
Epistemology 
An Introduction 

 

Acquiring knowledge, it seems, has never been easier than 
today. With a single keystroke or touch of our finger, we 
can answer hard questions, access millions of books, or 
double-check the seemingly preposterous claim our friend 
just made about the radioactivity of bananas. And if our 
hands happened to be occupied, we just ask Siri. However, 
this new wealth of knowledge also lends urgency to some 
very old problems: How to spot the difference between 
knowledge and opinion? A website that looked trustworthy 
may not turn out to be, whereas the friend happens to be 
right about the bananas, even though all our evidence strongly suggested otherwise. Reflecting on these 
difficulties in fact might lead us to wonder what the real thing actually looks like: What can really count as 
knowledge? What is the difference between truly knowing something, and merely believing that it is true? 
And indeed, we might further wonder, how can we be certain that we know anything at all? Couldn’t it be 
that we are just caught up in the Matrix, or brains in a vat, hooked up to a clever simulation?   

Epistemology, or “the study of knowledge”, is the branch within philosophy dedicated to answering these, 
and many other puzzling and important questions about the nature of knowledge. Some of these questions 
have been pursued by philosophers for thousands of years: What is the relation between knowledge and 
truth? Do you need to be able to justify your belief in order for it to count as knowledge? Do we have 
knowledge of the external world, or could it merely be a fleeting illusion? In this course, we will ponder 
these and other fundamental questions and puzzles about knowledge philosophers have unearthed across 
the span of many centuries, and look back at some major developments in our contemporary analytic 
theory of knowledge. But we will also take a look at some central current debates and new developments 
in the field. 

Audience & Format 
This is an introductory-level, biweekly lecture course aimed at undergraduate students with little or no 
background in philosophy. The format of the course is a biweekly lecture course.  

Learning Objectives  
By the end of the course, you will have developed a good basic grasp of the central issues that frame the 
problem of knowledge in classical and contemporary debates. Moreover, you will have improved your 
ability to read texts in a critical and engaged fashion, and to write cogent prose. You will practice to carefully 
characterize philosophical problems, charitably reconstruct the positions that are staked on them, and to 
critically evaluate these positions.  

Requirements  
You are expected to attend all class meetings, and to do your reading assignments thoroughly and promptly. 
There is a reading assignment for each lecture, and it is essential that you complete the readings before 



lecture, as many lectures will presuppose familiarity with the text assigned. Moreover, you are strongly 
encouraged to participate in class discussion. The grade breakdown for this course is as follows:  

20% Argument reconstruction. Your first written assignment will consist of a reconstruction of a central 
argument from the readings, chosen from a list of passages I will hand out in advance.  

40% Two short papers. One of these papers will be due in the middle, the other shortly before the end of 
term. Paper topics will be distributed in advance. They will ask you to analyze and critically reflect 
on the materials discussed in class. If the grade of your first paper is below a C, you will have the 
option of rewriting and resubmitting your paper in light of the comments provided. Your final 
grade for the revised paper will be the average of the grades you received for the two versions.  

20%  Final exam. The final exam will cover the materials discussed throughout the term. Roughly two-
thirds of the questions will test your understanding of key concepts, while the remaining third will 
ask you to identify passages from the readings, and explain what the author is arguing for in the 
passage given. 

20% Attendance & participation. This part of your grade will be based on your attendance, your level of 
preparation, the quality of your contributions to discussion, as well as your ability to be a good 
“class citizen”, who cooperatively and respectfully engages in philosophical dialogue with others. 

Late work will be penalized by subtracting 1/3rd of a letter grade per day. Extensions will only be granted 
before the due date of the assignment, and only under exceptional circumstances. 

Topics & Readings 

The reader we will use for much of this course is Huemer, Epistemology. Contemporary Readings. All other 
readings will be posted on the course website. 

In addition, Jennifer Nagel’s Knowledge: A Very Short Introduction provides accessible introductions to many 
of the themes covered in this course. 

I THE LIMITS OF KNOWLEDGE 

week 1.1 Varieties of Skepticism 
 Sextus, "The Five Modes" (H 372-75) 
 Al-Ghazali, Deliverance from Error  
 
week 1.2 Is There Anything We Know for Sure?  

 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy (First and Second Meditation) 
 Scenes from Rosselini, Cartesius 
 

week 2.1 Refuting the Skeptic 
 Moore, “Proof of an External World” (H 602-605) 
 Chisholm, “The Problem of the Criterion”  
 
week 2.2 Defeating the Skeptic 

De Rose, “Contextualism and Knowledge Attributions” (H 491-506) 
optional: Pryor, “What’s So Bad About Living in the Matrix?” 



(optional) movie night I: Wachowski, The Matrix 

II THE SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE 

week 3.1 Perception, Introspection, and Memory 
Russell, “The Problems of Philosophy” (H 64-73) 

week 3.2 Experience or Reason? 
 Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (H 32-35) 

Leibniz, Primary Truths  
 
week 4.1 Induction & Deduction 

 Lewis Carroll, “What the Tortoise said to Achilles” (H 253-255) 
 Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (H 298-309)  

 
week 4.2 Told You So! Testimony 
 Reid, Inquiry into the Human Mind (H 234-238) 
   
III THE ANALYSIS OF KNOWLEDGE AND JUSTIFICATION 

week 5.1 What is Knowledge? The Standard Account  
 Plato, Meno (97a-98b) and Theaetetus (200d-210c)��

week 5.2 Challenging Justified True Belief  
Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” (H 444-446) 
Zagzebski, “The Inescapability of Gettier Problems” 

 
week 6.1 Life After Gettier: Fake Barns and Cleverly Painted Mules 
 Goldman, “A Causal Theory of Knowing” (H 450-463) 

Dretske, “The Pragmatic Dimension of Knowledge” (H 539-551) 
 � 

week 6.2 Turning Things Upside Down 
Williamson, Knowledge and Its Limits, chapter 1 

IV THE STRUCTURE OF KNOWLEDGE AND JUSTIFICATION 

week 7  Foundationalism, Coherentism, and Foundherentism 
 Laurence BonJour, “The Structure of Empirical Knowledge” (H 387-401) 

Sellars, “Does Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation?” 
 Haack, “A Foundherentist Theory of Empirical Justification” (H 417-434) 
 

week 8 Internalism vs Externalism  
Goldman, “Internalism Exposed”� 
Conee & Feldman, “Internalism Defended”  
 



V EPISTEMIC RATIONALITY  

week 9 Relativism and Disagreement 
 Monty Python’s Argument Clinic (watch in class) 

White, “You Just Believe That Because” 
Boghossian, Fear of Knowledge, chapters 5 & 6 
Goldman, “Epistemic Relativism and Reasonable Disagreement”  

week 10 The Ethics and Aim of Belief  
 Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief” 

James, “The Will to Believe” 
Pascal, Pensées, Section III 
Velleman, “On the Aim of Belief” 

VI EPISTEMIC VIRTUE 

week 11 Virtue Reliabilism  
 Sosa, “The Raft and the Pyramid” 

Virtue Responsibilism 
 Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, Part I, sections 1-3 
 
week 12.1  Epistemic Injustice  
 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, chapters 1 & 4 
  
week 12.2 Final Exam Prep 

(optional) movie night II: Sidney Lumet, Twelve Angry Men 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


