PHI 3911 Longtermism: Past, Present, and Future
Seton Hall University, Fall 2023

1. Contact Information: 
Instructor: Dr. Travis Timmerman		
E‐mail: travis.timmerman@shu.edu
 
	 *NOTE: Please include “PHI3911” in the subject line. 

Office Hours: Fahy 313 two hours prior to class and by appointment 
 
2. Required Texts (All are provided for free. Don’t purchase any!):

What We Owe the Future, Will MacAskill  

The Good Life Method, Meghan Sullivan and Paul Blaschko 

Animal Liberation Now, Peter Singer 

The Rules of Rescue, Theron Pummer 

Should You Choose to Live Forever?, John Martin Fischer and Stephen Cave 

The Long View, Natalie Cargill and Tyler John 

Why Worry about Future Generations?, Samuel Scheffler 

Exploring the Philosophy of Death and Dying, Michael Cholbi and Travis Timmerman 

* All other readings will be articles available in the “Content” section of Blackboard 

3. Blackboard: Blackboard is SHU's Course Management System. You’ll need to access this site to obtain important course content: handouts, announcements, lecture outlines, and contact information for the professor. You are expected to check the course’s Blackboard website at least twice a week. 

4. Course Description: In this seminar, we’ll study works that concern the recent social and philosophical movement known as ‘longtermism.’ One widely accepted, albeit vague, definition of longtermism is the view that “positively influencing the long-term future is the key moral priority of our time.” This movement is an outgrowth of effective altruism, which is a social and philosophical movement aimed at doing the most good possible. Most effective altruists believe it’s one’s moral obligation to do the most good possible. A large minority of effective altruists don’t believe this is a moral duty, but have taken this on as a personal project. 

This course will be unique in many ways. One way it is unique is that we will focus not just on longtermism per se, but also on works that are intellectual precursors to longtermism (e.g. consequentialism; effective altruism) and works that have implications for longtermism and its future (e.g. the possibility of immortality). A second way it is unique is that we will have the opportunity to engage with many of the philosophers’ works we read, either in person or virtually via Zoom. A third way it is unique is that there are real stakes to the class discussion. Our class culminates with a charitable giving debate about which charitable contribution would do the most good. In class, I will donate $3,000 to whichever charity has the best case made for it. 

5. Difficult Readings: This is an advanced undergraduate seminar. Some of the readings we will do are popular works aimed at a popular audience (e.g. What We Owe the Future; Animal Liberation Now). Other works are advanced academic texts aimed at an academic audience (e.g. The Rules of Rescue; The Long View). Some readings for this course are extremely difficult. You are expected to read each article/chapter two to three times. Ideally, each chapter should be read twice before class: first, a quick read to get a sense of the main thesis and argument and then a second careful read, taking notes on the following: 1) the author’s main thesis (or theses) and the arguments offered in its (their) defense; 2) definitions/explanations of key terms, distinctions, and examples that the author uses; 3) any potential objections or counterarguments that the author addresses along with his or her rebuttals; 4) your assessment of the author’s arguments; and 5) any thoughts or questions that you have about the reading. It is also a good idea to read the article again after we have finished discussing it in class.

Longtermism is a new philosophical and social movement stemming from an only slightly less new philosophical and social movement known as effective altruism. Reading works that concern this debate won’t always, or even usually, be ‘fun’. It will sometimes be a struggle to grasp the more abstract philosophical ideas (e.g. population ethics; the all-or-nothing problem). But doing so, if done correctly, will be deeply intellectually enriching and it will be rewarding. In order to get the most out of this class, you need to follow my reading instructions, try your hardest to comprehend the material, and come to class prepared to listen, ask questions about everything and anything you don’t understand, and raise any objections you have. Finally, don’t fret if you do all of this and you still don’t understand everything in a given week’s reading. This is to be expected when engaging with dense philosophical material. The important thing to keep in mind is that you will understand a lot more than you did before you did the reading. Most importantly, however, I am here to help. That includes not only the time we have in class, but outside as well. If you’re struggling, come to my office hours. Send me an email. Do so right away. I am here to help.   
 
6. Course Requirements and Grading Policy: Your grade will be determined by participation, and two presentations, which are weighted as follows.  

      		           	         									A       100 – 93,  A- 92 - 90
      Presentation WWOTF  25%			       		         		B+    89 – 87,    B 86 - 83, B- 83 – 80
      Presentation Animal Liberation Now  25%	 			C +   79 – 77,    C 76 - 73, C- 73 – 70
      Attendance, Preparation, Participation  50% 				D      63 - 69, D- 60 - 62	   
         				F      < 60

Active Participation
Class discussion is crucial to this course.  How much each of you gets out of the course will depend, to a large extent, on how much you participate in the discussion. This is an advanced seminar, and so all students are expected to attend class faithfully, to participate regularly in class discussions, and to come to class prepared, having read the assigned readings. Your grade will be a function of the following: (1) the extent to which you are regularly present, alert, and attentive in class (Note: being present counts for nothing if you’re not also alert and attentive); (2) the quality and regularity of your participation in class discussions; (3) the extent to which your participation indicates that you have properly prepared for class, having read the required readings and thought about them critically, and (4) the extent to which you are punctual and observe proper classroom etiquette—see below. Even if you attend every class, you could still get an F for this component of the course if you do not participate in class discussions.  

This course is unusual in that it will contain a large number of guest speakers whose work we will read in class. This is a rare opportunity to get to talk with the author of a work immediately after reading it. Use this opportunity wisely and keep in mind that you’re representing Seton Hall University when you do.  

If class discussion drops to an unacceptable level and I have reason to believe this is due to students not doing the assigned reading, then I will begin assigning weekly summaries and some classes will begin with a pop quiz. The answers to these quizzes will only be found in the text. The grades on this quiz will be factored into your participation grade, weighted at 20% of the overall participation grade, which is 10% of your overall grade. 
  
Presentations: You will be required to complete two presentations on assigned chapters from What We Owe the Future and Animal Liberation Now. I will provide the instructions for this in a separate handout and illustrate by way of example with chapter three of What We Owe the Future. 

Weekly Summaries/Questions: If class participation drops to an unacceptable level, you will be required to submit weekly “reading responses” for each reading assignment. For a given reading response, you need to briefly summarize the author’s main theses and arguments and then respond to them. Your response can take one of many forms, including: (a) a detailed question(s) about some idea (or ideas) in the reading that you just don't understand (e.g., I don't understand MacAskill’s explanation of x, in describing this idea, he claims “y,” but this is unclear because “z”); (b) an objection to any idea or claim in the reading (e.g., MacAskill is being inconsistent: on p. 10 he claims a, yet on p. 112 he claims b, which entails ~a); or (c) an endorsement of some part of the author's argument (e.g., MacAskill’s view of x is exactly right, and here's why I think so. One objection might be y, but that is ultimately misguided because of z). These three examples are not meant to be exhaustive. You should dedicate somewhere between two-thirds and three-quarters of your reading response to summarizing the given article/chapter and the remainder to your response to it. You may integrate your response as you summarize or you may first summarize and then respond. Choose whichever organizational pattern makes the most sense to you. Note that your summary should be as detailed as is possible within the one to two page length constraints. This will require that you write concisely and that you make wise choices about which aspects of the chapter are most important and merit more detailed treatment in your summary. You need to cite the page numbers of the text in your summaries. 

I will be grading the summary portion of your response with regard to both the quality of the exposition and the quality of the writing. I will be asking the following questions: (1) Does the student provide an accurate and charitable interpretation of the author’s views and arguments? (2) Does the student fully explain, in his or her own words, key philosophical terms, concepts, examples, and distinctions in an illuminating way? (3) Does the reading response exhibit a clear and logical organizational plan, wherein the ordering of ideas, sentences, and paragraphs have a natural and logical flow to them? (4) Does the reading response exhibit a sophisticated (but unpretentious) writing style, where ideas are presented clearly, concisely, and precisely, such that what’s being said is almost never open to misinterpretation and contains almost no unnecessary words, imprecision, or irrelevant content? (5) Is the reading response virtually free of errors in grammar, spelling, and/or punctuation? 

Questions: In many cases, you will have the rare opportunity to engage with the philosophers whose work we read. Take that opportunity to ask them questions about their work. This will, of course, count towards your participation grade. On days we have guest speakers, you need to email mee three of your best questions the night before. 

Questions should demonstrate that you made a sincere attempt to read their work and understand it. They should be, insofar as is possible, clear, precise, probing, and directly about their work. 

They can be critical, of course, and clarificatory. They can be about the surprising implications of one’s view, including potential upshots. They should not be vague questions tangentially related to the work they wrote. 

An example of a good critical question might be “In your book, you argue for x in chapter A. Your argument for x rests on claim y. However, some people have plausibly argued that y is false because of z. Do you think z shows x is false?” 

An example of a bad critical question might be “In your book, you argue for x, but that’s obviously false of offensive.” 

An example of a good clarificatory question might be “In your article, you claim x is true on page 15. I am not sure what you mean by x. One thing you might mean is y and another thing you might mean is z. Or maybe you mean both. Can you tell me the right way is to interpret you on this point?” 

An example of a bad clarificatory question might be “I just didn’t get your article. Can you tell me about it?” 

An example of a good question about the implications of one’s argument might be “In your article, you argued for x by appealing to y as a moral principle. But y, as you formulated it, also seems to support z. Do you think z is a moral principle we should also accept?” 

An example of a bad question about the implications of one’s argument might be “In your article, you talk about x. That topic kind of reminds me about this different topic y. What do you think about y?”

I’ll discuss this more in class and review concrete examples of good and bad questions. 

7. Final Grades: Do not contact me at the end of the semester and request a higher grade, even in exchange for doing extra work. Your grade will be solely determined by the quality of the work you do in class that is submitted by the due dates. Your grade will not be at all determined by what you need to keep your scholarship, by your desire to avoid retaking this class, by your desire to make the Dean’s List, by your desire to please your parents or by anything else. 

8. Academic Dishonesty: Cheating and plagiarism will not be tolerated. My policy is to impose a failing grade for the course as a sanction for any act clear case of academic dishonesty. Furthermore, per Seton Hall’s policy, you will likely be suspected for one semester. 

Plagiarism is the use of someone else's language, ideas, information, or original material without acknowledging the source. A few examples of plagiarism include 
i. A paper downloaded from an Internet source and/or obtained from a paper mill.
ii. A paper that contains part or all of the writings of another person (including another student), without citation.
iii. A paper that contains passages that were cut and pasted from an Internet source, without citation.
If you are ever having difficulty understanding the material, or some other issue is making you feel like you have to resort to cheating, don’t! Come talk to me instead. I will be more than happy to work with you to find a solution other than cheating. 

It is your responsibility to familiarize yourself with, and adhere to, the university’s policies on academic integrity and ethics. Everything you need to know can be found here…
https://www.shu.edu/english/academic-integrity-policy.html  

9. Getting Help: I am more than happy to go out of my way to help those who are eager to learn. I am also happy to make appointments with students outside of class. Please do not hesitate to e-mail me to ask class-related questions or schedule an appointment to discuss class-related issues. If you are struggling with any aspect of the course and need suggestions on how to improve, please come see me immediately. 

10. Help With Writing: For students who need help with writing, I suggest all of the following: (1) read “Tips on Writing a Philosophy Paper,” (2) reading Strunk’s The Elements of Style, (3) and, most importantly, coming to see me during office hours for help with a thesis, an outline, or a partial draft.
 
11. Disability Accommodations: Students at Seton Hall University who have a physical, medical, learning or psychiatric disability, either temporary or permanent, may be eligible for reasonable accommodations at the University as per the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. In order receive such accommodations, students must identify themselves at the Office of Disability Support Services (DSS), provide appropriate documentation and collaborate with the development of an accommodation plan. The DSS phone number (973) 313-6003. For further information, please go to 
https://www.shu.edu/disability-support-services/ 

I am more than happy to make reasonable accommodations for disability-related limitations. Please do not hesitate to let me know how I can accommodate any special needs you might have. 

12. Classroom Etiquette Rules: 

(A) You should make every effort to avoid coming in late or leaving early. If you are ever late for class, enter quietly and take the nearest open seat.  

(B) Never leave during class unless you absolutely must. Leaving for a short break and then returning is not acceptable. The professor and your fellow students are not a TV set, but is a person addressing the class, and it is rude to leave when someone is addressing you. I realize this is a long class at nearly three hours. We will have a scheduled break in the middle of class each day. 

(C) Likewise, it is rude and unacceptable to talk with classmates while the professor (or another student who has the floor) is speaking. 

(D) Visible and/or noisy signs of restlessness or inattentiveness are rude, as well as disruptive, to those around you. This includes, for instance, sleeping, reading the newspaper, listening to music, surfing the web on your laptop, talking to your classmate, etc. If you cannot sit still, stay awake, and pay attention, then please do not take this class.

(E) Do not begin packing up your things or otherwise indicate that you think it is time for class to come to an end. Instead, wait for me to dismiss class. 

(F) Turn off cell phones before you come to class. If you are expecting an urgent call, please use non-audible settings and leave the classroom before answering. Also, make sure to inform me that you are expecting such a call prior to the beginning of class. Texting during class is entirely inappropriate and will not be tolerated. 

(G) Do not use your laptop or other electronic devices. I have been unable to teach a class without some students using their laptops for non-class related activities. For this reason, I prohibit the use of all electronic devices. The exceptions to this rule will be the days that we discuss texts that I have sent to you via Kindle. 

(H) Always address others in the class in a respectful manner. If this course is to be successful, we must maintain an open dialogue about the topics at hand. This cannot occur between persons who do not treat each other with respect. In discussing these philosophical issues, we must do so with an open mind, giving fair consideration to all views (even if they are the opposite of your own and/or you find them offensive). This does not mean that we cannot challenge other’s views. We just must do so respectfully. As long as one states his or her opinion in a respectful manner, no one should be afraid to say anything they are thinking.  

13. My Expectations: 

(A) Students are expected to check their SHU-sponsored email and Blackboard regularly.

(B) Students are expected to spend 2½-3 hours outside of class working on class materials for each hour spent inside of class.

(C) Students are expected to abide by the policies concerning student conduct set forth in the university catalog and the schedule of classes.

(D) Students are expected to use a word-processor for all written assignments. Don’t submit handwritten assignments. 

(E) Students are expected to do the assigned readings prior to coming to class, and students are responsible for all the material covered in the assigned readings even if not all of that material is discussed in class.

(F) Students are expected to complete assigned work on time.  

(G) Students are expected to be present and on time for every class meeting or to have a very good excuse for missing class.  Students who miss a class even for a legitimate reason are, nonetheless, responsible for the material covered in that class, and they are also responsible for being apprised of that day’s announcements.  Students that miss class should obtain lecture notes from a fellow student and see me if they have any questions concerning the material that they missed.  They should also check the course web site for any announcements that they may have missed.

(H) Students are expected to participate; it is partly the students’ responsibility to make the course a lively one. 

(I) Students are expected to be courteous to and respectful of both the professor and their fellow classmates.  

14. Counseling Services: Counseling and Psychological Services promotes overall health and well-being by helping students overcome obstacles that may otherwise prevent them from attaining academic, personal, and professional goals. Seton Hall provides free year-round counseling, crisis intervention, consultation, and referral services to the Seton Hall University community. All matriculated students, including undergraduate, graduate, law, and seminary students, are eligible for direct services. Direct services include individual and group counseling. We offer short-term, individual counseling with 12 maximum sessions per academic year.  The duration of participation in group counseling is unlimited. Those wishing to set up an appointment should call (973) 761-9500. More information about counseling services may be found here. 

https://www.shu.edu/counseling-psychological-services/ 

15. Policies: You are responsible for knowing, understanding, and complying with the (1) information in this syllabus, (2) any information in the links provided on the syllabus and (3) policies listed in the current edition of Seton Hall student handbook, which can be found here

https://www.shu.edu/student-life/student-handbook.html 

16. Incompletes: Incompletes are given only when a student who is doing otherwise satisfactory work is unable to complete a course because of illness or other conditions beyond the student’s control. These are only given under the most extenuating of circumstances.

17. Disclaimer: This syllabus is a tentative plan for the course and may be altered, orally or in writing, at my discretion with reasonable advance notice. It is your responsibility to keep abreast of any syllabus changes announced in class.
 
18. Class Schedule:

8/30 – What We Owe the Future (chapters 1-2) 
9/6 – What We Owe the Future (chapters 3-4) 
9/13 – The Moral Case for Long-Term Thinking by Hilary Greaves et. al. (in The Long View) 
9/20 – What We Owe the Future (5-7) (presentations) 
9/27 - What We Owe the Future (8-10) (presentations) / An Effective Altruist? By Regina Rini 
10/4 – Children of Men & Expanding the Moral Circle to Future Generations by Natalie Cargill (in The Long View) 
Guest Lecture: Andrew Clapham (Seton Hall) on Children of Men and the Importance of Future Generations 
10/11 – Consequentialism and Cluelessness by James Lenman 
Guest Lecture: James Stacey Taylor (The College of New Jersey) on Objections to Longtermism (12:15-1:30) 
10/18 – Animal Liberation (chapters 1-2) (presentations) 
10/25 – Animal Liberation – (chapters 3-4) (presentations)
Guest Lecture: Bob Fischer (Texas State) and Meghan Barrett (Rethink Priorities) on Animal Welfare Ranges 
11/1 – All Saints Day Mass (class starts at 12!) The Good Life Method (chapter 2) 
Guest Lecture: Meghan Sullivan (Notre Dame) on Living Generously (12-1) 
11/8 – Animal Liberation (chapters 5-6) (presentations) 
Guest Lecture: Peter Singer (Princeton) on Animal Welfare and Longtermism (12:30 – 1:30) 
11/15 – Rules of Rescue (selections) & The Requiring/Justifying Solution the Non-Identity Problem by Theron Pummer 
Guest Lecture: Theron Pummer (St. Andrews) on The Requiring/Justifying Solution the Non-Identity Problem 
11/22 – Thanksgiving Break
11/29 – Should We Live Forever? 
Guest Lecture: John Martin Fischer (UC Riverside) on Immortality and Longtermism 
12/6 – Why Worry about Future Generations? / The Significance of Future Generations by Roman Altschuler (in Exploring the Philosophy of Death and Dying). 
Guest Lecture: Samuel Scheffler (NYU) on What’s Wrong with Longtermism 
12/13 Charitable Giving Debate – I will donate $3,000 on the spot to the charity that is the winner.  
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