
PHL 101 Being, Knowledge, and Value  Fall 2004 
 
 
 
Course Goals: This course is an introduction to basic questions in epistemology (the 

philosophical study of the nature and extent of knowledge), metaphysics (the philosophical 
study of what is real), and axiology (the philosophical study of value) and to some significant 
and influential philosophical responses to those questions. There are two main goals. The first 
is to provide you with an understanding of the positions of some influential philosophers 
together with an understanding of their reasons for holding those positions. The second, and 
most important, is to provide you with an opportunity to develop informed and responsible 
positions and reasons of your own on a range of philosophical problems. 

 
Assessment: Our chief goal is to understand and to evaluate the central doctrines of the thinkers 

we shall study, so your progress toward meeting that goal will be assessed on the basis of 
assignments in which you demonstrate your understanding of and your ability to evaluate the 
doctrines and arguments of these philosophers. Homework assignments require that you 
briefly explain and evaluate central claims and arguments in the daily reading assignments. 
Homework is not graded, but my comments will provide you with the opportunity to improve 
your understanding of the relevant positions as well as to hone your analytical and critical 
skills before you take graded examinations. The multiple-choice portion of each exam is 
designed to test your understanding of crucial terms, key claims, and central arguments of the 
philosophers we study. One cannot evaluate positions one does not clearly understand. The 
essays test your ability to explain key positions and arguments in order to demonstrate a 
deeper understanding of the positions we are studying and, most importantly, your ability to 
respond in a responsible, reasonable, and creative way to those positions. I am especially 
interested in cultivating your understanding and philosophical ability as measured by the 
accuracy, clarity, rigor, and originality of your essays. 

 
Course Requirements: 3 exams; daily homework. Each exam will be 30% multiple-choice and 

70% essay. 
 
Grading: 
 
Exams: Each exam will determine 1/3 of your exam average. Exam and final grades will be 

assigned according to this curve: 
 
 90% and above = A 
 88-89% = B+ 
 82-87% = B 
 80-81% = B- 
 78-79% = C+ 
 72-77% = C 
 70-71% = C- 
 68-69% = D+ 
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 62-67% = D 
 60-61% = D- 
 < 60% = NC. 
 
Make-up exams will be given only with a valid excuse and only if arrangements are made 
promptly, preferably in advance of the original examination date. Make-up exams taken after the 
regularly-scheduled exams are returned will be 30% short-answer and 70% essay. 
 
Homework: Written homework, to be done in advance, is assigned for many class sessions. 
Each homework assignment has two parts. The first part (indicated in the assignment by ‘(1)’) is 
to give a complete but concise one-paragraph summary (no longer than 1/2 page of standard 
paper), in your own words, of a specific passage from the reading assignment. The point of this 
part of the assignment is to explain clearly the position the author is arguing for and his reasons 
for thinking that it is true. The second part (indicated in the assignment by ‘(2)’) is to evaluate 
that argument (no more than 1/2 page). The point of this part of the assignment is to begin to 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the author's position by deciding whether (i) the 
author’s assumptions are reasonable, (ii) they support his conclusion, and (iii) whether there are 
strong reasons against that conclusion. 
 Homework assignments should be no longer than one side of one page of standard paper. 
Strike a balance between brevity and length: single sentence summaries and responses tend to be 
incomplete, whereas lengthy summaries and responses tend to contain needless detail. In your 
responses to the positions under discussion (i.e. in part (2) of your homework) do not simply 
report your agreement or disagreement with the position you have explained: explain why this 
position is reasonable, unreasonable, or neither. Since a substantial part of each examination will 
be writing an essay in which you explain and evaluate the positions of the philosophers we are 
reading in light of alternatives, homework assignments provide you with an opportunity to test 
your understanding and sharpen your critical skills before taking an exam on the material. 
 Homework will be graded on a satisfactory/unsatisfactory basis: a reasonable effort will 
receive full credit. Unsatisfactory homework may be redone. Up to 2 points will be added to or 
subtracted from your exam average depending upon how many homework assignments you 
complete, specifically: 
 
  0-3 assignments completed = -2 
  4-6 assignments completed = -1 
  7 assignments completed = 0 
  8-10 assignments completed = +1 
  11+ assignments completed = +2. 
 
Since there are 17 written homework assignments, it is not necessary to do all of them in order to 
receive 2 extra points. Since these points are added to the average of all of your exams, they are 
quite valuable, especially if you are near the borderline between grades. 
 Homework is due at the beginning of the class period for which it is assigned: set it on 
the table at the front of the class when you arrive. Late homework will not receive credit for 
any reason. 
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Cell Phones, Pagers, and Other Beeping Things: Cell phones, pagers, and other beeping things 
are helpful devices but they are disruptive when they sound in class. Please turn all beeping 
devices off before the beginning of class (if you are anticipating an urgent call, please set your 
phone on a non-ringing mode and answer it outside the classroom). As an incentive, I shall add 
one point to everyone’s exam average if we can get through the term with fewer than two one 
electronic disruptions. 
 
Attendance: Regular, prompt class attendance and participation are expected. 
 
Dishonesty: The UAH Student Handbook defines plagiarism as “the use of any other person's 
work (such work need not be copyrighted) and the unacknowledged incorporation of that work 
in one's own work offered in fulfillment of academic requirements.” (p. 84) Plagiarism is a 
serious offense. Fair warning: UAH has state-of-the-art anti-plagiarism software. Any form of 
academic dishonesty will be punished severely. 
 
UAH is committed to the fundamental values of preserving academic honesty as defined in the 
Student Handbook (7.III.A). The instructor reserves the right to utilize electronic means to 
help prevent plagiarism. Students agree that by taking this course all assignments are 
subject to submission for textual similarity review to Turnitin.com. Assignments submitted 
to Turnitin.com will be included as source documents in Turnitin.com’s restricted access 
database solely for the purpose of detecting plagiarism in such documents. The terms that apply 
to the University’s use of the Turnitin.com service, as well as additional information about the 
company, are described at www.uah.edu/library/turnitin. 
 
Extra Credit: There will be no written extra credit assignments. However, students may earn 
one point on their exam averages for every extracurricular lecture sponsored by the UAH 
Department of Philosophy they attend this semester. Two lectures are scheduled: Professor 
David Weissman (CUNY) will speak, on a topic to be announced, on Friday, October 15th at 
7:30 pm in Roberts Recital Hall. Professor Jonathan Kvanvig (University of Missouri, 
Columbia) will deliver a lecture entitled “What Good is Knowledge?” on Friday, November 5th 
at 7:30 pm in Morton Hall 200. When you attend a lecture, see me and make sure that I record 
your attendance. 
 
Texts: 
 
 Dennett, Daniel. Kinds of Minds: Toward an Understanding of Consciousness, (New York: 

Basic, 1996). 
 Descartes, René. Meditations on First Philosophy, Donald Cress (trans.), third edition. 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993). 
  
 Hume, David. An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Eric Steinberg (ed.), second 

edition. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1977). 
 Plato. Meno. G.M.A. Grube, (trans.). (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1976). 
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 Plato. “The Myth of the Cave,” from Republic, Paul Shorey (trans.). Class handout. 
 
Keys to Success: 
 
1. Attend class. Every class meeting is important. Lectures will include explanations of 

difficult text material, new material will be introduced, problems will be discussed in detail, 
and important questions will be addressed thoroughly. There is a strong connection between 
class attendance and success in the course. 

 
2. Do the homework. Philosophical skills cannot be mastered without regular exercise. Most of 

the exam questions are based on homework exercises. Many of the homework exercises are 
difficult. Even if you are unable to understand them at first, simply attempting them will put 
you in a much better position to understand class explanations and will enable you to ask 
helpful questions. Most importantly, doing the homework will give you practice in thinking 
philosophically and my comments will give you feedback on your work. 

 
3. Read the texts, reread the texts, and think about them. The objects of philosophical 

investigation are not isolated claims, but arguments: reasons offered in support of claims. 
Read, and reread, the texts until you understand the key arguments they contain. First, 
identify the key arguments and separate them from background material. Next, analyze the 
arguments: identify the key claims being supported—the conclusions—and the reasons 
offered in support of those claims—the premises. At this stage, figure out what additional, 
unstated assumptions the author is making. Finally, evaluate the arguments. To do so, ask 
these key questions about each argument: (1) would the premises, if true, provide significant 
evidence for the truth of the conclusion? and (2) is it reasonable to believe that the premises 
are true? Your goal should be to try to understand both the strengths and weaknesses of all 
of the arguments we consider.position is not enough, however. What's most important is that 
you think for yourself about the issues raised in the text. To do this effectively, you must 
learn to identify, analyze, and evaluate arguments, and to confront philosophical problems 
and arguments with original ideas. All of this takes practice. 

 
4. Ask questions. I teach best by responding to questions and you will probably learn best by 

identifying difficulties and asking questions about them. If you are having problems of any 
kind that can affect your performance in the course, please see me as soon as possible. 

 
Disabilities: If you have any physical or psychological disability that might affect your 
performance in this course, see me as soon as possible and we will make appropriate 
accommodations. Both the University and I are committed to giving all students the opportunity 
to succeed. 
 
 
 
Fall Semester Withdrawal Dates for All Courses at UAH: 
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 September 3 Last Day to Add a Class. 
 September 13 Last Day to Withdraw and Get a Refund. 
 September 27 Last Day to Change from Credit to Audit. 
 November10 Last Day to Withdraw. 

 
Course Schedule: What follows is a day-to-day schedule for the course. Discussion topics 

are subject to change, but exam dates are firm. Daily assignments are given in 
parentheses and are to be completed prior to the class period for which they are assigned. 
You are responsible for all reading assigned, whether or not it is discussed in class. 
Classes for which there is a written assignment are indicated with `*'. 
 

August 
31 Syllabus. Philosophy is Logic, Metaphysics, Epistemology, and Axiology. 
September 
 2 The Myth of the Cave. (Read Plato's “Myth of the Cave” (class handout). No written 

homework.) 
 7 Human Excellence is Many Things. (Read Plato's Meno (P): 3-13. No written 

homework.) 
 9* Human Excellence is Power or Gain. (Reread P: 3-13. (1) Explain Meno’s account of 

virtue at 73d, his account of virtue at 77b, and Socrates’ objections to each. (2) Think 
of a plausible objection to Socrates’ position and decide whether it shows Socrates is 
wrong. (Consider: who are some specific persons that would be excellent according 
to Meno’s accounts? Are these individuals actually excellent?)) 

 14* Meno's Paradox. (Read P: 13-20 (to 86d). (1) Explain the argument for the impossibility 
of inquiry that is given by Meno and explained by Socrates at 80d-e (be careful, 
Socrates does not endorse this argument). (2) Give a plausible response to this 
argument by stating specifically where the argument might be mistaken. Decide 
whether your response is more reasonable than the argument. (Consider: how do we 
(or should we) think if we want to acquire knowledge?)) 

16* The Doctrine of Recollection. (Reread P: 13-20. (1) Why does Socrates think his 
interrogation of the slave shows Meno’s paradox is unsound. (2) Think of a plausible 
argument against Socrates’ position and decide whether it shows he is wrong. 
(Consider: what is the best explanation of the slave’s abilities?)) 

21* Excellence and Justification. (Read P: 20-32. (1) Explain the argument for the claim that 
excellence is wisdom given at 87a-88d and Socrates’ reasons (stated later) for 
doubting it. (2) Think of an objection to the argument at 87a-88d and evaluate the 
argument in light of this objection.) 

  
 
 
 
23* Knowledge vs. Right Opinion. (Read P: 20-32. (1) What, according to Socrates, is the 

difference between knowledge and right opinion and why does he think knowledge is 
more valuable? (97a-98a). (2) Briefly evaluate Socrates' view that knowledge is 
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different from right opinion. (Consider this argument for an alternative view: 
knowledge is the goal of inquiry and the goal of inquiry is right opinion, therefore 
knowledge is right opinion.) 

28 How to Write a Philosophical Essay. First exam essay topics handed out. 
30 First Examination. 
October 
 5 Descartes’  Method of Doubt. (Read D: 1-17. No written homework.) 
 7 Fall Break. 
12* The Argument from Imperfect Origins and the Evil Demon Hypothesis. (Reread D: 13-

17. (1) Explain the argument that begins in the last paragraph on p. 15 and concludes 
at the end of the following paragraph. Hint: this argument does not assume either that 
God exists or that God does not exist, only that either God exists or God does not 
exist. (2) Does Descartes’ argument show that we have a reason to doubt everything? 
Why or why not? (Consider: if this argument were sound, would it be possible to 
know anything?)) 

14* The Way Back from Radical Skepticism: Cogito ergo Sum. (Read D: 17-24. (1) Explain 
Descartes’ argument for “I am, I exist” given in the paragraph that begins at the 
bottom of p. 17. (2) Think of an objection to Descartes’ claim that we can know for 
certain that we think and that we exist and decide whether this shows Descartes is 
wrong. (Consider: can we be sure that we are thinking? Why isn’t it possible that our 
brains are simply undergoing purely physical processes and we’re not thinking at 
all?)) 

19* Descartes’ Cosmological Argument for the Existence of God. (Reread D: 24-35. (1) 
Explain Descartes’ Third Meditation argument for the existence of God which he 
summarizes in the final paragraph beginning on p. 30. (2) Think of an objection to 
this argument and decide whether it shows Descartes is wrong. (Consider: would a 
similar argument enable us to “prove” the existence of Santa Claus from the fact that 
we can think of Santa Claus?)) 

21* The Validation of Reason and the Cartesian Circle. (Read D: 35-42. (1) Explain 
Descartes’ argument for the reliability of reason which he summarizes in the final 
paragraph of Meditation Four. (2) Think of an objection to this argument and decide 
whether it shows Descartes is wrong. (Consider: is there any sense in which this 
argument is viciously circular (i.e. in using reason to validate the reliability of reason 
does Descartes somehow assume the very claim that he is trying to prove)?)) 

 26* Another Argument for God's Existence: The Ontological Argument. (Read D: 42-47. (1) 
Explain Descartes’ Meditation Five argument for the existence of God (p. 43, last 
new paragraph through p. 44 first new paragraph). (2) Think of an objection to this 
argument and decide whether it shows that Descartes is wrong. (Consider: could we 
give an exactly similar argument “proving” the reality of, say, a perfect baseball 
bat?)) 

 
 
28* Mind and Body. (Read D: 47-59. (1) Explain Descartes' argument for the claim that the 

mind is separate from the body given on p. 56, second new paragraph. (2) Give an 
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argument against this argument and decide whether it shows Descartes is wrong. 
(Consider: what does it mean to say that the mind is "indivisible"?)) 

November 
 2 Conclude Discussion of Descartes. Second exam essay topics handed out. 
 4 Second Examination. 
 9 Hume's Copy Theory of Ideas. (Read Hume (H): 1-15. No written homework.) 
11* The Missing Shade of Blue and Intentionality. (Reread Hume (H): 1-15. (1) Explain 

Hume's account of the origin of ideas and the evidence he gives for it (p. 10, final 
paragraph through p. 12, first new paragraph). (2) Explain Hume’s own objection to 
the copy theory. Why does Hume reject this objection? Does the objection show that 
Hume’s theory is incorrect? Why or why not?)) 

16* The Problem of Induction. (Read H: 15-25. (1) Explain Hume's argument for the claim 
that it cannot be shown that the future will resemble the past which he summarizes on 
p. 24. (2) Is this argument sound? Is it reasonable to believe that the sun will rise 
tomorrow? Is any claim about the future just as reasonable as any other? Why or why 
not?) 

18* Custom and Habit. (Read H: 25-39. (1) Explain Hume’s “sceptical solution” to the 
problem of induction. (2) Is this proposed solution satisfactory? Why or why not?) 

23* Conscious and Unconscious Things. (Read Dennett (K): vii-18. (1) Explain Dennett's 
proposal about how to investigate the distinction between creatures with minds and 
creatures without minds. (2) Briefly evaluate Dennett's plan.) 

25 Thanksgiving Holiday. 
30* Functionalism. (Read K: 19-55. (1) Explain the basic idea of a functionalist account of 

mental states. (2) Briefly evaluate functionalism. (Consider: what would a 
functionalist say is essential to a sensation?)) 

December 
 2* Darwinism. (Read K: 56-117. (1) How does Dennett propose to use the basic principles 

of Darwinian evolutionary theory to explain sentience? (2) Briefly evaluate Dennett's 
proposal.) 

 7 Conclude Discussion of Dennett. (Conclude reading Dennett. No written homework.) 
 9 Summary and Review. Final exam essay topics handed out. (No homework.) 
 

The final examination will be given on Thursday, December 16th, 
from 11:30 am-2:00 pm. 


