
INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY (PHIL1005)

2ND AND 3RD TERMS, 2006-2007

DR. Matt Lee (Tel: 020 8331 8958; Email: M.J.Lee@gre.ac.uk;

Office: W326; ‘Office Hours’: Monday, 1-2pm

Course Website: http://notebookeleven.com, follow the link to 'IntroPhil' on the left.

WHAT THE COURSE IS ABOUT.  In the second and third terms we turn our attention to one of the principal questions that Western Philosophy has concerned itself with: what is knowledge?  This question is pursued in the area of philosophy called epistemology.  You might well have come across the claim that everything amounts to only belief or opinion.  That every explanation about the world is merely somebody’s opinion.  However, Western Philosophy begins with the claim that some beliefs are stronger and more worthy of consideration than others – these are the beliefs that we call knowledge.  The question that we must consequently concern ourselves with is, what makes a belief knowledge?  The most famous and perhaps most obvious answer to this question is the claim that a belief becomes knowledge when it can be proved.  A belief without proof is merely an opinion, but a belief with justification gives us knowledge.  If this is an obvious definition of what knowledge consists in, it is, nevertheless, a definition that quickly takes us into many philosophical problems.  How can justification start; where do we obtain the axioms, or first premises, that any justification requires to get going?  In response to this question we meet two very influential, but conflicting, answers.  Some philosophers have contended that the basic axioms of justification are implicit to our very understanding of the world – we are born with these axioms and it is the job of philosophy to bring to the surface what we already know.  But other philosophers have countered this by claiming that everything we know must come from experience: we are not born with any ready made knowledge but have to learn everything from our interaction with the world.

We will pursue these questions by reading extracts from the writings of some of the most influential writers of Western Philosophy (Plato, Aristotle, Locke) and some of the most influential writers of 20th century philosophy: Russell, Popper, Quine and Gettier.

After this grounding in classical epistemology the course will move on to consider the question, how far can our ability to know stretch?  Many would contend that we can gain knowledge of the world as we meet it through experience but would draw the line when it comes to things that supposedly lie beyond experience.  We can know empirical facts but we can never attain metaphysical knowledge – knowledge of the absolute, or, as some say, God.  The most influential proponent of the view that knowledge can never be gained regarding metaphysical entities is the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776).  In the latter part of the course we will read his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.  This text was first published in 1779, three years after Hume’s death: he had decided not to publish whilst he lived because the writing was too radical and shocking for everyday opinion.   We will read Hume’s carefully constructed arguments and judge whether or not he successfully shows us that knowledge can never stretch as far as the metaphysical.  

TEXTS.  You will be supplied with a ‘Course Reader’ that contains all the material that we will be considering and analysing in the seminars. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY.  You are encouraged to purchase a philosophy dictionary to use alongside the works in the Course Reader.  We recommend the following as particularly suitable for this course:

- A Dictionary of Philosophy, edited by Anthony Flew and Stephen Priest (Pan, 2002, ISBN: 0330487302).

- The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, edited by Robert Audi (Cambridge University Press, 1999  ISBN: 0521637228).

- The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, edited by Simon Blackburn 

 (Oxford Paperbacks, 1996, ISBN: 0192831348).

- The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy, edited by Thomas Mautner (Penguin Books Ltd, 2004, ISBN: 0140512500).

The following provide the opportunity for a more in-depth exploration of the issues that we consider:

- Audi, Robert.  Epistemology: A Contemporary Introduction (Routledge, 2002).

- Dancy, J & Sosa, E. (editors)  A Companion to Epistemology (Blackwell, 1993).

- Morton, Adam.  A Guide Through the Theory of Knowledge (Blackwell 2002).

- Mounce, H.O.  Hume’s Naturalism (Routledge, 1999).

- Sessions, W.L.  Reading Hume’s ‘Dialogues’ (Indiana University Press, 2002).

- Sosa, E. (editor)  Epistemology: An Anthology (Blackwell, 1999).

ASSESSMENT.  In the second part of ‘Introduction to Philosophy’ you are required to complete two assessment tasks.  

· One 2000 word essay .  This will cover the material studied in the first seven weeks and concerns classical epistemology.  A list of essay questions will be distributed.  The deadline for the essay is Wednesday 28th February 2007.  The essay is worth 25% of the total mark for the course.

· One 90 minute exam.  This will cover Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.  It will be held sometime during the assessments weeks after the completion of Term 3.  The exam is worth 25% of the total mark for the course.

PROCEDURE.  In taking this course you are required, each week, to attend the general lecture, a seminar and read the appropriate extract from the Course Reader.

During the first part of the course the seminar will run in the week following the lecture.  The lecture introduces the topic for you; you then go away and read the material for the seminar; then, in the following week, you join in a discussion that will attempt to rigorously analyse the relevant writing.  In this way your understanding of the issues and questions involved in epistemology will become stronger and stronger.  When you attend lectures and seminars, and when you read the material in the Course Reader it is vitally important that you take notes.  Leave yourself a trail so that when you go back to your notes you can quickly remember how key vocabulary works and what problems there might be with particular positions.  If you proceed in this way you will find that you have already done most of the work needed to complete the essay.

In the second part of the course, where we consider Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, the seminar will run in the same week as the lecture.  You must read the relevant material in front of the lecture and then you will be prepared for the seminar discussion that will follow.  Again, it is most important that during the lecture, seminar and reading you take notes.  In this way you are doing all the work that you need to do to pass the exam.   

SCHEDULE

	WEEK
	Lecture: Wednesday, 9-10am in W002
Seminar A: Wednesday, 10-11am in L002
Seminar B: Wednesday, 11-12noon in L104


	10 JAN
	LECTURE: Knowledge as Justified Belief.

	
	SEMINAR: Open session

	17 JAN
	LECTURE: Plato’s Dialectic.

	
	1st SEMINAR:  Based on your reading of Gettier’s ‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?’

	24 JAN
	LECTURE: Aristotle’s Defence of the Law of Non-Contradiction

	
	2nd SEMINAR:  Based on your reading of the extract from Plato’s Meno.

	31 JAN
	LECTURE: Knowledge Based on Experience and the Problem of Induction.

	
	3rd SEMINAR:  Based on your reading of the extract from Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

	7 FEB
	LECTURE: Popper’s Epistemology.

	
	4th SEMINAR:  Based on your reading of the extracts from Locke and Russell.

	14 FEB
	LECTURE: Quine’s Epistemology.

	
	5th SEMINAR:  Based on your reading of Popper’s ‘Conjectures and Refutations’

	21 FEB
	LECTURE: Writing Philosophical Essays

	
	6th SEMINAR:  Based on your reading of Quine’s ‘Epistemology Naturalised’

	ESSAY DEADLINE: Wednesday 28th February 2006

	28 FEB
	LECTURE: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts 1 & 2, pp. 1-15.

	
	SEMINAR: Discussion based on problems and questions derived from pp. 1-15 of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.

	7 MARCH
	LECTURE: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts 3-7, pp. 15-31. 

	
	SEMINAR: Discussion based on problems and questions derived from pp. 15-31 of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.

	13 MARCH
	LECTURE: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts 8-10, pp. 31-43. 

	
	SEMINAR: Discussion based on problems and questions derived from pp. 31-43 of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.

	20 MARCH
	LECTURE: Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Parts 11-12, pp. 43-58. 

	
	SEMINAR: Discussion based on problems and questions derived from pp. 43-58 of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.

	                   EASTER – Reading and revision time

	18 APRIL
	REVISION: getting ready for the exam.

	25 APRIL
	REVISION: getting ready for the exam.


