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Introduction to Ethics 
[100- or 200-level] 

 

Course Description 
 
Are we ‘hard-wired’ to be ethical? Philosophers have long sought an ethical system that can neatly divide 
actions into either ‘moral’ or ‘immoral’ that we can all agree on. Even though philosophers have yet to 
find such a system, their persistence speaks volumes about how people think and respond to the world. 
Why would we keep at it if we weren’t sure that an answer was out there? Recent advances in moral 
psychology suggest that there are reasons for why we respond to the world the way we do, and how we 
might navigate those responses. 

 
In this course, we will combine traditional approaches to ethics with contemporary research in moral 
psychology to develop a well-rounded understanding of moral behaviour. We shall study four major 
normative accounts of ethics found in the Western tradition: utilitarianism, deontology, ethics of care, and 
virtue ethics. We shall relate each of these accounts to major topics in moral psychology: preferences, 
responsibility, emotions, and character, respectively. Figures studied include Bentham, Kant, Gilligan, 
and Aristotle.  
 

Required Course Texts 
 

1. Alfano, Mark. Moral Psychology: An Introduction (Polity, 2016). 
2. Tännsjö, Torbjörn. Understanding Ethics, 3d. ed. (Edinburgh UP, 2014). 
3. Various articles, as posted. 
 

Summary of Course Requirements 
 

Requirement Description Weight Date 

Response Papers 1250-word response papers on each unit. 2x25% 
Weeks 
06 & 10 

Participation Assessed on the quality and quantity of participation. 10% Ongoing 

Weekly Reflections Weekly assignments on the material. 10% Ongoing 

Final Examination One sit-down final examination. 30% 
See 

Registrar 

 

Primary Learning Outcomes 

 
Knowledge:  Students will be able to identify and critically evaluate the practical and cultural 

significance of central theories of normative ethics and moral psychology.  
Skills: Students will develop the ability a stance on a topic and support it with reasons in a well-

argued piece of philosophical writing. 
Values: Students will acquire an interest and ability to contribute to and participate in civic life, 

and articulate and understand different viewpoints in the realm of discourse. 
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Description of Course Requirements 
 
 

1. Response Papers (2x25%) 

 
At the end of the first two units, you will submit a 1250-word essay responding to questions 
supplied by the Professor. While they will be guided and shaped by the questions at hand, these 
papers are formal essays and ought to be treated as such; that is, they have an introduction, a 
thesis statement, a conclusion, and formal language throughout. There will be a Style Guide to 
help you structure your paper and cite your sources correctly. The papers are due at the start of 
the final class on Weeks 06 and 10. 

 
2. Participation (10%) 

 
This grade will be assigned by the discretion of the Instructor and will reflect the quantity and 
quality of your contributions to class discussion on a class-by-class basis. While this is not an 
attendance grade, you must be present to contribute. 

 
3. Weekly Reflections (10%) 

 
Most weeks, you will answer one of two questions about the readings. Answers are to be 
approximately 250 words and are to demonstrate that you have done the reading and 
have given some thought to the question posed.  

 
Note that this component of the course has a special grading scheme. You may earn a maximum 
of four marks per reflection, but you should not think of this as “out of four.” Three marks will be 
assigned on the evidence of thoughtfulness to the question posed. An additional mark may be 
earned if one participates in the tutorial in which it is due.  Once you have received twenty points 
for this component of the course, you are no longer required to submit further reflections. Those 
who have not received twenty points by the end of the term will receive a grade equal to half their 
total points. 

 
Note that these marks are like participation marks in that there is no opportunity to make them up. 
If you miss your tutorial, you cannot submit your reflection, and thus cannot earn any 
marks.  

 
4. Final Examination (30%) 
 

Who doesn’t love an opportunity to demonstrate their proficiency with the material under time 
constraints? Love it or hate it, your final examination for this course will be held on at a date, time 
and location to be determined by the helpful folks at the Registrar. I don’t pick the time. Sorry. 
Anyway, you should expect standard fare: multiple choice, short answer, and the like. And yes, it 
is cumulative to the beginning of the course. 
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Course Schedule 
All information subject to change with notice. 

 

Week Theme Topics Readings 

01 Welcome!  Syllabus 

 

Preferences & Duties 
 

02 Utilitarianism – Hedonism 

Business & The Media 

UE: 17-42 

03 Preferences MP: 23-49 

04 

Deontology 

The Environment 

UE: 59-78 

05 

06 Responsibility MP: 49-81 

 

Care & Character 
 

07 Ethics of Care 

The Value of Life 

UE: 113-128 

08 

Emotions & Judgements MP: 81-112 

09 

10 Virtue Ethics 

Sexuality & Identity 

UE: 95-113 

11 Character formation MP: 112-138 

 

Relativism & Disagreement 
 

12 Can we live and let live? 

Moral Pluralism 

UE: 142-152 

13 How we disagree MP: 138-171 

 
Legend 
 
MP Alfano, Moral Psychology: An Introduction. 
UE Tännsjö, Understanding Ethics, 3d. ed. 
 

 


