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PHIL 323 - Moral Theory 
 

  
 
Brock Baines                                                          Classroom: Deadly Hall 102                                                            
Email: bbaines@uoregon.edu            Time: Tues./Thurs. 2-3:50 p.m.  
Phone: 541-346-5547     
Office Hours: Thurs. 12-2 pm (161 Susan Campbell Hall) 

 
Course Description: 
A study of basic views on some of the oldest and arguably most important questions asked 
by philosophers: how ought we live our lives? What is the good life? The following kinds 
of questions are examined: What is goodness? Can we, and if so how can we, justify our 
basic ethical principles? Can ethical statements be true (or false), or are they solely a matter 
of preference? What rules, if any, should guide our conduct? 
 
More Specifically: 
This course canvasses several of the main ethical theories in the history of philosophy. 
According to virtue ethics, the aim of ethics is to cultivate good character, from which right 
action naturally flows. According to deontological ethics, the aim of ethics is to formulate 
and act upon universalizable rules – rules that anyone, anywhere, at any time should follow. 
According to consequentialism, the aim of ethics is to act so as to produce the best possible 
resulting state of the world. According to care ethics, these three major ethical traditions 
rely on deeply problematic assumptions about the nature of human relationships. We will 
discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each view, from both theoretical and empirical 
points of view. We will also consider how such views might be applied to particular moral 
problems. 
 
 
There will be two lectures with time devoted to discussion each class. Reading 
assignments will be announced in advance, and they are listed in the tentative schedule 
given below. Every student is expected to attend all lectures each week and to read the 
assigned texts by the assigned dates (i.e., to have read the text before it is discussed in 
the lecture). Grades will be based on four short essays (approximately 5-6 double-
spaced, typewritten pages) and on attendance and performance in discussion. The 
percentage of the grade for each of these is as follows: 

Four 4-5 page essays (20 possible points each) 
Discussion participation (20 possible points) 

Two-fifths of your discussion grade will be based on attendance (i.e., one point for each 
section) and the other three-fifths on the quantity and quality of your contribution to the 
discussion. Late papers will not be accepted. If the essay is not turned in on time, 
you will receive no points for that one-sixth of your grade. Only in cases of 
documented medical excuse or special documented circumstances (e.g., family 
emergency) will you be allowed to turn in a late essay.  You must submit your essay 
online through Canvas by the date and time specified for each assignment. Your essay 
will be evaluated by Vericite, which is a plagiarism detection tool.
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Academic dishonesty (e.g., cheating, plagiarism) is strictly prohibited and may result in 
severe penalties. Definitions, procedures, and penalties for such cases are spelled out on 
the UO website for Academic Dishonesty. 
Topics/Readings: Below is a list of topics for discussion along with a tentative schedule 
of required readings. There are only two books for the course. The remainder of the 
readings will be available as .pdf documents on Canvas. 

 
Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (Hackett: 1999) 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Hackett: 1993) 
 

The textbooks can be purchased at the university bookstore as a package, which will get 
you a discount. Please be sure to get the third edition, as all readings and page numbers on 
this syllabus are based on that. 

 
Week I - Introduction to Moral Theory 
(T) Introduction to Moral Theory 
(R) Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (pg. 1-25) 
 
Week II - Virtue Ethics 
(T) Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (pg. 25-50). 
(R) Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (pg. 50-75) 
 
 Week III - Empiricism and Ethics 
(T) Hume, Treatise on Hume Nature (Book 2) 
(R) Hume Treatise on Human Nature (Book 3) 
[First Essay due on Canvas by 5 p.m.] 
 
Week IV - Deontology 
(T) Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (pg. 1-25) 
(R) Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (pg. 25-50) 
 
Week V - Deontology 
(T) Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (pg. 50-75) 
(R) Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (pg. 75-100) 
 
Week VI - Utilitarianism 
(T) Mill Utilitarianism (pg. 1-25) 
(R) Mill Utilitarianism (pg. 25-50) 
[Second Essay due on Canvas by 5 p.m.] 
 
Week VII - Feminist Ethics 
(T) Gilligan, In a Different Voice 
(R) Noddings, "An Ethic of Caring" 
 
Week VIII - Justice 
(T) Rawls, A Theory of Justice  
(R) Rawls, A theory of Justice 
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Week IX- Moral Theory Applied 
(T) Singer, "Famine, Affluence and Morality" 
(R) O'neil, "Kantian Approaches to Some Famine Problems" 
[Third Essay due on Canvas by 5 p.m.] 
  
Week X - Moral Theory Applied 
(T) Nussbaum, "Non-relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach" 
(R) Conclusion 
 

  Week XI 
Final Exam Week 
[Final Essay due Tuesday on Canvas by 5 p.m.] 


