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All readings cited below are either: E-books in the library, easily available to you on JSTOR or via supplied link. I 
have added the few that aren’t as pdfs on DUO (under Course Documents > Readings) 
 

Summary and Reading 
 
What makes an action right or wrong? What makes the outcome of our actions better or worse? 
The first of these is a question about the right. The second is a question about the good. These are 
arguably the two main questions in moral philosophy. Over this ten week term we will try to 
answer them. We will do so by engaging with by far the best recent attempt to answer them, and 
arguably one of the best attempts to answer them ever: Derek Parfit’s Reasons and Persons. R&P 
was published in 1984 and a great deal of contemporary moral philosophy can really be read as 
responding to Parfit’s core points and – perhaps even more so - his methodology. So there is no 
better place to start doing moral philosophy than this. 
 
You should read:  

- Derek Parfit. Reasons and Persons. Part IV.  
There is no need to read Parts I-III. R&P is available in the library as an electronic 
resource. 

 
During the first five weeks (or so) we will look at Parfit’s attempt to persuade us that the right 
should be understood in terms of the good. He does this by presenting us with a problem about 
the morality of our actions toward future generations. This is called the non-identity problem. By far 
the best additional book to read here is: 

- David Boonin. The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future People. 
Most people probably won’t read all of this – and I’m not telling you to - but I will say 
that the more you read and understand of it, the better. Also available in the library as an 
electronic resource. 

 
During the second five weeks (or so) we will look at Parfit’s attempt to understand the good. His 
attempt to do this runs into problems when it comes to think about population. We will think 
about the central problem for ‘population ethics’: the repugnant conclusion. TO accompany this, 
I have written: 

- Christopher Cowie. The Repugnant Conclusion: A Philosophical Inquiry. 
Available in the library as an electronic resource. Outstanding. Highly recommended as a 
gift for friends and family. 

 
The Right and the Non-Identity Problem 
 
There is lots of good literature on or of relevance to the non-identity problem, almost all of 
which you will find referenced and discussed in the Boonin book. Articles that are either used in 
the handouts or that I would recommend taking a look at include: 
 

- JJ Thomson. The Trolley Problem. Yale Law Journal. Available on JSTOR. 



- Fiona Woollard. Have we Solved the Non-Identity Problem? Ethical Theory and Moral 
Practice. Available on JSTOR. 

- Elizabeth Harman. Can We Harm and Benefit in Creating? Philosophical Perspectives. 
Available here: https://www.princeton.edu/~eharman/canweharm.pdf 

- Hailie Liberto’s article The exploitation solution to the non-identity problem. Philosophical 
Studies. On JSTOR.  

- Michael Rabenberg. Harm. Journal of Ethical and Social Philosophy.  
Available here: http://www.jesp.org/PDF/harm.pdf 

- Elizabeth Finneron-Burns. Contractualism and the Non-Identity Problem. Ethical Theory 
and Moral Practice. On JSTOR. 
 

The Good, Population Ethics and the Repugnant Conclusion  
 
Again, there is lots of good literature here. You will find a lot of it referenced and discussed in 
my book. Articles that are either used in the handouts or that I would recommend include: 
 

- Torbjorn Tannsjo. Why We Ought to Accept the Repugnant Conclusion. Utilitas. On 
DUO. 

- Jesper Ryberg. Is the Repugnant Conclusion Repugnant? Philosophical Papers. On DUO. 
- John Broome. Should we value population? Journal of Political Philosophy. Available 

here: http://users.ox.ac.uk/~sfop0060/pdf/Should%20we%20value%20population.pdf 
- Fred Feldman. Justice, Desert and the Repugnant Conclusion. Utilitas. On DUO. 
- Mike Huemer. In Defence of Repugnance. Mind. Available here: 

https://philpapers.org/archive/HUEIDO.pdf 
- Johan Gustafsson. Our Intuitive Grasp of the Repugnant Conclusion. Available here: 

http://johanegustafsson.net/papers/our-intuitive-grasp-of-the-repugnant-
conclusion.pdf 

- Tim Mulgan. The Reverse Repugnant Conclusion. Utilitas. On DUO. 
- Gustaf Arrhenius. An Impossibiltiy Theorem for Welfarist Axiology. Economics and 

Philosophy. Available here: 
https://www.iffs.se/media/2264/an-impossibility-theorem-for-welfarist-axiologies-in-
ep-2000.pdf 
 

Discussion Groups 
 

Discussion groups should be in person. Let’s hope we don’t have to move them online due to 
covid (though if you have covid or are isolating, please read to the * at the bottom of this 
section). 
 
Discussion groups leaders will have a bit of flexibility depending on the interests of the students 
in the group but below is a guide to roughly what I would like to be covered (I’ll be using this for 
my groups). I will be assuming that you’re doing lecture-reading as you go and will be setting 
discussion group readings that are – on the whole and by and large – short (some very short), 
accessible and that stimulate thought and discussion:  
 
First meeting 
This will be held in either the second or third week of term depending on your timetable. For 
this meeting I’d like you to read this essay about the non-identity problem, zika virus and public 
attitudes: 
 

- https://aeon.co/essays/should-we-take-ethical-account-of-people-who-do-not-yet-exist 



 
You should be thinking about what the non-identity problem is, whether there is one problem or 
more than one, whether the assumptions underlying it are sound and how you should respond to 
it. You should also be thinking about the significance of the public attitudes to it that the article 
discusses. 
 
Second meeting 
This will be held in either the third or fourth week of term depending on your timetable. By this 
time we’ll have started thinking in some detail about the non-identity problem and the various 
solutions to it. For this I’d like you to read this very short and controversial piece about 
exploitation in sweatshops: 
 

https://www.adamsmith.org/blog/how-sweatshops-help-the-poor 
 

You should be thinking about why I have asked you to read this. What has it got to do with the 
non-identity problem and the search for a theory of the right. 
 
Third meeting 
This will be held in either the fifth or sixth week of term depending on your timetable. By this 
point we’ll have started thinking about the repugnant conclusion. I’d like you to read an 
interview on Vox with a philosopher who thinks that Repugnant Conclusion is true. The 
questions are a bit all over the place but it is an interesting interview – with a good philosopher – 
and worth reading to start: 
 

- https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/2019/6/5/18617894/repugnant-conclusion-
population-growth-philosophy 

 
Fourth meeting 
This will be held in either the seventh or eighth week of term depending on your timetable. I’d 
like you to read an article about people’s intuitions in philoosphy: 
 

Peter Singer. Ethics and Intuitions. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/25115831.pdf 
 

Why have I asked you to read this? How does it relate to what we’ve been studying? Does it 
make you think the repugnant conclusion is true after all? 
 
*For those of you who are meant to be in face-to-face discussion groups but are unable to attend 
on any given week because you are ill or isolating, I have organised online ‘Isolators discussion 
groups’ that you can drop into for the week that you will miss. No need to email me in advance 
– just come along to: https://durhamuniversity.zoom.us/j/2527538732. The readings will be 
those referenced above. The details are as follows: 
 

- First Meeting: Friday 23rd October, 12-1pm. 
- Second Meeting: Friday 6th November, 12-1pm. 
- Third Meeting: Friday 20th November, 12-1pm. 
- Fourth Meeting: Friday 4th December, 12-1pm. 

 
If in addition to this you’d really like to be involved in some way at the time of your original, 
scheduled discussion group, let your discussion group leader know and hopefully you two can 
work something out.* 



 
Practicalities 

 
- Assessment  

 
Moral Theory will be assessed by two take home exams, similar to those used at the end of last 
academic year due to covid. One will be held at the end of next term and will cover this term’s 
material. It will be released to you on Turnitin during next term and the hand-in date will be the 
final day of that term. You will have to answer two questions, and there will be a word limit for 
each. 
 
The other summative exam will be held in Easter Term and will cover the second term’s 
material.  
 
You’ll have a mock (formative) – based just on this term’s material – at the end of this term. The 
mock will also be a take-home exam, with two questions. The exam will be released to you via 
the Turnitin portal for the module – and also on Course Announcements - on Friday December 
4th at 12pm. You will have two weeks to complete it. Hand-in is on Friday December 18th at 
12pm. 
 

- Lectures 
 
Lectures will be live on Blackboard Collaborate Ultra on DUO and will be available to watch as 
recordings from the scheduled time, and for the remainder of the academic year. You should 
come along to the lecture live – you’ll be able to ask questions and interact with me (and others 
in the meeting chat). If you can’t make it, watch the recordings. 
 
I have started a Discussion Forum on DUO for the course. If you have any questions after the 
lecture and can’t make the informal Q&A then feel free to post on the Discussion Forum (it 
might be useful for others anyway). I’ll look at it regularly. 
 

- Contact 
 
In previous years I have held tea and coffee in my office post-lecture. If restrictions are lifted I’ll 
start it up again. In the meantime: 
 

i. I will hold Moral Theory Q&A sessions on zoom on Tuesdays from 2-230: 
https://durhamuniversity.zoom.us/j/2527538732 
Meeting ID: 252 753 8732 

ii. I will be available during office hours every Friday from 9am-12pm (same zoom 
details as above). ‘Waiting room’ system will be enabled. 

iii. If these times don’t work for you and you want to meet with me in person, email me 
on: christopher.d.cowie@durham.ac.uk 

 
 
 
 


