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Basic Problems 
[100-level] 

 

Course Description 
 
In this course, we’ll be thinking about brains in vats, zombies, and androids. We’ll be thinking 
about right and wrong, and whether we can even tell the difference. We’ll be thinking about our 
own beliefs, and whether they pass muster as knowledge. We’ll consider the role that arguments 
play in shaping public discourse, and whether truth is in the eye of the beholder. These problems 
have practical consequences for how we approach each other, other animals, and technology. In 
short, the perennial philosophical problems and questions are as relevant now as ever, and in 
this course,  we will push ourselves to go beyond stock responses or the YouTube echo chamber 
and really work to understand the world around us.  
 

Instructional Support 
Course Logistics 
 
Prerequisites: N/A Antirequisites: N/A 
Course Format: TBA Seminar Sections: TBA 
Course Times: TBA Course Location: TBA 
 

Instructor 
 
Name Email Office Hours 
Dr. Kyle Bromhall kyle.bromhall@outlook.com TBA TBA 
 

Required Learning Resources 
 
1. Stephen Stich and Tom Donaldson, Philosophy: Asking Questions—Seeking Answers (OUP) 
2. Various articles on electronic reserve. 
 

Primary Learning Objectives 
 
By the end of this course, a successful student will… 
 

Depth and Breadth 
of Content 

1.  Be able to identify many of the perennial problems of 
philosophy and the mainstream answers to those problems. 

2. Be able to discuss the central issues facing ethics, 
epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophy of science. 

3. Be able to appreciate the interconnected nature of reason, 
emotion, and volition with respect to belief and thought. 

Application of 
Knowledge 

4. Analyze complex arguments into standard form, repairing 
arguments charitably and effectively.  

5. Synthesize difficult passages into a concise, living working set 
of notes. 

Communication 
Skills 

6. Contribute to discussions of the course material. 

7. Develop a thesis and defend it in an analytic research paper. 
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Course Assessments 
 

Seminar Engagement (15%) 
 

This course requirement has two components: near-weekly reflections and seminar participation.  
 
The reflections will be short (250-word) responses to questions related to the week’s reading(s). 
These follow a pass-fail grading scheme, with “pass” defined as 70%. Each pass is worth one 
point.  
 
Participation will be assessed by your Teaching Assistant on a weekly basis. If you make a 
meaningful contribution to your seminar, you will receive a bonus point on your NWR for that 
week. If you do not, you will not. You must submit a reflection to receive a bonus point on it. 

 
Once you have received fifteen points for this component of the course, you are no longer required 
to submit further reflections. Those who have not received fifteen points by the end of the term 
will receive a grade equal to their total points. 

 

Response Papers (55%) 
 
The first response paper is a short (1250-word±10%) essay on the material from the unit “What 
Can We Know?” on a topic assigned by the Instructor. Submissions close at 2300 (11:00 PM) at 
the end of Week 05. This essay is worth 25% of your final grade. 

 
The second response paper is a shortish (1500-word±10%) essay on the material from the unit 
“What Can We Do?” on a topic assigned by the Instructor. Submissions close at 2300 (11:00 PM) 
at the end of Week 10. This essay is worth 35% of your final grade.  

 
While these essays will be guided and shaped by the questions at hand, these papers are formal 
essays and ought to be treated as such; that is, they have an introduction, a thesis statement, a 
conclusion, and formal language throughout. They are also not research papers. You are not 
required to, and indeed are forbidden from, doing original research or using external aids. 

 

Final Examination (25%) 
 
Who doesn’t love an opportunity to demonstrate their proficiency with the material under a time 
constraint? I mean, three months of material in two hours! Love or hate this adrenaline- and 
caffeine-fueled frenzy of academic wizardry, it will be held on a date, at a time, and at a location 
to be determined by the helpful folks at the Registrar. You should expect standard fare: multiple 
choice, short answer, and the like. 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 



Downloaded from kylebromhall.com 

 

3 
 

Course Schedule 
All selections subject to change with notice. 

 
 

Unit One:  What Can We Know? 
 
Week 01:  An Introduction to Philosophy 
 
 Day 1:   Syllabus; AQSA, chapter 1 (“What Is Philosophy?”) 
 Day 2:  AQSA, chapter 2 (“What Are Arguments, and How Should We Evaluate  

Them?”) 
 
Week 02: Certainty 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 5 (“Can We Be Completely Certain of Anything?) 
 Day 2:  Wittgenstein, On Certainty 
 
Week 03: Perception 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 6 (“Can We Trust Our Senses?”) 
 Day 2:  Russell, The Problems of Philosophy 
 
Week 04: Scientific Reasoning 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 7 (“Will the Sun Rise Tomorrow?”) 
 Day 2:  Popper, “Conjectural knowledge…” 
 
Week 05: Snows that Piff  
  
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 8 (“What Is Knowledge?”) 
 Day 2:   Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow 
 
Week 06: Social Epistemology 
 
 Day 1:  Feldman, “Rational Religious Disagreements” 
 Day 2:  Elgin, “Persistent disagreement” 
 

WINTER BREAK 
 

Unit Two: What Can We Do? 
 
Week 08: Who are we? 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 10 (“How Is Your Mind Related to Your Body?”) 
 Day 2:  Churchland, “The hornswaggle problem” 
 
Week 09: Who can be a person? 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 11 (“Will You Be the Same Person in Ten Years?”) 
 Day 2:  Searle, “Minds, Brains, and Programs” 
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Week 10: What can we do? 
 
 Day 1:   AQSA, chapter 9 (“Do We Have Free Will?”) 
 Day 2:  James, “The Dilemma of Determinism” 
 
Week 11: What ought we to do? 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 12 (“Are There Objective Truths about Right and  

Wrong?”) 
 Day 2:  Zagzebski, “Does ethics need God?” 
 
Week 12: What should we do? 
 
 Day 1:  AQSA, chapter 14 (“What Should We Do? (Part I)”) 
 Day 2:   Korsgaard, “What’s wrong with lying?” 
 
Week 13: What should we do? 
 
 Day 1:  Foot, “The problem of abortion…” 
 Day 2:    
 
 
Legend 
 
AQSA  Stich and Donaldson, Philosophy: Asking Questions—Seeking Answers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


