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During my time at Berkeley, I have twice served as a primary instructor for an introductory class in the 
philosophy of mind. This semester, I am the instructor for a mentoring class in which students learn how to 
become active members of our discipline. I have also served as a graduate student instructor (TA) for both 
lower and upper division classes in the philosophy of mind, epistemology, the philosophy of language and 
early modern philosophy. Last year, I was a recipient of the “Outstanding Graduate Student Instructor” 
award, presented annually to a small number of graduate students for their record of teaching excellence.  

The classes I have taught as a primary instructor have been intensive six-week long summer classes that 
have an extremely diverse student population. My students include incoming Berkeley freshmen, local high 
school students, international visitors to Berkeley, and retired adults returning to philosophy. In order to 
make the class an engaging space for everyone, I use a wide variety of course materials. In addition to the 
standard set of academic papers, I incorporate videos, literary excerpts and magazine articles into our 
discussions. For example, we watch and discuss Fassbinder’s World on a Wire – an exciting exploration of 
external world skepticism that, unlike The Matrix or Inception, is likely to be new to many students; we read a 
remarkable article from the New York Times about a pair of girls who are conjoined at the head and share a 
surprising degree of their inner lives; we watch Alan Alda on YouTube, interacting one-on-one with split 
brain patients; and we work through live demonstrations of cognitive illusions like change blindness.  

In general, I consider a philosophy class to be as much about the skill of argumentation as it is about any 
particular subject matter. In all my classes—introductory and advanced—my students do a weekly reading 
exercise in sections. A few students read aloud a single, difficult sentence from the assigned reading, and re-
describe the content of the sentence for the rest of class in plainer, more explicit language. I am often myself 
surprised at how difficult it is to capture exactly what the author said, without leaving things out or uninten-
tionally adding things in. I have found these exercises to be most helpful when we are reading historical texts 
with an unfamiliar writing style. Last semester, for example, when I was the GSI for a class on Kant’s Critique 
of Pure Reason, this reading exercise was exceptionally useful when preparing students to write their first paper 
on Kant’s arguments for the a priority of space. I have noticed that this kind of in-class activity often motivates 
students to continue such exercises outside the classroom as well. 

In the advanced classes I teach, I give extensive feedback on students’ written work and encourage them 
to come see me at least once before and after each assignment. At our post-assignment meetings, we work 
together to come up with a list of two to three things the particular student can do differently on the next 
assignment, thereby working towards concrete improvement over the course of a semester. In my introducto-
ry classes, I try to prepare students over the course of the semester to write a successful college-level philoso-
phy essay. To this end, I assign several short assignments that serve as the deconstructed components of a 
philosophy essay. In the first assignment last summer, I asked students to go from a free form passage of text 
in Descartes’ Second Meditation to a numbered reconstruction of his argument for the claim that he is only a 
thinking thing. Next, they offered simple, yet targeted objections to the validity and soundness of Frank 
Jackson’s argument against physicalism. Later in the semester, they wrote up short responses in which they 
presented the strongest reason in favor of their preferred view of the mind. Finally, at the very end of the 
semester, the students put these skills together and wrote a medium length paper on personal identity, in 
which they presented Derek Parfit’s argument for the claim that we can “survive our own deaths”, critiqued 
it, and defended their preferred version of a psychological theory of identity. By deconstructing a philosophy 
paper in this way, the students were able to explicitly recognize the different parts of a successful essay and 
have the time to focus on each component individually.  

This semester, in my role as a mentor to freshmen and sophomores, we are working on how to be re-
spectful yet engaged members of the discipline. It is essential to philosophy to be able to express your 
opinion honestly and open yourself up to the criticism of others. But to do so, we place ourselves in a 
vulnerable position. I strongly encourage disagreement on the condition that it is charitable, respectful and 
constructive. We work on adopting this attitude to the authors we read, to each other, and to ourselves. 
Furthermore, given the lack of a set of facts that a philosophy student must know, ours is often presented as 
a discipline in which no training is required: “true” philosophers are supposed to be good at it from the start. 
I disagree with this narrative and discuss with my students its detrimental consequences. As a mentor this 
semester, and as a teacher more broadly, I hope to play a small part in the development of independent, 
respectful thinkers who never lose the sense of wonder that drives us to philosophy in the first place. 
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TEACHING EXPERIENCE 
 
I have taught introductory and upper division classes in the philosophy of mind, epistemology, philosophy of 
language as well as the history of philosophy. In addition, I have strong teaching interests in existentialism 
and 19th century political philosophy. 
 
AS PRIMARY INSTRUCTOR 
 
In my capacity as primary instructor, I prepared original course syllabi, delivered lectures, wrote paper 
assignments and exams, and met with students in weekly office hours. 
 
2016-2017, Berkeley Connect 

Summer 2015, Nature of Mind 

Summer 2013, Nature of Mind 

 
AS GRADUATE STUDENT INSTRUCTOR (* = UPPER LEVEL) 
 
In my capacity as graduate student instructor, I held weekly discussion sections, graded and commented on all 
written work, held office hours, and met with students individually to work on their writing skills.  
 
* Spring 2016, Kant, taught by Daniel Warren 

* Spring 2015, Theory of Meaning, taught by John MacFarlane 

Fall 2014, Nature of Mind, taught by John Campbell 

Summer 2014, Early Modern Philosophy, taught by Janum Sethi 

* Spring 2013, Theory of Knowledge, taught by Markus Gabriel 

* Fall 2013, Philosophy of Perception, taught by Michael G.F. Martin 

Spring 2012, Nature of Mind, taught by Geoffrey Lee 

Spring 2011, Philosophical Methods, taught by Seth Yalcin 

* Summer 2011, Philosophy of Mind, taught by Owen Flanagan 

* Fall 2011, Theory of Knowledge, taught by Barry Stroud 

Spring 2010, Early Modern Philosophy, taught by Hannah Ginsborg 

* Fall 2010, Nietzsche, taught by Hans Sluga 

* Fall 2009, Philosophy of Language, taught by John Searle 
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TEACHING EVALUATIONS: SUMMARY 

 
The tables below summarize the average ratings of my teaching abilities, both as primary instructor (table 1) 
and as a graduate student instructor (table 2). 
All ratings are on a scale of 1 (poor) to 7 (excellent) 
 
TABLE 1: Primary Instructor, Phil 3: Nature of Mind 
 

 
 
TABLE 2: Overall Teaching Effectiveness 
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SAMPLE COMMENTS 
 
Rather than provide a handpicked selection of positive comments from the individual classes I have taught 
over the years, I present below all the comments received for one particular class. 
 
KANT, SPRING 2016 

 
1) A good GSI knows the course material, is prepared for sections, presents material clearly, facilitates class discussion, 

and is responsive to students. A good GSI also provides students with clear assessments of their written work, and helps 
them to develop their philosophical writing skills. Please comment on the extent to which your GSI displayed these and 
any other relevant qualities.  
 

Umrao is, by far, one of the best GSIs I have had at Cal. Her discussion sections were well organized and the 
material was presented in a way that I felt was more accessible than how it was presented in lecture. Umrao 
made the environment accessible for asking questions and working through some of the more difficult 
passages. I appreciated her engagement with her students. It was clear that she really wanted us to learn 
Kant’s very difficult arguments. 

 
Umrao is an 11/10! Amazing, thought-provoking, clear explanations to questions and exams. Always pre-
pared for lecture. Very analytic!! J 
 
Umrao displayed these characteristics to the fullest extent. Her expositional ability has been unparalleled by 
any GSI I’ve had. She is eloquent, communicative, precise and approachable. 
 
Umrao has a masterful command of Kant; and meets the other standards with excellence. 
 
Umrao is great. I would have been lost without section. She explains complicated stuff really clearly. She 
would be a great philosophy professor. 
 
One of the best GSIs in the philosophy department. Expert grasp of the material and stunning skill in 
explaining the material to students. Kind, approachable, and compassionate.  
 
A very helpful and prepared GSI; very clear and organized; presents major arguments clearly and answers all 
questions well; commentary on assignments is detailed and helpful. 
 
Umrao performed her duties as GSI in every excellent way. She carried herself and delivered sections as a 
long time professor does. She is in fact more capable than most professors I’ve had. 
 
Umrao has (or seems to have) a total grasp on the material. She strikes a good balance between being a leader, 
and explaining difficult concepts, and allowing for student discussion.  
 
Umrao was very organized and always knew the material. Going to section proved to be extremely useful and 
without her efforts, this class would have been impossible. One of the best GSIs I’ve ever had. 
 
I honestly felt I learned more and more effectively from Umrao than from the professor. Umrao is clear and 
concise in explaining concepts and is fantastic in conducting section and answering questions.  
 
You are easily one of the best GSIs I’ve had at explaining in clear and concise terms the philosophical issues 
at hand. Especially considering the complexity of the material, you are great at making Kant understandable.  
 
Umrao was probably the most well prepared GSI I’ve had. She presented the material in such a way that if I 
didn’t understand it at all before section, I left section with a really clear grasp of it. She gave helpful examples 
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and diagrams on the board to solidify key points. Her comments on papers were thorough and helpful. And 
her competency in the subject was very apparent. I couldn’t have asked for a better GSI to teach this course.  
 
Excellent on all fronts, especially sections. Amazing at explaining the material – very clear on the difficult 
material herself. Great feedback on writing. Very open to meeting outside of office hours. 
 
Displayed these qualities fully. 
 
Excellent help in writing papers about Kant. 
 
She displayed these qualities very fully. She is very helpful in and out of class, can interpret material in an 
effective way and her method of delivery is exceptional, considering how dense and inaccessible Kant is. 
 
In my opinion, Umrao displayed all of these qualities to a high degree. 
 
The section is very well presented in that Umrao addresses the key complex points in the lecture and reiter-
ates them with us again in section to facilitate comprehension. She also goes through each assignment and 
requirement to provide detailed guidance. She also provides detailed feedback on my assignments to 
strengthen my understanding of the coursework and point out where my weaknesses are.  
 
Umrao displayed all of these qualities. She was very helpful and always explored everything very clearly. She 
was very patient with our difficulties/questions/concerns we had about the material. She was outstanding in 
every way! 
 
Umrao succeeds in all of these categories. I was especially impressed by the amount of effort she put into the 
comments on our papers. I learned from any mistakes I made in them. 
 
Umrao is an awesome GSI. She knows Kant really well and is great at explaining things.  
 
Great feedback on essays. Very clear presentation on material. Super knowledgeable.  
 
GSI was great, 100! 
 
Umrao always came prepared with the topic of discussion and how to present it best and also had time to 
answer questions.  
 
Umrao offered precise information that explained complicated material from lecture. Rather than echoing 
lecture, Umrao took special care to advance understanding. She knows a lot about Kant. 
 
She did all of the above to the greatest extent. 
 
She does all of this very well.  
 
Umrao is extremely intelligent and presents the material extremely clearly. Her comments on our work are 
helpful and extensive.  
 
She knows Kant very well. She likes to point out to people who ask questions that the question was already 
covered either in section, lecture or in a paper. I know it was covered. I am still not clear. That is why I am 
asking my question. 
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2) How do you think the GSI could improve sections for this course? 
 
I found her sections to be one of the most engaging and intellectually rewarding sections I’ve taken, and I 
think she should continue to run sections as is.  
 
Teach the course herself, haha! 
 
Nothing comes to mind. 
 
If she had more time, which seems to be out of her control for the most part. 
 
Nothing comes to mind. 
 
Probably the best philosophy GSI I’ve ever had in my 4 years here. J 
 
Perhaps they could be longer, she did such a great job. 
 
It might be nice to get the handouts Prof. Warren gives while in section, just to have more time with them. 
 
I would like more help improving my papers. 
 
Umrao was perfect. No need to improve.  
 
The only thing could be the use of handouts or pre-planned examples for clarity. Otherwise, don’t change a 
thing.  
 
Not much. Would have liked more help in sections on papers. 
 
Possibly add another section, because they were so helpful but so pressed for time (which could be used to 
explore objections/secondary sources). 
 
Given the level of difficulty, I would say longer section times. 
 
Office hours have generally been helpful, although I prefer individual meetings as opposed to group ones, the 
latter of which occurred more frequently. 
 
Longer. More frequent. 
 
I don’t think it could improve. 
 
Couldn’t really. 
 
Nothing comes to mind. The only thing I could say is make more discussion; but that would require the 
students to know the material very well. Since that is not often the case, section often follows the lowest 
common denominator. 
 
Nothing. 
 
No improvements necessary. 
 
I think with the material for the course. She did well in presenting it.  
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3) What was most distinctive about the way the GSI taught in this course? What, if anything, was particularly helpful? 
What, if anything, was especially unhelpful?  

 
Umrao did an amazing job in laying out the arguments, which allowed us to work through each argument as a 
group. I found her technique to be incredibly useful and engaging. I also found her methods of using the 
chalkboard and using other examples that weren’t used in class, to be particularly helpful! Overall, she is one 
of the best GSIs in the department.  
 
Section discussion; reviewing the dense material taught in lecture made Warren’s explanations crystal clear 
and helped synthesize (haha) all the information coherently.  
 
Umrao was simply particularly involved and thorough in her explanations, which made learning the work of a 
difficult-to-read philosopher relatively straightforward and greatly enjoyable.  
 
Anyone can tell that Umrao loves teaching. When an instructor loves what they do, it makes all the difference 
in the world.  
 
Umrao was always really prepared with a clear explanation of whatever was most opaque in lecture. That was 
very helpful. 
 
Very good use of writing material/diagrams on board. 
 
Totally comprehensible but with an ability to relate to the unlearned students.  
 
It’s a difficult class but Umrao did a fantastic job explaining the material. She also did a good job filtering out 
questions we simply didn’t have time for. I know no GSI wants to do that, but I think it is sometimes 
necessary. 
 
Her ability to explain things clearly. 
 
I loved that Umrao came to section with an outline of the points she wanted to discuss for the day. It makes 
for a structured and more effective section. 
 
Sections were clearer and more informative/helpful than lectures were. 
 
Reviewing/exploring the material from lecture; giving examples to make abstract material more understanda-
ble. Nothing was especially unhelpful.  
 
Helpful: clarifying the lecture; focusing on student questions; using the time efficiently. 
 
Super clear explanations and well-paced discussions. 
 
Very systematically breaks down Kant’s ideas. Formulates implicit arguments in the text that helps us to 
understand the motivations behind the various parts of Kant’s philosophy. 
 
I especially admired the extent of clarity with which Umrao presented the extremely difficult material. It really 
helped me to understand the topic a lot better. Thank you! 
 
She presented the course material in a very cogent and clear manner. 
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Her very clear and detailed explanation of the important points of the material was particularly helpful. There 
was a lot of material/concepts being covered in the class and her focusing on the main points helped me 
direct my focus in the class/class material.  
 
Super clear, ultra redundant when necessary. 
 
Very helpful; good at clarifying content. 
 
She explained everything clearly. 
 
I loved the essay comments. Technical terms and concepts were clearly presented. It would be nice to see the 
different topics covered reunited. That is, it would be nice to step back and see how all the pieces of Kant’s 
philosophy we studied united as a whole and discuss the relation between parts to keep things in perspective 
going forward.  
 
The only possible complaint that I could think of was that she went too fast, but I think she did the best 
possible job given how difficult Kant is. 
 
She was always very prepared and practiced. It was all very helpful to understanding Kant. 
 
Really clear, explained things slowly and in detail. 
 
Writing on the board and plenty of examples helped.  
 
Distinctively deft at handling hard questions. 



Umrao Sethi 
Syllabus: Nature of Mind 

 

10 
 

PHIL 3: NATURE OF MIND 
SAMPLE SYLLABUS 

 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This class is an introduction to the fundamental issues in the study of mind. Appeals to mental states 
are ubiquitous in our every day life: “I really wanted to see the new Woody Allen movie, but I was quite 
disappointed.” “If you believe that equality is important, you should come to the protest on Saturday.” “Can you 
give me an Aspirin, I have a splitting headache.” “I just experienced the most beautiful sunset.” Fundamental to 
our understanding of others and ourselves is the fact that we’re conscious beings with minds. Our conscious 
mental states explain our behaviors and are essential to our identity. But what is consciousness and what does 
it mean to have a mind? How does the mind fit into a physical universe that is composed entirely of soul-less 
atoms? Is there room for consciousness within a scientific worldview? Do our mental states ever genuinely 
cause our behavior or are they mere shadows of our purely mechanistic brains? Finally, what role does 
consciousness play in personhood? 
 
In this class, we will learn about different views of consciousness, including Dualism, Behaviorism, Identity 
Theory and Functionalism. Along the way, we will consider powerful objections that have been posed to each 
of these views, always with an eye to understanding what the central challenge is to making room for con-
sciousness in the natural order of things. 

This is an introductory class in philosophy and so we will also learn the basic tools of philosophical thinking 
and writing. No prerequisites.  

LEARNING GOALS 
An understanding of the central views of consciousness; acquisition of the skill of philosophical argumenta-
tion; production of a medium-length philosophy paper that contains sections on exegesis, critique and 
response. 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
Morton, Peter. A. A Historical Introduction to the Philosophy of Mind: Readings with Commentary (2nd Edition). Broad-
view Press, 2010. 
 
Other required reading will be posted on bCourses. 
 
GRADING AND ASSIGNMENTS 
Attendance and participation will count for 10% of your final grade. 
Assignment 1 (Exegesis): Mon, Jul 20 (15% of final grade) 
Assignment 2 (Critique): Wed, Jul 29 (20% of final grade) 
Assignment 3 (Proposal): Fri, Aug 7 (25% of final grade) 
Assignment 4 (Final Paper): Thurs, Aug 13 (30% of final grade) 
 
SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 
 
WEEK 1: CARTESIAN DUALISM AND RESPONSES 
MON, JULY 6: Introduction 
TUE, JULY 7: Cartesian Dualism  
René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, I, II, VI 
WED, JULY 8: The Interaction between Mind and Body 
The Correspondence between Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia and René Descartes (selections) 
THURS, JULY 9: Movie Screening 
Michael Fassbinder, The World on a Wire 
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WEEK 2: MATERIALISM I: BEHAVIORISM AND IDENTITY THEORY 
MON, JULY 13: Materialism Take 1: Scientific and Logical Behaviorism  
B.F. Skinner, Science and Human Behavior (selections) 
Gilbert Ryle: The Concept of Mind (selections) 
TUES, JULY 14: The Turing Test  
Alan Turing, “Computing, Machinery and Intelligence” 
WED, JULY 15: Problems with Behaviorism  
Ned Block, “The Mind as software of the Brain” (selections) 
THURS, JULY 16: Materialism Take 2: Type-Identity Theory  
J.J. Smart, “Sensations and Brain Processes” 
 
WEEK 3: MATERIALISM II: FROM IDENTITY THEORY TO FUNCTIONALISM 
MON, JULY 20: Can pain really be identical to a brain state? 
Saul Kripke, “Identity and Necessity” 
TUES, JULY 21: Octopus Pain and Functionalism 
Hilary Putnam, “Psychological Predicates” 
WED, JULY 22: Objections to Functionalism I: The Problem of Intentionality 
John Searle, “Minds, Brains and Programs” 
THURS, JULY 23: Objections to Functionalism II: Absent Qualia, Inverted Qualia, Zombies  
Ned Block, Selections from “Troubles with Functionalism” 
 
WEEK 4: THE HARD PROBLEM OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND DUALISM RECONSIDERED 
MON, JULY 27: The Epistemological Problem  
Thomas Nagel, “What is it like to be a Bat?” 
TUES, JULY 28: The Conceptual Problem 
Katalin Balog, “Phenomenal Concepts” 
WED, JULY 29: Novel Experiences and the Realm of the Physical 
Frank Jackson, “Epiphenomenal Qualia” 
THURS, JULY 30: “Solving” the Hard Problem  
David Chalmers, “Facing up to the Problem of Consciousness 
 
WEEK 5: EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATIONS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 
MON, AUG 3: Folk Psychology and Neuroscience 
Patricia Churchland, “Can Neurobiology teach us anything about Consciousness” 
TUES, AUG 4: Neural Correlates of Consciousness 
David Chalmers, “On the Search for Neural Correlates of Consciousness”  
WED, AUG 5: Some Results from Experimental Psychology: Access vs. Phenomenal Consciousness 
Ned Block, “Accessibility, Consciousness and the Mesh between Psychology and Neuroscience” 
THURS, AUG 6: Class discussion 
 
WEEK 6: PERSONAL IDENTITY 
MON, AUG 10: Introduction 
Susan Dominus, “Could Conjoined Twins Share a Mind? (NYT) 
TUES, AUG 11: Split Brain Patients: In-class video 
Thomas Nagel, “Brain Bisection and the Unity of Consciousness” 
WED, AUG 12: Can we survive our own deaths? 
Derek Parfit, “Personal Identity” 
THURS, AUG 13: Open Discussion and Closing Remarks 
FRI, AUG 14: Final Paper Due 
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THE EARLY MODERNS TODAY 
SAMPLE SYLLABUS 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
In this class, we will explore some central themes in contemporary metaphysics and epistemology. Guiding us 
within each theme will be the work of one or more important thinkers from the early modern era. The 
purpose of such historical contextualization is to provide us with the dialectical framework within which these 
contemporary debates exist. Tracing back some of these questions to their sources in modern philosophy will 
allow us to develop a better understanding of the significance of the questions we are asking, as well as what 
the range of possible answers might be. 
 
The four themes will be 1) the nature of the mental; 2) the primary/secondary quality distinction; 3) percep-
tion and metaphysical realism; 4) skepticism. The discussion of the mind and its place in the physical world 
frames much of the metaphysical and epistemological discussion that take place in the early modern era and 
so an engagement with their views is essential. Having worked through the challenges that arise when offering 
an account of the mental, we will move on to explore the nature of sense perception, the nature of the world 
perceived, and the kind of knowledge that the former can provide of the latter. 
 
This is an advanced philosophy class and is only open to students who have taken at least two prior philoso-
phy courses. A prior class in early modern philosophy and an introductory class in metaphysics and/or 
epistemology are strongly recommended. The goal of the class is to gain a deeper understanding of the 
contemporary debates by working through some of their historical precursors. As a result, I will assume some 
familiarity with the issues under consideration. 
 
LEARNING GOALS 
An understanding of the historical context for contemporary debates in metaphysics and epistemology; the 
ability to engage in a more rigorous and historically informed manner with the particular topics under 
investigation; the production of a long philosophical essay in which students discuss the historical influences 
on a contemporary argument and go on to rigorously defend a position of their own choosing. 
 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy (Hackett) 
Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Hackett) 
Berkeley, Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous (Hackett) 
Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Hackett) 
All contemporary papers will be posted on the course website. 
 
GRADING AND ASSIGNMENTS 
First 3-page paper: October 1(20% of final grade) 
Second 5-6 page paper: November 12 (35% of final grade) 
Final 10-12 page paper: December 10 (45% of final grade) 
 
SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 
 
Sept 1: An introduction to the early modern period 
Sept 3: The influence of the early modern period on contemporary philosophy 
 
THEME I: THE NATURE OF THE MENTAL 
Sept 8: Descartes’s Method of Doubt and the Cogito 
René Descartes, Meditations I, II 
Sept 10: Descartes’ Arguments for Substance Dualism 
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René Descartes, Meditations VI 
Sept 15: Historical Objections to Dualism 
Readings by Arnauld/Princess Elizabeth/Malebranche 
Sept 17: A Modern Argument against Dualism 
David Papineau, “A Case for Materialism” 
Sept 22: Questioning Descartes: A Dismissal of Conceivability 
J.J. Smart, “Sensations and Brain Processes” 
Sept 24: A Defense of Descartes: Denying Contingent Identities 
Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (selections) 
Sept 29: A Return to Dualism? 
David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind (selections) 
 
 
THEME 2: THE PRIMARY AND SECONDARY QUALITIES 
Oct 1: An Introduction to the Distinction 
John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Books I, II (Chs. 1-8) 
FIRST PAPER DUE 
Oct 6: Making Sense of the Primary/Secondary Distinction 
Jonathan Bennett, Locke, Berkeley, Hume (Section IV) 
J.L. Mackie, Problems from Locke (Chapter 1) 
Oct 8: Berkeley on the Primary/Secondary Distinction 
Berkeley, Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, Dialogue I 
Margaret Wilson, “Did Berkeley completely misunderstand the basis of the P/S Quality Distinction in 
Locke?” 
Oct 13: What’s so special about the primary qualities? 
Barry Stroud, The Quest for Reality (selections) 
Oct 15: A Physicalist Account of Color 
Alex Byrne & David Hilbert, “Colors and Reflectances” 
Oct 20: A Primitivist Account of Color 
John Campbell, “A Simple View of Colors” 
 
 
THEME 3: PERCEPTION AND METAPHYSICAL REALISM 
Oct 22: Berkeley’s Account of Perception 
Berkeley, Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, Dialogues I, II 
Oct 27: Berkeley’s Theory of Ideas 
A.D. Smith, “Berkeley’s Central Argument” 
Oct 29: A Sense-Datum Theory of Perception 
Hume, An Inquiry into Human Understanding (short selections) 
Frank Jackson, Perception: A Representative Theory (Chapters 1,4) 
Nov 3: From Sense-Data to Ideas: Berkeley’s Argument for Idealism 
Berkeley, Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, Dialogue III 
Berkeley, Treatise concerning the Principles of Human Understanding, (Part 1, sections 1-10) 
Nov 5: A Defense of Berkeley 
Howard Robinson, “The General Form of the Argument for Berkeleian Idealism” 
 
THEME 4: EPISTEMOLOGICAL CHALLENGES 
Nov 10: Cartesian Skepticism 
Descartes, Meditation I 
SECOND PAPER DUE 
Nov 12: Externalism I: A Guarantee of Knowledge 
Hilary Putnam, “Brains in a vat” 
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Nov 17: Externalism II: Reliabilism 
Ernest Sosa, “Beyond Skepticism, to the Best of Our Knowledge”  
Nov 19: Externalism III: Contextualism 
David Lewis, “Elusive Knowledge” 
Nov 24: Thanksgiving Break 
Nov 26: Thanksgiving Break 
Dec 1: The Inadequacy of Epistemic Externalism 
Barry Stroud, “Skepticism and the Senses” 
Dec 3: How shall we restore the ordinary world? 
John Campbell, “Berkeley’s Puzzle” 
Dec 8: Openness to the world 
John McDowell, “Singular Thought and the Extent of Inner Space” 
Dec 10: Conclusion 
FINAL PAPER DUE 
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MEANING AND REFERENCE 
SAMPLE SYLLABUS 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
The central question we will ask in this class is how language hooks up with the world. How do the symbols 
on this page convey information about the content of a future course? Do they mean what they do only 
because I used them with the intention to convey information about a philosophy course? If the meanings of 
our linguistic expressions are fixed by our mental states, what account can we give of how our mental states 
have the contents that they do? Are meanings like mental rules, providing us with instructions for how to use 
our words? Finally, what role does the broader linguistic community play in fixing the meanings of my 
utterances and the contents of my thoughts? 
 
What about reference - how can someone, just by producing the series of sounds “Aristotle,” refer to a 
philosopher who lived two thousand years ago? Many have argued that all proper names must be associated 
with a descriptive criterion that the referent of the name must satisfy. Nevertheless, it seems as if the name 
“Shakespeare” continues to refer to Shakespeare even if we discover that all the descriptions we associate 
with the name turn out to actually be true of Moliere. These kinds of observations have led to a sustained 
attempt to provide a causal theory of reference – on such a view, a name picks out whosoever actually stands 
in an appropriate causal connection to the name itself. But this kind of brute, externalist account of reference 
struggles to explain some central cognitive phenomena that a descriptive account had a much easier time 
making sense of. If reference is fixed causally, “Mohammad Ali” and “Cassius Clay” must refer to the same 
man, yet, the statement “Mohammad Ali is Cassius Clay” can be an informative identity statement. How can 
a causal theory accommodate such findings? We will look at some recent views that argue that reference in 
determined along multiple dimensions. Lastly, we will look at one mental state in particular—perception—
and see if it has a unique role to play in securing reference to the external world.      
 
This is an advanced philosophy class and is only open to students who have taken at least two prior philoso-
phy courses. No prior classes in the philosophy of language are required.  
 
LEARNING GOALS 
An understanding of the central issues concerning meaning and reference; an understanding of the ad-
vantages and shortcomings of the different views discussed; the ability to work through technical material; the 
production of a long philosophical essay in which students put forth a novel idea concerning a topic dis-
cussed in the course. 
 
READINGS 
All readings will be uploaded on the course website.  
 
GRADING AND ASSIGNMENTS 
First 3-page paper: October 1(20% of final grade) 
Second 5-6 page paper: November 12 (35% of final grade) 
Final 10-12 page paper: December 10 (45% of final grade) 
 
SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 
 
Sep 1: Introduction: what is so puzzling about language? 
 
ARE MEANINGS IN THE HEAD? 
Sep 6: P. Grice, “Meaning” 
Sep 8: J. Searle, “Meaning” 
Sep 13: D. Lewis, Convention (selections) 
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SENSE AND REFERENCE 
Sep 15: G. Frege, “Sense and Reference” 
Sep 20: J. Searle, “Proper Names” 
Sep 22: B. Russell, “On Denoting” 
 
FOLLOWING A RULE 
Sep 27-29: L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (selections) 
Oct 4-6: S. Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rule Following and Private Language 
Oct 11: A. Prior, “The Runabout Inference Ticket” 
Oct 13: J. McDowell, “A Defense of Modesty” 
 
THE CAUSAL THEORY OF REFERENCE 
Oct 18-20: S. Kripke, Naming and Necessity 
Oct 25: H. Putnam, “Meaning and Reference” 
Oct 27: G. Evans, “The Causal Theory of Reference” 
Nov 1: T. Burge, “Individualism and the Mental” 
 
NATURALIZING CONTENT 
Nov 3: F. Dretske, “Misrepresentation” 
Nov 8: R. Millikan, “Biosemantics” 
Nov 10: J. Fodor, “A Theory of Content” 
 
INFORMATIVE IDENTITIES 
Nov 15: J. McDowell, “De Re Senses” 
Nov 17: G. Evans, “Understanding Demonstratives” 
Nov 22: Thanksgiving Break 
Nov 24: Thanksgiving Break 
Nov 29: D. Chalmers, “The Components of Content” 
 
ACQUAINTANCE AND REFERENCE 
Dec 1: B. Russell, “Knowledge by Description and Knowledge by Acquaintance” 
Dec 6: J. Campbell, Reference and Consciousness (selections) 
Dec 8: Closing Remarks and Discussion 


