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Course Description:

What is the meaning of life? What’s so bad about death? How do you know the world exists outside

your mind? Can you know other people have minds? What are minds and how are they related to

brains? How do our words get their meanings? Are you free to take this class or not, or was your

choice determined even before your birth? Why is helping an old woman across the road morally

right, but knocking her out and taking her money morally wrong? Are humans more valuable than

chimpanzees, cats and cabbages? Does morality depend on god, or is rape immoral even if there is

no god? Are there any good arguments for or against the existence of god? Is there any good reason

to believe in god? What rights do individuals have? What makes a society just? Socrates claimed

that only the examined life was worth leading. On this module, we will embark on a philosophical

journey which will enable us to begin examining our lives and questioning our assumptions.

Goals:

By the end of this course, you should be able to:

• demonstrate an understanding of core elements of the course material;

• critically read and analyse a philosophical text;

• use philosophical vocabulary appropriate to the subject matter of the specific course;

• formulate and defend a philosophical thesis;

• constructively discuss philosophical ideas with others;

• recognise, analyse and critically evaluate arguments through reading, writing and discussion;

• compare and contrast different positions on an issue by identifying theses and reconstructing

the arguments advanced in their support;

• adjudicate disputes by giving reasons in support of a particular position;

• explain and defend a view clearly and concisely whether orally or in writing;

• respond constructively to disagreement;

• discuss philosophical theories in a critical, reflective manner;

• explore and discuss some of the key questions and issues related to the study of philosophy.

Library and Computer Accounts:

You will be provided with details of your computer account during the first class provided that you

registered in advance and do not already have one. Students taking the module on a free-standing

basis should use their regular university account. Your computer account will enable you to submit

work for feedback and assessment, to make use of institutional subscriptions to electronic resources

and to use the university’s computing facilities.
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All students are entitled to use the university libraries. Lifelong Learning students can obtain a card

from the library in the Centre for Lifelong Learning on Senghennydd Road.

As the course proceeds, we will draw on a number of resources, including the paper and electronic

resources available through the university, publicly accessible internet sources and photocopies.

Accreditation and Funding:

This is an accredited course. The guidelines anticipate that students will study for 80–100 hours for

a 10 credit module such as this one, including class contact time and activities outside the classroom.

Students taking the course as a free-standing module should ensure that I am aware of this and

that I have your full details as you are not included on the pre-printed register and the paperwork

necessary for reporting assessment will not be automatically generated. Please also ensure that you

provide me with your home school, your university email address, a current telephone number and

preferred postal address so that you can be contacted if necessary. I do not have these and the

Centre may not have them if your home school registered you directly.

I strongly encourage all students to attempt one of the assessment options. Even if you are not

personally concerned with gaining the credits available, there are at least two reasons to participate.

The first and most important reason is that assessment is designed as an integral part of the course

and will form the basis for class discussion and collaboration. Participation should enhance your

understanding of the reading and enable you to get the most out of the class. I hope that completing

the assignments will prove an enjoyable and stimulating part of the course.

Unfortunately, the second reason is less pedagogically inspiring. The viability of the Centre in general,
and the humanities programme in particular, depends on students attempting assessment. This is a
consequence of national educational funding policy. The Centre relies on two primary sources of

income to fund choices: student fees and hefcw funding. We receive no hefcw funds for students

who do not attempt assessment.

Course Requirements:

All work should include appropriate references, be double-spaced in a reasonable font
and submitted electronically through Learning Central, which includes plagiarism de-
tection. Do not include your name on your work itself. Use your student identification
number instead. This enables me to grade “blind” (or at least attempt to).

Assessment for this module consists of three papers. The papers are ‘stepped’ assignments of

increasing length. Each assignment builds on the skills developed in completing previous assignments

and requires you practise one new philosophical skill.

Paper 1: Argument Reconstruction — 250–300 words (10%)

• Complete Part 1 only of the provided ‘Paper Schema’.

• This paper involves clearly explaining an argument drawn from a philosophical text.

Paper 2: Raising Objections — 500–600 words (30%)

• Complete Parts 1 and 2 only of the provided ‘Paper Schema’, clearly ‘sign-posting’ the

objection using a single transition sentence.



• This paper involves clearly explaining an argument together with a single objection to

that argument.

• This paper introduces the idea of elementary ‘sign-posting’.

Paper 3: Defending Your Thesis — 750–900 words (60%)

• Complete Parts 0, 1, 2 and 3 of the provided ‘Paper Schema’, clearly ‘sign-posting’ Parts

1, 2 and 3 using transition sentences.

• This paper involves formulating a clear thesis, explaining an argument for that thesis

together with a single objection to that argument, and setting out a single response to

that objection.

• This paper develops the idea of ‘sign-posting’ through the use of a concise introductory

‘route map’ in Part 0 which clearly states the paper’s thesis and explains how Parts 1, 2

and 3 will support that thesis.

General: The following points apply to all three papers.

• A draft should be submitted in advance and will be returned with comments to help

you prepare the final version.

• Both drafts and final papers should be typed and submitted electronically as explained

above.

• Deadlines are marked on the included provisional class schedule.

• Detailed instructions and topics will be provided.

Please keep copies of all work submitted.

Help with Referencing:

The Centre’s Student Handbook (available from Reception) explains the basics of formatting citations

and references and includes a pointer to the university’s guides at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/

educationandtraining/guides/citingreferences/index.html.

The handbook also explains what plagiarism is and strategies for avoiding it. You should read
this if you are in any doubt whatsoever about these matters. I will be happy to answer

any further questions you may have.

Environment:

If something occurs which you feel negatively affected your ability to learn, please do not hesitate

to discuss the matter with me. If you have any disability which may affect your ability to succeed

in the class, please discuss the matter with me as soon as possible. I will be happy to discuss any

accommodations you may require.
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Provisional Class Schedule

This schedule is tentative and will almost certainly require modification depending on the pace at

which we cover the material.

You will need your library/computer account in order to access certain readings. Oc-

casionally, I may circulate copies of readings which are not otherwise readily available.

Readings listed in the class schedule are key. In general, you will find it difficult to follow the class if

you have not read the assigned readings for that week. You will need to obtain a copy of Nagel’s

What Does It All Mean? (1987). You should be able to borrow this from the library if you prefer not

to purchase your own.

Further readings are listed separately and I would be happy to provide additional suggestions upon

request.

§1 The Philosopher’s Toolbox

Week 1: 1 May What is philosophy?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean?, ch. 1 (1987)

What is an argument? What makes an argument good?

Validity Workshop

§2 Epistemology

Week 2: 8 May How do we know anything?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 2)

Descartes, Meditations (1988, AT VII 17–25)

§3 Other Minds

Week 3: 15 May Do other people have minds?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 3)

Lem, ‘The Seventh Sally or How Trurl’s Own Perfection Led to No Good’

(1981)

Davis, ‘Strange Behavior’ (1993b)

16 May Draft of Paper 1 due by noon.

§4 The Mind-Body Problem

Week 4: 22 May What are minds?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 4)

Descartes, Meditations (1988, AT VII 25–29, 78, 80 last par., 81 first par.,

85 end, 86 first two pars.)

Descartes and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia, Correspondence between
Descartes and Princess Elisabeth (2010/2015, 1–8)

Akins, ‘What is it Like to be Boring and Myopic?’ (1993)



§5 Free Will

Week 5: 26 May Paper 1 due by noon.

29 May How free are we?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 6)

Davis, ‘Please Don’t Tell Me How the Story Ends’ (1993a)

Smullyan, ‘Is God a Taoist?’ (1981)

— Reading week —

6 Jun Draft of Paper 2 due by noon.

§6 Morality

Week 6: 12 Jun What makes acts morally right or wrong?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 7)

Friedman, ‘Diversity, Trust, and Moral Understanding’ (Friedman 2004)

§7 Justice

Week 7: 16 Jun Paper 2 due by noon.

19 Jun What makes a society just?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 8)

Sanger, ‘Woman and the New Race’ (1994)

§8 Death

Week 8: 26 Jun What’s so bad about death?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 9)

Epicurus, ‘Letter to Menoeceus, from Epicurus’ (1926)

27 Jun Draft of Paper 3 due by noon.

§9 Wisdom Without Answers

Week 9: 3 Jul What is philosophy?

Nagel, What Does It All Mean? (1987, ch. 10)

Antony, ‘For the Love of Reason’ (2007)

— Classes end —

14 Jul Paper 3 due by noon.
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