
Philosophy 4983: Metaphysics and Epistemology       Spring 2009, T/Th 2:00-3:15

Dr. Angela Potochnik                               angela.potochnik@okstate.edu
Office: 204 Hanner Hall                    Office Hours: T 3:30-4:30, Th 12-1

(and by appointment)

Course Description

The areas of investigation called metaphysics and epistemology can be boiled down to two questions that are easy 
to formulate but very difficult to answer:  What is there?  And, how do you know?  In this course we will 
investigate various topics in metaphysics and epistemology, including:

 - How can things and people remain the same when they change over time?

 - What does it mean to say that something is possible (but not actual)? 

 - What is it for something to cause something else to happen?  

 - Can we ever know anything for sure?  

 - What counts as knowledge?  

 - What does it take for a belief to be justified?  

Materials

- Metaphysics: An Anthology, edited by Kim and Sosa.  (This text is referred to as “M” on the syllabus.)

- Epistemology: Contemporary Readings, edited by Huemer.  (This text is referred to as “E” on the syllabus.)

- A few additional readings will be made available on D2L.  

Course Goals

Thinking about some of the big questions: Metaphysics and epistemology are core areas of philosophical 
investigation.  Although this course will predominantly focus on contemporary work, philosophers have puzzled 
over these issues for many centuries.  The main goals of this course are to familiarize you with central issues in 
these core areas of philosophy, and to provide you with the opportunity to contribute to the dialogue about these 
issues.  

Philosophical writing: Our philosophical investigation creates the opportunity to perfect your skills of critical 
thinking, argumentation, and writing.  Philosophy has very high standards for good arguments: if you can 
convince a philosopher that your view is reasonable, then you can probably convince anyone!  

Philosophical discussion: The other important skill in philosophy besides writing is discussing.  Philosophers 
discuss issues with each other in order to figure out what they think about them, and to try out arguments before 
committing to them.  Working on your comfort and ability to articulate ideas that you aren’t yet sure about, and to 
give and receive feedback about such ideas, is another main goal of this course. 
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Course Requirements

Readings: Each reading assignment should be completed before the class meeting when it is scheduled to be 
discussed.  This is important for your ability to participate in class, as well as for your understanding of the 
philosophical ideas we encounter in the course.  

Class participation: Students are encouraged to attend class regularly and participate actively in discussion.  
Verbal discussion and debate are crucial in the field of philosophy.  (Remember Socrates!)  Additionally, class will 
often begin with short warm-up exercises to encourage timely completion of the readings and to help solidify 
understanding.  

Papers: Three papers, each 3-5 pages long, are due throughout the semester.  These papers provide you with the 
opportunity to develop and defend positions on some of the main issues encountered in the course.  I will provide 
lists of possible topics for each paper, but the amount of freedom in topic-choice will increase as the semester 
progresses.  

GRADUATE STUDENTS should instead write a 5-7 page final paper on a topic of your choosing.  

Grading

25% Class Participation
15% First Paper
25% Second Paper
35% Final Paper

Course Policies

Paper submission: Papers should be typed and double spaced, then hard copies submitted to me or my mailbox in 
the philosophy department (on the second floor of Hanner Hall).  

Extensions: If circumstances arise that will make it difficult for you to meet a paper deadline, please request an 
extension in advance.  You’ll find that I’m quite accommodating about granting extensions so long as they don’t 
get out of hand.  If an extension is granted, the new due date we agree on is firm.  

Late work: Papers that are turned in late and have not been granted an extension will be penalized in a manner 
commensurate with the circumstances.  The penalty will not exceed ⅓ of a letter grade deducted per day late.  

Absences: If you miss class, you are responsible for finding out what you missed (including announcements I 
might have made in class).  If you must miss several class meetings, please get in touch with me about the 
absences.  Missing a lot of class will likely lower your participation grade.

Collaboration: You are encouraged to discuss any and all material with other participants in the course, but you 
must write your papers on your own, and they must contain your own ideas.  You must also cite the sources for all 
ideas you discuss that are not your own.  Failing to properly cite your sources can result in plagiarism — using 
someone else’s ideas or words without giving that person due credit.  

Please see the Syllabus Attachment for OSU’s policy on academic integrity; important deadlines for the semester; 
and resources, including information about the Office of Student Disability Services. 
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Lecture and Reading Schedule
Tuesday, 13 Jan   Introduction: What is there?  How do you know?  

IDENTITY AND PERSISTENCE
Thursday, 15 Jan Identity and Indiscernibility
   - M 6: “The Identity of Indiscernibles,” by Max Black    
Tuesday, 20 Jan  Identity and Sortals
   - M 8: “The Same F,” by John Perry 
Thursday, 22 Jan Persistence of Objects I          
   - M 21: “Identity through Time,” by Roderick Chisholm
Tuesday, 27 Jan  Persistence of Objects II       
   - M 22: “Identity, Ostension and Hypostasis,” by W. V. Quine
Thursday, 29 Jan Persistence of Persons I
   - M 26: “The Persistence of Persons,” by Roderick Chisholm
Tuesday, 3 Feb  Persistence of Persons II
   - M 28: “The Self and the Future,” by Bernard Williams

POSSIBILITY AND NECESSITY
Thursday, 5 Feb  The Issue of Modality
   - M 11: “Modalities: Basic Concepts and Distinctions,” by Alvin Plantinga
Tuesday, 10 Feb  Possible Worlds 
   - M 12: “Identity through Possible Worlds,” by Allan Gibbard
Thursday, 12 Feb Counterpart Theory
   - M 13: “Counterparts or Double Lives?” by David Lewis  

CAUSATION
Tuesday, 17 Feb  Laws and Causes
   - M 32: “Causes and Conditions,” by J.L. Mackie
Thursday, 19 Feb  Clarifying the Issue
   - M 33: “Causal Relations,” by Donald Davidson   

*First paper due by 5 pm on Friday, 20 Feb*
Tuesday, 24 Feb  Counterfactual Dependence   
   - M 34: “Causation,” by David Lewis    
Thursday, 26 Feb Causal Processes     
   - M 35: “Causal Connections,” by Wesley Salmon

SKEPTICISM
Tuesday, 3 March Skepticism about Causation
   - E p. 298-309: from An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, by David Hume
Thursday, 5 March Skepticism about the External World
   - E p.64-73: The Problems of Philosophy, by Bertrand Russell
Tuesday, 10 March Dreaming, an Evil Deceiver and a Brain in a Vat
Thursday, 12 March Moore’s Replies to Skepticism
   - E p.602-610: “Proof of an External World”,“Hume’s Theory Examined,” by G.E. Moore
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14-22 March  Spring Break

KNOWLEDGE
Tuesday, 24 March Justified True Belief
   - E p.440-443: “Knowing as Having the Right to be Sure,” by A.J. Ayer
   - E p.444-446: “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” by Edmund Gettier
Thursday, 26 March No Class

*Second paper due by 5 pm on Friday, 27 March*
Tuesday, 31 March Adding a Fourth Condition
   - E p.447-449: “Knowledge and Grounds,” by Michael Clark
Thursday, 2 April Reliabilism
   - E p.450-462: “A Causal Theory of Knowing,” by Alvin Goldman
Tuesday, 7 April Another Try at the Fourth Condition
   - E p.464-474: “Knowledge: Undefeated Justified True Belief,” by Lehrer and Paxson
Thursday, 9 April Contextualism
   - E p. 491-504: “Contextualism and Knowledge Attributions,” by Keith DeRose

JUSTIFICATION
Tuesday, 14 April Coherentism
   - E p. 387-401: from The Structure of Empirical Knowledge, by Laurence BonJour
Thursday, 16 April Foundationalism
   - E p. 402-416: “Has Foundationalism Been Refuted?” by William Alston
Tuesday, 21 April Foundherentism
   - E p.417-434: “A Foundherentist Theory of Empirical Justification,” by Susan Haack
Thursday, 23 April Externalism
   - D2L: “The Psychological Turn,” by Hilary Kornblith
Tuesday, 28 April Evidentialism
   - D2L: “Evidentialism,” by Richard Feldman and Earl Conee
Thursday, 30 April Wrap-up: So, what is there?  And, how do we know (or do we)?  

*Third paper due by 2 pm on Thursday, 7 May*
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