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Course Description: 
 
Prerequisite: Admission to the Biosciences doctoral program or permission of the instructor. 
 
This is the first of five required courses in the Bioethics track of the Biosciences doctoral program.  It may 
be taken concurrently with  BioethicsFoundations Seminar II. The course begins with an examination of the 
dominant theories of Western normative ethics, including virtue theory, utilitarianism, and deontology, 
with the goal of understanding their application to Bioethics.  The course will then explore alternative 
contemporary perspectives including principlism, casuistry, feminism and rights theory.  The theories will 
serve as the basis for our understanding of several issues that are prominent in current bioethical settings.  
The course concludes with an examination of defining cases in bioethics that have shaped the field and 
helped to sharpen interpretations of issues. 
 
Course Rationale: 
 
To become part of the conversation involving the complex aspects of bioscience research, development and 
application, students must be familiar with the basic theories in terms of which the issues are articulated.  
Philosophical ethics is basic component of the current debates in bioethics.  We assume that the majority of 
students in this track will enter with little or no formal exposure to philosophy and ethics.  This course will 
provide students with the vocabulary, reasoning, and insight to participate in deliberations about  decision 
making in bioethics and enable them to engage in conversations about issues arising from research, for 
example, on the human genome and stem cells. 
 
Course Goals: 
 
1) To achieve a basic understanding of the major normative ethical theories of Western philosophy;  
2) To understand the chief principles underlying discussions of issues in bioethics; 
3) To become acquainted with some of the defining cases for the field of bioethics;  
4) To understand how the theories and principles inform the analysis of contemporary issues in bioethics. 
 
Course Objectives:   Students will be able to: 

1.  understand and apply ethical theories to issues of contemporary bioethics; 
2.  understand the impact of principles in formulating problems in bioethics; 
3.  apply critical thinking skills to ethical issues in bioscience; 
4.  understand and present defining cases in bioethics; 
5.   work cooperatively in a group setting to prepare and deliver a presentation; 

 
Course Schedule: 
 
The course consists of three modules: 
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1. An examination of the classic theories in Western philosophical ethics, including virtue theory, 
deontology, and utilitarianism; 

2. An exploration of contemporary alternatives to the classical theories, including priciplism, feminism, 
casuistry and rights theories; 

3. Examination of classic cases in bioethics which have helped to define the field. 
 
 
Module 1:  Weeks 1-4  -- Classical Ethical Theories 
 
Week  one: Introduction to course objectives and outline.  
 
Ethical reasoning and decision making.  A case will be used as the basis of small group discussions to 
articulate the parameters of ethical argument. 
 
Week two: Utilitarianism 
 
Discussion of the leading consequentialist theory in Western Ethics.  Students will read selections from 
Bentham and Mill the leading proponents of classical utilitarianism.  Stengths and weaknesses will be 
examined. 
 
Week three:  Deontology 
 
Deontology has been the dominant non-consequentialist theory of Western ethical theory.  Selections from 
Kant and Ross will be studied.   
 
Week  four:  Virtue theory 
 
While a theory with origins in Greek philosophy, virtue ethics has been recommended as an alternative to 
deontology and utilitarianism.  We will examine why virtue theory is though to provide a better approach to 
ethical decision making than either deontology or utilitarianism. 
 
Module 2:  Weeks 5-6 --  Contemporary Ethical Perspectives 
 
Week five:  Principlism and Casuistry 
 
Week six:  Feminism and Rights theory 
 
Module 3: Religious Perspectives on Ethics 
 
Week seven: Comparison of contemporary viewpoints of Catholicism, Protestantism and Christianity  
 
Week eight: International perspectives and comparison 
 
Module 3:  Weeks 9- 13 – Classic Cases in Bioethics 
 
Students will be assigned to groups to research and presents classic cases in bioethics that are foundational 
in establishing the field of bioethics.  Two cases will be presented per week for a total of  10 cases. 
As part of the presentation, students will explain the significance of the case for the development of 
bioethics, and provide an update on issues since the original case and where applicable, consider 
international comparisons. 
 



Week 14:  Conclusion 
 
 
 
Suggested Texts: 
 
Gregory E. Pence, Classic Cases in Medical Ethics, 3rd Ed. McGraw-Hill, Inc., 2000 
James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 3rd Ed. McGraw-Hill, Inc, 1999. 
Course Reader containing selections from Aristotle, Bentham, Kant, Mill, et. al. 
 
Assignments: 
 
Paper one:   Comparative essay on classical ethical theories; individual project 100pts 
Paper two: Essay on contemporary alternative theories; individual project  100pts 
Case:  Presentation of a classic case in bioethics; group project  100pts 
Case Writeup: Written paper based on the case with updating; group project  100pts 
Participation:           50pts   
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