Fall Semester 2022

Professor: Sean Driscoll

PHILOSOPHY 121: ETHICS
Denison University

What Will you Learn in this Class?
Do you think some things are just wrong? If so, what
makes them wrong? Is wrongness just a feeling you
have, or is there something about reality that
makes some things right and other wrong? This is
the sort of class where we ask questions like these—
questions that challenge our most fundamental
assumptions about the nature of right and wrong.
The way that philosophy approaches these
questions is different from the way you might see
them discussed in church, over social media, or
among your friends. So, besides having an
opportunity to think about some of the most
penetrating ethical questions of all time, you will
learn how philosophers go about answering those
questions—and how you can use philosophy’s tools
to answer them for yourself.

What will you accomplish by taking this class?
1.
2.
3.
4.

You will question ethical dimensions of your own life.
You will gain an appreciation for that questioning.
You will learn how to answer ethical questions by analyzing
philosophical arguments.
You will learn to read technical texts carefully.

Office Hours: Wednesdays, 3-4:30 pm in Knapp Hall 205C

driscolls@denison.edu

How will you accomplish these goals?
Reading Guides: You will
accompany your study of each
philosophical text with a short
‘reading guide.’ These will help you
learn to read and evaluate
philosophical texts.
Analysis Assignments: You will
write several short analyses of texts
or problems. These will help you
learn how to answer ethical
problems philosophically.

Exams: You will take an in-class
midterm exam and a final exam at
the time appointed by the
university. Like the quizzes, these will
be ‘closed-book.’
Engagement: You will be fullyengaged in class, and you will be
graded on your engagement with a
self-evaluation which you will
submit both at midterm and at the
end of class. I will then evaluate
your evaluation and adjust the
score accordingly.

Reflection Assignments: You will
write several short papers helping
you reflect personally on the ethical
problems we discuss in class.
Quizzes: At the beginning of every
class, you will take a short reading
comprehension quiz. Quizzes are
‘closed-book’ (no notes, internet,
friends, telekinesis, etc.). The quiz
will be administered through
Canvas, and it will only be open for
5 minutes. If you are late or miss
class, you will simply miss the quiz
and cannot do a make-up quiz.
However, I understand that you all
have busy lives and that
circumstances such as illness,
family emergencies, and athletic
competitions might cause you to
miss class now and again. To allow
for this, I will drop at least the 2
lowest quiz scores.
*Note about Quizzes: The purpose
of these quizzes is not to measure
whether you attended class or to
measure whether or not you tried.
Of course, you will attend class and
try hard, but you will be assessed
on whether or not you have come
to class prepared to be an active
part of the class. Be aware, this is a
high bar to clear.

*Late Work: I will accept late work, but I will take off 10% for every day it is turned in late. That
adds up fast, so plan now to submit your work on time.

So, how will I grade you?
I will grade you as fairly and responsibly as possible. Because I am committed to
this, I will use several forms of assessment and will grade written work
anonymously. So, I ask that you omit any identifying information on your written
submissions, as I will be using Canvas’ ‘grade anonymously’ tool to ensure my
impartiality.

Grading Scale:
A
94%
A- 90%
B+ 87%
B
84%
B80%
C+ 77%
C
74%
C- 70%
D+ 67%
D
64%
D- 60%

How can you get ahold of me?
Your learning is my life’s work, and I will be as available
to help you as possible. Please communicate with me
over email at driscolls@denison.edu, though please note
that I am not Google, so I am not always able to respond
immediately. Please do not send messages through
Canvas (or Twitter or carrier pigeon or whatever other
platform you might have in mind); the best way to
contact me is email.
I will also communicate to you through email, so please
assure that your Canvas account is linked to your
correct email address—and check your email regularly.
I will also hold office hours every Wednesday from 34:30 p.m. in Knapp Hall 205C.

What are we going to read?
We are going to read some of the most influential things philosophers have
written about ethics. This means that you will have the chance to read the very
words written by great thinkers like Immanuel Kant and Philippa Foot. This sort of
reading will be different from the sorts of things you normally read (newspapers,
emails, novels, or even textbooks)—in fact, it will often be very difficult. However, it
will also be immensely rewarding if you make the effort. Of course, I have
designed several things to help you in this pursuit, so you needn’t come already
able to read philosophical texts—but do be prepared to develop this new skill.

Unit 1:
What is ethics?
August 30- September 13
We will begin our
class by
discussing a few
specific ethical
problems in order
to demonstrate
how philosophers
approach ethical
problems more
generally.

Unit 2:
Normative Ethics

Unit 3:
Metaethics.

Unit 4:
Applied Ethics

September 15November 1

November 3 November 17

November 29December 13

How should I act?
How do I determine
what is right and
what is wrong? What
are the standards for
the rightness of an
action? ‘Normative
Ethics’ is the
discipline concerned
with answering these
questions—with
providing (and
justifying) theories to
account for the
rightness or
wrongness of
actions.

This discipline asks
more fundamental
questions about
ethics—get ready
to go deep! For
instance, we will
discuss questions
about the
meaning of ethical
terms, about the
nature and
existence of ethical
properties, and
about what it is
that makes ethical
‘standards’ right or
wrong.

We will close our
class by applying
the ethical theories
and concepts we
have learned to
some important
contemporary
problems.

What other rules do you have to worry about?
Electronics: Research has repeatedly demonstrated that electronic devices are
detrimental to your learning—and to the learning of those around you. For this
reason, you are permitted to use a device only to access the day’s reading. If
you would like to use a device for other purposes, such as to take notes, you
must get approval from me outside of class. You will be graded on your
compliance with this in your engagement rubric.
Integrity: Every Denison student is expected to know and uphold University
standards in matters of academic honesty. Students who practice academic
dishonesty assault their own integrity as well as that of the University. Violations
may result in suspension or expulsion from the University. Violations include, but
are not limited to, providing or receiving assistance in a manner not authorized
by the instructor in the creation of work to be submitted for evaluation. This
standard applies to all work ranging from daily homework assignments to major
exams. Students must clearly cite any sources consulted—not only for quoted
phrases but also for ideas and information that are not common knowledge.
Neither ignorance nor carelessness is an acceptable defense in cases of
plagiarism. Students should ask their instructors for assistance in determining
what sorts of materials and assistance are appropriate for assignments and for
guidance in citing such materials clearly. As each Denison student is expected to
be familiar with the official university policy, please familiarize yourself with
Denison's Code of Academic Integrity.
Accommodations: Denison University is committed to providing to all enrolled
students equal access to campus programs, services and activities. Students
with a documented disability who wish to request reasonable academic
accommodations based on the impact of a disability should complete a
Request for Academic Accommodations/Faculty Notification Form with the
Academic Resource Center (ARC) located in 020 Higley Hall. It is the student’s
responsibility to contact their professor privately as soon as possible to discuss
specific needs and make logistic arrangements well in advance of an
evaluation. The Academic Resource Center (ARC) will verify the need for
reasonable accommodations based on the documentation on file in that office.
Reasonable accommodations cannot be applied retroactively and therefore
ideally should be enacted early in the semester as they are not automatically
carried forward from a previous term and must be requested every semester.

