
PHL 131 Kevin Meeker, Ph.D.
TR9:30-10:45 HUMB 112 E-mail: kmeeker@jaguar1.usouthal.edu
Fall 2001 Office: HUMB 130
Office hours: TR 12:30-2:00 Phone: 460-6248

W 9:00-2:00  (or by appointment)

Introduction to Ethics

Course Objectives:

1. To explore some of the most fundamental questions posed by morality and ethics.  Although
this course will be topical in nature and organization, we will sample the heritage of
philosophical inquiry about these questions.

2. To begin developing the student's critical thinking skills.  Such skills include being able to
understand complex issues, detect presuppositions, evaluate arguments, and form reasoned
judgments in both philosophy and everyday life.

3. To enjoy the world of ideas, to see its importance, and to become a participant.

Required Reading

MP: Pojman, ed. Moral Philosophy: A Reader, 2nd edition (1998)
SE: Mappes & Zembaty, eds. Social Ethics: Morality and Social Policy, 6th edition (2001)
http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Forum/9061/afro/birmingham.html

Course Requirements:

A.     The numerical grading scale for the test is as follows:

A  93-100 B  83-86 C  73-76
A- 90-92 B- 80-82 C- 70-72
B+ 87-89 C+77-79 D  60-69

B.      Grade Distribution of Course Requirements:

Ethics Lab = 10%
Participation = 20% 
Final = 30%
Written exercises/Presentation = 40%



C. Comments on Course:
(1) There will only be one test for this class.  It will be a mixture of true/false, author
identification, multiple choice, short answer, and essay.  The essay topics will be announced
ahead of time and you will write the essays on the last class day.  The remainder of the test
will be taken at the time of the Final. This will allow you plenty of time to write complete
essays and still spend time on the rest of the exam.  In addition, I will select only some of the
articles that you will have read from the Social Ethics text to be represented on the test and
inform you which articles I have selected.  Not taking the test is grounds for failing the
course.  I keep tests for approximately six months before I destroy them.  If you wish, you
may review your test at the beginning of the academic semester following the present one.
Please call in advance to set up a convenient time.  A make-up exam (which could be an oral
exam) will be given only in case of illness, family emergency, or some similar reason.

(2) On September 6th, we will “test your morals” in the Ethics Laboratory.  This is a game
and determines part of your grade.  The Game is a bit “risky”, so those who want to opt out
can talk to the professor and write a 3-5 page paper instead (but still must attend to observe
the Lab). Nevertheless, I guarantee that the Lab will not require as much work as writing a
paper; so I encourage everyone to take part in the Lab!  Anyone who misses the Lab for
whatever reason must write the paper. The paper would be due on December 1st.  Late
penalty for the paper: 1/3 grade off per day.  (Example: a B- paper one day late receives a
C+.)  More details will be given to those who are interested.

(3) The lectures will not only set the context for the readings, but also explain the arguments
supporting various ideas.  The task of evaluating these arguments, though, will be a joint
venture. Thus, we will spend much of our time discussing the reasoning behind certain
positions.  The “participation” part of the grade thus attempts to measure the quality (not
quantity) of your input to these discussions. The written exercises will prepare you to
contribute to class discussions. Moreover, although you will not be graded on your
presentation, an excellent presentation can help your participation grade.  Finally, although
I do not “take attendance”, you cannot participate or hand in the written assignments if you
do not attend; so regular attendance is essential for success in the course.

(4) The written exercises are designed to help you keep up with the material. For each of the
assigned readings (including the readings from the Applied Ethics section), I will give you
questions to answer about the main points of the reading and/or ask you to provide a
criticism of the reading.  Your responses should usually be no more than 1 page.  You will
usually hand them in at the beginning of class and we will spend a good deal of time
discussing your answers in class.  You will need to keep a copy for yourself so that you can
remember what exactly you’ve written.  (Thus it is probably best to use a computer to print
out your answers; if you hand write them you need to photocopy them and make sure that
your writing is legible!)  Because you are new to philosophy, I do not expect you to
understand everything when you first read it.  But I do expect you to try your best to answer
the questions.  I will not grade the assignments as A, B, and so on.  Instead, I will only give
you a check mark if you do them and trust that our discussion in class has cleared up any
questions that you might have.  In addition to calling on you in class, I will randomly “spot



check” various exercises.  If I decide that you are not putting sufficient effort into answering
the questions, you will not receive credit for that written exercise.  You should note that, in
general, you cannot hand in a written exercise if you are not in class.  To hand in late written
exercises, you must write a note on the written exercise explaining why it is late (e.g., you
were ill).  It is up to the professor to determine if the late written exercise will be accepted.
A presentation is also part of the participation grade.  Later in the semester we will divide
up into groups to select topics from the Social Ethics text.  One group will do abortion, one
will do euthanasia, and so on. Each person in the group will present the main idea and
arguments of a single article and then the group will lead a discussion of the issue.  The
presentation is worth the equivalent of five written exercises (see also the comments about
participation). There will be 22 written exercises due (the Ethics “Pre-Quiz” will count as
a written exercise).  If you do 19 or more, you will receive a B for this part of the grade.  If
you do 18, you will receive a B-.  17 yields a C+.  16 is a C. 15 yields a C-. 14 or 13 is a D.
12 or fewer is obviously an F.  Those who want to raise their grades can write an essay on
Louis Pojman’s  “A Defense of Ethical Objectivism” (on pages 38-52).  The essay will be
written on the last day of class.   Someone who does 19 or more written exercises and writes
an excellent essay will receive an A for 40% of the grade.  If someone does only 16,
however, then even with an excellent essay, that person can only receive a B.  Someone who
does only 15 can at best receive a B-.  And so on. In short, the extra essay can only improve
your grade by one letter.  Someone with 19 written exercises will receive a B+ if the essay
is good but not excellent. Someone with 19 written exercises who writes an essay that has
good and excellent qualities will receive an A-.  Writing the essay does not guarantee that
your grade will be raised.  The essay must be quality work.

(5) If you have a specific disability that qualifies you for academic accommodations, please
notify the professor and provide certification from Disability Services (Office of Special
Student Services).  The Office of Special Students Services, directed by Ms. Bernita Pulmas,
is located in the Student Center, Room 270, Phone 460-7212.

(6) Cheating or plagiarizing (or any other form of academic dishonesty) is a serious matter
and is grounds for failing the course.

(7) Because classes do not progress at the same rate, the professor may wish to modify the
above requirements or their timing as circumstances dictate.  For example, the professor may
wish to change the number and frequency of exams, or the number and sequence of
assignments.  However, the students must be given adequate notification.  Moreover, there
may be non-typical classes for which these requirements are not strictly applicable in each
instance and may need modification.  If such modification is needed, it must be in writing
and conform to the spirit of this policy statement.

(8) No matter how many clauses I put in this syllabus, it is impossible not only to anticipate
every possible situation but also to construct rules that will fairly handle such cases.  I
therefore reserve the right to deal with “emergency” or “unique” situations on a case-by-case
basis. 



      Schedule  (Subject to change)
   Day    Date                                   Assignment
1. TU    Aug. 21 I. Introduction to Ethics and Philosophical Method

A. Ethics & Philosophy

2. TR    Aug. 23 B. Ethics “Pre-Quiz”

3. TU    Aug. 28 C. Logic

4. TR    Aug. 30     Logic: conclusion

5. TU    Sep. 4 II. Self & Society
A. Egoism [MP: Plato, 53-57; Ayn Rand, 72-78]

6.  TR   Sep. 6 Ethics Lab: (A Philosophical Experiment)
[MP: Thomas Hobbes 62-71; no written exercise due this day]

7.  TU   Sep. 11 Discussion of Ethics Lab [no new reading assignment]

8.  TR    Sep. 13 B. Cultural Ethical Relativism 
[MP: Herodotus, 20]

9.  TU    Sep. 18 Cultural Ethical Relativism 
[MP: Ruth Benedict, 33-37]

10.TR    Sep. 20 Relativism: conclusion [no new reading assignment]

11. TU   Sep. 25 III. Ethical Theories
A. Utilitarianism [MP: Jeremy Bentham, 113-115]

12. TR   Sep.  27 Utilitarianism: continued [MP: John Stuart Mill, 141-146]

13. TU   Oct.  2 Utilitarianism: conclusion [MP: Robert Nozick, 124-125]

14. TR    Oct. 4 B.  Kant’s Deontology 
[MP: Immanuel Kant, 194-206] 

 
15. TU   Oct. 9 Kant’s Deontology: continued

[MP: Immanuel Kant, 206-210] 

16.TR     Oct. 11 Abandon Ship!

17. TU    Oct. 16 Utilitarianism vs. Deontology (discussion)

18. TR    Oct. 18 C. Virtue Ethics [MP: Aristotle, 249-254]



19. TU    Oct.  23 Virtue Ethics: continued [MP: Aristotle, 254-259]

20. TR    Oct.  25 D. Natural Law Theory 
[MP: Aquinas, 21-32;  Plato, 311-312; Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
web page listed under required readings]

21. TU    Oct. 30 Overview of Ethical Theories

22. TR     Nov. 1 IV. Applied Ethics
Death Penalty Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap.3]

23.  TU    Nov. 6 Euthanasia Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap.2]

24. TR     Nov.  8 Abortion Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap. 1]

25. TU    Nov. 13 World Hunger and Poverty Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap.8]
Social and Economic Justice Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap. 7]

26. TR    Nov.  15 Environment Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap. 10]

27. TU     Nov. 20 Animals Presentations/Discussion [SE: Chap.9]

28. TR     Nov. 22 NO CLASS–THANKSGIVING

29. TU      Nov. 27 Practice Exam

30. TR      Nov.  29 Course conclusion/Review 

31. TU       Dec.   4 Essays 

32. TU       Dec.   11 FINAL (10:30-12:30)


