Practical Ethics: Population Ethics
Spring 2017

Description
This course is an introduction to practical ethics with special focus on procreative ethics, population ethics,
and duties to future generations. We will start with a survey of moral philosophy. Is morality more a matter of
promoting happiness, respecting rights, or cultivating virtue? We will then consider some of the moral questions
involved with procreation, such as whether existence is a harm or benefit and whether or not we should avoid
contributing to overpopulation. Finally, we will consider some of the moral questions involved with duties to
future generations more generally, such as what kind of population would be ideal and how responsible we are
for bringing that population about and leaving these individuals a good world.

General Information
• Time: T/R 3:30-4:45
• Place: Stone Center 0209
• Instructor: Jeff Sebo
• Email: jeffsebo@unc.edu
• Office: Caldwell #207B
• Office hours: T/R 5:00-6:00
• Course website: jeffsebo.net/teaching/
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Readings
The required books for this class are:
• Sarah Conly, One Child: Do We Have a Right to More?
• Julia Driver, Ethics: The Fundamentals
• Dale Jamieson, Reason in a Dark Time
• Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons
You can find these books at the UNC-Chapel Hill bookstore as well as online. All readings not from the required
books will be posted on Sakai and/or distributed by email.

Grading
Your grades will be determined as follows:
• Exams (50%): You will have an in-class midterm as well as a final exam. Each will consist of multiple
choice , quote identification, True-False, and/or short answer questions. Your midterm, worth 25% of
your grade, will be on 3/2 at 3:30pm. Your final exam, worth 25% of your grade, will be on 5/2 at 4pm.
• Paper (25%): You will write a research paper and submit this paper by email to jeffsebo@unc.edu. For
this paper, you can either create your own prompt (provided that you clear it with me in advance) or
select from prompts that I create. This paper will be eight pages long and will be due at 4pm on 4/30.
• Daily Writing (15%): Prior to each session, you will send an email to phil163dw@gmail.com with the
subject heading Last Name Date (e.g. Smith 1/17) that (a) summarizes one of the main claims made
in the reading and (b) presents a question or comment about that claim. Your DW can be brief (4-6
sentences), but it must demonstrate that you did the reading carefully and critically. This assignment is
due no later than 2pm on the day of class. DWs will be graded Pass/Fail.
• Participation (10%): I expect regular attendance and thoughtful participation from all students. You
can participate by speaking in class, attending office hours, posting articles through Sakai, and more. My
assessment of the quality of your performance on these items will account for 10% of your grade.

Policies
• Laptops/Cell Phones: Laptops are allowed, but only for taking notes. Cell phones must be on silent.
• Special Accommodations: If you need special accommodations, please let me know so that I can properly
assist you.
• Academic Integrity: Plagiarism and other forms of academic dishonesty will not be tolerated. See the
UNC Writing Center Handout on Plagiarism, available online, for more information.
• Late Papers/Extensions/Incompletes: Late papers will lose 1/3 letter grade for each day late. Late DW
assignments will be accepted for half credit up until the start of class. Extensions and incompletes will be
granted only in exceptional circumstances. If you would like to request either, please do so in advance.
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Schedule
• Week 1 - Introduction
1/12 - Introduction
• Week 2 - Utility
1/17 - Julia Driver, “Classical Utilitarianism”
1/19 - Julia Driver, “Contemporary Consequentialism”
• Week 3 - Rights
1/24 - Julia Driver, “Kantian Ethics”
1/26 - Julia Driver, “Social Contract Theory”
• Week 4 - Virtue
1/31 - Julia Driver, “Virtue Ethics”
2/2 - Julia Driver, “Feminist Ethics”
• Week 5 - Wellbeing
2/7 - Ben Bradley, “Hedonism,” “Desires”
2/9 - Ben Bradley, “Capabilities,” “Pluralism”
• Week 6 - Moral status
2/14 - Dale Jamieson, “Humans and other animals”
2/16 - Dale Jamieson, “The value of nature”
• Week 7 - Procreation
2/21 - David Benatar, “Why coming into existence is always a harm”
2/23 - Rivka Weinberg, “Is having children always wrong?”
• Week 8 - Midterm
2/28 - Review
3/2 - Midterm
• Week 9 - Making a difference
3/7 - Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “Global warming and individual moral obligation”
3/9 - Shelly Kagan, “Do I make a difference?”
• Week 10 - Population control: theory
3/21 - Sarah Conly, “The right to a family”
3/23 - Sarah Conly, “The right to control your body”
• Week 11 - Population control: practice
3/28 - Sarah Conly, “Sanctions”
3/30 - Sarah Conly, “Unwanted consequences”
• Week 12 - The non-identity problem
4/4 - Derek Parfit, “The non-identity problem”
4/6 - Molly Gardner, “A harm-based solution to the non-identity problem”
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• Week 13 - The repugnant conclusion
4/11 - Derek Parfit, “The repugnant conclusion”
4/13 - Toby Ord, “Overpopulation or underpopulation?”
• Week 14 - Intergenerational justice
4/18 - Wilfred Beckerman, “Sustainable Development and our Obligations to Future Generations”
4/20 - Brian Barry, “Sustainability and Intergenerational Justice”
• Week 15 - The frontiers of ethics
4/25 - Dale Jamieson, “The frontiers of ethics”
4/27 - Review
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