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We’re all familiar with giving reasons to others in order to justify our actions - why did you pick 
this major? why didn’t show up at our dinner last night? why are you working on X instead of Y 
right now? We also tend to have a fine nose for detecting when something wrong has been done 
to us personally - they had no business treating me that way; my professor’s grading is way too 
strict; how dare that officer give me a parking ticket when I’ve been here less than two hours! 
Many of us, however, are far less comfortable bringing these two things together and giving 
reasons to justify moral action in general. What are the criteria for deciding what is right and 
what is wrong? How does one decide what is right for themselves, for others, or for an entire 
community? What are our moral obligations with regard to one another? What makes a good life 
and what are the limits we ought to recognize in our individual pursuit of the good life? Why 
should one be moral?  
 
This class will be a substantive introduction to the philosophical study of ethics. In thinking 
about morality, perhaps you’re one of those who’s satisfied simply going with your gut. If so, this 
class will demand that you explain why you think it’s ok to just go with your gut—and what 
should we do when your gut disagrees with other people’s gut—especially when the stakes are 
existential? That is, rather than each of us simply going with our gut feelings, we’re going to 
think about the role that reason and reflection play in figuring out what morality is and why we 
ought to care about morality.  
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We will focus on the classic works that set the normative ethical agenda in philosophy, including 
works by Aristotle, Kant, and Mill, together with a brief examination of contemporary extensions 
of their theories. Intertwined will be a look at some of the applications or concrete implications 
of these various approaches, in particular with regard to authenticity, social justice, and the 
environment. 
 
THE ENGELHARD PROJECT 
Our course has been named an Engelhard course through a grant from the Charles Engelhard 
Foundation and from a larger national project called Bringing Theory to Practice.  This national 
project sponsors different approaches to enhancing “engaged learning” in college courses.  
Georgetown’s unique focus is on the development of a pedagogy of “curriculum infusion,” which 
integrates college health and wellness issues into the content of academic courses by creating 
meaningful connections between real-life issues of student mental health and wellness and the 
course content.   
 
Throughout the semester we will draw connections between course themes and issues of health, 
wellbeing, and culture here at Georgetown. In the first unit we will discuss what it means to live 
authentically, particularly in the context of being a Georgetown student today. In the final unit 
we will explore Georgetown’s Jesuit values and relate them to the moral frameworks we’ve 
studied, and then end off with readings on what it means to live a meaningful life. In these 
discussions we will again pay particular attention to how these issues relate to health, wellbeing, 
and culture. As part of this we will also welcome a Georgetown health expert as a guest speaker. 
Your final reflection paper will also examine these issues directly. 
 
In order to help evaluate this project, at the end of the semester I will ask you fill out a short 
survey about how the curriculum infusion process worked and about what you learned.  You may 
also be contacted this semester or next year to participate in a focus group. Your participation in 
both the survey and the focus groups is voluntary and anonymous, but the more people we get to 
participate the more helpful the information will be to our evaluation of the project. 
 
COURSE GOALS: 

1. Come to see that you are always already doing philosophy and that philosophical claims 
are embedded in all forms of media that you consume 

2. Read and argue: 
a. Understand and be able to differentiate rational argumentation from the “convince 

by any means available” style arguments on the street 
b. Demonstrate your ability to analyze key positions and rhetorical strategies, as well 

as explicate arguments in the academic texts we read 
c. Demonstrate your ability to abstract, fill in, and explicate the arguments and 

philosophical positions that underlie movie scenes and other pop-media sources 
3. Understand to a sufficient degree some of the major animating questions, themes and 

frameworks that moral philosophers have been exploring for millennia in such a way 
that: 

a. You can recognize those same questions, themes, and frameworks in your 
everyday life and in the pressing public debates today;  

b. You can make use of them to help you intellectually and pragmatically navigate 
that life; and 
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c. You can make use of them to participate in a moral dialogue several millennia old 
4. Reflect seriously on what it means to be authentic and to flourish as a Georgetown 

university student; reflect on the concrete practices in which you’re currently engaged in 
order to promote your overall wellbeing; and reflect on changes you would like to make 
in order to further promote these things. 

 
TEXTS: 
Required: 

• James Rachels: The Elements of Moral Philosophy edition 5 or later 
• Charles Taylor: The Ethics of Authenticity  
• Doyle & Zakrajsek: The New Science of Learning: How to Learn in Harmony with Your 

Brain 
• iClicker (note: you can purchase or rent or borrow) 
• Immanuel Kant: Grounding of the Metaphysics of Morals (internet options available; 

Hackett Edition recommended) 
• Aristotle: Nichomachean Ethics (internet options available; Martin Ostwald translation 

recommended) 

Recommended: 

• Charles Guignon: The Grand Inquisitor 
• Anthony Weston: A Rulebook for Arguments 

 
Other texts will be made available in the course files. If the total price for purchasing these items 
is genuinely beyond your ability to pay, please contact me. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING: 
Note: In addition to what’s below, each of the writing assignments has its own set of instructions 
and guiding rubric available in Canvas. 
 
Reading Quizzes: Learning to read analytically (or get better at it) is one of the main goals of this 
course, and one of the main things that society expects of a college graduate. We will work 
together in class and with each writing assignment. Little progress will be made, however, if 
you’ve not read beforehand. To do serious philosophical work with any text requires multiple 
readings. I find that most students are genuinely interested in the topics we discuss and enjoy 
doing the readings. However, I also find that most students are human and afflicted with 
Georgetown’s culture of over-busy. Consequently, in an effort to assist students and work toward 
our course goals, almost one third of your grade will come from reading quizzes. There will be 
twelve of these scattered through the semester, ten of which will be graded (the two lowest quiz 
scores will be dropped). Each quiz will be unannounced and take place at the start of class. They 
will be short, straightforward, and contain questions designed to be easily answered so long as 
you did the reading. That is, I will be quizzing you on whether or not you read the texts and not 
quizzing you on how complete your understanding is. If you arrange in advance with myself or 
the course TA to miss a class, it is possible (but not guaranteed) to receive an opportunity to 
make up a quiz offered while you were absent. Additionally, you will be allowed to attend 
approved events on campus and write a one-page reflection on the intersection of that event and 
course themes in order to receive up to 6 additional quiz points (2 pts/event). You may only do 
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one quiz make-up/reflection per month (i.e., may only hand in one reflection per month, and 
the events must be in separate months). Quizzes are taken via iClickers—you must bring 
your iClicker daily. 
 
Reflection Papers: As noted in the course goals, philosophy in general and ethics in particular 
permeates your life. It’s a major element in nearly every class you take at Georgetown, is a 
constant companion in all of your relationships, and accrues to every decision of any 
consequence that you make. Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately), life doesn’t allow us to 
carefully reflect on and analyze the moral import of everything we do. Sometimes, however, we 
have no choice but to do so. This course is not designed to convert you to a given ethical theory. 
It is, however, designed to help you better understand and analyze and evaluate the ethical waters 
in which you cannot help but swim. One serious benefit is that this class will afford you the 
opportunity to think rigorously about ethics in your own personal (and public) life. To help 
facilitate this, you are going to write three reflection papers. The first will be a letter you write 
discussing authenticity. The second will be a reflection on a topic of your choosing. The final 
reflection will be related to the Engelhard element of the course. 
 
Analysis Papers: Philosophy is a great, ongoing dialogue. A primary means for carrying on the 
philosophical dialogue today is writing—philosophers write and respond to dead philosophers, to 
one another, and to society at large. As noted in the course goals, you’re expected to enter into 
this dialogue, and like other philosophers today, you will do so by writing. You will begin by 
analyzing current events in light of the philosophical theories, positions, and frameworks that we 
read for class. This will be done in three short essays (~700 words). Throughout the semester we 
will analyze essays (names removed) together in class in order to discuss how these might be 
strengthened. It is assumed (though not required) that one of these will become the foundation 
for your final paper. For each of these, 1% of your grade will come from your reading and giving 
feedback to your peers (two comments per paper). Canvas will automatically assign you to 
comment on two papers. 
 
Final Paper: This is meant to be the cumulative capstone of the course. You will not only reveal 
your grasp on the course material and your ability to apply it to current events, you will 
demonstrate your ability to offer an original moral argument. In preparation, you will be required 
to turn in your first paragraph in early April and an outline of your main argument shortly 
thereafter. Alternatively, you may come and discuss these in office hours with me or our TA 
prior to the deadline. The Final Paper itself is due on the day of the registrar’s scheduled final for 
this class—you are responsible for searching out this time yourself (please do not ask me). 
  
Breakdown: 
 30% Reading quizzes (10; 3% each) 

15% Reflection Papers (3; 5% each) 
25% Analysis papers 

• 4% initial paper 
• 18% graded papers (2; 9% each)) 
• 3% peer review (1% per paper) 

30% Final Paper 
• 2% first paragraph 
• 2% main argument outline 
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• 26% final draft 
 
Note on participation: 
There is no participation component of your grade. Nevertheless, studies show that participation 
is critical both to your ability to do well in the class and also to enjoy our time together. Much of 
our time in class will be discussion and activity based. Frequently you will be called on to 
answer questions or to discuss topics with your peers. Also, as noted above, it is possible that 
your work (without identifying markers) will appear before the class for general review. Beyond 
the pedagogical importance of drawing you into frequent, high-level discussion on course topics, 
philosophy simply can’t be done without lively discussion and debate. Consequently, I encourage 
you to always attend and consider it my responsibility to provide informative, engaging, and 
pedagogically sound class sessions. You are responsible to yourself and your peers to attend and 
actively participate. 
 
Given that this is an ethics class, we will debate topics that are controversial and concerning 
which passions run high—some of these topics might be central to your own or your peers’ sense 
of identity. Consequently, I will work hard to establish a culture that allows us to do this 
productively. It is critical that you in turn work to always engage others with genuine respect and 
charity. I consider this to be a moral obligation—but it is also necessary for constructive, rational 
dialogue.  
 
COURSE POLICIES:  
1. All papers are due at 11:59pm on the listed date. Late papers are automatically reduced to a 

B. Note: because submissions are electronic, I can tell if your submission is even 1 minute 
late. It is wise to set your personal deadline earlier than 11:59. 

2. While I believe in the need to be tech-savvy, this course is designed to respect the need for 
face-to-face, unconnected discussion. Consequently, ALL ELECTRONICS OTHER 
THAN iCLICKERS ARE STRICTLY PROHIBITED IN CLASS, unless I call for them. 
This includes using your laptop to take notes. THIS ALSO INCLUDES USING YOUR 
SMART PHONE UNDER THE TABLE.  

3. In the happy event of a campus closure (e.g., on account of snow) or other cancellation, I will 
make a case-by-case decision on what we will do to maintain instructional continuity. It is 
likely that during such events I will put a Lecture Capture up on Canvas, which you can view 
at your own convenience and THEN SUBMIT WRITTEN FEEDBACK. 

4. PLEASE USE OUR TA AS YOUR FIRST LINE OF CONTACT. Come to me if you do 
not feel the TA was able to address your concern or if it is an item that cannot be discussed 
with the TA. DO NOT ASK QUESTIONS THAT ARE ANSWERED IN THIS 
SYLLABUS. More than courtesy, this is an issue of logistical feasibility. 

 
Academic Integrity 
I care a great deal about increasing your intellectual capacities and general knowledge base and 
am concerned overall with helping you to flourish as a human being. That means I also care very 
much about your academic integrity and very little about how the grade you receive in this one 
class impacts your future. Because I care about you and your flourishing, I won’t hesitate to fail 
students caught plagiarizing on their papers and will not tolerate dishonesty in any form. I highly 
encourage students to review Georgetown’s Honor System policies (found at 
http://gervaseprograms.georgetown.edu/honor/system/), and want you to note that plagiarism can 
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be unintentional. We will discuss this more in class. If you have any questions please visit with 
me or the Writing Center. 
 
Campus Resources: 
Academic Resource Center (http://academicsupport.georgetown.edu/): Students 
seeking tutoring, study tips, helps with writing, concerns over what constitutes 
plagiarism, or students requiring services on account of disabilities or athletic or other 
sponsored activity accommodation should visit ARC. In particular, all students might 
benefit from the academic skills workshops offered (schedule available on-line). I’m a believer 
in Universal Design in order to make this classroom as accessible as possible to all without 
intentionally granting advantage to any one group. That said, I’m also human, finite in my 
understanding of individual needs, and consequently I struggle to do so effectively. If you have 
ideas for improvement please do not hesitate to share them with myself or the TA. 
 
Counseling and Psychiatric Services (CAPS: http://studenthealth.georgetown.edu/ 
mental-health): Your mental health is just as real and important as your physical health. 
And just as in the normal course of things several of you will likely benefit from our 
medical services this semester, so also some of you will likely benefit from our 
psychiatric services. There is a wide range of services offered, from group to individual 
care, including types of care for those who cannot afford normal counseling services. 
Please take advantage of these as needed to maintain your optimal health. 
 
Title IX: Rape and other forms of sexual misconduct are tragically common in our 
society. Please note that there are services available for students who have been 
exploited (http://studenthealth.georgetown.edu/crisis-counseling/sexualassault- 
relationship-violence). Also, please note that while I am always happy to speak with students, 
even about topics as difficult as these, I am also required by federal law to report any indication I 
receive of sexual misconduct to Georgetown’s Title IX coordinator. If you are looking for 
confidential guidance I recommend contacting Jen Schweer (Associate Director, Health 
Education Services, Sexual Assault Response and Prevention) at jls242@georgetown.edu or 
202.687.0323. 
 
Your Dean: Students tend to forget that the main function of their dean is to ensure the success 
and wellbeing of university students. They are completely informed not only about the resources 
on campus but also the policies and ways in which the university can assist students struggling in 
any way. 
 
Many other issues can and do arise for students, and there are also other resources that the 
university provides. For additional services related to health and wellbeing of any kind on 
campus, please see “GU Safety Net Contacts” under “Documents” in the course files.  
 
COURSE SCHEDULE 
 

Date Reading Assignment Notes 

Unit I – Introduction, Relativism & Authenticity 

Jan 13 Welcome & Introduction Explain “philosophy” to a friend 
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Optional readings: 
1. Blackburn: Introduction to Think 
2. Perry, et al: “Reading Philosophically” 

Explain the three main normative 
ethical theories 

18 NO CLASS – MLK DAY Celebrate the civil rights movement 
and reflect on what Pres. DeGioia has 
called the “legacy of injustice” with 
which we still struggle 

20 Meta- vs. Normative Ethics 
1. Smith Chapter 1 
2. Rachels Chapter 1 

Bring a current event of moral 
relevance to class 

25 Relativism: 
1. Benedict: “A Defense of Moral Relativism 
2. Midgley: “Trying Out One’s New Sword” 
3. Rachels: Chapter 2 
4. MLK: Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech (video 

here) 

 

27 Subjectivism & Egoism: 
Rachels Chapters 3 & 4 (or the two chapters on 
Subjectivism & Egoism) 

Reflection #1 due 

Feb 1 Authenticity: 
Taylor: EofA Ch 1-3 

 

3 Taylor: EofA Ch 4-6  

8 1. Taylor: EofA Ch 10 
2. Lukianoff & Haidt: “The Coddling of the 
American Mind” 
3. Hanlon: “The Trigger Warning Myth” 

Analysis Paper #1 due 

10 Authentic Flourishing at Georgetown 
Doyle & Zakajsek: The New Science of Learning 

 

   

Unit II – Utilitarianism 

15 NO CLASS: PRESIDENT’S DAY Reflect on the intersection between our 
egalitarian ideals and a national 
holiday celebrating our highest ranking 
officials 

17 Mill Utilitarianism Chapters 2-4 
 

 

22 1. Rachels Chapters 6 & 7 (or the two chapters on 
utilitarianism) 
2. Le Guin: The Ones Who Walk Away from 
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Omelas  

24 Singer “Rich and Poor”  

29 Rachels: “Vegetarianism”  

 

Unit III – Deontology/Autonomy/Respect 

Mar 2 Kant Grounding First Section, Second Section 406-
409, 413-435; Third Section 446-447, Supplement 
“On the supposed right to lie because of 
philanthropic concerns”  

Analysis #2 due 

4 1. Rachels Chapters: “Are There Absolute Moral 
Rules?” and “Kant and Respect for Persons”  

2. This NYT editorial 

 

7 & 9 NO CLASS: SPRING BREAK Reflect on the importance of variety 
and play in order to flourish and live 
the good life 

14 O’Neill: “Kantian Approaches to Some Famine 
Problems” 

 

16 Korsgaard: “Interacting with Animals” Reflection #2 due Sun 

 

Unit IV – Virtue Ethics 

21 Aristotle NE Book I; II:1-6; III:5  

23 Aristotle NE Book VI:5, 8-9, 11-13; VIII  
 

 

28 Hursthouse: Introduction & Chapter 1 
Optional: Rachels Chapter 12 (“Virtue”) 

 

30 MacIntyre After Virtue Chapters 14 & 15   

Apr 4 Nussbaum: Creating Capabilities Chapters 1-2  Analysis #3 due 

6 1. Hursthouse: “VE and the treatment of animals” 
2. Skim Pope Francis: “On Care for Our Common 
Home” 

 

 

Unit V – Responsibility and a Meaningful Life 

11 1. Brooks: “The Organization Kid” First paragraph of Final Paper due 
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2. Spirit of Georgetown Values 

13 Young – Responsibility for Justice Chapters 4 & 5  

18 Nagel: “The Meaning of Life” 
Camus: “The Myth of Sisyphus” 

Outline of main argument of Final 
Paper due 

20 Dostoevsky: “Rebellion” and “The Grand 
Inquisitor” 

Reflection #3 due Sun 

25 Frankl: “Man’s Search for Meaning” 
Walker: “Hope’s Value” 

 

May 2 Conclusions  
 
FINAL PAPER IS DUE ON THE DAY OF THE REGISTRAR’S SCHEDULED FINAL
(please do not ask me when this is) 


