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Metaphysics 

Philosophy 461 

Spring 2009

T & TH: 2:40 - 4pm 

Engineering Bldg., Rm. 3400

Instructor Information 

Matthew McKeon 

Office: 509 South Kedzie Hall

Office hours: Tuesday, 12:30-1:45pm; and by appt.  

Telephone:  Office—355-4215, main-355-4490

E-mail:  mckeonm@msu.edu
Required Texts 

Lowe, E.J., 2002.  A Survey of Metaphysics. Oxford UP.

Margolis, Eric and Stephen Laurence, eds., 2007.  Creations of the Mind:  Theories of Artifacts and their Representations.  Oxford UP.

Recommended readings will be made available on ANGEL.

Course Overview 

The first half of the course is a substantive introduction to central issues in contemporary metaphysics.  We’ll be using the Lowe text during this part of the course.  The chapter headings listed below in the class schedule give some idea of the topics that we shall consider.  One objective is to acquaint students with many of the main themes of contemporary metaphysics, and to introduce styles of argument, key concepts and terms.  In the second half of the course we use the Margolis and Laurence anthology. The artifacts we live with identify what is important and meaningful to us, what groups we identify with, and who are as individuals.  In this part of the course, we study the metaphysics of artifacts, employing some of what we learned earlier in the semester.  We will consider questions such as:  What is the nature of an artifact? Are there such things as artifact kinds? Do artifacts reveal distinctive features of the human mind?  One objective here is to introduce students to the interplay between metaphysics and scientific inquiry, and to have students consider how scientific inquiry might inform metaphysics (e.g., How might studies of the concept of an artifact in cognitive psychology inform the metaphysical study of artifacts?)

Two primary (and related) course objectives are: (i) to assist students in developing their own opinions regarding the issues that we shall consider, and (ii) to hone students’ critical thinking skills.  Regarding (ii), we shall work on identifying and reconstructing arguments, critically evaluating arguments and philosophical positions, and supporting one’s opinions with argument. 

Course Requirements 

The course requirements have four primary functions:  (i) to motivate students to engage course material throughout the semester, (ii) to allow students to pursue their interests, (iii) to enhance class discussion and stress the value of a dialectical exchange to philosophical thinking, and (iv) to help realize the course objectives. 
There will be two types of writing assignments:

(1) Essays

Each student must write four essay assignments.  Essays must be approximately 1300 - 1500 words in length, typed, and correctly formatted.  Specific topics for each essay will be distributed approximately one week in advance of the due date for the first draft.  The first draft of your essay will be read and critiqued in class by class peers in order to assist you in strengthening it.  Therefore, you will have to bring to class at least two copies of your first draft on the date the first draft is due (one must be given to me). Then, using your own assessment of the comments and suggestions you receive on the first draft, you will turn in a final copy of the paper at the next class meeting.

(2) Short reflection papers

Periodically the class will break up, and write short reflection papers to help stimulate discussion and sum up our thoughts.  The typical reflection paper will be written in response to essay questions on the readings that shall be posted in advance on ANGEL.  I will evaluate these and return them with comments. There will be at least six and no more than eight reflection papers.  Your lowest grade will be dropped.  If you miss a class during which a reflection paper is assigned, then it counts as a zero.      

I will accept late work for credit and allow make-ups only in the following situations:  religious observance, MSU athletes with confirmed conflicts, and hospitalization (yours) with confirming documentation.   Note well:  the first two situations must be cleared with me in advance.  Also, a visit to the clinic or a doctor does not count as “hospitalization”.   

Grading

Final course grades will be calculated according to the following percentages.

Average grade on reflection papers           

30%

Average grade on first drafts of essay assignments
10%

Average grade on final drafts 


  
60%

Consistent, helpful criticism of your peer’s written work, as well as frequent and informed class participation may be used as a fudge factor to bump up borderline final grades.

Grades will be on a 100-pt. scale.  Your final grade will be first determined on a 100-pt. scale, and then converted to a 4.0 scale according to the below tabulations.  For example, a final grade of an 83% corresponds to a 3.0 and a 77% corresponds to a 2.5.

4.0=90% and above

3.5=85--89%

3.0=80--84%

2.5=75--79%

2.0=70--74%

1.5=65--69%

1.0=60--64%

Tentative class schedule

1/13—Introduction

1/15—Chapter 1, What is metaphysics?
1/20—Chapter 2, Identity over time and change of composition; Chapter 3, Qualitative change and the doctrine of temporal 

           parts.

1/22—Chapter 4, Substantial change and spatiotemporal coincidence.

1/27—Chapter 5, Necessity and identity, and Chapter 6, Essentialism.

1/29—Chapter 7, Possible worlds. 

2/3—Chapter 8, Counterfactual Conditionals, and Chapter 9, Causes and conditions.

2/5—Chapter 10, Counterfactuals and event causation.

2/10—First draft of first essay due.

2/12—Final draft of first essay due; Chapter 11, Event causation and agent causation.

2/17—Chapter 12, Actions and Events, and Chapter 13 Events, things, and space-time

2/19—Chapter 14, Absolutism versus relationalism.

2/24—Chapter 15, Incongruent counterparts and the nature of space, and Chapter 16, The paradox of motion and the possibility

           of change.

2/26—Chapter 17, Tense and the Reality of Time, Chapter 18, Causation and the direction of time.
3/3—First draft of second essay assignment is due.

3/5—Final draft is due; Chapter 19, Realism versus Nominalism.

3/9--3/13—Spring break.

3/17— Chapter 20, The abstract and the concrete.

The following readings are in the Margolis and Laurence anthology.
3/19—John Searle, “Social Ontology and the Philosophy of Society.”

3/24—Richard E. Grandy, “Artifacts: Parts and Principles,” and Crawford L. Elder, “On the Place of Artifacts in Ontology.”

3/26—Amie L. Thomasson, “Artifacts and Human Concepts.”

3/31—Jerrold Levinson, “Artwork as Artifacts.”

4/2—First draft of the third essay assignment due.

4/7—Final draft is due.  Barbara C. Malt and Steven A. Sloman, “Artifact Categorization:  The 

         Good, the Bad and the Ugly.”

4/9—Dan Sperber, “Seedless Grapes: Nature and Culture.”

4/14—Hilary Kornblith, “How to Refer Artifacts,” and Paul Bloom, “Water as an Artifact Kind.”   

4/16—Jean Mandler, “The Conceptual Foundations of Animals and Artifacts.”

4/21—Deborah Kelemen and Susan Carey, “The Essence of Artifacts: Developing the Design Stance.” 

4/23—Frank C. Keil, Marissa L. Greif, and Rebekkah S. Kerner, “A World Apart: How Concepts of the Constructed World are 

          Different in Representation and in Development.” 


4/28—James L. Gould, “Animal Artifacts,” and Marc D. Hauser and Laurie R. Santos, “The Evolutionary Ancestry of our 

           Knowledge of Tools: From Percepts to Concepts.”  

4/30—Last day of class:  first draft of fourth essay assignment due.  Final draft must be brought to my office by 5pm on May 5th.  

General Evaluation Criteria

Essays and papers will be evaluated on the basis of the following criteria.

a)      Clarity and precision The central claims of the paper should be stated precisely and presented in a manner that another student who was interested in the topic, but not enrolled in the course, could understand.  Frequent spelling and grammatical errors are distracting, and will lower your grade.  Clear and concise prose is of the utmost importance. The more people that read your work and think that it makes sense, the more likely it does make sense.  Remember:  I am reading what you write very closely and with a critical eye.  Say what you mean and mean what you say.  Be careful!

b)      Depth and Persuasiveness  I ask:  How deep (i.e., how insightful) are the central claims of the paper, and how persuasive are the arguments given in support of them?  Your arguments should at the very least provide plausible support for their conclusions.  Also,  the arguments should be consistent with one another.  Important concepts and terms should be clarified.  Generally, the deeper the paper’s central claims, and the stronger their support, the better the paper. 

c)      Breadth of knowledge Have you made good use of the relevant concepts, distinctions, and arguments that have been included in the assigned readings or that were brought out in classroom discussion?  For example, where one of your central claims clearly contradicts a thesis in one of the reading assignments you should explain what is wrong with the opposing position.

 

The philosophy department offers twice a week free tutoring sessions for students. Please stop by if you would like to discuss your ideas or need help with critical thinking tasks.

Date and time: Tuesdays and Wednesdays, 5-7pm

Place: 523 South Kedzie

