PHIL 150: Foundations of Knowledge

 

Important Details: 
PHIL 150 meets Monday and Wednesday from 4:00 to 5:15 in Science 2, room 309.  

 

Your host: Dr. Michael P. Wolf 

Office: MB 101

Phone: 278-4087

E-mail: mwolf@csufresno.edu

Office Hours: TW 12:00-2:00 and by appointment

 

Required Texts 
All required texts and additional course materials will be made available either online through the class website or via electronic reserves through the library.  There are no additional texts to buy.

What You Have to Buy For This Course

There are no required purchases for this course – no textbooks, no additional course materials of any sort.  You will need access to e-mail and a computer, as stipulated by University policies and I would recommend that you take some notes as I lecture, so I suppose you should have something with which to do that.  But beyond that, there are no required purchases for this class.

GE Requirements

Note that this course fulfills the GE Integration IC requirement for graduation.  Consult the University Catalog and your advisor for more information on these requirements.

What Is This Course About? 
My aim in this course is to make you do some philosophy. Just what it means to "do some philosophy" is a matter of some debate, though. If you asked twenty philosophers what it means to do philosophy, you would get somewhere between twenty-five and thirty answers. Just which questions are important, and just how we ought to pursue answers for them are not matters on which all philosophers agree. The one element that seems to be common to all these conceptions of philosophy seems to be that we must give and ask for reasons for what we believe. We may judge that some reasons are better than others, and so some views may become more plausible to us in time. Giving and asking for reasons is a practice that belongs to all rational animals - Earthly or extraterrestrial, human or not - and this is what we will focus our attention on this course. Any of the theories suggested are fair game for both criticism and defense, so long as you give good reasons to accept or reject them. Just what will count as a good reason is something we will address.

To this end, I have not tried to make this a survey course of several important philosophical topics. Instead, we will focus on just one philosophical problem - the theory of knowledge - and largely on recent accounts of this problem. This allows us to focus on the arguments different philosophers give for their views, and to compare those accounts in a little more depth. What are the conditions for knowledge, how we could satisfy them and whether we ever succeed in doing so will be matters of great importance to us this semester.  At almost every moment in this class, a genuine possibility that all of our knowledge will be undermined by certain objections will loom over us.  Developing an account to address these skeptical concerns and preserve some (if any) of our common sense knowledge will prove a far greater challenge than everyday practice might suggest to us.

A more explicit statement of the learning outcomes for this class would be as follows:

1. You will read primary sources in philosophy and do so in a critical manner.  You will read actual books and articles from philosophers, using secondary sources for assistance in some cases.  Without reading these primary sources, it will not be possible to pass the class, and your reading of them will require more than passive recall.

2. You will write critically about these sources, including presentations of your own arguments with respect to the material.  Given that this is an upper-level GE class, there will be an expectation that you are ready to write college-level papers and develop your own ideas in them. Failure to do this – either by writing poorly, not engaging the material and arguments at hand, or simply not making arguments at all – will be seen as a failure to complete all or some of the assignments.

3. You will be familiar with a number of important problems from the history of philosophy and from contemporary debates.  While it would be unsatisfactory to have a purely descriptive understanding of this material without further critical engagement, a command of the original material and what it actually says will be a prerequisite for moving forward on the work we do.  

4. You will be introduced to the broader implications of these problems, sources and methods.  If this material were simply a collection of trivia, there would be little point in having this class at all.  The sources we look at will have implications for a number of fields outside of philosophy, including but not limited to science, ethics, sociology, art, psychology and cognitive science, computer science and artificial intelligence.  An emphasis will be placed on such connections and the work you do should incorporate such concerns.

Assessment 
Two policies should be laid out here.  First, there is no attendance requirement.  I do not take roll, though I guarantee I will know everyone's name by semester's end, and missing class will not in itself lower your grade.  In my view, everyone here is an adult and it is your responsibility to do the work assigned and there is no reason to reward simply showing up or punish what may be legitimate reasons for not showing up.  So my liberality when it comes to attendance is coupled with very little latitude when you don't do the work.  Second, any late work - whether in-class, written work or online - will only be excused with proper documentation.  If you get sick, talk to a doctor or go to student health and document this.  If there is a family emergency, get some form of documentation on this.  I would STRONGLY recommend that you go to Student Affairs if such situation arise, as they will walk you through the proper steps on this and official word from them to me will get you off the hook immediately. 

You will have two 1500-2000 word papers to write over the course of the term on topics I will make available on the class website. These are not meant to be research papers, they are meant to be arguments for a specific position in a particular debate. While you will not be penalized for going to the library and hunting down some additional sources, I believe this will tend to distract you from your real task, and I do not encourage you to do it. There will be more information on how to write these papers and what will be expected over the course of the semester. Each of these papers is worth 30% of your final grade.   You will also have an opportunity to revise the first of these papers after it has been returned to you.  The revised copy of that paper will be due one week after I return it to you.  Papers turned in late will be docked a third of a letter grade (e.g. from an A to an A-, from a B+ to a B, and so on) if they are turned in late and a full letter grade if they are more than a week late.  Exceptions can be made in cases where students have legitimate reasons, but extensions should be sought in advance and are subject to the approval of the professor.

In addition, there will be two essay exams at roughly one-third and two-thirds of the way through the semester.  These will be in-class and closed-book exams.  Each of these exams will be worth 20% of your final grade for a TOTAL of 40% of your final grade.  

So, in other words:

Exam 1


20%

Exam 2


20

Paper 1                   
30%

Paper 2                   
30%

Final grades will be calculated as follows:

A
≥ 89.5%

B
≥ 79.5%

C
≥ 69.5 %

D
≥ 59.5%

There will be no curve on these final grades.

When work is missed, either by turning in a paper late or missing a mandatory class session, I will allow credit or makeup work on that assignment only if your absence is for a legitimate reason and you provide documentation.  Legitimate reasons would include family or medical emergencies, and I may extend to other sorts of emergencies if you can document them.  Documentation might include a note from a doctor or the Student Health Center on campus.  In the case of family emergencies, such as the death of a relative or a friend, you should go directly to the Student Affairs office, which is prepared to work with you and make this official for all of your professors.  If you refuse to do this, I am under no obligation to accept makeup work.

I should mention a few things in closing. First, you are of course bound by University policies here and any form of plagiarism will be severely punished. (Speak to me or consult a student handbook if you are unsure what counts as plagiarism.) An official University statement of this policy is included at the end of this syllabus.  This does not mean that you cannot use another source, or discuss and consult with your classmates about your assignments. I permit you to do the former and strongly encourage you to do the latter, so long as all the sources and classmates in question are properly cited in your paper. 

I must also stress that you are responsible for anything stated or referred to on this syllabus.  If it is here or you are pointed to it by something here (including the website listed above), it is YOUR RESPONSIBILITY.    
Schedule of Classes

I. Classical Accounts of Knowledge

Class 1: January 16 – Descartes and the Skeptics

Read Ancient Skepticism page (sections 3a - 3c), Pyrrho page  and Montaigne page (sections 1-4) and Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Med. 1

Class 2: January 23 – Descartes and the Foundationalists

Read Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meds. 1-3,5

Class 3: January 28 – Descartes and the Foundationalists

Read Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meds. 1-3,5

Class 4: January 30 – Empiricism

Read Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sections 2-4, 7 (online) and sections 4-6 of the Stanford page on Hume.

NO CLASS FEBRUARY 4th
Class 5: February 6 – Empiricism

Read Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Sections 2-4, 7 (online) and sections 4-6 of the Stanford page on Hume.

II. Skepticism, Pragmatism and New Challenges

Class 6: February 11 – Arguments Against Foundationalism

Read Sellars, “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind”, §32-38 (online)

Class 7: February 13 – Arguments Against Foundationalism

Read Sellars, “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind”, §32-38 (online)

Class 8: February 20 – Contemporary Skepticism

Read Unger, “A Defense of Skepticism” (electronic reserves)

Class 9: February 25 – Contemporary Skepticism

Read Unger, “A Defense of Skepticism” (electronic reserves)

Class 10: February 27 – Pragmatism

Read Dewey “The Quest for Certainty” (online)
Class 11: March 3 – Pragmatism

Read Dewey “The Quest for Certainty” (online)
Class 12: March 5 – Exam 1

Class 13: March 10 – Fallibilism

Read Pierce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (online)
Class 14: March 12 – Fallibilism

Read Pierce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (online)

Class 15: March 24 – Lottery and Gettier Problems

Read Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” (online) and class PDF

Class 16: March 26 – Lottery and Gettier Problems

Read Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” (online) and class PDF

First Long Paper Due March 27

III. Naturalized Epistemology

Class 17: April 2 – Reliabilism

Read Goldman, “A Causal Theory of Knowing” (electronic reserves), Sections I and IV of “Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge” (online) and class PDF.

Class 18: April 7 – Reliabilism

Read Goldman, “A Causal Theory of Knowing” pp. 357-363, 369-372 (electronic reserves), Sections I and IV of “Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge” (online) and class PDF.

Class 19: April 9 – Epistemological Relativism

Read Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism “Introduction” (online)
Class 20: April 14 – Epistemological Relativism

Read Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism “Introduction” §1-2, 4 (online)
Class 21: April 16 – Exam 2
IV. Social and Skills Epistemology

Class 22: April 21 – Social Epistemology

Read Hardwig, “The Role of Trust in Knowledge” (electronic reserve)

Class 23: April 23 – Social Epistemology

Read Hardwig, “The Role of Trust in Knowledge” (electronic reserve)

Class 24: April 28 – Feminist Epistemology

Read Tanesini, selections from An Introduction to Feminist Epistemology (class handout) and see also the first two sections of the Stanford page on feminist epistemology.
Class 25: April 30 – Feminist Epistemology

Read Tanesini, selections from An Introduction to Feminist Epistemology (class handout) and see also the first two sections of the Stanford page on feminist epistemology.

Class 26: May 5 – Dreyfus

Read Dreyfus, selections from Mind Over Machine (class handout)

Class 27: May 7 – Dreyfus

Read Dreyfus, selections from Mind Over Machine (class handout)

Final Paper due May 14th

Required Syllabus Policy Statements

 

Students with Disabilities: Upon identifying themselves to the instructor and the university, students with disabilities will receive reasonable accommodation for learning and evaluation. For more information, contact Services to Students with Disabilities in Madden Library 1049 (278-2811).

Cheating and Plagiarism: "Cheating is the actual or attempted practice of fraudulent or deceptive acts for the purpose of improving one's grade or obtaining course credit; such acts also include assisting another student to do so. Typically, such acts occur in relation to examinations. However, it is the intent of this definition that the term 'cheating' not be limited to examination situations only, but that it include any and all actions by a student that are intended to gain an unearned academic advantage by fraudulent or deceptive means. Plagiarism is a specific form of cheating which consists of the misuse of the published and/or unpublished works of others by misrepresenting the material (i.e., their intellectual property) so used as one's own work." Penalties for cheating and plagiarism range from a 0 or F on a particular assignment, through an F for the course, to expulsion from the university. For more information on the University's policy regarding cheating and plagiarism, refer to the Class Schedule (Polcy/Legal Statements) or the University Catalog  (University policies).

Computers: "At California State University, Fresno, computers and communications links to remote resources are recognized as being integral to the education and research experience. Every student is required to have his/her own computer or have other personal access to a workstation (including a modem and a printer) with all the recommended software. The minimum and recommended standards for the workstations and software, which may vary by academic major, are updated periodically and are available from Information Technology Services  or the University Bookstore. In the curriculum and class assignments, students are presumed to have 24-hour access to a computer workstation and the necessary communication links to the University's information resources."

Disruptive Classroom Behavior: "The classroom is a special environment in which students and faculty come together to promote learning and growth. It is essential to this learning environment that respect for the rights of others seeking to learn, respect for the professionalism of the instructor, and the general goals of academic freedom are maintained. ... Differences of viewpoint or concerns should be expressed in terms which are supportive of the learning process, creating an environment in which students and faculty may learn to reason with clarity and compassion, to share of themselves without losing their identities, and to develop and understanding of the community in which they live . . . Student conduct which disrupts the learning process shall not be tolerated and may lead to disciplinary action and/or removal from class."

Copyright policy: Copyright laws and fair use policies protect the rights of those who have produced the material. The copy in this course has been provided for private study, scholarship, or research.  Other uses may require permission from the copyright holder.  The user of this work is responsible for adhering to copyright law of the U.S. (Title 17, U.S. Code).To help you familiarize yourself with copyright and fair use policies, the University encourages you to visit its copyright web page.

Digital Campus course web sites contains material protected by copyrights held by the instructor, other individuals or institutions. Such material is used for educational purposes in accord with copyright law and/or with permission given by the owners of the original material.  You may download one copy of the materials on any single computer for non-commercial, personal, or educational purposes only, provided that you (1) do not modify it, (2) use it only for the duration of this course, and (3) include both this notice and any copyright notice originally included with the material.   Beyond this use, no material from the course web site may be copied, reproduced, re-published, uploaded, posted, transmitted, or distributed in any way without the permission of the original copyright holder.  The instructor assumes no responsibility for individuals who improperly use copyrighted material placed on the web site.

