
Phil 400: Epistemology

THH101, University of Southern California

Mondays and Wednesdays: 2 - 3:15PM

Instructor: Matt Leonard
Email: matt523@usc.edu
Website: www.matt-leonard.org
Office: Mudd Hall, B7AD
Office Hours: M 12-2; additional hours by appt.

Be sure to check out the course website, here:
www.matt-leonard.org/epistemology

Course Description: This course explores some of the most fundamental questions about the
nature of knowledge. The course will explore a number of the following questions: can you know
whether or not you are dreaming? Can skepticism be refuted? What is the correct analysis of
knowledge? Is knowledge closed under known entailment? Do you know whether you will win the
lottery? Is knowledge contextual? Is there a priori knowledge? Do high stakes affect whether or
not you know something?
Prerequisite(s): None.
Credit Hours: 3

Required Texts:
1. Contemporary Debates in Epistemology, 1st Edition
Editors: Matthias Steup and Ernest Sosa
ISBN-13: 978-1405107389
2. Knowledge and Lotteries
Author: John Hawthorne
ISBN-13: 978-0199287130

Course Objectives:
At the completion of this course, students will:

1. identify a number of epistemological questions and a number of historical answers.

2. develop strategies for responding to a number of arguments about the nature of knowledge.

3. develop an ability to formulate and criticize arguments about the issues we will discuss.

4. learn how to succinctly argue for a position and defend the relevant premises.

5. learn how to critically discuss one another’s arguments in a friendly and charitable way.

6. strengthen their writing skills by learning how to write argumentatively.
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Grade Distribution:
Participation 10%
Logic Assignments 10%
First Short Paper 20%
Second Short Paper 20%
Midterm Exam 20%
Final Exam 20%

Letter Grade Distribution:

> 93 A 73 - 76 C
90 - 92 A- 70 - 72 C-
87 - 89 B+ 67 - 69 D+
83 - 86 B 63 - 66 D
80 - 82 B- 60 - 62 D-
77 - 79 C+ 6 59 F

Grade Breakdown:

• Participation (10%)

– Attending your weekly discussion section is a necessary condition for doing well with
your participation grade. You are free to miss 1 discussion section without a legitimate
medical excuse. But for every additional unexcused section you miss, you will be docked
one percentage point.

– You are allowed to miss 2 lectures during the semester without penalty. Any further
absences will result in point and/or grade deductions from the participation part of the
overall grade.

– Attending every section and class lecture will automatically get you an 8/10. Talking
regularly in section and every once in a while in lecture will pop you up to a 10/10.

• Logic Assignments (10%)

– For the first five weeks of class, you will turn in a logic assignment.

– Each assignment is worth 2% (the five totaling 10%). If you at least attempt to complete
the assignment, you will automatically get a 1%. You’ll get a 2% if you do the majority
of the assignment correctly.

– The logic assignments will test your knowledge of:

∗ (1) Translation from English into the language of propositional logic.

∗ (2) Basic truth tables.

∗ (3) Validity.

∗ (4) Soundness.

∗ (5) Conceptual analyses and counterexamples.

– Though we will go over this in class, the basics can be found on my two handouts by
clicking here:

∗ Two Tips for Taking Philosophy Classes

∗ Basic Logic and Truth Tables.

2

http://www.matt-leonard.org/uploads/4/6/7/7/46778315/1.pdf
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• First Short Paper (20%) and Second Short Paper (20%)

– Your two papers in this class will be short (4-5 pages). In each you will be required
to (1) formulate an argument, (2) defend the premises of the argument, (3) develop an
objection to one of the premises of the argument, and (4) respond to the objection on
behalf of your opponent.

– Paper topics will be provided one month before the deadline for each of the two short
papers.

– An outline for the first and second papers are due to your Teaching Assistant in discussion
section two weeks before the paper deadline.

– You are free to work with one another while you write your essays, but your essay must
completely be your own.

– I will work under the assumption that no one has written a philosophy paper before.
Though we will be talking quite a bit about how to write a philosophy paper in class, I
highly recommend slowly working through the following handout:

http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html

• Midterm Exam (20%) and Final Exam (20%)

– Your midterm and final exam will be a mixture of review questions (which will test your
knowledge of the course material from lecture) and evaluation questions (which will test
your ability to successfully defend your own thesis about a particular issue we discussed
in class).

– All midterm and final exam questions will be short-answer questions (where your an-
swers will range from three/four sentences, to a couple of paragraphs, depending on the
question).

– Two weeks before each exam, you will be provided with a study guide. The study guide
will include a list of possible questions. All of the actual questions on the exam will
be taken from the study guide − there will be no surprise questions! (Thus, the most
effective way to prepare for the midterm and final exam is to prepare answers for each
of the possible questions.)

– You are free to work with one another while you prepare your answers to the tests.
However, though there can be heavy overlap of answers to the review questions, your
answers to the evaluation questions (questions of the form: “What do you think is the
best response to thesis x? Why?”) need to be your own.

Course Policies:

• General

– Computers are not to be used unless instructed to do so. Electronics are strictly pro-
hibited in class. My partial justification: Click Here.

– Quizzes and exams are closed book, closed notes.

– No makeup exams will be given, unless for reasons concerning a medical or
family emergency.
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https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/students-are-better-off-without-a-laptop-in-the-classroom/


• Grades

– Grades in the C range represent performance that meets expectations; Grades in the
B range represent performance that is substantially better than the expectations;
Grades in the A range represent work that is excellent.

– Grades will be updated on Blackboard.

• Attendance and Absences

– Attendance is expected and will be taken each class. You are allowed to miss 2 classes
during the semester without penalty. Any further absences will result in point and/or
grade deductions from the participation part of the overall grade. As mentioned earlier,
you can miss one discussion section without penalty.

– Students are responsible for all missed work, regardless of the reason for absence. It is
also the absentee’s responsibility to get all missing notes or materials.

• Class Conduct

– While this class contains a decent percentage of lecture, it is a highly discussion based
course. It is expected that everyone in the classroom be friendly and charitable during
classroom dialogue.

• Students with Disabilities

– Any student requesting academic accommodations based on a disability must register
with Disability Services and Programs (DSP, dsp.usc.edu) each semester, to obtain a
letter of verification. After obtaining this, deliver this directly to me.

• Academic Honesty Policy Summary

– In addition to skills and knowledge, USC aims to teach students appropriate Ethical
and Professional Standards of Conduct. The Academic Honesty Policy exists to inform
students and Faculty of their obligations in upholding the highest standards of pro-
fessional and ethical integrity. All student work is subject to the Academic Honesty
Policy. Professional and Academic practice provides guidance about how to properly
cite, reference, and attribute the intellectual property of others. Any attempt to deceive
a faculty member or to help another student to do so will be considered a violation of
this standard. The full text of the Academic Honesty Policy is in the Student Handbook.

Tentative Course Outline:
The weekly coverage might change as it depends on the progress of the class. Again, this will always
be updated here: www.matt-leonard.org/epistemology. However, you must keep up with the
reading assignments. The tentative plan for the course is as follows.

Can skepticism be refuted?

Week 1: Descartes, Meditations 1 and 2. G.E. Moore, “Proof of an External World.”

Week 2: Jonathan Vogel, “The Refutation of Skepticism.”

Week 3: Richard Fumerton, “The Challenge of Refuting Skepticism.”
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What is knowledge?

Week 4: Edmund Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?”

Week 5: Linda Zagzebski, “The Inescapability of Gettier Problems.”

Is knowledge closed under known entailment?

Week 6: Fred Dretske, “The Case against Closure.”

Week 7: John Hawthorne, “The Case for Closure.”

Do you know whether you will win the lottery?

Week 8: John Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries (chp. 1).

Is knowledge contextual??

Week 9: Earl Conee, “Contextualism Contested.” Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries (chp. 2).

Week 10: Stewart Cohen, “Contextualism Defended.”

Is there a priori knowledge?

Week 11: Laurence BonJour, “In Defense of the a Priori.”

Week 12: Michael Devitt, “There is no a Priori.”

Do high stakes affect whether you know something?

Week 13: John Hawthorne, Knowledge and Lotteries (chp. 4).

Week 14: Brian Weatherson, “Can we do without Pragmatic Encroachment?”

Can you know that you will have a surprise exam?

Week 15: Timothy Williamson, Knowledge and its Limits (pgs. 135-143).
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