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TPHI 212: Honors Introduction to Ethical Theory (Class # 7082) 
Spring 2018, Tuesdays & Thursdays 11:45-1:05, BL 25, room 110, Professor Cohon 
Dr. Cohon’s Contact Information: 
Office: HU 252.  Phone: 442-4144.  Office hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays 4:20-5:20 (drop in – 
no appointment necessary), and by appointment.   
Email: rcohon@albany.edu. 
 
 
  
 
 
      

 
 

 
Course Description 

We make moral judgments and experience ethical feelings nearly every day.  What are 
these judgments and feelings based on?  Is there something that morally right actions have in 
common that makes them right, and something that wrong actions have in common that makes 
them wrong?  (Is it that they are commanded by a divine being? Required by existing social 
rules?  Are actions right or wrong because of their consequences for human happiness?  Their 
conformity to a rule of reason?)  What sort of person is it best to be?  What is valuable in life?  
We will examine answers to these classic philosophical questions about ethics in the works of 
historical and contemporary authors.  These answers take the form of ethical theories.  We will 
study these theories: ethical relativism, the divine command theory, utilitarianism, Kantian 
ethics, and virtue ethics.  We will end with the immoralism of Nietzsche.  We will subject these 
theories to critical analysis.  In the process, we will concentrate on how to construct and criticize 
philosophical arguments and how to write clear and careful philosophy. 
 
What I hope you will be able to do when you finish this course:  

• Say what makes an argument sound or unsound, logical or illogical  
• Demonstrate that two opinions about morality are logically related/unrelated to each other 
• Explain accurately the main ethical theories we study  
• State reasonable objections to those theories  
• Explain how a proponent of each theory would try to defeat the objections you make 
• Construct clear, careful definitions of ethical terms 
• Construct sound arguments of your own about matters of morality   
• Distinguish between issues of dignity and issues of good consequences 
• Distinguish between issues of how to act and issues of what kind of person to be 
• Question what you hear and read, not giving up until you find good reasons for a position. 

 
How this course fulfills the goals of the General Education requirements for the Humanities 
Category: see Addendum A at the end of this syllabus. 
 
Four books you will need to own or rent for this course (note the abbreviations): 

1) Plato, Five Dialogues (2nd Edition), translated by G. M. A. Grube and John M. Cooper, 
Hackett Publishing, 2002 (abbreviated below as “5 Dialogues”) 

2) Louis P. Pojman and Peter Tramel, ed., Moral Philosophy: A Reader, 4th edition, Hackett 
Publishing, 2009.  (Pojman has edited many books; be sure you get the right one!) 
(Abbreviated “Pojman and Tramel” or “P & T.”) 

3) Stuart Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 8th edition, McGraw-Hill, 2015 
(abbreviated “EMP”).   

4) Lewis Vaughn, Writing Philosophy: A Student’s Guide to Writing Philosophical Essays, 
Oxford Press, 2006 (abbreviated as “Vaughn”) 

These are all in the bookstore in the Campus Center.  

mailto:rcohon@albany.edu
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Other Required Readings: 

1) On Blackboard (Bb) there are several assigned readings that you will need to download 
from the Virtual Packet of Readings folder in the Course Content area.  There are also a 
few optional readings there. 

2) From time to time I may hand out copies of a short additional, required reading in class. 
 
Blackboard Instructional Software (Bb): 
Blackboard is an on-line system that provides websites for all U Albany courses.  Please check 
the Bb page for this course often.  This is where to find the individual presentation schedule and 
your own assignment (though I will email it to you as well).  The syllabus, handouts, and written 
assignments will be posted on Bb, and you must download several required readings from it.   

To access it, you can send your browser directly to https://blackboard.albany.edu.  Or 
you can go to the U Albany home page www.albany.edu, click on MyUAlbany, don’t log in to the 
portal but select Blackboard on the left.  Once on Bb, log in using your net ID and password, and 
select this course.  Click on Course Content on the left to find the Virtual Packet of Readings, 
information about homework, tests and papers, and the presentation schedule.   

I probably won’t post grades on Bb.  I’ll just return the papers in class. 
 
Graded Assignments with Tentative Dates  
Any changes will be announced in class. 
o 4 written homework assignments, jointly worth 10% of the grade.  Tentative due dates: 2/1, 

3/6, 4/3, 4/26.  Hand these in at the start of class (hard copy).   
o One during-term exam, worth 15%, 2/20. 
o Two analytical essays (“papers”), each worth 25%, due 3/27 and 4/19. 
o Final examination, worth 18%, Monday, May 14, 10:30 AM to 12:30 PM. 
o One short oral presentation based on the readings, followed by leading a short class 

discussion, worth 5%. You prepare your presentation in response to an assigned prompt.  
Sign up for these on January 25.  Each student presents on a different day. 

o Further class participation: 2%.  This includes general discussion and specific group 
discussion exercises (which will not be announced in advance, and are crucial for the 
written work), and the brief on-line written assignment you must submit on 3/8. 

There is a reading assignment you must complete before each day’s class meeting.  Your 
participation in class can make a difference in your course grade; plus the class is a lot more fun 
if you are prepared and can contribute to the discussion.  
 
Late Assignment Policy 
• Homework assignments will not be accepted after the start of class the day they are due, 

because we go over the answers in class.  The only exceptions are a documented illness or 
another dire emergency.  If you cannot come to class because of such a problem, you may 
email your homework to me before 11 a.m. that day.  Otherwise, I want a hard copy of the 
homework at the start of class.  If you’re afraid you might forget to bring it, you can email it to 
me when you finish it as insurance to prove you did it on time. 

• Any unexcused late paper (essay) will be marked down 1/3 grade for each day it is late.  
E.g., a paper that deserves a B will receive a B- if it is one day late, a C+ if two days late, and 
so on.  These are actual days, not just class meeting days.  Saturdays and Sundays count.  If 
you find you are too ill to complete an assignment on time, contact me before the due date to 
ask for an extension.  Leave a message on my voicemail if I’m out or send me email.  If you 
have to turn a paper in late, bring it to the philosophy department secretary in HU 257 to mark 
the date, and then put it in my department mailbox; don’t wait until the next class meeting. 

• If a dire emergency (car accident or the like) prevents you from taking an exam, contact me 
immediately.  If you are too ill on the day of an exam to take the exam, contact me before the 
exam begins.  Even if I’m out, my email or voice mail show what time you tried to reach me. 

• If you are unable to give your scheduled oral presentation, you must let me know ahead of 
time.  The class is depending on you. 

https://blackboard.albany.edu/
http://www.albany.edu/
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Academic Honesty and Citations 

I expect complete academic honesty on all written work.  In the essays (papers) you write 
outside of class, all resources used must be cited explicitly and correctly, including the 
assigned readings for this class.  You must cite them even if you do not include any verbatim 
quotes in your essay, because your ideas come from those readings.  In addition, any sentences 
or paragraphs in your papers that were not written by you must be placed between quotation 
marks, and you must give the author full credit, including citing the page number of the 
publication or the URL of the website where you found them.  A copied passage not 
acknowledged in this way is plagiarized.  Plagiarism will be severely punished.  (However, on the 
exams you do not need to give citations.) 

On the tests, obviously you are not permitted to consult other students, copy from their 
papers, help them during a test, or consult materials that are not expressly permitted during the 
test.  Anyone caught cheating will fail the course and face possible administrative action. 

 
Class Format and Attendance 

What goes on in the classroom is essential to philosophical learning.  In this course, what 
I say in class will provide the necessary conceptual framework for the various readings and 
topics, and I will explain technical books and articles.  At many of our class meetings there will be 
a student presentation that raises questions or objections for discussion; these are based on the 
reading that we all do.  Your give and take with your classmates helps you understand this 
material.  We will do some important group discussion exercises as well.  It is in your interest to 
attend every class.  If a student misses more than five class meetings, his or her final course 
grade will be reduced by one-third of one letter grade.  Missing more than 10 meetings triggers a 
second reduction, and so on.   
 
Calendar of Readings and Written Work (Subject to Revision) 

Please read the selection listed on the right before the date on the left, which is the 
day we will discuss it in class.  Follow this calendar scrupulously unless I announce a change.  
Readings for Tuesdays are typically fairly extensive, so you should start on them well ahead of 
time.  This takes some advance planning.  It’s often useful to read certain selections again after 
you have heard the lecture or discussion in class in order to grasp them fully.   

Any changes in reading assignments will be announced in class. 
Before every meeting, there is the following additional reading assignment: read your own 

notes from the previous class, to remind you where we left off.  
Please bring each day’s reading (book(s) and/or or print-out) to class with you. 

 
Tu. 1/23 
 

Introductory class.  What is philosophy?  Ethical matters and how people 
discuss them. 

Th. 1/25 
 

How to read philosophy, and what ethical theory is.  Read Vaughn, chapter 1, 
“How to Read Philosophy,” pp. 3-13 only. Also read two contemporary 
introductions to ethical theory and one ancient one: Chapter 1 of EMP; in 
Pojman and Tramel, pp. ix-xiv (though we won’t be reading all the articles they 
talk about), and in Plato’s Five Dialogues, read the Meno, pp. 59-70 only 
 (finish the paragraph that ends just after d in the left margin). 

 Ethical Relativism 
Tu 1/30 
 

Read one pro and one con article: EMP ch. 2, "The Challenge of Cultural 
Relativism," and Ruth Benedict, "A Defense of Ethical Relativism," in Pojman 
and Tramel (pp. 33-37).  We will also start the topic of evaluating arguments, 
so read Vaughn: rest of ch. 1, pp. 13-20, and 2 (pp. 21-42, but OK to skim over 
the part about types of inductive arguments, bottom of p. 33 - middle of p. 38). 

Th. 2/1 
 

First homework assignment due.  An alternative to cultural ethical relativism:  
read Marcus Singer, "The Ideal of a Rational Morality," in Virtual Packet of 
Readings (on Blackboard, under Course Content). 
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Tu. 2/6 
 

One article in favor of cultural ethical relativism, and one critique: Gilbert 
Harman, “A Defense of Ethical Relativism,” P & T ch. 6, pp. 53-59, and 
Bernard Williams, “Interlude: Relativism,” in Virtual Packet on Bb. 

 Divine Command Theory 
Th. 2/8 
 

Read 5 short items: 1) P&T’s introduction to the divine command theory, pp. 
356-358; and from the Virtual Packet on Blackboard: 2) Martin Luther (pro), 3) 
Samuel Clarke (con) (a paragraph each, copied on the same page) 4) Robert 
C. Mortimer, “Morality is Based on God’s Commands” (pro), and for a non-
Christian version of the divine command theory, 5) excerpt by Lawrence 
Hinman, “The Three Canonical Elements of Islam.”  (This last is just a short 
example.  There are many non-Christian versions of the divine command 
theory.) 

Tu 2/13 
 

Read the Euthyphro, entire, in 5 Dialogues.  (It will be confusing at first.)  And 
read EMP, chapter 4, section 4.2 only, “The Divine Command Theory,” pp. 51-
54. 

Th. 2/15 
 

Review the Euthyphro, with special attention to pp. 12-20; and Mark Timmons, 
“Does Morality Depend on God’s Commands,” in Virtual Packet on 
Blackboard. 

Tu. 2/20 Test on Meno, ethical relativism, and divine command theory of ethics.   
 Hedonism and Act Utilitarianism 
Th. 2/22 
 

What is good in human life? (3 snippets): Pojman and Tramel’s introduction to 
Part IV (“Value: What is the Good?”, pp. 111-114), the excerpt by Jeremy 
Bentham (“Classical Hedonism,” pp. 120-122), and the excerpt by Robert 
Nozick (“The Experience Machine,” pp. 141-142), all in P&T. 

Tu. 2/27 
 

What actions are morally right to do?  The Utilitarian answer: read EMP, ch. 7, 
and two excerpts from John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism: Pojman and Tramel, pp. 
158-163, and additional passages on Blackboard (something P&T left out). 

Th. 3/1 
 

Modern Act Utilitarianism: J. J. C. Smart, excerpt from Utilitarianism For and 
Against, in Virtual Packet on Blackboard, sections 3 and 6 only.  Smart’s 
pages 38-42 are optional (as marked).  Skip the other sections for now. 

Tu. 3/6 
 

HW #2 due.  Criticisms of Act Utilitarianism.  Read 1) EMP chapter 8 (pp. 111-
125, but skip the Second Defense for now (pp. 120 - middle of 122)); and on 
Blackboard: 2) J. L. Mackie, "The Ethics of Fantasy," and 3) John Rawls, 
"Classical Utiltarianism.”  

Th. 3/8 
 

Read Ursula K. Le Guin, “The Ones Who Walked Away from Omelas” (short 
story) on Bb and answer the questions on the Discussion Board.  (This counts 
as participation.)  In class we will talk about these questions.  

Tu. 3/13, 
Th. 3/15 

No classes: Spring Break 

 Rule Utilitarianism 
Tu. 3/20 Read John Hospers, “Rule-Utilitarianism,” pp. 164-174 in Pojman and Tramel 

(note that the parts marked X and Y, and A and B, are debates between 
people who disagree), and EMP pp. 120-122 (the Second Defense).  Optional 
but very good: John Rawls, “Two Concepts of Rules,” on Blackboard.  To help 
you write the essay that is due after Spring Break, either for today or during 
Break be sure to read Vaughn chapter 4.  Chapter 5 is useful but optional, and 
chapter 6 (very short) explains citations. 

Th. 3/22 
 

More Rule Utilitarianism, and objections to RU: reread Hospers in P&T, pages 
167-174 only; and read 1) J. J. C. Smart, section 2 only, on Blackboard (I 
didn’t provide Section 1); 2) J. L. Mackie, "The Ethics of Fantasy," just pp. 143-
145 (Bb also).  If you haven’t read Vaughn ch. 4, do it now. 

 Kantian Ethics 
Tu. 3/27 First paper due. Read sections 8.1-8.3 of Robert Holmes, “Kantianism” 

(essay on Kant’s ethical theory) from Blackboard (pages 133- top of 137), and 
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Immanuel Kant, excerpt from Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals in 
Pojman and Tramel, pp. 218-225 (Preface and First Section only). 

Th. 3/29 
 

Reread Kant, Pojman and Tramel pp. 218-225, and read some new pages: pp. 
225-232 bottom (stop before “Second Formulation of the Categorical 
Imperative”).  Also read Holmes, “Kantianism,” sections 8.4-8.7 (pages 137-
146). 

Tu. 4/3 
 

Homework #3 due.  Read 1) (more explanation and) objections to this part of 
Kant’s ethics: Bergeron and Tramel, “Rightness as Fairness: Kant’s 
Categorical Imperative,” Part I only, P & T pp. 238-246 and 2) a reply to some 
objections: Onora Nell (now O'Neill), "A Solution to the Problem of Relevant 
Descriptions," in Virtual Packet on Blackboard. 

Th. 4/5 
 

Read a new part of Kant’s theory: a) Kant, Grounding, Chapter II, second half: 
Pojman and Tramel bottom of p. 232 through 237; b) a few extra pages of Kant 
(“extra Kant passage”) from Blackboard; and c) Holmes, “Kantianism,” section 
8.8, pages 146-147. 

Tu. 4/10 
 

Explanation of and support for Kant on treating people as ends in themselves: 
Onora O'Neill, "Kant on Treating People as Ends in Themselves," on 
Blackboard.   

Th. 4/12 Objections to Kant on ends in themselves.  Read: Fred Feldman, "On Treating 
People as Ends in Themselves: A Critique of Kant," on Blackboard, and EMP, 
ch. 10.2 only: pp. 140-146. Choose your paper topic by today and come 
prepared to discuss it. In class we will finish discussing Kant on treating people 
as ends in themselves, briefly discuss Kant on punishment, and maybe work 
on paper topics in groups if time permits. 

 Virtue Ethics 
Tu. 4/17 
 

Read Pojman and Tramel’s short introduction to virtue ethics pp. 299-301, 
EMP ch. 12, “Virtue Ethics,” pp. 159-169 only, and Aristotle excerpt in Pojman 
and Tramel, just pp. 301-308 (first column) so far; and the short “Summary of 
the Most Relevant Points” by Rosalind Hursthouse (which helps explain the 
Aristotle). 

Th. 4/19 
 

Second paper due.  Reread Aristotle excerpt in Pojman and Tramel, at least 
pp. 306-308 (preferably reread all of 301-308), and review Hursthouse’s 
summary.   

Tu. 4/24 
 

Read the rest of the excerpt from Aristotle in P & T, pp. 308-311, and the 
additional Aristotle excerpt on Blackboard; and read Rosalind Hursthouse, 
“Virtue and Emotion,” P & T pp. 348-355. 

Th. 4/26 
 

HW #4 due. Read two critiques of virtue ethics: EMP end of chapter 12, pp. 
169-174, and William Frankena, “A Critique of Virtue-Based Ethics,” in P & T, 
pp. 316-319 only.  

 The Immoralist Challenge 
Tu. 5/1 
 

Read excerpt from Friedrich Nietzsche, “Beyond Good and Evil,” in Pojman 
and Tramel (pp. 123-130). 

Th. 5/3 
 

Further discussion of Nietzsche.  Reading: carefully review Nietzsche in 
Pojman and Tramel, especially the last few pages. 

Tu. 5/8 
 

Nietzsche supplemental reading on Bb TBA.  Last class.  Complete discussion 
of Nietzsche’s immoralism. 

Monday, 
May 14 

Final Exam 10:30-12:30 in the usual classroom 

 
Over for Addendum A about the Humanities General Education requirement. 
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Addendum A to the Syllabus: Humanities General Education Information for this Course 
 
Philosophy 212 Honors fulfills the General Education category Disciplinary Perspectives: 
Humanities.   
 
Characteristics of the General Education Program (from the Dean’s office): 

General education offers explicit understandings of the procedures and practices, 
of disciplines and interdisciplinary fields.  

General education recognizes multiple perspectives on the subject matter, 
reflecting our pluralistic culture within and beyond the university.  

General education emphasizes active learning in an engaged environment that 
enables students to be producers as well as consumers of knowledge.  

General education promotes critical thinking about the assumptions, goals, and 
methods of various fields of academic study and the interpretive, analytic, and 
evaluative competencies central to intellectual development. 

Learning Objectives for General Education Humanities Courses (Developed by Focus Group of 
UAlbany Faculty) 
Humanities courses teach students to analyze and interpret texts, ideas, artifacts, and discourse 
systems, and the human values, traditions, and beliefs that they reflect. 
Humanities courses enable students to demonstrate knowledge of the assumptions, methods of 
study, and theories of at least one of the disciplines within the humanities. 
Depending on the discipline, humanities courses will enable students to demonstrate 
some or all of the following: 

1. an understanding of the objects of study as expressions of the cultural contexts of the 
people who created them 

2. an understanding of the continuing relevance of the objects of study to the present and to 
the world outside the university 

3. an ability to employ the terms and understand the conventions particular to the discipline 
4. an ability to analyze and assess the strengths and weaknesses of ideas and positions 

along with the reasons or arguments that can be given for and against them 
5. an understanding of the nature of the texts, artifacts, ideas, or discourse of the discipline 

and of the assumptions that underlie this understanding, including those relating to issues 
of tradition and canon. 

 
How Philosophy 212 (Introduction to Ethical Theory) meets the Learning Objectives for the 
Humanities: 
Students will be expected to achieve all of objectives 1-5 above with respect to some of the major 
ethical theories in the Western philosophical tradition and the most trenchant criticisms leveled 
against them.  Item 4 is especially stressed.  These objectives are met through readings of 
canonical and contemporary works, frequent writing assignments, instruction in reasoning and 
defending a philosophical position, oral presentations, and structured discussions. 
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