
 
 
Y3 Moral Philosophy 2022 
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Course Organiser: Matthew Chrisman [matthew.chrisman@ed.ac.uk], DSB 4.11 

Course Secretary: Ann-Marie Cowe [philinfo@ed.ac.uk], DSB G.06 

Course Description 
This course covers moral philosophy, the branch of philosophy that deals with the nature, 
extent, and foundation of obligations, duties, virtues, practical reasons, and moral rights. 
Precise topics vary from year to year; representative topics include: Where do moral 
obligations come from, and what motivates people to follow them? How do we know what we 
morally ought to do? Do people have moral rights; what about animals? What reasons do we 
have to help those in need? Do we have moral duties to ourselves; to our loved ones? Is the 
aim of providing a fully general, informative, moral theory achievable? Is there a universal 
human morality? 

This year, we will be focusing on the source and nature of morality rather than first-order 
normative ethical theories or concrete ethical dilemmas. As a result, students will have the 
opportunity to develop philosophical background necessary for advanced study of 
metaethics, metanormative theory, metaphysics, social epistemology, critical theory, theories 
of meaning, philosophy of law and political philosophy. We will also concentrate on further 
developing general skills in writing analytic and persuasive essays by incorporating a peer-
review step to the process of creating final papers. 

Course Delivery 
The first step in learning the course material is reading the required text for each week, which 
you are expected to do ahead of the weekly in-person seminar. This seminar will meet from 
14:10-16:00 on Tuesdays during semester 2. As a nudge, there will be short pop quizzes in six 
of the seminars. 

There will also be space for small group discussion of the course material and group work 
designed to deepen your understanding and prepare you for the assessments. All students will 
be signed up for a weekly 1h tutorial on Thursdays (from the second week of the semester). 
And we will facilitate the creation of informal study groups for any students who want to 
discuss the material regularly with peers. 

You should regularly check your university email and check for announcements on the 
course Learn page. 

Office Hour 
The course organiser will be available for a weekly drop-in office hour by Zoom, on 
Wednesdays from 13:00-14:00 where anyone who wants to can turn up to chat about course 
material. You are encouraged to use this as an opportunity to firm up your understanding of 



topics covered in the seminars in preparation for the assessments. For other matters, 1-to-1 
meetings with the course organiser can be organised by email. 

Background Material 
The following texts are not required reading, but they will give you a good overview of what 
the course is about and if you’re feeling lost, they will provide orientation. 

o Matthew Chrisman, “Morality: Objective, Relative or Emotive?” in Chrisman and 
Pritchard (eds.) Philosophy for Everyone, second edition, Routledge 2017, pp. 20–33. 
<also available as a lecture online: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=R7gHPXnVmac&list=PLwJ2VKmefmxqgjDHRppT_jnq
EXuKLmKY6&index=15&t=502s> 

o Christian Miller, “Overview of Contemporary Metaethics and Normative Ethical 
Theory,” in Bloomsbury Companion to Ethics, Bloomsbury Academic 2015, pp. xiv–lii.  

o Dan Boisvert, John Brunero, Sean McKeever, Russ Shafer-Landau, Eric Wiland, 
“Important Technical Terms in Ethics,” in Bloomsbury Companion to Ethics, 
Bloomsbury Academic 2015, pp. cvi–cxxx. 

Assessment 
o Quizzes 5%: There will be six unannounced quizzes, primarily to test your 

understanding of the assigned reading; your lowest mark (including 0 for non-
attendance, for whatever reason) will not be counted. 

o Midterm essay (1500 words) 30%: A short piece where you will be expected to explain 
in detail some philosopher’s argument for a view; an essay prompt will be posted on 
the course’s LEARN site. This must be submitted on Learn by Wednesday 23 
February (12pm). 

o Peer-feedback exercise 5%: In preparation for your final essay, you will have the 
opportunity to trade drafts with a peer and complete a peer review; half of this mark 
pertains to the completeness of your draft, the other half pertains to the quality of 
your peer review. The draft essay must be submitted on Learn and in hard copy 
brought to class on Thursday 31 March, the peer review must be submitted on Learn 
and given to your peer by Thursday 7 April.  

o Final essay (2500) words 60%: A longer piece where you will be expected to defend 
your own view about a topic of the course, by critically and constructively building on 
the arguments we consider in our readings. This must be uploaded on Learn by 
Thursday 21st April (12pm). 

The Philosophy-specific marking guidelines will be used in marking your essays: 
www.ed.ac.uk/ppls/philosophy/current/undergraduate/assessment/marking-guidelines  

For an explanation of how Philosophy ensures reliable marking and feedback, look here: 
www.ed.ac.uk/files/atoms/files/reliablemarking_0.pdf  

Texts 
See the description of weekly content below for specific required and recommended reading, 
and other relevant content. All of the texts for this course are available through the library, see 
link to the Resource List on the Learn site for the course. A key text for the course is Matthew 
Chrisman, What Is This Thing Called Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017). 



Learning Resources 
There are several valuable resources available outside the class that will enhance your learning 
in the class. Please see this page for details: 
www.ed.ac.uk/ppls/philosophy/current/undergraduate/handbooks  

In particular, I’d like to highlight the very useful Guide to common problems in philosophy 
essays and the PPLS Skills Centre which can help you with writing philosophy essays. 

Weekly Plan 
1. Introduction: What is moral philosophy? What are we going to learn about it in this 

course? How are we going to do that? 
• Required reading:  

- “Socrates’ Question” and “The Archimedean Point” by Bernard Williams, 
Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London: Routledge 1985), chs. 1–2  

- “Euthyphro” by Plato, selection anthologised in Russ Shafer-Landau (ed.)  
Ethical Theory: an Anthology (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), ch. 23. 

 
2. The Source and Genealogy of Morality: Where does morality come from? How (if at 

all) is it based in human nature? Does the evolution and genealogy of morality 
vindicate or undermine its place in our lives? 

• Required reading:  
- “What Is a Divine Command Theory of Moral Obligations, by C. Stephen 

Evans, in his God and Moral Obligations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011), ch. 2. 

- “‘Good and Evil’, ‘Good and Bad’” by W. F. Nietzsche, in his The 
Genealogy of Morals, translated by Carol Diethe (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press), first essay. 

- “Brain-Based Values” by Patricia Churchland, in her Braintrust 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), ch. 2. See also the videoed 
lecture version of book, www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Bv4k8CJnuc  

• Recommended reading: 
- “Morality and Evolutionary Biology,” by William FitzPatrick, in The 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2021 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/morality-
biology  

- “Grounding Normativity in God” by Anne Jeffrey in God and Morality, 
Elements in the Philosophy of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2019), ch. 2. 

• Other relevant content: 
- “The Brains behind Morality” TED lecture by Patricia Churchland, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=LJ7szK1Rz4w 
- Overview of Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-vtmA5c3Xk  
- “When Genealogy is Called for” by Matthieu Queloz in his The Practical 

Origins of Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), ch. 3. 
 



3. An Overview of Metaethics: What are the key issues separating various metaethical 
theories? What are some of the initial theoretical options regarding these issues? And 
what methodology should we use to develop our own views about these issues and 
about the viability of metaethical theories? 

• Required reading:  
- “Introduction” and “Four Key Issues” from Matthew Chrisman, What Is 

This Thing Called Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017), ch. 0–1. 
- “The nature and explanatory ambitions of Metaethics” by Tristram 

McPherson and David Plunket, in The Routledge Handbook of Metaethics 
(New York: Routledge, 2018). 

• Recommended reading:  
- “Metaethics,” by Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, The Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy (Summer 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.). 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/metaethics  

 
4. Naturalism, Virtue Ethics and Relativism: One of the capstones of Enlightenment 

philosophy is the idea that all genuine explanation of facts will ultimately be 
naturalistic explanation, which leads some to conclude that the only facts there really 
are ones that are discoverable in nature (ontological naturalism). If that’s right, then 
how might we conceive of moral facts such that they plausibly come out as a kind of 
natural fact? 

• Required reading:  
- “Naturalism” only secs. 1–2, from Matthew Chrisman, What Is This Thing 

Called Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017), ch. 5 
- “Naturalism” from Rosalind Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1999), ch. 9 
- “Relativism, Realism, and Reasons,” by David Copp, in his Morality, 

Normativity, and Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press), ch. 11. 
• Recommended reading: 

- Matthew Lutz and James Lenman, "Moral Naturalism", The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.). 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/naturalism-moral 

• Other relevant content: 
- “Moral Relativism Defended,” by Gilbert Harman, The Philosophical 

Review 1975, 84 (1): 3–22. 
- “Value as the Qualified Object of Interest,” by Ralph Barton Perry in his 

General Theory of Value, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1926/1957.  

- The Principles of Ethics, vol. 2 by Herbert Spencer, chs. 1–5.   
 

5. Non-Naturalism: For any natural property F claimed to be equivalent to the property 
of moral goodness, it seems that we sensibly wonder whether things that are F are 
really good. This has suggested to some philosophers that there are irreducible moral 
facts, but can we make sense of a picture of reality containing irreducible moral facts? 

• Required reading:  
- “Nonnaturalism” from Matthew Chrisman, What Is This Thing Called 

Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017), ch. 2 



- “Non-Naturalistic Realism in Metaethics” by David Enoch in The 
Routledge Handbook of Metaethics (New York: Routledge, 2018), ch. 1 

• Recommended reading: 
- “Recent Faces of Moral Nonnaturalism” by Terence Cuneo in Philosophy 

Compass 2 (6) (2007): 850-879. 
- “Four Faces of Moral Realism” by Stephen Finlay in Philosophy Compass 2 

(6) (2007): 820-49. 
- “Moral Non-Naturalism” by Michael Ridge in The Stanford Encyclopedia 

of Philosophy (Fall 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/moral-non-
naturalism/ 

• Other relevant content: 
- “Why Care about Morality, Robustly Realistically Understood,” research 

talk by David Enoch www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIlvVwMENb0  
- “Ethical Non-naturalism” by Russ Shafer-Landau in Moral Realism: A 

Defence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), ch. 3. 
- “Metaphysics” by Derek Parfit in On What Matters, volume 2 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), ch. 31 

 

**First Essay due Wednesday 23 February (12pm) – submit through Learn. 

Flexible Learning Week: Feb 21-25 – no classes** 

 

6. Error-Theory & Fictionalism: On the assumption that objective moral values, were 
they to exist, would have to be irreducible to natural properties, should we conclude 
that there aren’t really any objective moral values? If so, why do we seem to talk as if 
there are? 

• Required reading:  
- “Error-Theory & Fictionalism,” by Matthew Chrisman in What Is This 

Thing Called Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017), ch. 6. 
- “The Subjectivity of Values,” by J. L. Mackie in Ethics: Inventing Right and 

Wrong (New York: Penguin Books, 1977), ch. 1. 
• Recommended reading: 

- “Fictionalism” and “Moral Fictionalism” by Richard Joyce in Myth of 
Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), chs. 7-8. 

- “Varieties of Moral Irrealism,” by Mark Kalderon in Moral Ficationalism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), ch. 3. 

• Other relevant content: 
- “Moral Error Theory…Now What” a lecture by Kane Baker, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNWXUrKcRdQ  
- “A Dilemma for Moral Fictionalism,” by Matthew Chrisman, in 

Philosophical Books 49 (2007): 4-13. 
- “Beyond the Error Theory,” by Michael Smith in Richard Joyce and Simon 

Kirchin (eds.) A World Without Values (Dordrecht: Springer 2010): 119-
139. 

 



7. Expressivism: Statements about what is morally good and bad are a distinctive kind of 
evaluation. Could we analyse them as expression of people’s evaluative attitudes rather 
than attempts to describe reality? How then do we explain the linguistic similarities 
between ethical statements and descriptive statements? 

• Required reading:  
- “Expressivism,” by Matthew Chrisman in What Is This Thing Called 

Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017), ch. 3. 
- “Naturalising Norms,” by Simon Blackburn in Ruling Passions, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press 1998), ch. 3. 
• Recommended reading: 

- “Critique of Ethics and Theology” by A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth and 
Logic, 2nd ed. (London: V. Gollancz Ltd., 1946), ch. 6. 

- “Emotive Meaning of Moral Terms,” Charles Stevenson, Mind 46: 14-41. 
- “Assertion,” by Peter Geach, Philosophical Review 74 (1965): 449-65. 

• Other relevant content: 
- “Ethical Expressivism,” Matthew Chrisman, The Continuum Companion to 

Ethics in Christian Miller (ed.) (London: Continuum 2011), ch. 3. 
- “The Frege-Geach Problem (And the Quasi Realist Solution)” Philosophy 

Vibe youtube explainer video: www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Wg1l7_ldf4  
 

8. The Future of Metaethics: Are any of the four main metaethical theories on the right 
track? What’s the best methodology for addressing metaethical questions? Where 
might there be conceptual space for novel theories? 

• Required reading: 
- “Summary and Chart” and “Theories that are Hard to Classify in 

Traditional Terms” by Matthew Chrisman in What Is This Thing Called 
Metaethics (London: Routledge, 2017), ch. 6-7. 

• Recommended reading: 
- “What is Constructivism in Ethics and Metaethics” by Sharon Street, 

Philosophy Compass 5 (2010): 363-84. 
• Other relevant content: 

- “Attitudinal Expressivism and Logical Pragmatism,” by Matthew 
Chrisman in Pragmatism, Law, and Language, Graham Hubbs & Douglas 
Lind (eds.): pp. 117-135. 

- “Four Faces of Moral Realism” by Stephen Finlay in Philosophy Compass 2 
(6) (2007): 820-49. 

 
9. Special Topic – The Nature and Evolution of Morality: The best explanations for our 

capacity to form beliefs about nature will appeal to the existence of objective natural 
facts, which we have been evolved to imperfectly but reliably track; arguably the same 
is not true of our capacity to make moral judgments. Does that mean that we 
shouldn’t believe in objective moral facts? 

• Required reading 
- “On the Origins of Justice and Property,” by David Hume in his Treatise of 

Human Nature, Book 3, sec. 2.2 (https://davidhume.org/texts/t/3/2/2).  
- “A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of Value,” by Sharon Street, 

Philosophical Studies 127 (2006): 109–66. 



• Recommended reading: 
- “Evolutionary Debunking of Moral Realism,” by Katia Vavova, Philosophy 

Compass 10/2 (2015): 104–116. 
- “Debunking Evolutionary Debunking of Ethical Realism,” by William 

FitzPatrick, Philosophical Studies (172 (2015): 883-904. 
- “Morality and Mathematics: The Evolutionary Challenge,” Justin Clarke-

Doane, Ethics (2012): 122(2): 313–40 
• Other relevant content: 

- “The Nature of Morality,” by Richard Joyce in The Evolution of Morality 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), ch. 2. 

- “Evolution and Normative Scepticism,” by Karl Schafer, Australasian 
Journal of Philosophy 88.3 (2010): 471–88. 

- “The Darwin Day Lecture 2018: The evolution of human morality” a 
public lecture by Diana S Fleischman, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=e6L6WxwRBnM  

 

10. Special Topic – Morality and Ideology: Critical theorists argue that most of our pre-
reflective values and ways of living are artefacts of capitalist transnational economic-
political relations that are peculiar to a particular geo-cultural-historical moment. 
Does that mean we should reject ethics or at least be sceptical of our moral intuitions? 

• Required reading:  
- “Morality, Ideology, and Reflection; or The Duck Yet Sits,” by Peter 

Railton in his Facts, Values, and Norms: Essays toward a Morality of 
Consequence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 353-384. 

-  “‘But Mom, Crop-Tops Are Cute!" Social Knowledge, Social Structure and 
Ideology Critique,” by Sally Haslanger, Philosophical Issues 17 (2007): 70-
91  

• Recommended reading: 
- “The Metaethics of Critical Theories,” by Titus Stahl in The Palgrave 

Handbook of Critical Theory, edited by Michael J. Thompson (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017): 505-522 

- “The Marxist Critique of Morality and the Theory of Ideology” by Michael 
Rosen in Edward Harcourt (ed.) Morality, Reflection, and Ideology 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), ch. 1. 

- “Morality Critics,” by Brian Leiter, in The Oxford Handbook of Continental 
Philosophy, edited by Brian Leiter and Michael Rosen (Oxford University 
Press). 

• Other relevant content: 
- “Evaluation Turned on Itself: The Vindicatory Circularity Challenge to the 

Conceptual Ethics of Normativity,” by Tristram McPherson and David 
Plunkett in Oxford Studies in Metaethics, vol. 16 edited by Russ Shafer-
Landau (Oxford: Oxford University Press), ch. 9. 

- “Moral Consciousness and Class Domination: Some Problems in the 
Analysis of Hidden Morality,” by Axel Honneth, reprinted in Disrespect: 
The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory (Polity 2007), ch. 4 

- “The Normativity of Ethical Life,” by Axel Honneth Philosophy and Social 
Criticism, 40 (2014): 817–826. 



**Draft of Second Essay due Thursday 31 March in your tutorial (please bring hard 
copy to trade and submit electronic version on Learn, NO EXTENSIONS!) ** 

 

11. Wrap-up and Conclusion 
• Required reading: None! 
• Recommended reading: None! 
• Other relevant content: None! 

 
**Peer Review of Draft Essay due Thursday 7 April in your tutorial (please give copy to 

peer and submit electronic version on Learn NO EXTENSIONS!)** 

**Final Essay due Thursday 21st April (12pm) – submit through Learn.** 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 
In an attempt to cut down on email traffic, here are answers to some frequently asked 
questions. Feel free to ask other questions, preferably during class or in office hours. 

1. How do I sign up to or switch tutorial groups? 

à You are assigned by Timetabling. If you cannot make your assigned tutorial due to 
a timetabling clash, please discuss with the course secretary at philinfo@ed.ac.uk 

2. When do tutorials start?  

àWeek 2 of the semester, and they are on Thursdays, generally drawing on the 
seminar held the previous Tuesday. 

3. What should I cite in my essays? 

à You should cite books, articles, websites, blogposts, twitter threads, unpublished 
lecture notes, or anything else you quote or otherwise draw on in formulating the 
argument of your paper. There is no prescribed number of references, and you are not 
generally expected to cite all the scholarly literature related to your topic. However, 
you should cite the sources that you learned from or that you object to, including class 
readings. You don’t need to cite class discussions. 

4. What referencing style should I use? 

à I’m happy with any consistent style that would in principle let me find the source 
of your citation. I prefer essays with endnotes rather than footnotes. More 
information about normal referencing practice in philosophy is here: 
www.ed.ac.uk/files/atoms/files/reference_style_in_philosophy.pdf  

5. I’m not sure what counts as plagiarism, could you explain? 

à The basic principle is that you shouldn’t present someone else’s work as your own 
work. This includes presenting work you previously submitted for a course as newly 
created for this course. All submitted work is automatically checked for similarity with 
sources on the internet and in repositories of essays previously submitted at 
universities around the world. So, don’t copy & paste from someone else’s essay or 



writing. For more detail about correct academic referencing practice, start here: 
www.ed.ac.uk/files/atoms/files/cahss_plagiarism_summary_2020-21_ver_4.pdf  

6. How much of the reading do I have to do?  

àFor each week, you are expected to do the required reading before you come to the 
seminar on Tuesday. The recommended reading will flesh out your understanding 
and knowledge of the topic and will be helpful if you are writing an essay on the topic. 
The other relevant content is purely optional, and may help you if you were 
considering researching the topic in more detail. 

7. I’m going to miss class next week because …, can you excuse the absence, and what 
can I do to keep up? 

àIt’s your choice whether to come to class or not, but you might miss a quiz and I 
hope the class discussions are a good opportunity for consolidating your learning.  If 
you do have to miss a class, I’d suggest you read the required and recommended 
readings and find a time to discuss them with a friend in the class. You can also drop 
by my office hour.  

8. I have special circumstances; can I have an extension for my essay?  

à Special circumstances are handled by the PPLS student support officers (SSOs): 
PPLS.SSO@ed.ac.uk. Extensions are handled by the Central Extension Service CES: 
www.ed.ac.uk/student-administration/extensions-special-circumstances/continuing-
students Please note that for the draft essay and peer-review exercise, there will be no 
extensions (because of the need to coordinate with others in the class on the timing of 
the assignment). 

9. The topic of week X is really fascinating, and I think I might like to write a 4th year 
dissertation about it, do you think that’s a good idea? 

à Very possibly yes! There will be more advanced Y4 courses touching on many of 
these topics, so the most straightforward way to do this is to plan to do a coursework 
dissertation in one or two of those courses. But you might also consider writing an 
independent dissertation on these topics, in which case let’s have a chat about that, as 
I can signpost further readings and tell you which faculty members are most 
interested in these topics. 


