Knowledge and Reality
Instructor: Levi Tenen (he/him/his)
Course #: TI 243-PL-02
Office: Jordan Hall 210
Office Hours: Mondays 2:30 - 3:30pm and by appointment

Does God exist?
How do you know you are not currently dreaming?
What is the meaning of life?
These are among the questions we will raise and explore answers to throughout this course. Doing
so will help us work towards three goals. The first is to introduce you to a wide range of
philosophical problems, each of which has been much discussed by philosophers. The second goal
is to develop your analytic reasoning abilities in service of university objectives (listed below). The
third goal is to have philosophy capture your curiosity. Many of the topics we consider are timeless
questions, and are questions you may have already raised yourself. Other topics introduce
philosophical problems regarding things that you may have thus far taken for granted. Although
many of our readings come from authors writing hundreds, and even thousands, of years ago, we
will routinely relate their ideas to contemporary problems. In this way, I aim to relate the
philosophical content to your life.
To develop your analytic skills, I will assign 6 papers throughout the semester. Together, they target
various skills. Some ask you to provide a close, accurate reading of a philosophical text, others ask
you to analyze the meaning of a specified concept, and others require you to develop your own ideas
and think outside of the box by relating course content to a new topic.
This course helps satisfy the following University Learning Objectives:
•

•

To engage in reading, writing and discussion about important ideas drawn from the study of
important texts in a variety of areas—including, among others, literary texts, dramatic texts,
sacred texts, historical texts, philosophical texts, and scientific texts.
To develop capacities for argument, interpretation, and aesthetic appreciation through
engagement with these texts and ideas.

Grade Breakdown:
Participation: 7.5%
There are many ways to participate. The most obvious is to have you participate in class by
asking questions, sharing what you think about a topic, and so on. I expect you to participate
in this manner. I know, though, that some people do not like to speak up much. So, I will
also factor in other forms of participation, including visits to my office hours and emails you
send me where you ask content-related questions. In short, engaged students succeed in this
category.
In-class worksheets: 7.5%
I also assign in-class worksheets and quizzes throughout the semester without advance
notice. These are designed to encourage you to engage with course content, and to ensure
that you are reading course material.
I excuse family and medical emergencies (with a doctor’s note), religious observances (see
below), and Butler sporting events in which you are competing. If you provide adequate
documentation, I will drop the relevant assignments from your final grade.

Papers 1 - 5: 40%
I will provide instructions prior to each paper. In general, these papers will be 1-2 pages in
length (double-spaced).
Paper 6:
25%
I will provide more specific instructions for this paper in Week 13. It will draw on the skills
you developed in earlier papers and will be slightly longer than the others (around 5 pages).
Final Exam: 20%
I will provide a set of questions at the beginning of Final Exam Week that require you to
revisit material from throughout the semester. You will be able to rely on course notes and
readings to answer them. You will then submit your answers online.
*** I reserve the right not to accept any unexcused late assignments. ***
Reading List
Week 1
Aug 28: Introductions
Aug 30: “A Brief Guide to Logic and Argumentation” (excerpts)
Unit 1:

Does God exist?

Week 2
Sept 2: No Class: Labor Day
Sept 4: Thomas Aquinas’ “The Five Ways”
Sept 6: William Paley’s “The Argument from Design”
Week 3
Sept 9: Anselm of Canterbury’s “The Ontological Argument”
Sept 11: No reading. Paper 1 due. In-class discussion of paper 1.
Sept 13: Louise Antony’s “No Good Reason—Exploring the Problem of Evil”
Week 4
Sept 16: Richard Swinburne’s “Why God Allows Evil”
Sept 18: Blaise Pascal’s “The Wager”
Sept 20: W. K. Clifford’s “The Ethics of Belief”
Unit 2:

What is knowledge and what do we know?

Week 5
Sept 23: No Reading. Discussion: What is “conceptual analysis?”
Sept 25: Paper 2 due. Discussion of paper 2.
Sept 27: Plato’s Meno (excerpts)
Week 6
Sept 30: Edmund Gettier’s “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?”
Oct 2: René Descartes’s Meditation I

Oct. 4: Jonathan Vogel’s “Skepticism and Inference to the Best Explanation”
Week 7
Oct 7: No reading. Suggested movies: The Matrix or The Truman Show
[In class: Nick Bostrom’s “Are We Living in a Computer Simulation?”]
Oct 9: David Hume’s “Sceptical Doubts Concerning the Operations of the
Understanding…”
Oct 11: No reading.
Week 8
Oct. 14: Paper 3 due.
Oct. 16: C. Thi Nguyen’s “Escape the Echo Chamber” (on Canvas)
Oct. 18: No class (Fall Break)
Unit 3:

Mind, identity, and freedom

Week 9
Oct. 21 : René Descartes’s Meditation II
Oct 23: Paper 4 due. Elizabeth of Bohemia’s “Correspondence with Descartes”
Oct 25: Gilbert Ryle’s “Descartes’ Myth”
Week 10
Oct 28: Peter van Inwagen “The Incompatibility of Free Will and Determinism” (Canvas)
Oct 30: Susan Wolf’s “The Importance of Free Will” (Canvas)
Nov 1: No reading
Week 11
Nov 4: John Locke’s “Of Identity and Diversity”
Nov 6: Derek Parfit’s “Personal Identity”
Nov 8: Marya Schechtman’s excerpt from The Constitution of Selves (Canvas)
Week 12
Nov 11: Anthony Appiah’s “The Uncompleted Argument: Du Bois and the Illusion of
Race”
Nov 13 Sally Haslanger’s “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We Want
Them to Be?
Nov 15 Paper 5 due.
Unit 4: The meaning of life and puzzles about time travel
Week 13
Nov 18 Richard Taylor’s “The Meaning of Life”
Nov 20 Susan Wolf’s “Meaning in Life and Why It Matters”
Nov 22 No reading
Week 14
Nov. 25-29 No class (Thanksgiving)
Week 15
Dec 2 Thomas Nagel’s “The Absurd”
Dec 4 Samuel Scheffler’s “Death and The Afterlife”
Dec 6 No reading
Week 16

Dec 9 David Lewis’s “The Paradox of Time Travel” (Canvas)
Dec 11 Casati and Varzi’s “That Useless Time Machine” (Canvas)
Dec 13 No reading
Sunday Dec 15 Paper 6 due by 5:00pm via Canvas.
Week 17
Dec. 20th Take-home final exam. Questions will be distributed ahead of time. Submit
answers via Canvas by 1:30pm on the 20th.

