
Philosophy 383: Knowledge and Reality

Contact info Professor Sarah Moss
ssmoss@umich.edu

office: 2232 Angell Hall
office hours: Tuesdays 5:00–7:00 and by appointment

Focus This course is an advanced survey of some of the most difficult and engaging
questions in metaphysics and epistemology: whether God exists, whether faith is
consistent with norms governing rational belief and action, whether we have free
will, what our personal identity consists in, and whether we know facts about the
external world. These are questions that trouble many non-philosophers, as well as
many historical figures that you may have read in your very first philosophy course.

The goal of this course is to push your understanding of these questions to the next
level, so that you may engage with current philosophical research on each question.
Our readings are almost entirely contemporary, including a number of papers
written in the last decade. Along the way, in order to prepare you to engage with
these papers, you will learn about a range of topics important for contemporary
work in metaphysics and epistemology, including modal realism,
four-dimensionalist theories of persistence, contextualism in epistemology, and
basic Bayesian norms of doxastic coherence, updating, and decision-making.

In addition to reading papers assigned in the course, you will be responsible for
viewing four films screened throughout the semester, each closely connected with a
question we are studying. If you have to miss a screening, you should check out a
copy of the film from Tanner Library and make sure to watch it before the day of the
screening, so that you are prepared for detailed section discussions about the film.

Prerequisites Advisory prerequisite of one course in Philosophy

Materials Conee and Sider 2007: Riddles of Existence: a Guided Tour of Metaphysics
Hawthorne, Sider, and Zimmerman 2008: Contemporary Debates in Metaphysics
Sosa and Steup 2005: Contemporary Debates in Epistemology

All readings not found in these texts have been posted on our course webpage at
http://ctools.umich.edu.

Grading 7-page midterm paper: 20%
7-page final paper: 20%
Two midterm exams: 30%
Final exam: 20%
Section participation: 10%

I encourage you to discuss course material with your classmates, but everything you
hand in must ultimately be your own work. For further details on academic
integrity, see http://www.lsa.umich.edu/academicintegrity. Please come to my
office hours as soon as possible if you anticipate needing accommodation for any
disability at any point during the semester.



Schedule 9/6 Introduction

The existence of God

9/8 Mackie 1955: “Evil and Omnipotence”1

9/13 Plantinga 1965: “The Free Will Defense”
9/15 Lewis 1993: “Evil for Freedom’s Sake”
9/20 Bricker 2008: “Concrete Possible Worlds”2

9/22 Hudson 2006: “Hyperspace and Theism”
No Country For Old Men screening at 7:00pm

The rationality of faith

9/27 Strevens 2006: Notes on Bayesian Confirmation Theory, Chapters 1–4

9/29 Weatherson 2008: Decision Theory Notes, Chapters 9–10

10/2 rough draft of midterm paper due by 11:59pm
10/4 Hájek 2011: “Pascal’s Wager”
10/6 Williams 1970: “Deciding to Believe”

in-section workshop on midterm paper
10/11 Buchak 2011: “Can it be Rational to Have Faith?”

final draft of midterm paper due by 11:59pm

The possibility of free will

10/13 Sider 2005: “Free Will and Determinism”
10/20 first midterm exam
10/25 Frankfurt 1971: “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”
10/27 Pereboom 2006: “Why We Have No Free Will and Can Live Without It”
11/1 Vargas 2007: “Revisionism”3

Minority Report screening at 7:00pm

Personal identity

11/3 Parfit 1995: “The Unimportance of Identity”
11/8 Sider 2008: “Temporal Parts”4

11/10 second midterm exam
11/15 Lewis 1983: “Survival and Identity”
11/17 Thomson 1997: “People and Their Bodies”5

Memento screening at 7:00pm

1For a broader and more basic introduction to ontological questions in the philosophy of religion, see the
introductory chapter “God” in Riddles of Existence.

2For an alternative theory of the nature of possible worlds, see Section 3.2 of Contemporary Debates in
Metaphysics.

3For further papers defending positions on free will, see Chapter 7 of Contemporary Debates in Metaphysics.
4For more detailed arguments for alternative theories of persistence, see Section 6.2 of Contemporary Debates
in Metaphysics and Chapter 7 of Riddles of Existence.

5For Parfit’s response to Thomson, see Section 4.2 of Contemporary Debates in Metaphysics.



External world skepticism

11/22 Unger 1974: “An Argument for Skepticism”
11/29 Lewis 1996: “Elusive Knowledge”
12/1 Stanley 2005: “Knowledge Ascriptions and Context Sensitivity”6

rough draft of final paper due by 11:59pm
12/6 Pryor 2000: “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist”7

12/8 Review session for final exam
in-section workshop on final paper
The Matrix screening at 7:00pm

12/13 Chalmers 2005: “The Matrix as Metaphysics”
final draft of final paper due in lecture

6For further discussion of contextualism in epistemology, see Chapter 2 of Contemporary Debates in Episte-
mology.

7For further discussion of strategies for refuting the skeptic, see Chapter 3 of Contemporary Debates in
Epistemology.


