
McGill Philosophy 
301 - Philosophical Fundamentals 

Topic for Winter 2011: Are Moral Values Innate? 
 
Time:   Tuesdays & Thursdays, 10:05 AM-11:25 AM    
Location:  LEA 927 
Instructor:  Prof. McGilvray, Leacock 925, 398-6053, james.mcgilvray@mcgill.ca 
 
This course is required of, and open only to, students who have begun an undergraduate honours 
degree (honours or joint honours) in philosophy, and who have completed Philosophy 210 or the 
equivalent.  
 
Fundamentals is a ‘skills’ course. The primary aim is to make sure that you can read and 
sympathetically reconstruct an argument in a text, present an argument and critically evaluate it both 
orally and in writing, and find resource materials that are relevant to an issue. While it is not a 
‘content’ course, the reading we will do will focus on an issue in the study of mind and morals:  the 
innateness of moral values (in a broad sense of ‘moral value’).  We will look at some traditional 
views, and several contemporary ones. We begin by trying to get clear about what it is for some 
mental state or capacity to be innate, and then examine the issue of whether legal, moral, and ‘good 
life’ values such as justice, permissibility of actions, virtue, creativity, and the like are innate, and the 
consequences for moral theory is they are.  The topic offers an opportunity to explore assumptions 
and presuppositions about minds, values, and the basis and justification of moral action. 
 
Each class after the initial one will begin with a brief but critical presentation of the argument(s) in 
the material read, followed by discussion.  Students will be responsible for making presentations and 
for participating in discussion. 
 
The two short papers will be graded twice – once after an initial reading and again after revisions.  
The official grade is the average of the two. 
 
Course Requirements  
 
Presentations and participation in discussion  40%  
Two short papers     30%  
Longer paper      30%  
Late papers       -5% per day on paper grade  
 
Required texts: 
 
All material will be available on websites and on WebCT. 
 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning 
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student 
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information). 
 


