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Phil 199 Sp. St. Real Ethics: CRN: 26414                          Dr. Caroline R. Lundquist 
VOL 101                                                                                   Office: 233 Susan Campbell Hall 
T/Th 10:00-11:50                       Office hours:  T/R 12:15-1:15 and by appointment 
                                                                                                            email: lundc@uoregon.edu 

 
Philosophy 199: 

Real Ethics 
 

“If we can really understand the problem, the answer will come out of it, because the 
answer is not separate from the problem.” – Jiddu Krishnamurti 

 
“Resolve does not really come from nowhere. It responds to the force of focal things 

and practices. If they have touched us, it’s our task to be their advocates, but not only 
their advocates. We also need to be architects who are devoted to the design and 

economy of a setting that favors the good life.” –Albert Borgmann 
 

When we hear the phrase “moral issues,” we may be inclined to think of whatever 
topics are currently at issue in public or political debates: abortion, gun control, same-sex 
marriage, and so on. But the moral issues that play out in public debates are not the only 
ones we should be thinking and talking about, and often they are mere distractions from 
more serious, morally-significant problems. Moral issues and problems are all around us, 
and continually emerge from the ways we live our lives as individuals within a society and 
within an increasingly interconnected global community. Sadly, many important moral 
issues are more or less invisible to us, and their invisibility has serious consequences; the 
ethical problems facing our nation and world too often go unsolved simply because we 
collectively fail to notice and think about them. We must learn to recognize the less obvious 
moral problems that surround us, so that we can begin to understand and, in turn, to solve 
them. 

Raising our awareness of moral issues and problems can begin by understanding the 
great extent to which our personal beliefs and actions are public or political. Everything or 
almost everything that we believe and do is informed by existing cultural and political 
institutions, and our personal beliefs and behaviors in turn affect (strengthen or undermine) 
these institutions. 
When we learn to recognize the moral significance of our daily behaviors and choices, and 
to appreciate how these behaviors and choices contribute to and are shaped by cultural and 
political institutions, we will be well-positioned to begin solving some of the most pressing 
ethical problems of our era. The primary aim of this course is therefore to raise our 
awareness of the moral significance of the choices we make and the things we do in our 
daily lives. As we pursue this aim, we will explore how our habits of thinking and acting 
are informed by cultural and political forces, and work together to generate ways to 
improve or dismantle the institutions that are making it harder for people in our country 
and around the world to live decent, dignified lives. We are here to envision, and to begin 
to create, a better world.   
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Learning Outcomes: Upon successful completion of this course students will be able to: 

(1) Think more critically about personal values and moral issues, which includes:  
Recognizing and critically analyzing personal values; identifying and defining 
“hidden” moral issues; increasing awareness of the moral significance of everyday 
habits of thinking and acting; demonstrating knowledge of the complexity of 
various moral issues; identifying how popular prejudices impact discourse on moral 
issues; acknowledging the ambiguities of various moral problems, both practical 
and philosophical.   
 

(2) Read college-level texts more critically, which involves:  
Identifying authors’ main conclusions and supporting claims; evaluating authors’ 
use of evidence and examples; identifying oversights and errors in authors’ 
reasoning; considering how the context of an argument impacts its meaning; 
generating and evaluating counterarguments in response to authors’ arguments.   
 

(3) Communicate ideas more effectively, which includes:  
Communicating knowledge and beliefs in writing, and in small group and broad 
class discussions; explaining reasons for existing opinions; listening to peers and the 
instructor attentively; asking clarifying questions; acknowledging the legitimacy of 
diverse perspectives on various moral issues; critically evaluating the views of peers. 
 

(4) Generate solutions to challenging moral problems, which includes: 
Learning to “frame” moral problems in a way that takes into account the interests of 
all stakeholders; recognizing the factual information required to accurately describe 
complex moral problems; exploring the strengths and weaknesses of existing and 
newly proposed solutions; thinking creatively and working collaboratively in order 
to move beyond traditional solutions; persisting with the problem-solving process 
when faced with difficulties, resistance or errors.    

 

Required Text: Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me (Spiegel and Grau, 2015)  
 
Recommended text: We will be reading substantial sections of Albert Borgmann’s Real 
American Ethics (University of Chicago Press, 2007). Assigned segments will be posted 
on Canvas, but students may wish to purchase a hard copy of the text for easier access. 
 
Additional readings will be posted on Canvas. 
 

Note: Many in-class activities will require use of the daily assigned reading/s. 
Students are responsible for bringing physical copies of assigned readings to 
class. I strongly recommend printing readings in advance.   
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Course Requirements: 

 
Weekly Reading Responses: 25%   
3 Take-home Quizzes: 30%  
Canvas Discussion Boards: 10% 
Final Project: 15% 
In-class Work and Homework: 10%  
Preparation/Engagement: 10% 

 
Course Policies: 

 
Assigned Readings: Because this is a highly interactive course, it is essential that all 
assigned readings be completed on time. In-class activities will usually require a 
working knowledge of the content from the assigned readings.  

Attendance: Dr. L’s First Rule of College: Show up! Regular attendance is vital to your 
success in this course. To accommodate illnesses/emergencies, you will be allowed two 
absences without penalty, after which each additional absence will result in a 5% reduction to 
your final grade (for example, four total absences will lower an “A” to a “B”).   

Late Work: Late work will be accepted only at the instructor’s discretion, and will incur 
a grade penalty (except in emergency situations). If you turn in an assignment late, 
write “late” at the top of the page, and briefly explain (in writing) why it is late.  

Preparation/engagement: Dr. L’s Second Rule of College: Stay Engaged! Students who 
are engaged are much more likely to succeed in their classes and to retain what they 
have learned. In the classroom, students who engage tend to: listen attentively to 
instructor and classmates, take notes, ask clarifying questions, answer questions posed 
by instructor and classmates, read actively (with pen in hand, noting questions), engage 
in discussion and debate, etc. Outside of class, engaged students tend to: make notes 
while completing assigned readings, make/use study guides, communicate with 
instructors regarding assignments and course concepts, communicate with peers/form 
study groups, and independently research topics from class, carefully plan assigned 
projects before completing them, etc.  
 
Because engagement is such an integral component of student success, ten percent of 
your course grade will be based on your level of preparation and engagement.   

Quizzes: All quizzes are take-homes, and are open-book and open-note. Students are 
encouraged to discuss quiz questions with classmates, but may not simply copy 
classmates’ responses.  

Reading Responses: Reading Response assignments will be presented at the end of 
class each Thursday (and will also be posted on Canvas), and are due at the beginning 
of class each Tuesday (with the exception of Reading Response 1, which is due 
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Thursday of Week 1). Reading Responses must be typed and submitted in hard copy 
form. Hand-written or electronic responses will not be accepted unless special 
arrangements have been made with the instructor. 

Canvas/email: Supplemental readings, handouts, lecture slides, and other course 
materials will be posted on Canvas. If you miss a class session, review lecture slides 
and view/print course materials on Canvas. 

Email is an excellent way to contact me, and I am generally able to respond to 
student emails within 24 hours. Please do not email me questions that can be 
answered by referring to the syllabus or Canvas. Dr. L’s Third Rule of College: 
RTFS! (Read The Freaking Syllabus! ;)     
 

Canvas Discussion Boards: In a philosophy class there is seldom time to say all that 
should be said on a given topic. For that reason, we will use Canvas discussion boards 
to continue some of the conversations we begin in class, and to begin new ones. 
Discussion boards will give you the opportunity to continue to discuss, analyze and 
critique assigned readings, to share portions of your Reading Responses, to present new 
arguments in response to questions raised during discussions, and to share new 
information discovered through independent research.  
 

Discussion Board Details: Every other week a new discussion board will be 
posted on Canvas. Over the course of the term, you are required to participate 
in four out of the five discussions.* Students who opt to contribute to all five 
discussions will receive extra credit. “Participating” means: (1) Posting a 
substantial response (about 1-2 paragraphs in length) to the given prompt, 
and (2) posting thoughtful replies to at least two classmates’ posts.  
 

Each discussion board will be open/active for two weeks (see opening and 
closing dates on the tentative schedule). Since late posts will not receive credit, 
early posting is encouraged.  
 

Inclusiveness Statement: If you have a documented disability and require assistance or 
accommodation of any kind, please inform me at the beginning of the term so I can 
make any necessary arrangements.  

If there is anything you would like me to know about you as a student that would help 
you to participate fully in class, please let me know early in the term.    
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Tentative Schedule: 
 

Saturday: First Canvas Discussion Board opens at 12noon 

Week 1: Course Introduction / “The Personal is Political” 

T: Course introduction; Don’t be the fish!; “The personal is political” 
To read before Thursday’s class: Real American Ethics, Chapter 1, pp. 3-12; 

 Chapter 3, pp. 25-30   
 

R: Reading Response #1 due. Understanding Churchill’s principle; Ethics in America; 
Theoretical ethics, practical ethics and “real” ethics  

To read before Tuesday’s class: Real American Ethics, Chapter 4, pp. 33-41  

 
Week 2: Kant and Moral Principles / What We Eat 

T: Reading Response #2 due. Kant’s ethics: Equality, Dignity and Self-Determination  
 To read before Thursday’s class: Real American Ethics, Chapter 11, pp. 131-136; 
 Bost, Give Thanks for Meat  
 

R: Ethics and the U.S. food industry; The moral significance of American eating habits 
 To read before Tuesday’s class: Real American Ethics, Chapter 6, pp. 53-67 
 Quiz 1 (take home) due Tuesday  

 
Friday: First Canvas Discussion Board Closes at 12midnight 

 
 

Week 3: Utilitarianism and Happiness / Happiness in the Digital Age 
 

Saturday: Second Canvas Discussion Board opens at 12noon 

T: Quiz 1 due. Reading Response #3 due. Utilitarianism 
 To read before Thursday’s class: Real American Ethics, Chapter 10, pp. 115-121, 
 Akbari, A Personal Guide to Digital Happiness; Rosenblum, Leave Your Laptops at the 
 Door to my Classroom 
 
R: Digital technology and your daily life; Happiness in the digital age 
 To read before Tuesday’s class: Real American Ethics, Chapter 8, pp. 79-84; 
 Rawls, A Theory of Justice  
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Week 4: Rawls’s Theory of Justice / What We Have and What We Need 

 
T: Reading Response #4 due. Rawls’s theory of justice 

To read for Before Thursday’s class: Singer, Rich and Poor  
 

R: Global and local justice; global and local poverty.  
 To read before Tuesday’s class: No reading 
 

Friday: Second Canvas Discussion Board Closes at 12midnight 
 

Week 5: What We Throw Away 

Saturday: Third Canvas Discussion Board opens at 12noon 

T: Reading Response #5 due. What we throw away; making sense of systemic moral 
 problems 
 To read before Thursday’s class: USDA, Food Loss Report (browse), Hill, Living 
 With Less, A Lot Less; Becker 
 
R: Food waste in the United States; The minimalist movement 
 To read before Tuesday’s class: No reading  
 Quiz 2 (take home) due Tuesday 

 

Week 6: What We Wear 

T: Quiz 2 due. Reading Response #6 due. Film, part 1: The True Cost 
 No reading. Homework due Thursday: 15 minutes of research: Fast Fashion 

 
R: Film, part 2: The True Cost. What can we do? 
 To read before Tuesday’s class: Real American Ethics, pp. Chapter 10, pp. 99-105 
 

Friday: Third Canvas Discussion Board Closes at 12midnight 

 

Week 7: How We Learn; Higher Education 
 

Saturday: Fourth Canvas Discussion Board opens at 12noon 

T: Reading Response #7 due. Knowledge vs. wisdom; Civics in education 
 To read before Thursday’s class: Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Chapter 2 (pp. 
 71-86) 



7 
 

Week 7, continued: How We Learn; Higher Education 

R: Freire’s philosophy and higher education 
 To read before Tuesday’s class: Held, Care Ethics 
 
 

Week 8: The Ethics of Care; Homelessness  

T: Reading Response #8 due. The ethical dimensions of aesthetics.   
 To read before Thursday’s class: Semuels, How Can the U.S. End Homelessness?   
 
R: Homelessness in the U.S.; Homelessness in our community: what can we do? 
 To read before Tuesday’s class: Coates, Between the World and Me, Part 1 
            Quiz 3 (take home) due Tuesday.  
 

Friday: Fourth Canvas Discussion Board Closes at 12midnight 
 

Week 9: Systemic Racism; Criminal Justice 

Saturday: Fifth Canvas Discussion Board opens at 12noon 

T: Quiz 3 due. Reading Response #9 due. Systemic racism.   
 To read before Thursday’s class: Between the World and Me, Part 2 
 
R: Systemic racism, continued  
 To read before Tuesday’s class: Between the World and Me, Part 3; supplemental 
 reading TBA 
   

 
Week 10: Student Choice/Conclusions 

T: Reading Response #10 due. Systemic racism; The U.S. criminal justice system 
 To read before Thursday’s class: No reading; “Adjacent Possible” homework 
 due Thursday. 
 
R: “Adjacent Possible” homework due. Conclusions. Can you make a meaningful 
 difference? 
 

Friday: Fifth Canvas Discussion Board Closes at 12midnight 
 

There is no final exam for this course.  

Final Projects are due Thursday, March 23rd by 12noon.  
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Dr. L’s Principles for Ethical Discussion 
 

Contrary to popular opinion, philosophical argument is not a form of combat. 
Philosophical discussions are opportunities for all of us to fully express and 

critically evaluate our own views and the views of others. When executed well, they 
can help us reach agreement on issues that matter, and help us foster compassion 

for those whose views we do not share. Please keep in mind the following precepts 
as we engage in class discussions: 

 

1. Genuine, productive dialogue requires more than one perspective, so our 
purpose should never be to silence those who disagree with us. A 
philosophy classroom, and our society as a whole, cannot thrive without 
disagreement and a diversity of ideas. 

 

2. Because we are always learning, our beliefs and commitments must be 
subject to change. As we engage in philosophical discussions, we must have 
the courage to let our own opinions change and grow, and to rethink or let go 
of opinions that we cannot adequately justify. As Ralph Waldo Emerson 
famously wrote, “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.”  

 

3. Our beliefs, claims and judgments are only as good as the cases that can be 
made for them. In the realm of philosophy, having opinions is not enough; 
we must also be able to adequately justify them. When we disagree, it is 
wise to evaluate the reasons behind our opinions (assertion + reason = 
argument). 

 

4. We ought to understand and appreciate what others are saying before 
we set out to challenge them. Remember to listen with an open mind; 
assume that the person you are conversing with has something important to 
teach you. Also remember that there is no point in disagreeing with a stance 
before you fully understand it (This applies to engagement with philosophical 
texts as well.). 

 

5. Many or most of our fundamental ethical commitments are likely to be 
the same, even if we have different views about how to actualize them. 
(Examples: justice- we don’t want to see innocent people punished or 
otherwise harmed; social connection- we want to feel like we belong; 
conscience- we feel bad if we think or know that we have done something 
wrong). When serious conflicts of opinion arise, it’s wise to come back to a 
shared belief or value, and make a new beginning together.     


