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INTRODUCTORY ETHICS (PHIL 214:21) 

 
Professor Michael Rota            Office Hours: 

Office: John Roach Center, 233           Monday 3:00 – 3:45pm 

Office phone: 651 962-5392             Tuesday 1:00 – 2:00pm 

Email: mwrota@stthomas.edu           and by appointment 

 

                  

Course Description: 

 

Ethics is about human action, morality, right and wrong, duty, happiness, and character. In this 

course we will be looking at a number of important topics and questions in this field. Are any 

moral principles binding on all human beings, or are all moral principles only applicable relative 

to a given society or culture? And is it possible to gain moral knowledge about ethical questions 

subject to endless dispute and disagreement? We’ll begin the course with an extended 

examination of these two questions. We’ll then turn to the thought of Aristotle, considering and 

discussing his views on happiness, virtue, responsibility, weakness of will, and friendship. Next 

we’ll look at several key concepts in the ethical theory of Thomas Aquinas (natural law, the 

constituents of a human action: object, end, and circumstances; conscience; moral badness, 

sinfulness, and blameworthiness; the role of the emotions in the moral life; the four cardinal 

virtues), and the principle of double effect. 

 

After a midterm exam, we’ll discuss the seven capital vices, and briefly talk about two major 

ethical traditions from modern philosophy – utilitarianism and deontological ethics. We’ll also 

consider a number of particular ethical issues of contemporary relevance, looking at questions 

related to the environment, the disparity between rich and poor, citizenship and the common 

good, animal welfare, sexual ethics and marriage, abortion, genetic testing and genetic 

manipulation, and contemporary slavery. 

 

Course Objectives: 

 

The university utilizes the IDEA Student Ratings of Instruction system. One component of this 

system invites student responses to questions about many different possible objectives a professor 

might have for the students in his or her course. (For example, “Acquiring skills in working with 

others as a team”.) Professors are asked to select 2-5 objectives per course, from a list of twelve 

that the IDEA form provides. I have chosen the two objectives that I think are most suitable for 

this course. My objectives for you are that you would: 

 

  - Improve in your ability to analyze and critically evaluate ideas, arguments, and points  

of view, and 

- Learn fundamental principles and theories in the field of ethics. 

 

Readings:  

 

(1) Jonathan Haidt, “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist 

Approach to Moral Judgment,” Psychological Review 108:4 (2001), pp. 814-834. [On 

Blackboard] 
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(2) Gary Atkinson, Our Search with Socrates for Moral Truth (Washington, D.C.: Catholic 

University of America Press, 2015). 

(3) Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics (Penguin Classics), trans. J.A.K. Thomson, 2004. 

(4) Aquinas, selections from the Summa theologiae, to be announced. Available at 

http://www3.nd.edu/~afreddos/summa-translation/TOC-part1-2.htm.   

(5) Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Glittering Vices: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins 

and Their Remedies (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2009). 

(6) Peter Singer, 'Famine, Affluence and Morality', Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 1 

(Spring 1972), pp. 229-43. [Available via UST access at 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2265052?pqorigsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_conten

ts] 

(7) Don Marquis, “Why Abortion is Immoral”, The Journal of Philosophy 86:4 (1989): 183-

202. [Available via UST access at http://www.jstor.org/stable/2026961?pq-

origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents] 

(8) Judith Jarvis Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1:1 

(1971): 47-66. [Available via UST access at http://www.jstor.org/stable/2265091?pq-

origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents] 

(9) Occasional short readings I will distribute 

 

Electronics Policy 

 

Laptops, tablets, phones and other electronic devices may not be used during class. 

Research suggests that learning outcomes are better when students take handwritten 

notes. (I will make an exception to this policy if you have a registered disability that 

requires the use of electronics, in which case contact me.) 

 
Assignments & Grading:   

 

Quizes and Homework        20%  

 Ethical analysis papers       20% 

 Midterm          25% 

 Final Exam          35% 

Class Participation and Effort      Borderline grades 

 

Final Exam: The final will be cumulative, so take good notes from day one. The final will be on 

Thursday May 18th, from 8am to 10am, in our ordinary classroom. 
 

Grading scale:    A    93% and up 

       A-    90 up to 93 

B+    87 up to 90 

       B    83 up to 87 

       B-    80 up to 83 

C+    77 up to 80 

       C    73 up to 77 

       C-    70 up to 73 

D+    67 up to 70 

D    63 up to 67 

D-    60 up to 63 

       F    below 60 

 

http://www3.nd.edu/~afreddos/summa-translation/TOC-part1-2.htm
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2265052?pqorigsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2265052?pqorigsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2026961?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2026961?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2265091?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2265091?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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Ethical analysis Papers 

 

There will be three short analysis papers due throughout the semester. The length of the papers 

will be between 200 and 325 words. Late paper policy: you may turn in an assignment up to one 

class period late for half-credit.   

 

Quizzes 

 

There will be 10 short weekly quizzes, which will cover the reading assigned for the day and 

material covered in the previous class. Each quiz will have three or four (multiple choice or 

true/false) questions.  The purpose of these quizzes is to provide an incentive to do the reading, 

review your notes, and attend class. 

 

Make-up quizzes will only be given in the case of an excused absence. 

 

Attendance 

 

Attendance is mandatory.  Starting with your third absence, each unexcused absence will lower 

your course grade 2 percentage points.  For example, if you miss 4 classes total, and your course 

grade would have been a 90% (A-), you’ll get an 86% (B) instead.  

 

In addition, if there is a quiz on the day you are absent you will not be able to make it up unless 

your absence is excused. 

 

If you know you are going to miss a particular class day, contact me beforehand so I can 

determine if the absence will count as excused or not. Absences will count as excused if they are 

due to (1) illness, (2) a documented job/internship interview, (3) a family or parenting-related 

emergency, or (4) an activity sponsored by the university. Any other absence must be discussed 

with me in advance in order to count as excused. 

 

That said, if you’re sick and possibly contagious, I encourage you to stay home and rest, rather 

than come to class to infect the rest of us! Contact me beforehand (preferably by email) to let me 

know you’re sick and to ask if you’ve missed any new assignments. And contact a friend from 

class to try to get the notes from the day you missed. If you miss a quiz because of an excused 

absence, you will have an opportunity for a make-up quiz. However, if a paper is due on a day on 

which you will be absent, you should email me a copy of your paper by the beginning of class on 

that day. 

 

Note: 

 

1. I encourage you to ask questions in class and to speak up regarding the issues we are 

discussing.  It is not possible for you to lower your grade by participating in class in these 

ways – it can only help! 

 

2. Always feel free to come to office hours or make an appointment if you have any 

questions relating to the course or the material we’re covering. 

 

3. This syllabus is subject to change in accordance with the needs of the course. 
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4. I will punish plagiarism, cheating and other forms of academic dishonesty to the 

maximum extent allowed by the university. It is your responsibility to learn and 

understand what counts as academic dishonesty. The “Disciplinary Rights and 

Procedures” section of the Undergraduate Student Policy Book contains relevant 

information on this score.  The Undergraduate Student Policy Book can be found online 

at http://www.stthomas.edu/catalog/general/undergraduatepolicies/academicintegrity/ 

 

5. Academic accommodations will be provided for qualified students with documented 

disabilities including but not limited to mental health diagnoses, learning disabilities, 

Attention Deficit Disorder, chronic medical conditions, visual, mobility, and hearing 

disabilities.  Students are invited to contact the Disability Resources office about 

accommodations early in the semester. Appointments can be made by calling 651-962-

6315 or in person in Murray Herrick, room 110. For further information, you can locate 

the Disability Resources office on the web at 

http://www.stthomas.edu/enhancementprog/.  

 

 

SCHEDULE 

 

DATE   TOPIC           READING 

 

T 1/31   Introduction; moral relativism 

Th 2/2   How are our moral beliefs formed?    Haidt article 

 

T 2/7   Disagreement, nihilism and moral skepticism Atkinson, through p. 57   

Th 2/9   Intellectual traits necessary for ethical inquiry Atkinson, pp. 58-106 

    

T 2/14   Harmony in the soul       Atkinson, pp. 107-110, 125-159  

Th 2/16   Moral traits necessary for ethical inquiry   Atkinson, pp. 160-194 

 

T 2/21   Introduction to Aristotle       Atkinson, pp. 195-219, & 

            Aristotle NE, Editor’s Introduction to page xiii. 

Th 2/23   Happiness          Aristotle NE, book I  

(skip book I ch. vi., and I.xi and I.xii), and read the 1st 2 pages of book X.ix) 

 

T 2/28   Virtue           NE book II 

Th 3/2   Some particular moral virtues      NE III.1-5 and 10-12  

 

T 3/7   Ignorance, responsibility, and weakness of will NE VII.1-3, 7-8  

Th 3/9   Friendship; Aquinas  -- Intro and natural law  NE books VIII-IX, but skip VIII  

chs  ix, x, xi, xiii & xiv, and book IX chapters ii and vii 

         

T 3/14   Aquinas: object, end, and circumstances   Aquinas, ST I-II.1.1, I-II.2  

Th 3/16      Aquinas: happiness, emotions, evil, conscience;  

the principle of double effect  ST I-II.5.3; I-II.19.5-6; I-II.21.1-2; I-II.61.2  

 

T 3/21   NO CLASS – MID-TERM BREAK 

Th 3/23   NO CLASS – MID-TERM BREAK 

 

T 3/28   Midterm exam 

Th 3/30   The seven deadly vices, envy; utilitarianism  Glittering Vices, through ch. 2 

http://www.stthomas.edu/catalog/general/undergraduatepolicies/academicintegrity/
http://www.stthomas.edu/enhancementprog/
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T 4/4   Vainglory; deontology       GV, ch. 3 

Th 4/6   Sloth; environmental ethics      GV, ch. 4 

  

T 4/11   Avarice; affluence and poverty     GV, ch. 5, Singer article 

Th 4/13   Anger; citizenship        GV, ch. 6 

 

T 4/18   Gluttony; animal welfare      GV, ch. 7 

Th 4/20   Lust; pornography        GV, ch. 8 and Epilogue 

 

T 4/25    Pre-marital sex; contraception     Marquis article   

Th 4/27   Abortion          Thomson article 

 

T 5/2   Genetic testing and manipulation  

Th 5/4   The common good; contemporary slavery 

 

T 5/9   Marriage        

Th 5/11   Review for Final          

 

Final exam:  Thursday May 18th, from 8am to 10am. 
 

 

 


