
Syllabus: Ethics  

Instructor: Jacob Stump • Contact: jacob.stump@mail.utoronto.ca 
Class: T, 9-11am, SW143; Th, 11am-12pm, SW319 

Office hours: Th, 5-6:30pm, TBA 

Overview 

We will ask three main sorts of questions:  

 1. Questions about Normative Ethics. What, in general, makes an action morally  
 good? What are the fundamental principles of morality?  

 2. Questions about Applied Ethics. What morally should we do about certain real- 
 world issues, such as animal welfare and disputes about free speech?  

 3. Questions about the Good Life. What makes for the good life? Is it moral  
 behavior and nothing more? Is it ever justifiable not to be as morally good as  
 possible? 

These questions are worth asking, however, only if it makes sense to do moral philoso-
phy in the first place. We will thus begin the semester by examining three challenges to 
moral philosophy: psychological egoism, moral relativism, and divine command theory.  
 Additionally, a significant portion of class time will be dedicated to student-led 
debates, as described below.  

Texts 

All texts will be provided on Quercus.  

Class 
  
Class will mostly be used to increase your understanding of the readings. Additionally, 
parts of some classes will be used to teach you the fundamental philosophic skill of ar-
gument analysis, as well as how to write good philosophic prose and structure a philoso-
phy paper. There may be some in-class activities.  
 In order to participate in class meaningfully, you should arrive having read and 
thought about the day’s text. You should also bring the text to class. Note: Reading 
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philosophy is difficult, and you should be prepared to read the assignments more than 
once. You will often be confused—that is okay! Try to figure out why you are confused, 
and come to class prepared with questions to help you understand.  
 Devices. I do not mind if you take notes on your laptop during class. However, be 
aware that doing so can be distracting to your fellow students. Out of consideration for 
others, if you are going to use a laptop during class, please sit on the left-hand side of 
the classroom (left-hand side while facing the front). There is one exception: no laptops 
will be allowed during the in-class debates. 

Evaluation 

You will be evaluated based on two criteria: comprehension of course content, and exer-
cises of the philosophic skill of argument analysis, which I will be teaching via in-class 
exercises. Evaluation will consist of six components: pre-class Reflections (10%), two 
writing assignments (15% and 25%), participating in one debate (5%), writing in-class 
reports on the debates (15%), and a final exam (30% of final grade). Note: Late papers 
will be deducted 1/3 of a letter grade per day, unless advance arrangements have been 
made.  
 Reflections. 10% of your final grade will consist in submitting reflections before 
class. By each Friday I will post questions about the readings for the upcoming week on 
Quercus. Each reflection will be worth 1/2% of your final grade. By the end of the term, 
at least 23 reflections will have been posted, so you are able to miss three reflections and 
still receive full credit. The reflections will be graded based on completion, so long as 
they are taken seriously. To take a reflection seriously, your response needs to be 
thoughtful and give evidence that you have read the text. You will not need to write 
more than a paragraph per question. Submissions are late if they are received after the 
start of class, and late submissions will not receive credit. There will be no extensions or 
makeup opportunities given for reflections. 
 First paper (500-750 words). Your first essay will require you to summarize an 
argument from a text, in part by communicating it in premise-conclusion form, and to 
evaluate it. Roughly half of the essay should be spent summarizing the argument, and 
roughly half evaluating it. I will be using part of lecture to teach you how to summarize 
and evaluate arguments.  
 Second paper (1250-1500 words). Your second essay will require you to summarize 
an argument, evaluate it, anticipate an objection, and respond to that objection. It will 
require you also to build on the skills practiced while writing the first essay by develop-
ing an original argument. Alternatively, you may write a paper on a topic of your choos-
ing. However, if you wish to do so, you must consult with me first, and I may ask you to 
prepare an outline.  
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 Final exam. The final exam will consist exclusively of short-answer questions. 
Some will ask you to explain key concepts. Some will ask you to provide a reason for or 
against some claim. Some will ask you to evaluate an argument that is given in premise-
conclusion form. I will provide more details near the end of the term.  
 Debate components. See below.   

Due dates. Reflections: before each class. First paper: Sept. 28. Second paper: Nov. 23. 
Debate components: See below.  
  
Plagiarism. Don’t do it (it’s really easy to catch). If you do, the university’s disciplinary 
measures will be taken. If you have questions about what counts as plagiarism, visit 
www.artsci.utoronto.ca/osai/students, or ask me.  

Accessibility. Students with diverse learning styles are welcome in this course. Please feel 
free to approach me or Accessibility Services so that we can assist you in achieving aca-
demic success. 

In-class debates  

“This was an essential exercise… to learn to speak on any subject, off the cuff, with a 
beginning, a development, and an ending. Learning to improvise was first of all 
learning to overcome oneself, to overcome the pride that disguises itself as humility 
as an excuse for one’s incapacity to speak in front of others—that is to say, one’s 
refusal to submit oneself to their judgment” (The Ignorant Schoolmaster, 42).  

It is cliché to observe that nowadays public discourse is often unproductive and uncivil. 
Opinions are exchanged, but rarely in a spirit of cooperation—that is, rarely for the sake 
of learning from one’s interlocutor and revising one’s opinions if she has presented good 
reasons for doing so. This is a substantial loss: we’re all made better by seeing if our 
opinions can be justified and, if not, being willing to change them. However, one cannot 
become like that simply by wishing it. It takes practice—practice at monitoring one’s 
beliefs to see if one really knows what one believes oneself to know; practice at listening 
to the arguments of others; and practice at revising one’s beliefs if they are shown to be 
inadequate.  
 Accordingly, part of the course will be dedicated to in-class debates on pressing 
topics. You will be assigned randomly to a date, a topic, and a group of four students. 
You will be expected to research your topic extensively prior to class and to coordinate 
with your group members so that each person has an assigned role and so that your 
speaking points are consistent within the group. At the start of the class, you will be 
told which side of the topic your group will be supporting—either for the proposition or 
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against the proposition. The debate will then be held according to typical parliamentary 
procedures. At the debate’s end, the class will vote on which group won—that is, which 
group made the most compelling arguments for its side and responded the best to the 
other group’s objections—and each member of the winning group will be awarded 2 ex-
tra credit points.  
 Nb. Class on Sept. 13 will be devoted to explaining in greater detail the format of 
the debate and my expectations from participants.  
 Finally, there will be two evaluative components to the debate. The first is an as-
sessment of your individual performance (5%). The second consists of your handing in 
“debate reports” at the end of class on days when you are not a debate participant (10%, 
with 13 opportunities total and each report worth 1%, so, you can not complete 3 re-
ports and still receive full credit). There will be no makeup opportunities for either of 
these two activities. 

Contact 

If you e-mail me, put the course code (PHLB07) in the subject line; otherwise your e-
mail may get lost. I will try to respond to e-mails within two business days. However, e-
mail is not the best format for philosophical questions; please come to my office hours to 
discuss philosophical material.  

Optional, useful resources  

1. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (online). Useful as a starting point for research 
or to teach yourself the basics of some topic (a philosopher’s Wikipedia, but more reli-
able).  
2. Philpapers (online). The largest collection of philosophy papers online. 
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