
ETHICS (CORE MA) 2020/21 

 

Instructor: Prof. Simon Rippon 

Number of credits: 2 CEU credits (4 ECTS credits) 

Semester: Winter, 2020-21 Academic Year 

Course status: Mandatory core class for Philosophy MA Two Year students in the 
first year; open as an elective to other Masters students 

Prerequisites: Basic acquaintance with the methods of analytic philosophy 

Course e-learning site: https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/course/view.php?id=11594  

Meeting Time and location: TBA 

Office hours: Winter term regular hours TBA 
Please visit: http://simonrippon.youcanbook.me to check availability and reserve a 
slot.  
Simon Rippon’s Office: Quellenstraße 51 / D410 

Course Description 

This course is a graduate-level introduction to normative ethical theory, touching 
also on some metaethical issues. Our main goal will be to understand and examine 
different kinds of normative ethical theory: a theory that aims to answer substantive 
moral questions, such as: What acts are right or wrong? What kind of person should 
I be? We will discuss the contrast between utilitarian, or more broadly 
consequentialist, moral theories, and Kantian, or more broadly deontological, 
theories. We will discuss the relative strengths and weaknesses of these types of 
normative ethical theory, as well as the third major approach to normative theory, 
virtue ethics, which focuses primarily on personal character. We finally consider the 
role of theory in ethics, and the demandingness objection to major ethical theories.    

Learning outcomes 

By the end of the course, students will be able to: 

• demonstrate a clear understanding of the nature of consequentialist, 
deontological and virtue theoretic approaches to normative ethical theory 

• explain various strengths and weaknesses of the different normative theories 

• analyze and charitably reconstruct ethical arguments from readings, and 
summarise them clearly and succinctly 

• perform their own evaluation and critique of the validity and soundness of 
arguments, both orally and in writing 

Requirements 

For all students, whether registered to audit or taking the class for credit, the basic 
expectations are: 
 

1. Regular, punctual attendance,  
2. Carefully completing the assigned readings before class, and  
3. Active participation in discussions in class  

https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/course/view.php?id=11594
http://simonrippon.youcanbook.me/
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For students taking the class for credit, there will be the following assignments: 
 

1. Two informal position papers on assigned questions during the term, 600-
800 words each (word count including footnotes but not including 
bibliography). These writing assignments will be graded pass/fail, and written 
feedback will be given. 

2. Either a final exam in Spring Term (for two-year Philosophy MA students) OR 
a 2,500 word final paper (for others). The final paper will be due on: TBA 

Assesment and Grading Criteria 

Two-year Philosophy MA students taking the class as a mandatory core course will be 
graded based on their answer on the in-class written final exam, taken as part of the 
Theoretical and Practical Philosophy exam scheduled for the end of spring term. The 
instructor reserves the right to adjust the grade for the final exam by up to 1/3 of a 
grade to take into account participation and other assignments completed during the 
course. 
 
A selection of five possible final exam questions will be distributed after the end of 
the course; one of these (chosen at random) will be the question for the exam; you 
will have one hour to write about it. It is advisable to prepare outlines in advance for 
each possible question and memorize these. I strongly encourage you to work 
together with your classmates to review the course material and discuss how you 
might answer the final exam questions. However, memorizing and reproducing on 
the exam answers written by others is not a good way to learn to do philosophy, and 
may amount to plagiarism. Do not do this! 
 
Other students taking the class for credit will be graded based on a 2,500 word final 
paper on a topic agreed in advance with the instructor. The grade for the class may be 
adjusted from the grade for the final paper by up to 1/3 of a grade to take account of 
participation and other assignments completed during the term.  
 
All course requirements must be completed in order to earn a passing grade for the 
class. 
 
Grading criteria for the written exam 
To earn at least a “B+”, the written exam paper has to cover most of the relevant 
material covered in the lectures. It has to show evidence of a thorough understanding 
of, and familiarity with, the relevant readings. It has to be written clearly and 
concisely, in competent academic English. One of the most important criteria will be 
the quality of the arguments. The text must be relevant to the question: it should not 
contain materials that do not pertain to the issue discussed. 

 
To earn an “A-”, all the above are required, plus independent organisation of the 
material. This means that the paper does not simply reproduce the materials 
presented in the lectures, but adds something in their organisation. Further readings 
could help you in independent organisation of the material. 

 
To earn an “A”, all the above, plus evidence of independent thinking. This means that 
you should think through the questions for yourself and come up with your 
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own assessment. The emphasis is not on originality; you don't need to invent 
something nobody has said before. Rather, the idea is that you make these problems 
your own, and develop, as best as you can, your own view of them (which can very 
well agree with the views defended by some others). 
 
In-class exam essays are not expected to be as flawless in writing style as final 
papers, nor accompanied by a bibliography. 
 
Grading criteria for final papers 
Quantity: 
All other things being equal, it's better if the paper is close to the required length. 
Writing a good paper using fewer words is more difficult than writing a good paper 
using more words, and that will be taken into account in the grading. So any 
additional length will need to be well-justified. In any event, don't go more than 20% 
over the required length. 
 
Quality: 
To earn a B+, the paper must clearly and concisely address the question and must be 
written in good academic English. Insofar as these are relevant, the paper must 
demonstrate a solid understanding of the arguments from readings in the course as 
well as in-class presentations and discussions. Important principles and concepts 
should be clearly explained. The views of others should, where necessary, be 
accurately, charitably, clearly and succinctly reconstructed, and properly cited with a 
bibliography. The paper must show that you have analyzed and independently 
organized the material yourself in response to the question, rather than simply 
following the organization of in-class presentations or parts of the literature.  
 
To earn an A-, the assignment must demonstrate all the above plus evidence of 
genuine progress as a result of your own independent thinking, such as your own 
substantive evaluation and critique of the validity and soundness of the arguments of 
others, or your own original positive argument. If there are any problems with the 
exposition or arguments in the paper, these will be minor. Any obvious objections to 
your argument will have been anticipated and answered. 
 
Papers that earn an A will demonstrate all the above virtues to the extent that they 
are nearly flawless in writing style, organization, exposition and soundness of 
arguments. While remaining entirely relevant to the question, such a paper will be 
relatively ambitious in scope and will demonstrate an exceptional degree of 
understanding and of the topic. 
 

Resources that you may find useful throughout the course 

James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, (McGraw-Hill, various editions). 
(A good basic introduction) 
 
Peter Singer, A Companion to Ethics (Blackwell, 1991). 
(A collection of fairly introductory articles) 
 
Alex Miller, An Introduction to Contemporary Metaethics (Polity, 2003). 
(An advanced introduction to metaethical topics) 
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The online Stanford Enyclopedia of Philosophy is an up-to-date professional 
reference work for all areas of philosophy. Articles are often long and challenging, 
but nearly always worth consulting: http://plato.stanford.edu  
 
WEEKLY SCHEDULE OF TOPICS AND READINGS 
 
Week 1 
Introducing consequentialism: Classical utilitarianism 
The classical utilitarian view that right acts are those that maximize overall 
happiness. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Jeremy Bentham, Introduction to the principles of morals and legislation, 
chs. 1-4. 
 

Optional Reading: 

• Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 
1, no. 3 (April 1, 1972): 229–243. 

Singer may be the best-known contemporary utilitarian. In this article he 
suggests that radical moral consequences follow from a claim much weaker than 
the utilitarian claim that we ought to do what will maximize happiness. 

 
Week 2 
Classical utilitarianism, continued 
JS Mill’s refinements to Bentham’s view, and some objections. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Mill, Utilitarianism, chs. 1-2. 

• Robert Nozick “The Experience Machine” from Anarchy, State and Utopia. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1974: 42-45 

 
Week 3 
The Epistemic objection to consequentialism 
The epistemic objection to consequentialism says that it cannot provide practical 
action guidance because the full consequences of our actions are unknowable. 
Lenman fleshes out this style of objection forcefully, and explores its ramifications. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• James Lenman, “Consequentialism and Cluelessness,” Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 29, no. 4 (Autumn 2000): 342–370. 

Optional Reading: 

• Gerald Lang, “Consequentialism, Cluelessness, and Indifference”. The Journal 
of Value Inquiry 42 (14 October 2008): 477–85. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10790-008-9136-6. 

Lang suggests that Lenman’s argument is generalisable and further defends it 
against a potential response. 

 
Week 4 
Rule consequentialism 

http://plato.stanford.edu/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10790-008-9136-6
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Rule consequentialism is the view that right acts are those that follow a set of rules 
that, if followed, would bring about the best consequences. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Brad Hooker, Ideal Code, Real World: A Rule-Consequentialist Theory of 
Morality (Oxford University Press, 2003), 1–30, 93–102. 

 
Week 5 
Deontology and agent-relative reasons 
We discuss objections to consequentialism that focus on moral phenomena that 
critics claim it cannot adequately account for: agent-relative reasons in the form of 
rights as side-constraints, and agent-centred prerogatives. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1986), chap. IX. 
 

Optional Reading: 

• Amartya Sen, “Rights and Agency,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 11, no. 1 
(Winter 1982): 3–39. 

Sen argues both against welfarist versions of consequentialism and against 
absolutist versions of deontology on the ground that they fail to properly 
accommodate our moral intuitions. 

 
Week 6 
Kant’s ethical theory 
Kant’s influential and distinctive deontological moral theory. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary J 
Gregor, sec. I. 
 

Optional Reading: 

• Christine M. Korsgaard, “Kant’s Analysis of Obligation: The Argument of 
Groundwork I,” in Creating the Kingdom of Ends (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 43–76. 

Korsgaard offers an interpretation of Kant’s argument that casts it into historical 
perspective, showing how it responded to the perceived shortcomings of the views 
of Kant’s sentimentalist and rationalist precursors. 

 
Week 7 
Contractualism 
Scanlon offers an original deontological account of the morality of what we owe to 
each other in the social contract theory tradition, known as contractualism. We 
discuss his view, and his differences with Kant and the utilitarians.   
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• T.M. Scanlon, “Contractualism and Utilitarianism,” in Utilitarianism and 
Beyond, ed. Amartya Sen and Bernard Arthur Owen Williams (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 103–128. 
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Optional Reading: 

• Scanlon, Thomas M. What We Owe to Each Other. Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998, chapters 4, 5. 

A more detailed presentation of Scanlon’s view. 
 
Week 8 
Aggregation and the Individualist Restriction 
When should the claims of individuals be aggregated? Examining the individualist 
restriction of Scanlon’s contractualism. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Michael Otsuka, “Saving Lives, Moral Theory, and the Claims of Individuals,” 
Philosophy & Public Affairs 34, no. 2 (2006): 109–135. 

 
Week 9 
The return of virtue ethics 
We discuss Elizabeth Anscombe’s broadside that led to a resurgence of virtue ethics, 
rooted in the Aristotelian tradition, that centralize ideas of good character and 
human flourishing. 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Anscombe, G. E. M. ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’. Philosophy 33, no. 124 
(January 1958): 1–19. https://doi.org/10.2307/3749051. 
 

Week 10 
Virtue ethics in practice 
How can virtue ethics guide action? 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Rosalind Hursthouse, “Virtue Theory and Abortion,” Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 20, no. 3 (Summer 1991): 223–246. 

 
Week 11 
Doubts about virtue ethics 
Some objections to virtue ethics  
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Robert Louden ‘On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics’. American Philosophical 
Quarterly 21, no. 3 (1984): 227–36. 

 
Week 12 
Demandingness 
Are consequentialist and Kantian moral theories too demanding? Does virtue ethics 
avoid the problem? How big a role should morality play in your life anyway? 
 
Mandatory Reading: 

• Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints,” The Journal of Philosophy 79, no. 8 (1982): 419–
439. 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3749051

