Phil. 300

Fall 2006

Short Paper: Instructions and first topics

Write a 4-6 page (typed, double-spaced) paper on one of the three topics listed below.  Papers are due Tuesday, October 17, at the start of class.  Successful papers will clearly explain the issues involved and the key argumentative moves made in the readings and/or discussed in class and sections, and will also advance the discussion/argument in significant ways with new considerations or lines of argument of your own.

1.  In class, we discussed these possible solutions to the problem of Cartesian Circle: “split verdict” solutions, Van Cleve’s solution, and two-level solutions.  Explain the problem of the Circle and then critically assess one or more of these solutions.  In the final analysis, what do you think is the best solution to the problem?  Explain and defend your answer.  

2.  What are “epistemically circular” arguments?  Can such arguments provide rational support for their conclusions?  Critically assess the position and at least one key argument that Michael Bergmann presents in his paper, “Epistemic Circularity: Malignant and Benign.”  In the final analysis, do you think epistemically circular arguments provide rational support for their conclusions, or does epistemic circularity always rob arguments of the power to do that?  Explain and defend your answer.  
Note: As of now, we have not explicitly discussed Bergmann’s paper in class.  If that continues to be the case, a paper on this topic will give you a chance to show how well you can understand and respond to a philosophical paper on your own, and that we did not discuss the paper in class and that you are in that way working more independently will be considered in grading your paper.

3.  In his “Brains in a Vat,” Hilary Putnam claims to provide “an argument…that shows we are not brains in a vat” (p. 32).  Explain that argument, construing it in the way that you think makes it the most powerful, and then explain what you think is the most promising way of using that argument in a response to the skeptical argument we have studied that utilizes the BIV hypothesis.  Finally, critically assess the success of the resulting anti-skeptical strategy in light of what you consider to be the one or two most forceful objections to it.  
