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Contemporary Moral Issues 
Philosophy 130U, TR 6:25-7:40 

 
Instructor: Nicolas Nicola 

 
Office: Ashe Building Rm. 701 (to be confirmed) 
Office hours: schedule appointments by email 
Email: nxn231@miami.edu 
 
 
1. Course Description:  
 
A lot of what we do has moral significance. What we choose to eat, what we decide to 
teach, or whether or not (or how) we should have children can express some moral 
significance. But what is it about some of our actions that makes them morally 
significant? What is it about what I choose to eat that makes it have any moral 
significance? Why is what I choose to teach morally significant? In this course, we will 
explore the nature of morality and consider how we should confront and understand 
certain contemporary moral issues. The philosophical literature has had various thinkers 
who have put forth considerations for what it means to live a moral life. Is the moral life 
the happy life? The virtuous life? The autonomous life? And what principles (if any) 
should we abide by in order to live a moral life? In what ways does our understanding of 
morality aid us in approaching and dealing with contemporary moral issues? Such 
issues include: the relationship between art and censorship, the ethics of cannibalism, 
the ethics of sex education, the moral status of abortion, and more.  
 
2. Course Readings 
 
This course requires students to purchase a copy of Russ Shafer-Landau’s The Ethical 
Life: Fundamental Readings in Ethics and Moral Problems, 4th edition. All other 
readings will be available through Blackboard.   
 
3. Course Content 
 
The course is structured around three main themes in contemporary moral philosophy: 
value theory, normative ethics, and moral problems. The aim is to introduce you to and 
acquaint you with some of the issues surrounding these themes in order for you to be 
able to become equipped to approach these (and other) issues further throughout your 
academic career. Let’s take a closer look at these themes.  
 
Value Theory: This branch of ethics concerns what is valuable in and of itself, and what 
the good life consists in. We will be inquiring into what things in life we should be 
striving for as ends (and not merely as means to an end). For example, we will be 
asking whether the good life aims at happiness as end. Pleasure? Authenticity? These 
are a sample of the kinds of questions some value theorists entertain.  
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Normative Ethics: This branch of ethics concerns identifying the supreme principle(s) of 
right action. Here we are concerned with what makes moral actions right? Put 
differently, what makes a right action right? Is there some overarching principle that 
informs us of an action’s moral status as right? For example, is the right action the one 
that produces the most amount of happiness? The one that follows from your moral 
duties and responsibilities? Or is there no overarching principle that makes a right 
action right? These are the kinds of questions we will be considering throughout this 
section of the course.  
 
Moral Problems: This branch of ethics deals with real-world problems where moral 
questions arise and are pertinent. Questions include: what is the status of abortion? 
Should schools teach sex education, and if so, how? Is it immoral to eat meat? And so 
on. What role does morality play when it comes to government and politics censoring art 
and culture? There are so many more moral problems, but this is just an extremely 
small sample of the kinds of problems on offer. I urge you to check out the course 
reading for many more moral problems (although that is also a small sample of moral 
problems, but larger than the ones quickly discussed here).  
 
4. Course Format and Requirements 
 
The way the course is designed is such that we will discuss readings on Tuesdays and 
follow up with class exercises/case studies (not always but usually) on Thursdays 
related to the readings. Class exercises are there as a practical component that 
compliment the readings. While the readings are delightful in and of themselves, I think 
learning how to incorporate the lessons from the readings in the real world will propel 
you into a position where you can make real connections and address current issues 
that our society, government, families, friends, and even oneself (you) deals with.  
 
On the days where we are not discussing readings or partaking in class exercises, we 
will be devoting our class time to the assignments, papers, and any other preparation 
related to the course requirements. 
 
That brings me to the next point of course requirements. There are five basic course 
requirements: attendance, top hat questions, journal entries, media assignment, and a 
paper.  
 
Attendance (10%): 

● You are required to attend class meetings regularly. Attendance will be tracked 
via the Top Hat (an online learning tool). You can either access Top Hat by 
downloading the app in the Apple App Store or the Google Play Store. For more 
information visit: www.tophat.com. At most three unexcused absences are 
compatible with passing this course. You should come prepared to class by 
reading the materials provided, participate in class discussion (can be done in 
various ways), and be engaged with yourself, fellow classmates, and myself.  

 
Journal Entries (15%): 
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● You will be required to submit journal entries weekly pertaining to the reading. In 

the Shafer-Landau text and at the end of each reading, there are a variety of 
questions raised that critically engage the reader with issues that are unresolved. 
Pick two questions, answer them, and submit them. These journal entries are not 
here to penalize you. They are in part to check that you’ve done the reading and 
the main reason is that I’d like to know your thoughts on some of these issues. Of 
course if you submit journal entries that have nothing to do with the questions or 
are answered without any effort, then do not expect to receive full marks. But in 
all honesty, I think you’ll all be fine here.  

 
Top Hat Questions (5%): 
 

● While each one of you learns differently, in one way or another I need to assess 
what you have learned. One way to do this is via an interactive online learning 
tool. The tool produced by Top Hat will present you will a multiple choice 
question in class. With this tool, you will be able to submit your answer and see 
how your classmates have answered as well. You will need to complete 10 
questions out of 13 offered in class. Further instructions and information will be 
provided in class. 

 
Media Assignment (30%): 
 

● The media assignment is a group project. The task of the assignment is to find a 
current ethical issue in the media. You will be required to identify what the issue 
is, tell us why it is ethical, and what affected parties are doing to combat the 
issue. You will also be asked to comment on whether the proposed solution(s) is 
a good one. If so, why? If not, why not? You will then be asked to briefly present 
your group work in front of your fellow classmates. Further instructions will be 
provided closer to the assigned date.  

 
Research Paper (40%): 
 
You will be required to write an original argumentative paper (1800-2000 words). You 
will choose your own topic but I will need to approve it beforehand. The research paper 
consists of two stages: the rough draft and final draft. 

● Rough draft: The purpose of the rough draft is to receive feedback and 
comments from your peers and myself. While you will have time to work on your 
papers in and outside of class, you will also have class time to provide peer 
review. Once our peer review session is complete, I will also personally provide 
my own comments and feedback that I think will improve your paper.  

● Final Draft: The final draft is the finished and polished version of your rough draft 
paper. After receiving comments and feedback from your peers and myself, you 
will have had the chance to incorporate this into your final draft. This is your 
chance to showcase your understanding of the course material and demonstrate 
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to me your ability to apprehend the helpful suggestions given to you on your 
rough draft.  

 
The course format and requirements are designed to exercise your philosophical 
abilities in various domains such as group work, argumentative writing, oral and 
presentation skills, and knowledge comprehension. While the production of these 
abilities are facilitated by the course design, we also need to be on the same page in 
terms of our expectations of each other in order to further enhance the learning 
environment. So here are some expectations that I hope will induce an inclusive 
learning environment. 
 
What I expect from you: 

● Be respectful of each other 
○ Whether this is me or your classmates, make sure to not talk over anyone 

and actively listen to what’s going on.  
○ Don’t say anything that is hurtful or regretful (i.e. having a bad conscience) 

● Be engaged 
○ No one wants to be in a classroom that is unproductive. If everyone does 

their part (e.g. do the readings, attend class, ask questions, divide group 
work evenly, etc), I guarantee that you will have a positive learning 
experience. Even if it means gaining the smallest sliver of some new 
knowledge, I’ll be happy! 

● Be open-minded and generous 
○ A lot of the content we will be covering may be sensitive to some and to 

others not so much. When it comes to engaging with different 
perspectives on the same issue, be open-minded! Do not bring down 
someone’s thought because it does not align with yours. Instead, hear 
them out, attempt to understand their thoughts, and reflect on it.  

○ You should also be generous in class. I’m not asking you to give anyone 
your lunch money, but be generous in your actions, gestures, and speech. 
Do not ‘monopolize’ on a conversation/topic. Share the discussion space 
and do not be afraid to aid your fellow classmates in bringing out their 
ideas and thoughts.  

● …plus others we will formulate in class 
 
What you should expect from me: 

● Being available 
○ Whether it’s through office hours, email, or in class, I will always make an 

effort to be available. This does not mean that you can request my help 
last second or abuse my availability. Just be mindful of your requests and I 
will do my best to accommodate. 

● Being understanding 
○ I get it. Your life is not merely the life of a student. You are human beings 

that have very diverse interests and passions in and outside of academia. 
My hope is that the syllabus reflects your life outside the classroom and 
does not make unreasonable demands in light of this. 
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● Being respectful 
○ I couldn’t find a one-word-fits-all for this expectation, but essentially it’s 

about taking you seriously and treating you as genuine learners. My 
interactions with you will be authentic in the sense that I will treat you as 
my equals. I will not treat you differently because you’re students; rather, 
I’ll treat you with the same respect as I would with one of my colleagues 
(provided you’re doing your part). 

● …plus others we will formulate in class 
 
 
5. Course Schedule 
 
Date Topic Reading 
Tue 
Jan 15 

Introduction 
Value Theory 

Syllabus 
John Stuart Mill, 
Hedonism: pp. 11-19 
(finish for Thursday) 

Thu 
Jan 17 

Value Theory Continuation from Tuesday 

Tue 
Jan 22 

Value Theory Robert Nozick, The 
Experience Machine: pp. 
21-24 

Thu 
Jan 24 

Value Theory Case Study: Black Mirror 
Episode 

Tue 
Jan 29 

Value Theory Chris Heathwood, Faring 
Well and Getting What You 
Want: pp. 25-35 

Thu 
Jan 31 

Value Theory Class Exercise 

Tue 
Feb 5 

Normative Ethics Plato, Euthyphro: pp. 75-
82 

Thu 
Feb 7 

Media Assignment Introduction/Work Time 

Tue 
Feb 12 

Normative Ethics John Stuart Mill, 
Utilitarianism: pp. 97-106 

Thu 
Feb 14 

Normative Ethics Case Study: The Trolley 
Problem/Media 
Assignment Session 

Tue 
Feb 19 

Normative Ethics Immanuel Kant, The Good 
Will and the Categorical 
Imperative: pp. 107-118 

Thu 
Feb 21 

Normative Ethics Media Assignment Session 

Tue 
Feb 26 

Normative Ethics Hilde Lindemann, What is 
Feminist Ethics?: pp. 155-
166 
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Thu 
Feb 28 

(miscellaneous) Media Assignment 
Presentation (tentative) 

Tue 
Mar 5 

Moral Problems Media Assignment 
Presentation 
(cont’d)/Introduction to 
Moral Problems 

Thu 
Mar 7 

Moral Problems Class Exercise: Morally 
Relevant Issues for Us 

Tue 
Mar 12 

 
No Class – Spring Recess 

Thu 
Mar 14 
Tue 
Mar 19 

Moral Problems Bryce Covert, 
Environmental Racism 
Laura Pulido, Flint, 
Environmental Racism, 
and Racial Capitalism: 1-
13 

Thu 
Mar 21 

Moral Problems Case Study: Other Cases 
of Environmental Racism 

Tue 
Mar 26 

Moral Problems Josh Milburn, Chewing 
Over In Vitro Meat: Animal 
ethics, Cannibalism and 
Social Progress 

Thu 
Mar 28 

Research Paper Introduction/Work Time 

Tue 
Apr 2 

Moral Problems Selections from Nancy 
Isenberg’s White Trash: 
The 400-Year Untold Story 
of Class in America 

Thu 
Apr 4 

Moral Problems Research Paper Session 

Tue 
Apr 9 

Moral Problems Luvell Anderson, Epistemic 
Injustice and the 
Philosophy of Race 
 

Thu 
Apr 11 

Moral Problems Research Paper Session 

Tue 
Apr 23 

Moral Problems Reflections on How to 
Incorporate Philosophy in 
Everyday Life/Research 
Paper Session 

Thu 
Apr 25 

Final Class End of Semester Wrapping 
Up/Research Paper 
Session 
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Disclaimer: The instructor reserves the right to make modifications to this information 
throughout the semester. 

7. Grading Policies 

Submitting Written Work: All written work has to be submitted by the due date via 
Blackboard in either a .docx or PDF format. The assignments will be distributed via 
Blackboard in advance. 

Late Work: No late work will be accepted without penalty. If you have a legitimate 
reason for being unable to complete an assignment or exam by the assigned date, talk 
to me before the due date in order to arrange for an extension. Extensions will only be 
granted in cases in which there is an important reason for them. 

Cheating/Plagiarism/Collusion: The University of Miami Honor Code defines 
cheating, plagiarism and collusion. Cheating, plagiarism and collusion are serious 
academic offenses. Any case that will be discovered will result in failing the class, and it 
will be reported. 

8. Inclusivity and Academic Resources 

Integration Statement: Any student who because of accessibility needs may require 
some special arrangements in order to meet course requirements should contact us as 
well as Disabilities Services in the Academic Development Center, N201, Whitten 
University Center as soon as they can.  

Office of Academic Enhancement: You should familiarize yourself with the academic 
resources available to you as University of Miami students. The Office of Academic 
Enhancement provides a link with various resources available to you: 
https://www.oae.miami.edu/academic-resources/index.html Utilize this! 

 

 

 

 

 
 


