
HISTORY OF ETHICAL THEORY

PHILOSOPHY 640
FALL 2020

Course Description: This course examines the practical philosophies of Hume, Kant, Sidgwick, 
and Rawls. Questions of interest include: How the different moral theories we study understand 
the content of ‘justice’ (both individual and institutions)? How well a moral theory squares with 
our moral intuitions when considering cases? And how plausible we find a moral theory’s 
metaethical (or metaphysical) presuppositions? There are no prerequisites for the course. 

Course Objectives: The objectives of the course are the following: a) to familiarize students 
with some of the main ideas of these historically important and influential thinkers, b) to improve
analytical skills necessary for research in moral philosophy, and c) to provide a foundation for 
continued research in a particular area of moral philosophy.

Instructor: Derek Boyd 
Office: 462 Robinson B 
Hours: M 2:00 – 3:00 PM (or by appointment). 
dboyd5@gmu.edu 

Texts: All of the following texts are available on Blackboard.  
-David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford University Press: 2000).
-Immanuel Kant, Practical Philosophy (The Cambridge Edition of the Works of 

Immanuel Kant), (Cambridge University Press, New Ed edition: 1999).

-Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th ed. (Hackett Publishing Company: 

1981).

-John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Original Edition (Belknap Press: 1971).

-Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions (Clarendon Press: 1998).  

-Robert Brandom, Reason in Philosophy: Animating Ideas (The Belknap Press of 

Harvard University: 2009).

-All other readings and course materials will be made available on Blackboard. 
(http://mymason.gmu.edu). 

Grading: -5 short papers (��⁄�-2 pages): 30%.  Short paper submissions must be for weeks in 
which you are not presenting.  You may submit as many short papers as you like. 
Only your highest five scores will count toward your grade in the course.  
-Course paper (10-12 pages): 40%. Due: Dec. 17th

-Presentation: 20%.
-Participation: 10%.

Short Papers: Short-papers are to be between ��⁄� and 2 pages in length (double-spaced, 1-inch 
margins, 12-point font). You are required to submit five short-papers in any week in which you 
are not presenting.  Short-papers should be uploaded to ‘Short Papers’ on Blackboard by 
Tuesday at 11:59 PM.



Course Paper: A final paper of 10-15 pages on a topic to be determined by you in consultation 
with me is due at the end of the semester. An appropriate topic is one that closely engages some 
aspect of our readings.  You are also encouraged to familiarize yourself and discuss some of the 
more important secondary literature surrounding your topic.  Due: Date TBA.

Presentation: Every student is required to give a class presentation. The task here is to present 
the main ideas contained in one of our weekly readings. 

Participation and Attendance: Students are expected to attend all classes and to participate in 
class discussions.

Course Grades: Course-grades will be determined according to the rubric below, if no curve is 
found necessary.  The numbers reflect the percentage of total possible points (500) a student may
earn over the course of the semester.  

100 =A+>97, 97>A>93, 93>A->90, 90>B+>87, 87>B>83, 83>B>80, 80>C+>77, 
77>C>73, 73>C->70, 70>D+>67, 67>D>63, 63>D->60, 60>F.  

Important Dates:

Last Day to Add Classes: August 31, 2020
Last Day to Drop (no tuition penalty): September 8, 2020 

Office of Disability Services: If you are a student with a disability and you need academic 
accommodations, please see me and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-
2474. All academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu.

Academic Integrity: Mason is an Honor Code university; please see the University Catalog for 
a full description of the code and the honor committee process. The principle of academic
integrity is taken very seriously and violations are treated gravely. What does academic
integrity mean in this course? Essentially this: when you are responsible for a task, you
will perform that task. When you rely on someone else’s work in an aspect of the
performance of that task, you will give full credit in the proper, accepted form. Another
aspect of academic integrity is the free play of ideas. Vigorous discussion and debate are
encouraged in this course, with the firm expectation that all aspects of the class will be
conducted with civility and respect for differing ideas, perspectives, and traditions. When
in doubt (of any kind) please ask for guidance and clarification.

Mason Email Accounts: Students must use their MasonLIVE email account to receive 
important University information, including messages related to this class. See 
http://masonlive.gmu.edu for more information.

Writing Center: A114 Robinson Hall; (703) 993-1200; http://writingcenter.gmu.edu

Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS): (703) 993-2380; http://caps.gmu.edu





TENTATIVE READING SCHEDULE

WEEK 1 Introductory matters
(8/27)

WEEK 2 Labor Day
(9/3)
 
WEEK 3 Brandom/Hume
(9/10) -Robert Brandom, “Actions, Norms, and Practical Reasoning” in Philosophical 

Perspectives, 12, Language, Mind, and Ontology (1998).
-A Treatise of Human Nature, Book II, Part 3, Sections 1-10; Book III, Part 1, 
Sections 1-2.

WEEK 4 Hume
(9/17) -A Treatise of Human Nature, Book III, Part 2, Sections 1-6.

WEEK 5 Hume/Kant
(9/24) -A Treatise of Human Nature, Book III, Part 3, Section 1.

-Groundwork, Preface, Section 1.

WEEK 6 Kant
(10/1) -Groundwork, Section 2.  

-The Critique of Practical Reason, Preface, Introduction, and Chapter 1 of Book I.

WEEK 7 Kant (Classes meet on Tuesday, not Monday)
(10/9) -The Critique of Practical Reason, Chapters 2-3 of Book I.
(TUESDAY)

WEEK 8 Brandom/Sidgwick
(10/15)  -The Methods of Ethics (7th ed.), Book IV, Chapters 1-3.

-Robert Brandom, “Five Conceptions of Rationality” in Tales of the Mighty Dead 
(Harvard University Press: 2002) [optional].
-Book 1 (especially Chapters 7 & 8) [optional].

WEEK 9 Sidgwick
(10/22) -The Methods of Ethics (7th ed.), Book IV, Chapters 4-5.

WEEK 10 Rawls
(10/29) -A Theory of Justice, Chapters 1-2.

WEEK 11 Rawls
(11/5) -A Theory of Justice, Chapter 3.

WEEK 12 Blackburn



(11/12) -Ruling Passions, Chapters 1-3.  

WEEK 13 Blackburn
(11/19) -Ruling Passions, Chapters 7-8.  

WEEK 14 Brandom
(11/26) -Reason in Philosophy, Introduction & Chapter 1.

(11/26) Longer Paper Due (upload to SafeAssign by 11:59 PM on Monday)

WEEK 15 TBD
(12/3)


