2022-23 Fall/Winter Seminar Descriptions

Fall 2022

PHIL 5350: Topics in Philosophy of Language
Claudine Verheggen; Tuesday, 2:30-5:30

The course will focus on the later writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein and one of his most penetrating commentators, Barry Stroud.  To be scrutinized are Wittgenstein’s remarks on the nature of meaning, understanding, and communication.  These include his remarks on language-games, ostensive definition, family resemblances, the connection between meaning and use, the rule-following paradox made famous by Saul Kripke, and the possibility of a “private” language.  Throughout, we’ll also be asking to what extent Wittgenstein can be understood as suggesting constructive philosophical views, or whether he is better understood as maintaining, as he himself declared, that he had no philosophical thesis and that the sole purpose of philosophy is to dissolve problems rather than to solve them.   

Required texts:

Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Philosophical Investigations, Wiley-Blackwell 2009 (4th edition)
Stroud, Barry, Meaning, Understanding, and Practice, Oxford University Press 2000       
Kripke, Saul A., Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Harvard University Press 1982


PHIL 6155: Recent Trends in Continental Philosophy
Jim Vernon; Thursday, 2:30-5:30

Few books in the Western canon have made an intervention in philosophical discourse as singular and controversial as that of Alain Badiou’s Being and Event. On the one hand, and against the prevailing trends in academia that Badiou argued “reduced philosophy to being either a laborious justification of the universal character of [capitalist-parliamentarian] democratic values, or a linguistic sophistry legitimating the right to cultural difference against any universalist pretension on the part of truths”, the book defended the counter-intuitive thesis that “authentic philosophy begins, not with structural facts (cultural, linguistic, constitutional, etc.), but uniquely in what takes place and what remains in the form of a strictly incalculable emergence”; an incalculable emergence to which he gives the name ‘event’, from which novel, but generically universal truths can emerge. On the other hand, and against what he calls the “artificial opposition between Anglo-American philosophy, which is supposedly rationalist, based on the formal analysis of language and mathematized logic, and continental philosophy, supposedly on the border of irrationalism, and based on a literary and poetic sense of expression”, Badiou subjects not only philosophy, but genuine subjectivity, to the truths emergent from events birthed by mathematical science, poetic creation, political prescription, and paired lovers. This course is an intensive study of Badiou’s magnum opus. There will be some poetry. There will be lots of math. There is being, and more of it than you might think, but it’s up to mathematicians, not philosophers, to describe it. And there may be events, but, as we’ll see, if there are, it will largely be up to us.   
PHIL 6365: Major Problems in the Philosophy of Psychology: Thinking together
Kristin Andrews; Monday, 2:30-5:30

In this seminar we will begin by reading some classic papers on rationality from philosophy and psychology (e.g. Sellars, Railton, Dretske, Millikan, Hurley, Kacelnik, including papers from Rational Animals, Nudds and Hurley eds.). We will examine the individualistic lens through which many of these authors view rationality. With that frame in place we will turn toward two recent books about group behavior: Games: Agency as Art by C. Thi Nguyen and The Origins of Unfairness: Social Categories and Cultural Evolution by Cailin O’Connor in order to examine how norms can come about in local and global contexts.


PHIL 6415: Issues in Contemporary Metaethics
Robert Myers; Thursday, 11:30-2:30

Historically, metaethical realism has been offered as a reductive view.  For example, it has been argued by some utilitarians that the property of being right just is the property of maximizing overall happiness.  More recently, however, various forms of non-reductive realism have been proposed.  We will begin by looking carefully and critically at two influential proposals of this sort, Philippa Foot’s non-reductive naturalism and Tim Scanlon’s non-naturalism.  We will then explore the possibility that a better version of non-reductive realism can be developed on the model of Donald Davidson’s anomalous monism.

Our principal readings will be Foot’s Natural Goodness, Scanlon’s Being Realistic about Reasons, and Davidson’s Essays on Actions and Events, but these will be supplemented by a variety of readings from their allies and critics.


Winter 2023

PHIL 6355: Major Problems in the Philosophy of Mind
Kevin Lande; Thursday, 2:30-5:30

This seminar will cover contemporary debates in both philosophy of mind and cognitive science concerning what we might call the cognitive periphery: perception and action. We will familiarize ourselves with debates concerning: the function of perception; the neural coding of perceptual representations; the role of attention and memory in perception; the nature of perceptual learning and categorization; the architecture of motor control and learning; and the interface between intentions and motor control. Throughout, we will be pairing philosophical readings with theoretical and experimental work in the cognitive sciences—sometimes focusing more on the philosophy, sometimes more on the science. In surveying these different topics, we will also work through relevant selections from Tyler Burge’s new book, Perception: First Form of Mind (2022). As this course is more a survey of current topics than a core introduction, it will be useful to have had some prior familiarity with philosophy of perception, philosophy of psychology, and with perceptual psychology and/or cognitive neuroscience.

PHIL 6390: Philosophy of Action: Cross-cultural approaches
Julianne Chung; Tuesday, 2:30-5:30

In this course, we will explore various current topics in the philosophy of action through the lens of cross-cultural work specifically related to both Chinese and European philosophical traditions.  Readings will include Skill and Mastery: Philosophical Stories from the Zhuangzi and Adapting: A Chinese Philosophy of Action.


PHIL 6420: Topics in Moral Psychology
Ayana Samuel; Tuesday, 11:30-2:30

This seminar explores theories of social action in light of recent empirical findings. For
example, according to leading accounts of shared agency, we navigate complex interlocking
intentional states when we exercise our agency as groups. However, developmental
psychology research suggests that young children who are years away from the ability to
navigate complex intentional states are capable of exercising their agency in small groups. In
fact, some psychologists believe that the exercise of shared agency in early childhood is
responsible for the development of the ability to navigate complex intentional states. This
suggests a tension between leading accounts of shared agency and empirical research. We
will begin by surveying leading accounts of shared agency as well as some recent studies in
developmental psychology. We will then investigate whether these accounts of shared agency
might be revised to accommodate the empirical findings.


PHIL 6505: Major Problems in Political Philosophy
Alice MacLachlan; Monday, 2:30-5:30

What do we mean by civility, and what role - if any - should it play in political life?

In this course, we will tackle these questions by drawing on a wide range of historical and contemporary discussions, ranging from the virtue ethics of Aristotle and Confucius, early modern debates over the value of toleration, the Rawlsian duty of civility, and contemporary discussions by Cheshire Calhoun, Amy Olberding, Teresa Bejan, Alex Zamalin, Olufemi Taiwo, and others. I will also be sharing drafts of my own manuscript in progress.

Key questions will include whether or not civility ought to be considered a political virtue, whether there are particular moral risks to both civility and incivility, and to what extent civility requires that we tolerate the incivility of others. Cases under consideration will include political protests, campus speech, and online discourse – but we will strive to move beyond familiar and polarizing examples to look deeply at difficult conversations across the political landscape, as well as the values of free expression, mutual respect, inclusion, and decency in political contexts.
