
PHIL RELI 245: Existential Problems
Spring 2016

Tuesday/Thursday 12:30–1:45 pm, Harvill Bldg, Rm 204
Office Hours: Tuesday/Thursday 2:00–3:00pm, Social Sciences Bldg, Rm 216D

Instructor: Dr. Oisín Deery
TA/Grader: Bryan Chambliss

Course description

Exploration of central problems of the human condition, such as love and sexuality; the
meaning of life and death; right and wrong; free will; personal identity and the nature of the
self.

Assessment & Policies

Assignments

The assignments make up 60% of the final grade. Rubrics for the assignments will be provided
before the assignments are due. These are designed to assist you in gauging what is expected
for each assignment, and how the assignment is to be evaluated. The rubrics are essential
for peer-grading.

• Lecture Notes 1: This will be graded by a peer during class. 5 points. Due on Jan 19.

• Lecture Notes 2: This will be graded by me or the TA. 5 points. Due on Jan 26.

• Lecture Notes 3: This will be graded by a peer in class. 5 points. Due on Feb 2.

• Essay 1: Max. one-page, single spaced, 12-point Times Roman font, stating the thesis
of Nagel’s 1970 paper on death, explaining what it says, and bringing out why it matters
(without going into arguments). This will be graded by a peer during class. 5 points.
Due on Feb 11.

• Essay 2: Max. one page, single spaced, 12-point Times Roman font, stating the thesis
of the reading from either Hobbes or Hume, explaining what it says, and bringing out
why it matters (without going into arguments). This will be graded by me or the TA.
5 points. Due on Feb 16.

• Essay 3: Max. one page, single spaced, 12-point Times Roman font, stating the thesis
of the reading from either Kant or Mill and laying out its argument. This will be
graded by a peer during class. 5 points. Due on Feb 23.
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• Essay 4: Max. one page, single spaced, 12-point Times Roman font, stating the thesis
of either the paper by Bennett or the reading from Williams on utilitarianism and
laying out its argument. This will be graded by me or the TA. 5 points. Due on Mar
8.

• Essay 5: Up to two pages, single spaced, 12-point Times Roman font. I will lay out the
argument from the paper by van Inwagen in class, and your essay will critically evaluate
this argument by considering objections and potential replies to those objections. First
draft due in class for peer review on Mar 29. Final draft due on Apr 5 will be graded
by me or the TA. 10 points.

• Essay 6: Up to two pages, single spaced, 12-point Times Roman font. You will state
the thesis of the paper by Williams on personal identity, lay out his argument, and
critically evaluate the argument by considering objections to the argument made in the
paper and potential replies to those objections. First draft due in class for peer review
on Apr 19. Final draft due on Apr 26 will be graded by me or the TA. 15 points.

For the lecture-notes assignments, you should submit 1–2 typed pages of your own notes from
the relevant lecture. These will be graded according to your notes’ accuracy, completeness,
relevance, and structure, with bonus points for double-entry notes. To make double-entry
notes, divide your page into two columns. The left column should contain your notes for the
class. The right column should contain your own critical reflections pertaining to the content
of the lecture, as recorded in the left column.

Final Exam

Take home final exam is worth 40% of the overall grade for the course.

Attendance

All holidays or special events observed by organized religions will be honored for those stu-
dents who show affiliation with that particular religion. Absences pre-approved by the UA
Dean of Students (or Dean’s designee) will be honored.

Accommodations

If you are eligible for accommodations for this course, contact the Disability Resource Center
(DRC) or the S.A.L.T. center as soon as possible. So that I can help with accommodations,
please provide me with a letter from the DRC or the S.A.L.T. Center as soon as possible.

Expected Classroom Behavior

Please be respectful of your classmates and of me. In particular, do not create disturbances in
the classroom by sleeping, allowing your cell phone to ring, etc., during class. You should also
be aware that the University has a policy against threatening behavior. You should familiarize
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yourself with the policy, so that you will know what constitutes threatening behavior. The
policy can be found at the following URL:
http://policy.web.arizona.edu/~policy/threaten.shtml

Plagiarism/Cheating

I will treat any violation of the Code of Academic Integrity as a very serious offense. You
are welcome to study with your classmates. You should also feel free to get help from anyone
you know who can help you. However, you may not collaborate at all, in any way, on the
exams or the term paper. You must also clearly cite any sources you use in your work for
this course. If you cheat, you will fail this class, and may also be recommended for academic
suspension, or even expulsion from the university. I will prosecute a violation of the code of
academic integrity even if it is only relatively minor, and minimally I will recommend failure
in the course. If you have any doubts about what counts as cheating, please check with me
in advance. Also, please review the University’s Code of Academic Integrity online at:
http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicies/cai1.html

Syllabus Revisions

This syllabus is subject to revision. Changes will be announced in class and on the course
website. It is your responsibility to be informed of such changes, even if you miss a day of
class.

Required Texts

[1] Thomas Nagel, What Does It All Mean?, Oxford University Press.
[2] Articles posted on the D2L course website.

Course Schedule

Flirting and Love

Jan 14 Carrie Ichikawa Jenkins, “The Philosophy of Flirting,” in M. Clark and
K. Miller (eds.), Dating: Flirting With Big Ideas, Oxford University Press
(2010), 13–18.

Jan 19/21 Robert Nozick, “Love’s Bond,” in The Examined Life, New York: Simon and
Schuster (1989), 68–86.

http://policy.web.arizona.edu/~policy/threaten.shtml
http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicies/cai1.html
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The Meaning of Life and Death

Jan 26/28 “The Meaning of Life” (from What Does It All Mean? )

Thomas Nagel, “The Absurd,” Journal of Philosophy 68.20 (1971): 716–27.

Feb 2/4 “Death” (from What Does It All Mean? )

Thomas Nagel, “Death,” Noûs 4.1 (1970): 73–80.

The Mind-Body Problem

Feb 9 “The Mind-Body Problem” (from What Does It All Mean? )

Jerry Fodor, “The Mind-Body Problem,” Scientific American 244 (1981):
114–25.

Why Be Moral?

Feb 11 “Right and Wrong” (from What Does It All Mean? )

Thomas Hobbes, “The Social Contract” (extract)

David Hume, “Morality as Based on Sentiment” (extract)

Feb 16 Immanuel Kant, “The Categorical Imperative” (extract)

Feb 18 John Stuart Mill, “Utilitarianism” (extract)

The Limits of Morality

Feb 23/25 Jonathan Bennett, “The Conscience of Huckleberry Finn,” Philosophy 49
(1974): 123–34.

Mar 1/3 Bernard Williams, Utilitarianism: For and Against, Cambridge University
Press (1973): 82–117.

Mar 8/10 Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints,” Journal of Philosophy 79.8 (1982), 419–39.

Free Will and Moral Responsibility

Mar 22 “Free Will” (from What Does It All Mean? )

Mar 24 Peter van Inwagen, “The Powers of Rational Beings: Freedom of the Will,”
from Metaphysics, 4th Edition, Oxford University Press (2015): 267–86.
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Mar 29 Harry Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” Journal
of Philosophy 66.23 (1969): 823–39.

Mar 31 Susan Wolf, “Sanity and the Metaphysics of Responsibility,” in P. Russell and
O. Deery (eds.), The Philosophy of Free Will: Readings from the Contempo-
rary Debates, Oxford University Press (2013): 281–95.

Personal Identity and the Self

Apr 5/7 Bernard Williams, “The Self and the Future,” Philosophical Review 79.2
(1970): 161–80.

Apr 12/14 Derek Parfit, “Personal Identity,” Philosophical Review 80.1 (1971): 3–27

Derek Parfit, “Why Our Identity Is Not What Matters,” in R. Martin & J.
Barresi (eds.), Personal Identity, Blackwell (2003): 115–43 (3-page extract).

Apr 19/21 Derek Parfit, “Divided Minds and the Nature of Persons,” in C. Blakemore
& S. Greenfield (eds.), Mindwaves, Blackwell (1987): 20–26.

Apr 26/28 J. David Velleman, “So It Goes,” The Amherst Lecture in Philosophy 1
(2006): 1–23.


