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Philosophy 105 – Current Moral and Social Issues 
Fall Term, 2018 

 
Professor:  Andy Egan    
Office:  Gateway Building, 106 Somerset St, 5th Floor, room 522 
Office Hours: Tuesday 3-4 and by appointment 
 
e-mail: andyegan@rutgers.edu 
 
Teaching Assistants’ Information: 
 
Course Description 
There are, you will have noticed, a lot of difficult, controversial moral issues in the 
world. Some of them are difficult policy issues, which most of us are called upon to think 
about as not-terribly-direct participants in the processes that will determine which 
relevant policies (if any) wind up being adopted at the national, state, or local levels. 
Some of them are more directly and immediately pressing - difficult issues about the 
moral status of some piece of our own personal, day-to-day conduct. 
  
There are also (you may or may not yet have noticed), a lot of highly abstract, extremely 
general theories of the right and the good on offer from philosophers. This course is about 
how those philosophical theories make contact with the on-the-ground issues that you’re 
likely to actually have occasion to think about in deciding what to do, how to vote, where 
to donate, and how to live your life.  
 
We’ll look at some of the philosophical ethical theories on offer, and what there is to be 
said for and against them at a very general level. We’ll also look at the facts about some 
of the particular social and moral issues that are particularly pressing today, and likely to 
be pressing in the future. And we’ll look at how to bring the two together, in a way that 
can help us to think clearly and carefully about some difficult and important questions 
that we’re likely to face in our capacities as citizens and moral actors. 
 
The class will be structured into units, each focusing on a particular important big-picture 
concept or question in ethics. In each unit, we’ll look at several different applied issues 
where the concept or question is especially important.  
 
Readings etc.: 
Everything will be posted to or linked to from the course Sakai site. Make sure you have 
access to that site, and make sure that you have an email address that you check regularly 
(at least daily) associated with Sakai. We’ll send class announcements via the Sakai email 
tool, which it’s important for you to be able to receive. 
 
Please note which readings are due when, and make sure that you have the relevant texts 
well in advance, so as to leave sufficient time to read them carefully before class. 
 
Norms for Civil and Inclusive Discourse 



Productive intellectual inquiry – the basic purpose of colleges and universities – requires 
respectful, constructive discussion that enables all parties to participate fully. Philosophy 
has an especially vital role to play in facilitating such inquiry, because philosophers have 
been developing and honing practices of critical discussion over many centuries: 
techniques for uncovering, justifying, and assessing assumptions lurking behind any 
claim, from the most obvious to the most controversial. 

Philosophy is thus a valuable tool for self-reflection and for communal debate. This is 
especially true at a time when so much is being debated, in such heated terms. But like 
any tool, in order to work, it must be used well. In our community we expect all 
participants to observe basic norms of civility and respect. This means stating your own 
views directly and substantively: focusing on reasons, assumptions and consequences 
rather than on who is offering them, or how. And it means engaging other’s views in the 
same terms. No topic or claim is too obvious or controversial to be discussed; but claims 
and opinions have a place in the discussion only when they are presented in a respectful, 
collegial, and constructive way. 

 
Core Curriculum Learning Goals 
This course meets goal o:  Examine critically philosophical and other theoretical issues 
concerning the nature of reality, human experience, knowledge, value, and/or cultural 
production.  Assessment will be by an SAS generic rubric embedded in the evaluation 
criteria laid out in the assignment details.   
 
Attendance 
Students are expected to attend all classes; if you expect to miss one or two classes, 
please use the University absence reporting website: https://sims.rutgers.edu/ssra/ to 
indicate the date and reason for your absence.  An email is automatically sent to me.  
 
Cheating and Plagiarism 
Short version: Don’t cheat.  Don’t plagiarize.  It cheapens and diminishes everybody’s 
academic experience, and it’s a violation of the trust that’s required for successful 
learning and teaching.  You’re also very likely to be caught, and the penalties can be 
extremely severe, including suspension or expulsion from the university.  
 
Longer version: The university's policy on Academic Integrity is available at 
http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/integrity.shtml.  I strongly advise you to 
familiarize yourself with this document, both for this class and for your other classes and 
future work.   
 
To help protect you, and future students, from plagiarism, we require all papers to be 
submitted through Turnitin.com. In my experience it happens quite frequently in large 
lecture courses that someone winds up getting busted by turnitin, and the resulting 
process of formal inquiry, penalties, etc. is no fun for anybody.  Please help us avoid that 
this term by (a) not doing anything that you know is a violation of the university’s 
Academic Integrity policy, and (b) asking your TA, or me, if you’re unsure about just 



what the policy requires or forbids.  Judgments about plagiarism can be subtle. If you 
have any questions, please feel free to ask for guidance from your TA. 
 
 
Required Work and Grading 
Summary of major grades for the term: 

1. Online discussion participation: 1/3 
 

2. Short assignments (3 or 4 during the term): 1/3 
 

3. Final argumentative paper: 1/3 
A 6-7 page argumentative paper.   

 
 
Online Discussion Forum 
As part of establishing an inclusive conversation, and to maximize the value of the class 
meetings, we will have a discussion online each week. 
 
You are required to post a brief comment and/or question (1 paragraph) once a week. 
The main point of your post is to make a positive, constructive move in a substantive 
conversation about the topics we’re discussing.  
 
The paradigmatic way to do this is to pose a question for in-class discussion and/or for 
followup discussion in the online forum. You should motivate your specific question, by 
explaining why someone else should care about it. You should contextualize it, by citing 
specific passages of the assigned reading, and/or specific questions, arguments or ideas 
that arose in class meetings that you’re following up on. And you should sketch out a 
next step for addressing your question, by setting out some possible answers, suggesting 
how to find the answer, etc. 
 
Another way to make a positive, constructive contribution is to respond to someone else’s 
question. Very often, this will lead to further questions, but not quite always. 
 
Posts will be graded on a three-point scale: 

1 point for posting by Monday night, in a way that demonstrates you’ve done the 
reading. 
 
1 point for starting one of the first ten threads by raising a reading-relevant 
question (forums will open on Thursday after class), or for responding 
substantively to someone else’s post. (The idea here is to get some threads started, 
and then have a discussion in which people are engaging with each others’ ideas. 
We may tweak the number here over the course of the term, depending on how 
things are going.) 
 
1 point for contributing an original insight about the topics under discussion. 
 



You can miss or drop 2 posts over the course of the entire semester without penalty. 
Come to class prepared to discuss your question! 
 
Short Assignments  
Writing a philosophy paper is hard, and it’s a bit different from writing papers for most 
other disciplines. So we’ll work up to it over the course of the term, by writing a series of 
short assignments, each of which mirrors some part of the task of writing a full-length 
paper. (So for example, there will be a short assignment about setting out an argument 
from something we’ve read, another about posing an objection to an argument, and 
another about responding to an objection.) More details on these when we get to them. 
 
Final Paper 
This will be an opportunity to put all the pieces together, and offer a sustained argument 
on a specific topic. A range of paper topics will be available for you to choose from. 
 
 

Schedule of Topics (subject to change!) 
 

Unit 1: Intro and Moral Theory 
 
Week 1 (September 4 and 6):  

Moral theory: What is ethics? What is ethics for? Why study ethics? 
o Russ Shafer-Landau, Normative Ethics – Chapter 9 
o Watch: Wi Phi video: Julia Driver on Consequentialism 

 
Week 2 (September 11 and 13): 

Moral theory continued 
o Read: Shafer-Landau, Normative Ethics – Chapter 10 
o Watch: Wi Phi videos: Julia Markovits series on Utilitarianism 
o Supplemental: Excerpts from  

§ John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism 
§ Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals 

 
 
Unit 2: Moral agents and patients: 

What and who should we care about morally? 
Which actors, and which actions, do moral rules apply to? 
 

Week 3 (September 18 and 20):  
Moral Status – Animal rights and abortion 

o Read: Peter Singer, “All Animals are Equal” 
o Watch: Jeff Sebo, “Moral Status” 

 
• Supplemental: Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Moral 

Status” 
  



Week 4 (September 25 and 27):  
Moral Status – When is preferential treatment okay and when is it bad? 

  (Looking after our families, racism, sexism, nationalism…) 
  First short assignment due 9/27 

• Read: Susan Wolf, “Morality and Partiality” 
  
Week 5 (October 2 and 4):  

Moral Actors – What kinds of things are subject to moral evaluation? 
Moral duties of individuals, firms, governments... 

 
Unit 3: Ethics and Economics 
 Evaluating economics-driven arguments about moral questions 
     

Week 6 (October 9 and 11):  
What’s so great about markets? The force behind market-based arguments 

• Read: Excerpt from Tim Harford, The Undercover Economist 
(ch3) 

• Read: Leonard E Read, “I, Pencil” 
• Watch: Milton Friedman on pencils 

  
 
Week 7 (October 16 and 18):  

What’s not so great about markets? The ethics of market failure 
 Second short assignment due 10/21 

• Harford, The Undercover Economist, ch4 
 
Week 8 (October 23 and 25):   

Addressing (purported) market failure:  
Food policy, public health and paternalism 

• Read: Excerpt from John Stuart Mill, On Liberty 
• Read: Excerpt from Sarah Conly, Against Autonomy 

 
Week 9: (October 30 and November 1) 

Addressing (purported) market failure: 
 Labor, capital, and conditions for workers 

• Read: Excerpt from Elizabeth Anderson 
 
 
Week 10: (November 6 and 8) 

Addressing (purported) market failure:  
 Inequalities: Wealth, income, opportunity… 

• Read: Excerpt from Rawls, A Theory of Justice 
• Read: Excerpt from Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia 
• Watch: Luvell Anderson on Rawls 

   



 
Unit 4: Collective action problems 
 

Week 11 (November 13 and 15):  
 Third short assignment due 11/13 

Prisoners’ dilemmas and tragedies of the commons 
• Watch: Geoff Sayre-McCord on Prisoners’ Dilemma 
• Watch: Jonathan Anomoly on the Tragedy of the Commons 
• Watch: Jonathan Anomoly on Collective Action Problems 

  
 
Week 12 (November 20):  

Problems of scale: Small actors in big systems 
  (Consumer ethics, voting) 

o Read: Parfit, Five Mistakes in Moral Mathematics 
  

 
Unit 5: Dealing with the ways human cognition is non-ideal 

Week 13 (November 27 and 29):  
 Consumer ethics:  

o Read: Eliot Michaelson on food choices 
o Watch: Geoff Sayre-McCord on voting 

 
 
Week 14 (December 4 and 6):  

Cognitive limitations and biases – Logic, evidence, and their limitations  
• Read: Excerpts from Daniel Kahneman 

 
 
Week 15 (December 11):  

Wrapup 


