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PHI 202/ CHV 202: Introduction to Moral Philosophy 
Fall semester 2020 

 
 
Instructor:  

Prof. Johann Frick 
Email: jdfrick@princeton.edu 
Office hours: Wednesday, 10-11:30am 
and 7-8:30pm ET. (Sign-up via WASE) 
 
Preceptors:  

Roman Altshuler 
raltshuler@princeton.edu 
 
Hao Dong 
hao.dong@princeton.edu 
 
Eleanor Gordon-Smith 
eg8@princeton.edu 
 
Michal Masny 
mmasny@princeton.edu 
 
Cole Mitchell 
scm6@princeton.edu 
 
Elliot Salinger 
elliots@princeton.edu 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 

Lauren Schaeffer 
lschaeffer@humnet.ucla.edu 
 
Johanna Schmitt 
johanna.schmitt.h@gmail.com 
 
Margaret Shea (head preceptor) 
ms88@princeton.edu  
 
Timothy Stoll 
tstoll@alumni.princeton.edu 
 
Eric Tracy 
evt216@nyu.edu 
 
Yuna Won 
ywon@princeton.edu 

 
 
Course Description 
This course is a systematic introduction to some of the central topics of moral philosophy. 
Questions we will examine include: What makes an action morally right or wrong, and 
why? Is the right action the one with the best consequences? Do our intentions matter for 
the rightness of our actions? Is there a moral difference between killing someone and 
letting someone die? Is there ‘moral luck’? What makes someone's life go best for her? 
What is the moral status of future persons? Is abortion morally permissible? Is it wrong 
to eat animals? Is there a single true morality or is moral truth relative to cultures?  
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Course Structure 
Owing to the pandemic, our course will take place online. It will have both “synchronous” 
and “asynchronous” components.  
 
My two weekly lectures will be recorded in advance. I will make them available on the 
Blackboard course website at the start of the week, so that you can watch them at a time 
that is convenient for you. 
 
In addition, there will be a weekly one-hour “town hall” taught by me live via Zoom. This 
will offer you the opportunity to dialogue with me directly about the material covered in 
lectures. Think of it as a mix of structured discussion and Q&A about the themes covered 
in that week’s lectures. The town hall will take place on Thursdays (time TBD), starting in 
the first week of the semester. It will also be recorded, for students who are unable to 
attend in person.  
 
We will be using the same Zoom link for the town hall throughout the semester.  
It is: https://princeton.zoom.us/j/96530676679 
 

Finally, you will be part of a regular small-group precept, which will meet once a week. 
You will be assigned to a precept at the end of the first week of the semester, and precepts 
will commence in week 2. Your preceptors will be in touch with you to set up a Zoom link 
for your precept. 
 
 
How to Get the Most Out of this Course 
It is critical that you keep up with the readings and do them thoroughly. Read actively: 
take notes summarizing the author’s argument and write down your critical reactions to 
it. Moreover, to train your ability to independently analyze and engage with philosophical 
texts, I highly recommend that you do the assigned reading before watching the 
corresponding lecture. For further useful tips on how to approach reading a philosophical 
article for the first time, please consult the following online resource by Jim Pryor: 
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/reading.html 
 
The lectures are likewise crucial. They will analyze the assigned readings, or some aspect 
of the reading, in depth. At the same time, lectures will often cover material not contained 
in the readings, so it is important that you watch them in full and not skip any lectures. 
To promote good study habits, I advise you to choose a regular time to watch the lectures 
and stick to it. Again, listen actively and take notes as you watch. Take advantage of the 
fact that you can rewind the lectures to go over difficult passages a second time.  
 
Finally, precepts and the weekly town hall will be your opportunity to engage other 
students in discussion about that week’s themes. To help your preceptors make their 
session as responsive to your questions and interests as possible, you are required to 
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submit a question or comment about the readings to your precept discussion forum on 
Blackboard the night before each precept. This will be part of your oral participation grade 
for this course. 
 
 
Assignments and Grading 
You will be required to write three papers. Ahead of your first paper, I will give a lecture 
on some do’s and don’ts of philosophical paper writing. In addition, I highly recommend 
to you the following online resource from Jim Pryor: 
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html 
 
Your first paper (20% of your grade) is due by 11:59pm ET on October 4 and must not 
exceed 1000 words. Your second paper (25% of your grade) is due by 11:59pm ET on 
November 7 and must not exceed 1500 words. Your final paper (35% of your grade) is due 
at 11:59pm ET on December 8 (Dean’s Date) and must not exceed 2500 words. All papers 
are to be emailed directly to your preceptor. This course will use plagiarism detection 
software, so please make sure that all quoted material is properly attributed.  Late papers 
will be penalized one-third of a letter grade for each day late (for example, from A to A-, 
from A- to B+, and so on). Extensions will only be granted in exceptional circumstances.  
 
Participation during the townhall and small-group precepts (including weekly posts on 
Blackboard) will account for the final 20% of your grade. 
 
 
Office Hours 
I will offer two weekly office hours: Wednesday, 10-11:30am and 7-8:30pm ET.  
 
Office hours will take place on Zoom, using the following link, which will also stay the 
same for the whole semester: https://princeton.zoom.us/j/92472330412 
 
You must sign up for an appointment in advance, using my WASE calendar:  
https://wase.princeton.edu/princeton/views/pages/login.page.php 
 
If you and another student want to ask me similar questions, you can attend office hours 
together. 
 
 
Email Policy 
In an effort to keep the volume of emails I have to respond to every day manageable, I 
would strongly prefer that, for any non-urgent questions, you sign up to talk to me during 
office hours rather than sending an email. If you do have a time-sensitive question, your 
first port of call should always be your preceptor (this also goes for paper extensions, etc.) 
Naturally, none of the above applies to genuine emergencies. 
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Required books: 
There are two required books for this class:  
 

Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, revised edition, translated 
and edited by Mary Gregor and Jens Timmermann, introduction by Christine 
Korsgaard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).  
 
John Stuart Mill, ‘On Liberty’ and other writings, edited by Stefan Collini 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 

 
All other readings will be posted to the Blackboard course website.  
 
 
 
‘Bonus’ readings and videos: 
I have tried to keep the required readings for this class to a very manageable length. 
Alongside the ‘assigned’ readings, which are mandatory, you will find on the syllabus 
below a number of ‘bonus’ readings and videos, some of them drawn from literature, 
journalism, or popular culture. These are genuinely optional. I will not presuppose, in my 
lectures, that you have read them, nor will knowledge of these supplementary materials 
be necessary to do well on the writing assignments. They are meant to provide you with 
further food for thought, sometimes by providing a counterpoint to the assigned readings, 
sometimes by taking you deeper into a philosophical issue or introducing you to its 
author, sometimes by providing an illustration of the real-world stakes of a philosophical 
debate.  
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SCHEDULE OF TOPICS AND READINGS 
 
Week of August 31: 
 
Lecture 1: Introduction to Consequentialism and an Overview of the Semester. 
• Assigned reading: William Shaw, “The Consequentialist Perspective” in 

Contemporary Debates in Moral Theory, ed. James Dreier (Blackwell, 2006).  
 
 
Lecture 2: The Demands of Consequentialism. 
• Assigned reading: Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”, Philosophy & 

Public Affairs (1972). 
• Optional bonus video: Peter Singer discusses his utilitarian philosophy, excerpt from 

The Examined Life (2008), directed by Astra Taylor: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gVViICWs4dM 

• Optional bonus reading: Amia Srinivasan, “Stop the Robot Apocalypse”, London 
Review of Books (2015). Discussion of the ‘effective altruism’ movement: 
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v37/n18/amia-srinivasan/stop-the-robot-apocalypse 

 
  

Week of September 7: 
 
Lecture 3: Theories of Wellbeing.  
• Assigned readings: Derek Parfit, “What Makes Someone’s Life Go Best” from 

Reasons and Persons (Oxford University Press, 1984).  
• Robert Nozick, “The Experience Machine” in Anarchy, State, and Utopia (Basic Books, 

1974). 
• Optional bonus video: Excerpt from The Matrix, directed by Lana and Lilly 

Wachowski: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z7BuQFUhsRM 
(Spoiler alert: This clip will only make sense if you are familiar with the film. Also, it 
gives away a key plot point. Don’t watch it unless you’ve seen the film). 

 
 
Lecture 4: Consequentialism and Particular Value. 
• Assigned reading: Michael Stocker, “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical 

Theories”, The Journal of Philosophy (1976).  
 
 
Week of September 14: 
 
Lecture 5: The Numbers Problem. 
• Assigned reading: John Taurek, “Should the Numbers Count?”, Philosophy & Public 

Affairs (1977). 
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Lecture 6: Contractualism and Aggregation.  
• Assigned reading: T.M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other, Chapter 5 (Harvard 

University Press, 1998). 
You should read the whole chapter, but pay special attention to Sections 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, and 9. 

• Optional bonus video: Extended interview with T.M. Scanlon about his life and 
ideas: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdLmdhvOXno 
 

 
Week of September 21: 
 
Lecture 7: The Doctrine of Double Effect. 
• Assigned reading: Warren Quinn, “Actions, Intentions, and Consequences: The 

Doctrine of Double Effect”, Philosophy and Public Affairs (1989). 
• Optional bonus reading: Elizabeth Anscombe, “Mr. Truman’s Degree”. 

 
 
Lecture 8: The Trolley Problem. 
• Assigned reading: Judith Jarvis Thomson, “Killing, Letting Die, and the Trolley 

Problem” in Rights, Restitution & Risk: Essays in Moral Theory (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1986).  

• Optional bonus video: “The Trolley Problem”, excerpt from The Good Place, Season 2, 
Episode 6, created by Michael Shur: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JWb_svTrcOg 

• Optional bonus video: Frances Kamm on moral methodology and the trolley 
problem: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=guyBWVPw6Bs 

 
 
Week of September 28: 
 
Lecture 9: Negative Responsibility and Complicity with Evil. 
• Assigned reading: Bernard Williams, “A Critique of Utilitarianism” in J.C.C. Smart 

and Bernard Williams, Utilitarianism: For and Against (Cambridge University Press, 
1973). 
Focus on sections 1, 3, and especially 5. 

• Optional bonus reading: Nakul Krishna, “Add Your Own Egg: Philosophy as a 
Humanistic Discipline”, The Point (2016): https://thepointmag.com/examined-
life/add-your-own-egg/ 

 
 
Lecture 10: Kantian Ethics I: The Argument of Groundwork, Section I. 
• Assigned reading: Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals 

(Cambridge University Press, 1997), Section 1. 
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• Optional bonus video: Bryan Magee and Geoffrey Warnock discuss the life and work 
of Immanuel Kant: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mltfzrk5txU 

  
 

 
October 4: First paper due at 11:59pm ET.  
 
 
 
Week of October 5:  
 
Lecture 11: Kantian Ethics II: The Categorical Imperative. 
• Assigned reading: Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals 

(Cambridge University Press, 1997), Selections from Section 2:  
o A: From 4:407 until a few lines into 4:409.1  
o B: 4:412 (paragraph starting with: "Every thing in nature works according to 

laws.") to 4:415. 
o C: 4:415 to 4:418.  
o D: End of 4:420 (paragraph starts with "When I think of 

a hypothetical imperative..") to First paragraph of 4:425. 
o E: Middle of 4:427 (paragraph starts with "The will is thought as a capacity to 

determine itself..") to 4:435.  
o F: 4:440 (start with section "The autonomy of the will as the supreme 

principle of morality) to 4:444.  
Passages D and E are especially crucial. I suggest you read these at least twice. 

 
 
Lecture 12: Moral Luck.  
• Assigned reading: Thomas Nagel, “Moral Luck” in Mortal Questions (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1979).  
• Optional bonus reading: David Roberts, “The Radical Moral Implications of Luck in 

Human Life”, Vox (2020): https://www.vox.com/science-and-
health/2018/8/21/17687402/kylie-jenner-luck-human-life-moral-privilege 

 
 
  

 
1 In case you are wondering: the citation convention for Kant's works refers to the standard "Akademie" 
edition of his writings in German. The number before the colon designates the volume number (in the case 
of the Groundwork, that's volume 4 of the Akademie edition), and the number after the colon is the page 
number within that volume. 
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Week of October 12:  
 
FALL RECESS until October 13.  No precepts on Monday and Tuesday. Precepts 
resume on Wednesday. 
 
Lecture 13: Freedom and Determinism. 
• Assigned reading: Richard Taylor, “Freedom and Determinism” in Metaphysics, 4th 

ed. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1992).  
• Optional bonus reading: Ted Chiang, “What’s Expected of Us” (short story) from his 

collection Exhalation (Penguin Random House, 2019).  
 
 
Week of October 19: 
 
Lecture 14: Compatibilism. 
• Assigned reading: Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a 

Person”, The Journal of Philosophy (1971). 
• Optional bonus video: Harry Frankfurt appears on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart 

to discuss is book On Bullshit: http://www.cc.com/video-clips/zz9jnz/the-daily-show-
with-jon-stewart-harry-g--frankfurt 

 
 
Lecture 15: Moral Relativism. 
• Assigned reading: Harry Gensler, “Cultural Relativism” in Ethics: A Contemporary 

Introduction (New York: Routledge, 1998).  
• Optional bonus reading: Joseph Goldstein, “U.S. Soldiers Told to Ignore Sexual 

Abuse of Boys by Afghan Allies”, New York Times (2015): 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/21/world/asia/us-soldiers-told-to-ignore-afghan-
allies-abuse-of-boys.html 

• Optional bonus reading: Paul Boghossian, “The Maze of Moral Relativism”, New 
York Times (2011): https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/07/24/the-maze-of-
moral-relativism/ 

 
 
Week of October 26:  
 
Lecture 16: Freedom and Paternalism. 
• Assigned reading: John Stuart Mill, ‘On Liberty’ (Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
• Optional bonus video: Excerpt from the documentary Manufacturing Consent (1992), 

directed by Mark Achbar and Peter Wintonick on the life and work of Noam 
Chomsky: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuB5Y2yhCT0 
(For more background on the ‘Faurisson affair’ that is the object of this clip, see here: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faurisson_affair). 
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Lecture 17: Moral Limits on Markets: The Case of Commercial Surrogacy. 
• Assigned reading: Elizabeth Anderson, “Is Women’s Labor a Commodity?”, 

Philosophy & Public Affairs (1987).  
• Optional bonus video: “Wombs for Rent – Just Business?”, report on commercial 

surrogacy in India from Journeyman Pictures: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ivmXZp2Qoms 

 
 
Week of November 2:  
 
Lecture 18: Distributive Equality and the Leveling-Down Objection. 
• Assigned reading: Derek Parfit, “Equality or Priority?”, Ratio (1997).  
• Optional bonus reading:  Kurt Vonnegut, “Harrison Bergeron” (short story). 
 
 
Lecture 19: The Ethics of Risk.  
• Assigned reading: Johann Frick, “Contractualism and Social Risk”, Philosophy & 

Public Affairs (2015).  
• Optional bonus reading: David Bernstein, “Covid-19, the Evil Genius, and How to 

Think About Societal Risks”, Reason (2000): https://reason.com/2020/03/26/covid-19-
the-evil-genius-and-how-to-think-about-societal-risks/ 
 

 
 
November 7: Second paper due at 11:59pm ET. 
 
 
 
 
Week of November 9: 
 
Lecture 20: Suicide.  
• Assigned reading: David Velleman, “A Right to Self-Termination?”, Ethics (1999).  
• Optional bonus video: Sir Terry Pratchett, “Choosing to Die” (documentary): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LviHXDp8SHk 
 
 
Lecture 21: Abortion.  
• Assigned reading:  Judith Jarvis Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion”, Philosophy & 

Public Affairs (1971). 
• Optional bonus reading: Selections from Roe v. Wade. (Read the highlighted passages 

only) 
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Week of November 16:  
 
Lecture 22: Death. 
• Assigned reading:  Thomas Nagel, “Death” in Mortal Questions, (Cambridge 

University Press, 1979). 
• Optional bonus reading:  W.S. Merwin, “For the Anniversary of my Death” (poem).  
• Optional bonus video: “A 97-Year Old Philosopher Faces His Own Death”, 

reportage from The Atlantic: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qX6NztnPU-4 
 
 
Lecture 23:  Future Persons and the Non-Identity Problem. 
• Assigned reading:  Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (OUP, 1984), Chapter 16. 
• Optional bonus reading: Larissa MacFarquhar, “How to Be Good”. Profile of Derek 

Parfit in the New Yorker: https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/09/05/how-to-
be-good 

• Optional bonus video:  Excerpt from the BBC program Brainspotting, featuring Derek 
Parfit being interviewed about the metaphysics of personal identity: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uS-46k0ncIs  
(Nota bene: The philosophical question at the heart of this interview: “What makes 
me the same person over time?”, which is discussed at length in Part III of Reasons and 
Persons, is somewhat orthogonal to the so-called ‘Non-Identity Problem’, which we’ll 
be focusing in lecture. The clip is primarily intended to give you sense of what it was 
like to discuss philosophy with Parfit). 

 
 
Week of November 23: 
 
Lecture 24: The Moral Status of Animals and the Ethics of Eating Meat. 
• Assigned reading:  Jeff McMahan, “Eating Animals the Nice Way”, Daedalus (2008).  
• Optional bonus video: Interview with Jeff McMahan on animal ethics:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k8w3Zca6PuI 
 
 
THANKSGIVING RECESS 
 
 
 
December 8: Final paper due at 11:59pm ET.  


