer examination in a final paper. 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 541-568 (up to the sub-section titled We Owe Our Parents Nothing) 

November 13: Case Studies in Virtue 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: courage, Philip Hallie, Richard Taylor, Confucianism, Lin Yutang, 
Lao-Tzu, Mencius 

 Reading: Textbook, pp. 568-590, and pp. 596-600 

 



November 15 

Classwork: Watch an excerpt from the film Schindler’s List; Small and large group discussion on: 
Jane English, debt-metaphor, mutuality, Fred Berger, soft universalism 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 608-625 (up to the sub-section titled Classical, Difference, and Radical 
Feminism) 

November 20: Different Gender, Different Ethics? 

Classwork: Lecture addressing: feminist ethics, gender equality, first/second/third wave 
feminism, Mary Wollenstonecraft 

 Reading: Textbook, pp. 625-660 

November 22 

Classwork: Listen to a recording of Simone de Beauvoir; Roundtable discussion of the readings, 
with discussion covering: classical feminism, difference feminism, radical feminism, equity 
feminism, Simone de Beauvoir, Carol Gilligan, ethic of care, ethic of justice 

Reading: Textbook, pp. 665-702 (up to the section Climate Change: An Inconvenient Truth?), and 
pp. 726-737 (up to the Ethics and the Environment reading) 

November 27: Applied Ethics 

Classwork: Video: TED interview with Julian Assange; Lecture addressing: Roe v. Wade, Mary 
Ann Warren, personhood, voluntary and involuntary euthanasia, media ethics, business ethics, 
just war theory, animal rights  

 Reading: Textbook, pp. 702-725, and pp. 737-747, and 753-758 

November 29 

 Classwork: Roundtable discussion of the readings; workshop the final papers 

December 4: Concluding Session, final papers due 

December 6: Final exam review 

December 11: FINAL EXAM 

 


