
Syllabus 
Philosophy 102: Contemporary Moral Problems  

Summer 2011 
 
Instructor: Patrick Taylor Smith       Email: pts@u.washington.edu 
Class Location: Denny 316             Office Location: Savery Hall 384 
Class Hours: M-F, 3:30-5:40     Office Hours:  WF 12:30-1:30 
 
Course Descr ipt ion  
  
 Ethical reasoning is difficult. Our ethical obligations may require us to do things that 
are quite demanding, and disagreements about what is to be valued can be passionate and 
rancorous. This class will focus on getting students to engage in critical and productive 
reflection about ethical theories, particular ethical problems, and questions of value. To that 
end, this course will have several parts. First, we will discuss and evaluate various attempts to 
"shortcut" ethical theory: psychological egoism, divine command theory, and cultural 
relativism. Next, we will examine the two major ethical theories--utilitarianism and 
Kantianism--that have dominated philosophical thinking about morality. With these 
systematic theories on the table, we will analyze some complex ethical and social issues: 
abortion, aid to the global poor, prostitution and climate change. The class will also aim to 
develop students' abilities to write argumentative, thesis-driven papers about controversial 
issues.  
 
Required Texts 
 
 -Exploring Ethics: An Introductory Anthology edited by Steven Cahn 
   This book is a nice collection of theoretical and applied articles. We will be  
  reading a fair amount from it, and you should plan on taking it to   
  class every day.  

 
-Electronic Course Reserve 

Many of the course readings will be made available electronically on the 
course website. Other readings will be found on the internet or through 
JSTOR. These readings are no less required for their being made available 
online.   

 
 
Requirements and Expectat ions 
 Assignments 
 
  -Reading Quizzes (15%) 

There will be five in class pop quizzes (each worth 3%) that can be 
assigned at any time, except on midterm days. One quiz may be made 
up by writing a two page response to an assigned reading. The 
response must, however, include an original objection or extension of 
the view. You can only make up a quiz if you were in class to take it 
or if you have a reasonable excuse for your failure to attend class on 
that day.   



   
- Four Midterm Examinations (15% per exam, 60% total) 

At the end of each part of the course, there will be a midterm 
examination. These examinations will be non-cumulative and will ask 
a combination of descriptive and critical questions. It will involve a 
mixture of multiple choice, short answer, and longer essays. 

 
  - Critical Essay (25%) 
   The final element of the assessment for this course will culminate in a 
   5 page, thesis-driven paper which will argue in favor of a particular  
   moral position. Before that final paper is due, a series of shorter  
   assignments and consultations (worth 10% of the student's grade)  
   will prepare the student for the writing of the longer paper (worth  
   15%).  
  
 Other Expectations and Policies 
 

-Mutual Respect: The topics covered during this course can be controversial 
and emotional. It is our duty to engage those who disagree with us in a way 
that is productive and respectful.  
 
-Preparation: The expectation I have is that every student will attend every 
class having done the readings before coming to class. In return, you can 
expect your instructor will come to class prepared and ready to teach.  
 
-Plagiarism: Students are responsible for knowing UW's policy on plagiarism 
and academic dishonesty and for following that policy.  
 
-Office Hours: I cannot overemphasize the importance of office hours. I 
welcome you to attend. I hope that each person in the class will come and 
talk to me in office hours at least once. If you want an appointment beyond 
the regular office hours, there are two things you need to do. First, you must 
contact me at least 24 hours in advance of the time you wish to meet and you 
must email me three different times you are available.  
 
-Technology: I acknowledge that some find note-taking easier and more 
effective on laptops, but I reserve the right to prohibit their use (provided 
they are not medically necessary) if I find them to be excessively disruptive of 
the learning environment. On the other hand, texting and ringing cell phones 
do nothing but distract and disrupt. Extinguish your cell phones before you come into 
my classroom. The first time you are caught texting, you will asked to put the 
phone away. Anyone caught doing so repeatedly will be asked to leave.  

 
 
Students with disabilities should contact Disabled Student Services at (206) 543-8924/V, 
(206) 543-8925/TTY, (206) 616-8379/FAX or email uwdss@u.washington.edu. If you have 
a disability or need academic accommodation for any reason, please discuss this with me 
early in the term.  



 
Schedule  and Assigned Readings1 
 
 This class will have four parts. The first part will cover the first two weeks of the 
class, and each subsequent part will cover one week. Part One will cover the various ways 
people have tried to avoid ethical reasoning and shows those shortcuts to be wanting. Part 
Two covers one of the historically most influential ethical theories: utilitarianism. Further, 
we will analyze a particular, practical application and some objections to the view. Part Two 
will cover another historically significant view: Kantianism or deontology. Similarly, we will 
also cover some criticisms and some practical applications of Kantian theory. Finally, Part 
Four will cover some important insights on game theory, market failure, and relate those 
issues to practical moral problems we face, particularly climate change.  
 
Part  One:  Fai led Shortcuts  to  Ethical  Reasoning : relativism, egoism, and Divine 
Command Theory 
 
7/21: Class Introductions, Discussion of Syllabus, Plato's Republic excepts 
7/22:  Divine Command Theory, Euthyphro (online) Cahn 30-33 
7/25:  Argument Skills 
7/26:  Cultural Relativism, Cahn 34-46  
7/27:  Psychological Egoism, Feinberg (online), Cahn 51-57 
7/28: Ethical Egoism, Rand excerpts (online),  Cahn 57-61 
7/29: Midterm Review /Midterm 1, Cahn 47-50 
  
Part Two: Utilitarianism: Theory, Application, Criticism 
 
8/1: Utilitarianism basic tenets, Cahn 93-104, Bentham selections (online), The Brothers 
Karamozov (excerpts)  
8/2:  Utilitarianism applied: "The Survival Lottery" (online)  
8/3:  Rule-Utilitarianism, Rawls' Two Concepts of Rules (online) 
8/4:  Utilitarianism applied: Aid to the global poor, Cahn 218-231 
8/5:  Aid to the global poor, Liam Murphy, Midterm 2  
 
Part Three: Kantianism: Theory, Application, Criticism 
 
8/8:  Kantian basic tenets, Cahn 79-92 
8/9:   Kantianisn part two 
8/10: Kantianism applied, "The Trolley Problem" (online) and abortion, Cahn 164-181 
8/11: Kantianism applied (abortion), Cahn 182-189 and Cahn 145-163 
8/12:  Abortion continued Cahn 145-163, Midterm 3 
 
Part Four: Game Theory and Collective Action Problems 
 
8/15: Prisoner's Dilemmas, Hobbes excerpts (online) 
8/16: Tragedies of the Common, Hardin (online) 
8/17: Game theory application: Climate Change, Gardiner (online) 
                                                
1 This schedule is tentative and subject to revision.  



8/18: Game theory application, Slee excerpts (online)  
8/19: Midterm Four  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 

INFORMATION FOR STUDENTS* 
 
COURSES, GRADING, ACADEMIC CONDUCT 

Plagiarism 
Plagiarism is defined as the use of creations, ideas or words of publicly available work 
without formally acknowledging the author or source through appropriate use of quotation 
marks, references, and the like.  Plagiarizing is presenting someone else’s work as one’s own 
original work or thought.  This constitutes plagiarism whether it is intentional or 
unintentional.  The University of Washington takes plagiarism very seriously.  Plagiarism 
may lead to disciplinary action by the University against the student who submitted the 
work.  Any student who is uncertain whether his or her use of the work of others constitutes 
plagiarism should consult the course instructor for guidance before formally submitting the 
course work involved. (Sources: UW Graduate School Style Manual; UW Bothell Catalog; UW 
Student Conduct Code) 

Incompletes  
An incomplete is given only when the student has been in attendance and has done 
satisfactory work until within two weeks of the end of the quarter and has furnished proof 
satisfactory to the instructor that the work cannot be completed because of illness or other 
circumstances beyond the student’s control. (Source: UW General Catalog Online, “Student 
Guide/Grading”) 

Grade Appeal Procedure 
A student who believes he or she has been improperly graded must first discuss the matter 
with the instructor.  If the student is not satisfied with the instructor’s explanation, the 
student may submit a written appeal to the chair of the Department of Philosophy with a 
copy of the appeal also sent to the instructor.  The chair consults with the instructor to 
ensure that the evaluation of the student’s performance has not been arbitrary or capricious.  
Should the chair believe the instructor’s conduct to be arbitrary or capricious and the 
instructor declines to revise the grade, the chair, with the approval of the voting members of 
his or her faculty, shall appoint an appropriate member, or members, of the faculty of the 
Department of Philosophy to evaluate the performance of the student and assign a grade.  
The Dean and Provost should be informed of this action.  Once a student submits a written 
appeal, this document and all subsequent actions on this appeal are recorded in written form 
for deposit in a School file. (Source: UW General Catalog Online, “Student Guide/Grading”) 

                                                
* Adapted from material prepared by the UW Department of History and used with permission. 



Concerns about a Course, an Instructor, or a Teaching Assistant 
If you have any concerns about a Philosophy course or your instructor, please see the 
instructor about these concerns as soon as possible.  If you are not comfortable talking with 
the instructor or not satisfied with the response that you receive, you may contact the chair 
of the program offering the course (names available from the Department of Philosophy, 
361 Savery Hall). 
 
If you have any concerns about a teaching assistant, please see the teaching assistant about 
these concerns as soon as possible.  If you are not comfortable talking with the teaching 
assistant or not satisfied with the response that you receive, you may contact the instructor 
in charge of the course. If you are still not satisfied with the response that you receive, you 
may contact the chair of the program offering the course (names available from the 
Department of Philosophy, 361 Savery Hall), or the Graduate School at G-1 
Communications Building (543-5900). 
 
For your reference, these procedures are posted on a Philosophy bulletin board outside the 
Department of Philosophy main office on the 3rd floor of Savery Hall. 
 
 
POLICIES, RULES, RESOURCES 

Equal Opportunity 
The University of Washington reaffirms its policy of equal opportunity regardless of race, 
color, creed, religion, national origin, sex, sexual orientation, age, marital status, disability, or 
status as a disabled veteran or Vietnam-era veteran in accordance with University of 
Washington policy and applicable federal and state statutes and regulations. 

Disability Accommodation 
The University of Washington is committed to providing access, equal opportunity and 
reasonable accommodation in its services, programs, activities, education and employment 
for individuals with disabilities.  For information or to request disability accommodation 
contact: Disabled Students Services (Seattle campus) at (206) 543-8924/V, (206) 543-
8925/TTY, (206) 616-8379/Fax, or e-mail at uwdss@u.washington.edu; Bothell Student 
Affairs at (425) 352-5000/V; (425) 352-5303/TTY, (425) 352-5335/Fax, or e-mail at 
uwbothel@u.washington.edu; Tacoma Student Services at (253) 552-4000/V, (253) 552-
4413/TTY, (253) 552-4414/Fax. 

Sexual Harassment 
Sexual harassment is defined as the use of one’s authority or power, either explicitly or 
implicitly, to coerce another into unwanted sexual relations or to punish another for his or 
her refusal, or as the creation by a member of the University community of an intimidating, 
hostile, or offensive working or educational environment through verbal or physical conduct 
of a sexual nature.  
 
If you believe that you are being harassed, seek help—the earlier the better.  You may speak 
with your instructor, your teaching assistant, the undergraduate advisor (363 Savery Hall), 
graduate program assistant (366 Savery Hall), or the chair of the Philosophy Department 
(364 Savery Hall).  In addition, you should be aware that the University has designated 
special people to help you.  They are: University Ombudsman and Ombudsman for Sexual 



Harassment (for complaints involving faculty members and teaching assistants) Susan Neff, 
301 Student Union (HUB), 543-6028; and the University Complaint Investigation and 
Resolution Office, 616-2028.  (Sources: UW Graduate School, CIDR, Office of the President) 

Office of Scholarly Integrity 
The Office of Scholarly Integrity is housed in the Office of the Vice-Provost.  The Office of 
Scholarly Integrity assumes responsibility for investigating and resolving allegations of 
scientific and scholarly misconduct by faculty, students, and staff of the University of 
Washington.  The Office of Scholarly Integrity coordinates, in consultation and cooperation 
with the Schools and Colleges, inquiries and investigations into allegations of scientific and 
scholarly misconduct.  The Office of Scholarly Integrity is responsible for compliance with 
reporting requirements established by various Federal and other funding agencies in matters 
of scientific or scholarly misconduct.  The Office of Scholarly Integrity maintains all records 
resulting from inquiries and investigations of such allegations.  University rules (Handbook, 
Vol. II, Section 25-51, Executive Order #61) define scientific and scholarly misconduct to 
include the following forms of inappropriate activities: intentional misrepresentation of 
credentials; falsification of data; plagiarism; abuse of confidentiality; deliberate violation of 
regulations applicable to research.  Students can report cases of scientific or scholarly 
misconduct either to the Office of Scholarly Integrity, to their faculty adviser, or the 
department chair.  The student should report such problems to whomever he or she feels 
most comfortable.  (Sources: UW web page (http://www.grad.washington.edu/OSI/osi.htm); minutes 
of Grad School Executive Staff and Division Heads meeting, 7/23/98) 
 


