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Theory of Knowledge 
Andy Egan 

eganam@gmail.com 
 
Course Goals and Structure 
One thing that we’ll be doing this term is surveying some literature – some quite old, some 
quite recent – about how (and whether) we come to know stuff about the world, and about 
our place within it.  We’ll start off by looking at skeptical challenges – arguments that maybe 
we don’t know anything at all, or that we know way less than we thought, or that certain 
methods which we thought were good methods of acquiring knowledge actually aren’t.  
We’ll also look at philosophical accounts of two of our main methods of acquiring 
knowledge – perception and scientific inquiry.  Along the way, we’ll talk about some recent 
discoveries in psychology that point out weak spots in our ability to perceive, or to reason 
about, the world – spots in which our mechanisms for gaining knowledge don’t work as well 
as we’re inclined to think they do. 
 
The main aim of this class is not so much to leave you with knowledge of a bunch of facts 
about who said what when, but to give you the opportunity to think carefully about some of 
the classic (and some not-so-classic) arguments about how (and whether) people succeed in 
figuring out, and coming to know, what the world is like.  So what we’ll mainly be involved 
in is not just rehearsing the arguments, but also subjecting these arguments to careful critical 
scrutiny, and seeing how they stand up. 
 
More generally, we’ll be looking at how to go about reasoning about difficult philosophical 
issues.  Still more generally, we’ll be practicing some critical thinking skills: getting clear on 
what argument someone’s making, how it works and what its moving parts are, where the 
potential weak spots are, and whether it’s likely to succeed in establishing its conclusion.  
These are the sorts of skills that are useful for reasoning carefully about any sort of difficult 
issue, philosophical or otherwise. 
 
Requirements 
1. Almost-daily very short responses to reading. 

You’ll either submit on the course website (once it exists), or email to me, a very 
short (one paragraph or so), a very short response to the reading, at least 3 hours 
before the start of class.  We’ll talk more about the form of these in the first meeting. 

 
2. First Paper 

The first paper will be due just before the middle of the term.  It will be a 4-5 page 
argumentative paper, taking up topics discussed in the first third of the class.  We’ll 
talk about the papers in more detail as it gets to be time to start working on them. 

 
3. Second Paper  

Another 4-5 page argumentative paper, on topics in the second third of the class, due 
around the ¾ point in the term. 

 
4. Final Exam: 
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You can choose to either write a final paper, or take a final exam, at the end of the 
term.  (If you write a paper, it will be another 4-5 page paper, due at the end of the 
term.)  We’ll talk more about exam format and paper requirements as we get nearer to 
the date.  It is also possible to both write a final paper and take the final exam.  More 
on how this works below. 

 
Grading: 
I consider grades to be an unfortunate necessity – it’s easy for striving for grades to crowd 
out actual learning, which I think is a very bad outcome.  So I aim to take grades off of the 
table as much as possible, by giving you a lot of opportunities to control what grade you get 
in the course.  There are four grades that everyone will have: A grade on each of the two 
papers, a grade on the almost-daily short assignments, and a grade on the final paper or exam.  
If you choose to both take the final exam and write the final paper, you will have a total of 
five grades. 
 
Only the four best grades will count toward your final grade, and they will be weighted so 
that the assignments you do best on count the most in determining your final grade.  The 
proportions are as follows: 
 
Best: 35% 
2nd and 3rd: 25% each 
4th: 15% 
 
Texts:  
There are three required texts: 
Epistemology, Richard Feldman 
Philosophy of Science: A Very Short Introduction, Samir Okasha 
How We Know What Isn’t So, Thomas Gilovich 
 
Schedule: 
(What follows is a tentative schedule, subject to revision over the course of the term, as I 
learn more about how fast we’re going and what people are interested in, and as I discover 
other things to read or re-think the best order to present things in...) 
 
Readings listed for a given date will be discussed on that date – you should do the reading 
before class. 
  
Week 1: 
 Wednesday 9/2: Introduction, syllabus distribution 
    
 
Week 2: 
 Tuesday 9/8: Skepticism: Dreamers and Deceivers 

• Watch The Matrix 
• Read Feldman, Introduction 

 
 Wednesday 9/9: Skepticism Continued 
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• Read Descartes, from Meditations (link to be provided) 
    

Week 3: 
Monday 9/14: Responses to Skepticism 

• Read Feldman, Chapter 6, “Skepticism I” 
 
Wednesday 9/16: Theories of Knowledge 

• Read Feldman, Chapters 2 and 3 
• Optional: Read Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” 

(Link to be provided.) 
 

Week 4:  
 Monday 9/21: Theories of Knowledge - Evidentialism 

• Read Feldman Chapter 4 
 
Wednesday 9/23: Theories of Knowledge – Evidentialism 

 
Week 5: 
 Monday 9/28: Non-evidentialist theories of knowledge 

• Read Feldman Chapter 5 
 
 Wednesday 9/30: Non-evidentialist theories continued 
 
Week 6:  

Monday 10/5: Skepticism Revisited: The problem of induction 
• Read Feldman, Chapter 7, Skepticism II (excluding appendix) 
• Optional reading from Hume (Link to be provided) 

 
Wednesday 10/7: More Skepticism 

• No new reading 
 
Week 7: 
 Monday 10/12: Contextualism  

• Read Feldman, Chapter 7, appendix 
• Optional reading: David Lewis, “Elusive Knowledge” (link to be provided) 

 
Wednesday 10/14: The New Riddle of Induction 

• Goodman, “The New Riddle of Induction” 
 
Week 8: 

Monday 10/19: Perception and Idealism 
• Excerpt from John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 
• Excerpt from George Berkeley, Three Dialogues Between Hylas and 

Philonous 
 

Wednesday 10/21 
• Reading TBD 
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Week 9: Perception and Error 

• Gilovich Chapters 2-4 
 
Week 10: Cognitive Pitfalls 

• Gilovich Chapters 5-6  
 

Week 11: Cognitive Pitfalls Cont’d  
• Gilovich Chapters 7, 11 

 
Week 12: Science 

• Okasha Chapter 1 
 

Week 13: Scientific Method 
• Okasha Chapter 3 

 
Week 14: Scientific Realism and Scientific Revolutions 

• Okasha Chapter 4 
• Okasha Chapter 5 

 
  


