
Philosophy 101: Introduction to Philosophy—Belief, Action, Freedom, and Responsibility

Professor Sarah Moss University of Michigan, Fall 2019

email: ssmoss@umich.edu office hours: T/Th 1:00–2:00, 2199 Angell

GSI Team: Samantha Bear, sambear@umich.edu; Nina Cahill, ninacah@umich.edu

Description Do we have free will? What is the correct moral code? How can you know that

the external world exists? Even if it didn’t exist, why should you care? Are we

morally responsible for our unconscious beliefs? When faced with disagreement

about moral questions, how can we be sure what is right—or even be sure that

there are objective moral truths at all?

The main goal of this course is that you deeply engage with these questions and

thereby come to love the practice of doing philosophy. In particular, you will

learn how to do philosophy well—how to read and write and talk and reason

with an incisive and yet open mind—and you will enjoy engaging with these

questions not just because they are themselves rich and intriguing, but because

you appreciate your own developing skill in thinking about them.

Another goal of this course is that you become familiar with a variety of central

subfields of philosophy: moral philosophy, philosophy of action, social and polit-

ical philosophy, philosophy of mind, epistemology, and meta-ethics. As a result,

this course will give you a sense what you might expect if you continue to study

philosophy in more focused higher-level courses.

Prerequisites No previous work in philosophy is required or assumed.

Grading Student grades in this course are determined by five components:

Section participation: 15%

First paper: 25%

Second paper: 25%

Final exam: 25%

Five surprise exams in lecture: 10%

The surprise exams may contain questions about the material assigned for the

week of the exam and/or topics covered in lecture in the week preceding the

exam. There are no chances to make up the exam if you miss lecture. But in

recognition of the fact that you may have to miss lecture for some good reason at

some point during the semester, you may drop your lowest exam grade.

Materials All readings and assignments will be posted on our Canvas course webpage,

which can be accessed from http://canvas.umich.edu.



Laptops With two exceptions, students may not use laptops, tablets, or phones during

lecture. Randomized studies have shown that students using laptops do signifi-

cantly worse on exams that test their comprehension of the material. This is true

even when students are not multitasking. Typing shifts students into transcription

mode, whereas students writing by hand are actively processing course material.

The exceptions: first, I will permit the use of one laptop for each section of the course

by a student who will circulate their notes to their entire section after lecture. You

could set up a rotation system for which student in your section will take notes

on a given day, or you could let one volunteer assume that responsibility; this is

all up to you, and I do not want to be involved. Second, if you have a disability

that necessitates use of a computer, then obviously this can be accommodated;

please contact your GSI with this request before the second lecture.

Printing If you would like to print out copies of the readings for this course, but this would

be a financial hardship for you, please feel free to mention this to your GSI, and

we can arrange for you to swing by their office early in the semester to pick up a

stack of all the required readings.

Disabilities The Americans with Disabilities Act is a federal anti-discrimination statute that

provides comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities.

Among other things, this legislation requires that all students with disabilities

be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for reasonable accommoda-

tion of their disabilities. If you require such an accommodation, please contact

the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities. Their Student Intake Form

can be found at https://ssd.umich.edu/.

At the University of Michigan, students are responsible for communicating any

need for accommodations to instructors early in the semester, usually by pre-

senting instructors with a Verified Individualized Services and Accommodations

letter. This letter should go directly to your GSI, who will consult with me about

details if necessary.

Readings Please read each assignment both before and after the corresponding lecture.

Some of our readings are dense and difficult; please know that most students

find they need to read philosophical writing several times before they have un-

derstood it. In several cases, you will be required to read only a few sections—or

even only a few pages—of an assigned paper. I have posted complete versions

of each paper on Canvas for students interested in outside reading, but for the

purposes of this course, be sure to consult this syllabus regularly to make sure

that you are focusing your attention on the correct material.

https://ssd.umich.edu/


Schedule What actions are justified? Why are they justified?

9/5 Shaw 2005: “The Consequentialist Perspective”

de Bres 2005: “The Pink Guide: Five Myths About Philosophy”

de Bres 2005: “The Pink Guide: Top Ten General Tips”

9/10 Thomson 1985: “The Trolley Problem,” sections 1–7

de Bres 2005: “The Pink Guide: How to Read Philosophy Papers”

9/12 Singer 1972: “Famine, Affluence, and Morality”

optional reading: MacAskill 2016: “You are the 1 Percent”

optional reading: Singer 2016: “What is Effective Altruism?”

9/17 Harris 1975: “The Survival Lottery”

Rachels 1975: “Active and Passive Euthanasia”

9/19 Marquis 1989: “Why Abortion is Immoral,” sections 1 –2

Thomson 1971: “A Defense of Abortion”

9/24 Fink 2009: “The Deadly Choices at Memorial”

Pryor 2006: “Guidelines on Writing a Philosophy Paper”

Huemer 2019: “A Guide to Writing”

optional reading: Chudnoff 2007: “A Guide to Philosophical Writing”

optional reading: Roche 2010: “A Short Guide to Writing a Philosophy Paper”

Do we freely choose our actions? How does this bear on our responsibility for

their consequences?

9/26 Sider 2005: “Free Will and Determinism”

10/1 Pereboom 2006: “Why We Have No Free Will and Can Live Without It,”

sections 1–2 and 5–8

10/3 Nagel 1979: “Moral Luck”

Frankfurt 1971: “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,”

from p.5 through second full paragraph on p.15

10/8 Wolf 1987: “Sanity and the Metaphysics of Responsibility”

Raine 2013: The Anatomy of Violence, “Chapter 11: The Brain on Trial,”

discussion of Mr. Oft on p.303–6 and 323–7
1

1This reading discusses a non-hypothetical example of sexual assault and child molestation.



10/10 Lewis 1989: “The Punishment that Leaves Something to Chance”

The first paper for this class will be due by the start of lecture on 10/10.

What beliefs are justified? Why are they justified?

10/17 Wachowski 1999: The Matrix2

Pollock and Cruz 1999: Contemporary Theories of Knowledge, §1.2

Bostrom 2005: “Why Make a Matrix? And Why You Might Be In One”

optional reading: Bostrom 2003: “Are You Living in a Computer Simulation?”

optional listening: Philosophy Bites interview of Nick Bostrom, 8/14/2011

10/22 Unger 1974: “A Defense of Skepticism,” p.198–216

10/24 Moore 1939: excerpt from “Proof of an External World”

Pryor 2005: “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist,” sections 1, 3, and 4

10/29 Lewis 1996: “Elusive Knowledge”

10/31 Nozick 1974: excerpt from “The Experience Machine”

Pryor 2005: “What’s So Bad About Living in the Matrix?”

Pereboom 2006: reread section 6 of “Why We Have No Free Will. . . ”

Do we freely choose our beliefs? How does this bear on our responsibility for

their consequences?

11/5 Payne 2006: “Prejudice and Perception: The Role of Automatic and

Controlled Processes in Misperceiving a Weapon”

Siegel 2012: “Cognitive Penetrability and Perceptual Justification,”

introduction through section 4.1

11/7 Levy 2017: Implicit Bias and Moral Responsibility: Probing the Data”

11/12 Washington and Kelly 2016: “Who’s Responsible for This?”

optional reading: Kelly and Roedder 2008: “Racial Cognition and. . . Bias”

11/14 Zheng 2016: “Attributivity, Accountability, and Implicit Bias”

optional reading: Haslanger 2015: “Social Structure, Narrative, and Explanation”

The second paper for this class will be due by the start of lecture on 11/14.

2This film is rated R for violence. Please either watch the film, if you haven’t seen it, or read the

plot summary provided here: https://matrix.fandom.com/wiki/The_Matrix.



A return to the trolley problem: are our beliefs about morality freely chosen?

How does this bear on their justification?

11/19 Harman 2015: “Is it Reasonable to ‘Rely on Intuitions’ in Ethics?”

Huemer 2005: Ethical Intuitionism, “Chapter 5: Moral Knowledge,”

sections 5.1–5.6

11/21 Singer 2005: “Ethics and Intuitions”

Greene 2008: “The Secret Joke of Kant’s Soul,” p.40–47

11/26 Berker 2009: “The Normative Insignificance of Neuroscience,” §1–2, 4–5

11/28 University of Michigan Thanksgiving Recess

12/3 Mackie 1977: “The Subjectivity of Values,” sections 1, 2, and 8

McGrath 2008: “Moral Disagreement and Moral Expertise,” sections 1–5

12/5 Wolf 1992: “Two Levels of Pluralism”

12/10 Final exam review session and course evaluations

Final exam: Wednesday, December 18 at 1:30–3:30pm


