Philosophy 532:  Theory of Knowledge

Syllabus (Summer 2008)

Instructor:  Brian Talbot

Office Hours:  Thursday, 5:00 – 6:10

Office Location:  ET A424

Course overview

This class will explore why understanding knowledge and justification matters, and whether or not the traditional methods of philosophy are adequate to this task.  We will overview some contemporary debates in epistemology to illustrate the issues and methods of the field.  We will consider different views of epistemic value, to see why epistemology is important and what it can hope to accomplish.  We will also examine several recent criticisms of the methodology traditionally employed in epistemology, some of which are also relevant to the practice of philosophy in general.  We will ask how the way we try to learn about knowledge and justification should change both in response to these criticisms and in light of our understanding of epistemic value.  This class will be of interest to those who care about epistemology and also to those interested in the question of how philosophy ought to be practiced.


Course requirements  

Grading will be based largely on performance on a term paper, due at the end of the quarter, although I reserve the right to adjust grades based on attendance and participation.  Attendance is mandatory.  Some brief (1-2 page) assignments may be given during the quarter.

Schedule

(Subject to revision throughout the quarter)  Most of these readings will be available online; those that are not will be handed out the week before they should be done.

Week 1 – Introduction


No reading

Week 2 – What is knowledge?


Gettier, Edmund “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” (1963)


Goldman, Alvin "Discrimination and Perceptual Knowledge" (1976)


Zagzebski, Linda “The Inescapability of Gettier Problems” (1994)

Week 3 – What is justification?


BonJour, Lawrence “Can Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation?” (1978)

Klein, Peter  “Human Knowledge and the Infinite Regress of Reason” (1999)

Week 4 – What is the epistemic goal? 


David, Marian “Truth as the Epistemic Goal” (2001)

Week 5 – What is the value of knowledge?


Jones, Ward “Why Do We Value Knowledge?” (1997)


Zagzebski, Linda “The Search for the Source of Epistemic Good” (2003)

Week 6 – Is cultural variation in epistemic intuitions a problem?

Weinberg, J.M., Nichols, S., & Stich, S., “Normativity and Epistemic Intuitions,” (2001)

Sosa, Ernest “A Defense of Intuitions in Philosophy” (2005)

Week 7 – Should we use intuitions at all in epistemology?


Cummins, Robert “Reflections on Reflective Equilibrium” (1998)


Talbot, Brian “Against the Use of Intuitions in Epistemology” (2007)

Week 8
Two days before class meets, students should email two page abstracts of their proposed final paper to every student in the class (and me as well).

In class we will discuss and give constructive feedback on each of these abstracts.

Week 9 – Should we use intuitions at all in epistemology (continued)?

Kornblith, Hillary “Appeals to Intuitions and the Ambitions of Epistemology”

Lycan, William “The Gettier Problem Problem”

Week 10 – Is epistemology practical?

Bishop, Michael & Trout, J.D. (excerpts) Epistemology and the Psychology of Human Judgment (2005)


Weinberg, Jonathan “What's Epistemology For?” (2006)

