
 PHIL 434: Ethics II (Autumn 2009)

Instructor: Andrew Reisner
Office: 933 Leacock
Office Hours:  Monday 15:00 to 16:00 and Wednesday 11:00-12:00.  
Phone: 3392
Email: andrew.reisner@mcgill.ca 
Course Location and Time: EDUCATION 437, Monday and Wednesday 13:05-14:25.
       Dec. 3 only: Friday 13:05-14:25

Course Description: 

This course provides an in depth study in the foundations of consequentialist ethical theory by 
exploring the challenge of making ethical decisions that affect population size and membership.  
The primary text in this course is John Broome’s Weighing Lives, which develops an in-depth 
approach to making value comparisons amongst differing (possible) populations.  This type of 
ethical problem has gained increasing importance with the growth of population bioethics and 
the necessity of making decisions about which resources to devote (and where to devote them) to 
managing climate change.

Requirements: Students who take this course must be prepared to complete readings on time, 
as lecturing will be kept to a minimum, and to participate in class.  Students are expected to 
have their texts with them at each class, and students may be called upon at random to 
discuss or explain parts of the week’s readings. 

Prerequisites: This is a 400 level course, and so adequate prior experience in philosophy is 
expected.  Students must have taken at least one course in ethics or political philosophy at the 
300 level or higher and at least one other course in analytic philosophy (logic, mind, language, 
epistemology, metaphysics, or history of analytic philosophy) at the 300 level or higher.  If you 
lack these prerequisites, please consult the instructor before registering.   

Format: There will be two lectures per week, although as much as possible will be devoted to 
discussion.  Normally, the first class of each week will involve a discussion of the main text, 
Weighing Live, and the second will the presentation of a complimentary article. 

Assessment: Evaluation will occur through one in class writing assignment (30%) and a 
take-home essay final (70%).  In addition, students are required to submit one page weekly 
summaries of the reading on the Monday of each week.  Each missed summary will result 
in the loss of 2% off the final mark with no opportunity for makeup, except in case of valid 
medical or other approved excuses.  Evidence of a consistent lack of preparation (including 
repeated non-attendance without an excuse accepted as valid under university guidelines) 
may result in a deduction of up to 10% from the course grade at the discretion of the 
instructor.  There will be no opportunity given for improvement of grades in the case of 

mailto:andrew.reisner@mcgill.ca
mailto:andrew.reisner@mcgill.ca


DFJ grades. Except for reasons accepted under university guidelines, opportunities for 
extensions on written assignments will be not be given.

Texts:

John Broome, Weighing Lives, OUP.  Available at Paragraphe Booksellers.  You must have a 
copy of the main text to bring to class.

Supplemental readings will be available through the departmental office or online.

Academic Integrity:
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)

L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par
conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres
infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le
Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples
renseignements, veuillez consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/integrity).

Please Note:
In the event of  extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/
or evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change.

and

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of  Students’ Rights, students in this course have
the right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.

Schedule of Topics

N.B. Readings given under a particular week are the readings that apply to that week of classes.  
Students are expected to have completed the readings before the Monday class.  If deemed 
appropriate, readings may be changed at the discretion of the instructor.

Weeks 1 & 2 (9/1 & 9/6 & 9/8): Introduction: Description of the course and overview of 
 contemporary  ethical theories.



  Readings: John Broome Ethics Out of Economics, Introduction and ch. 11 ‘Trying 
  to Value a Life’.
 
Week 3: (13/9 & 15/8) The general problem of weighing lives and the structure of 
 consequentialist theories.
  Readings: WL Chapters 1-3. 

Week 4: (20/9 & 22/9) Formal features of goodness
 Readings: WL Ch. 4 and Larry Temkin, ‘A Continuum Argument for 
 Intransivitity’ in Philosophy and Public Affairs, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Summer 1996), 
 pp. 175-210.

Week 5: (27/9 &  29/9) Lifetime wellbeing, first paper assigned
 Readings WL Chs. 5 & 6. and [semi-required] James Griffin, Well-Being, Ch. 1, 
 pp 1-18, and Ch. 3, pp. 40-53

Week 6: (4/10 & 6/10) Separability of times and lives
  Readings: WL Chs. 7 & 8 and a supplemental reading TBA 

Week 7: (11/10 & 13/10) The neutral level for existence and non-standard betterness
  Readings: WL Chs. 10 & 11 and a supplemental reading TBA

Week 8: (T 18/10 & 20/10) Indeterminate betterness; first paper due (Weds. in class);
  term paper assigned

  Readings WL Ch. 12 & TBA

Week 9: (T 25/10 & H 27/10) The separability of people and the standardized total principle
  Readings: WL Chs. 13 & 14. and a reading TBA

Week 10: (1/11 &  3/11) Same-lifetime aggregation and a life worth living
  Readings: WL Chs. 15 & 16.

Week 11: (8/11 &  10/11) The value of a life
  Readings: WL Ch. 17 & TBA

Week 12: (15/11 & 17/11) The theory of weighing lives
  Readings: WL Ch. 18

Week 13: (22/11 & H 24/11) Varieties of consequentialism
  Readings: Parfit, Derek, 1997, "Equality and Priority," Ratio 10, pp. 
  202-221

Week 14: (29/11 & 1/12 & 3/12) Foundations and Conclusions



  Readings: Hirose, Iwao ‘Reconsidering the Value of Equality,’ Australasian 
  Journal of Philosophy (forthcoming- see instructor for information on accessing 
  article).


