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PHIL-UA9078L01 
METAPHYSICS 

NYU London 
 

Instructor Information 

Anthony Price 
Private consultation by arrangement 

Course Information 

Wednesdays, 4.30 – 7.30 p.m. 
Room 201 

Course Overview and Goals 

Introduces students to the fundamental questions concerning the nature of reality and our grasp of it.  What, if anything, 
do we know for certain?  How does mind relate to matter?  How are we to understand personal identity? Are human 
actions free?  What is the nature of causality? Might I be a brain in a vat? How might we solve ‘the hard problem’ (of 
how a body can be conscious)? 

Upon Completion of this Course, students will be able to: 

Achieve, through studying several of the main issues of metaphysics (in a broad sense), a better understanding of the 
nature of reality and our experience of it, and the methods of philosophy in acquiring this understanding. 
Achieve a greater ability to listen and follow, and a readiness to participate. 
Achieve a greater facility in writing an argued essay on a really difficult topic. 

 
Course Requirements 
The course is assessed by a mid-term test, a shorter essay, and a longer essay (see below). You must not write the test 
and your 1st essay on the same topic, nor your 1st essay and your 2nd essay on the same topic; you may, if you wish, 
write the test and your 3rd essays on the same topic. A list of questions (or passages to comment on) will be circulated; 
you may propose your own, but must do so to me, and in advance. Essays for assessment must be submitted through 
Turnitin, not directly to me, and should be formatted in Word, not pdf. A draft of the 2nd essay (optional) should be sent 
to me as an attachment. Each student will get a grade no lower than that determined by these inputs and in the 
proportions given below; but in some cases a higher grade may be awarded to take into account such factors as 
improvement, contribution to class, and the like.  Grades are lowered 2% by the administration in the case of each 
unexcused absence.  (I have no control over that; however, I am free to grant individual extensions where a good reason 
is given in advance.) Failure to submit or fulfil any required course component results in failure of the class. 

Grading of Assignments 

The grade for this course will be determined according to these assessment components: 
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Assignments/Activities Description of Assignment % of Final 
Grade Due 

Midterm test An essay written in one hour under exam conditions 10%  

1st essay Max. 1,500 words (+/- 10%, excluding 
bibliography) 35%  

2nd essay Max 2,000 words (+/- 10%, excluding bibliography) 55%  

 

Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the class 

Grades 

Letter grades for the entire course will be assigned as follows: 

Letter Grade Percent Description 

A Example: 93.5% and higher Mastery of the issues and literature, and an ability to 
make some original contribution  

B Example: 82.5% - 87.49% Good grasp of issues and literature, but little or no 
attempt at own contribution 

C Example: 72.5% - 77.49% Some but uncertain grasp of the issues 

D Example: 62.5% - 67.49 Failure to grasp issues but some attempt made 

F Example: 59.99% and lower Not even trying 

Course Materials 

Required Textbooks & Materials 

S. Guttenplan, J. Hornsby, C. Janaway (eds), Reading Philosophy (Blackwell, 2003) = RP below 
ISBN10: 0631234381  ISBN13: 9780631234388   

Optional Textbooks & Materials 

Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (REP), frequently updated, available in Senate House Library (and accessible 
from outside using your library card). 
References given below under topics. 

Other optional reading is accessible electronically (either open source, or via London or New York university libraries), 
or will be made available. 
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Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (SEP) (http://plato.stanford.edu); consult index for whatever author or topic 
interests you. (Be very careful of less reliable sources, such as Wikipedia – though that is fine for background 
information.) 
 
On how to read a philosophy article, see http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/reading.html 
On writing a philosophy essay, see http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html  
On philosophical terms and methods, see http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/vocab/index.html 

Resources 

● Access your course materials: NYU Classes (nyu.edu/its/classes) – but I shall be uploading very little 
● Databases, journal articles, and more: Bobst Library (library.nyu.edu) 
● NYUL Library Collection: Senate House Library (catalogue.libraries.london.ac.uk) 
● Assistance with strengthening your writing: NYU Writing Center (nyu.mywconline.com) 
● Obtain 24/7 technology assistance: IT Help Desk (nyu.edu/it/servicedesk) 

Course Schedule 

Session/Date Topic Reading Assignment 
Due 

Session 1:  Introductory None  

Session 2:  Knowledge 
& Doubt 

Knowledge & Doubt 
Reading: RP ch 1, Descartes 
Supplementary: REP ‘Descartes’, §§ 4-5 
Bernard Williams, Descartes, ch. 2 
Catherine Wilson, Descartes’s Meditations, ch. 2 
Jennifer Windt, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dreams-dreaming/ 
Jim Pryor, lecture handout, 

http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/courses/epist/notes/descartes1
.html 

 

 

Session 3: Mind & Self 
(1) 

Reading: RP ch 2, Descartes 
Supplementary: REP ‘Descartes’, § 8 
Catherine Wilson, Descartes’s Meditations, ch. 3 
 

 

Session 4: Mind & Self 
(2) 

Reading: RP ch. 2, Strawson 
Supplementary: Peter Geach, God and the Soul, ch. 2 
Colin McGinn, The Character of Mind, ch. 2 
Peter Strawson, Skepticism and Naturalism, ch. 3 
Anthony Kenny, The Metaphysics of Mind, ch. 1-2 (within Oxford 

Scholarship Online) 
 

Midterm Test 
(one hour in 
class) 

Session 5:  
Personal 
Identity (1) 
 

Reading: RP ch 6, Locke 
Supplementary: Peter Geach, God and the Soul, ch. 1 
Derek Parfit, ‘Personal Identity’, Philosophical Review 80 (1971), 

3-27 (accessible electronically); reprinted in J. Glover (ed.), The 
Philosophy of Mind 

J.L. Mackie, Problems from Locke, ch. 6 (within Oxford 
Scholarship Online) 

 

 

Session 6: Personal 
Identity (2) 

Reading: RP ch 6, Williams  
Supplementary: REP ‘Personal Identity’  

http://plato.stanford.edu/
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/reading.html
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/vocab/index.html
http://www.nyu.edu/its/classes
http://library.nyu.edu/
https://catalogue.libraries.london.ac.uk/search%7ES1/
https://nyu.mywconline.com/
http://www.nyu.edu/it/servicedesk
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Session/Date Topic Reading Assignment 
Due 

Eric Olsen in SEP (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity-
personal 

Colin McGinn, The Character of Mind, ch. 6 
 
 

Session 7:  Freedom & 
Action (1) 

Reading: RP ch 7, Schopenhauer  
Supplementary: REP ‘Free Will’ §§ 3,6 
Galen Strawson, ‘The Impossibility of Moral Responsibility’, 

Philosophical Studies 75 (1994), 5-24 (accessible 
electronically); reprinted in G. Watson (ed.) Free Will, 2nd edn 

Anthony Kenny, The Metaphysics of Mind, ch. 3 (available within 
Oxford Scholarship Online) 

John Hyman, Action, Knowledge, and Will, ch. 1 (available within 
Oxford Scholarship Online) 

 

 

Session 8:  Freedom & 
Action (2) 

Reading: RP ch 7, Strawson 
Supplementary: REP ‘Free Will’ § 1 
Gary Watson, Agency and Responsibility, esp. ch. 8 (accessible 

within Oxford Scholarship Online) 
David Pears, ‘Strawson on Freedom and Resentment’, in L.E. Hahn 

(ed.), The Philosophy of P.F. Strawson 
 

 

Session 9:  
 Causality (1) 

Reading: RP ch 8, Hume  
Supplementary: REP ‘Hume, David’ §§ 3-4 
Jonathan Bennett, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, chs 11-12 
 

 

Session 10:  Causality (2) 

Reading: RP ch 8, Anscombe 
Supplementary: the rest of Anscombe’s piece (published separately; 

reprinted in her Metaphysics and the Philosophy of Mind – 
copies will be distributed) 

 

 

Session 11:  

The Nature 
of 
Experience 
 

Thomas Nagel, ‘What is it like to be a Bat?’, Philosophical Review 83 
(1974), 435-450 (accessible electronically) 
Peter Hacker, ‘Is there anything it is like to be a 
Bat?’, Philosophy 77 (2002), 157–174 (also accessible at 
http://info.sjc.ox.ac.uk/scr/hacker/docs/To%20be%20a%20bat.pdf) 
 

Submission of 
1st essay 

Session 12:  
Might I be a 
Brain in a 
Vat? 

Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History, ch. 1 
http://ieas.unideb.hu/admin/file_2908.pdf  
 
Supplementary: Lance Hickey, ‘“The Brain in a Vat” Argument’, 
Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/brainvat/ (in part somewhat useful, in 
greater part too difficult and condensed) 
 

 

Session 13:  Mind & 
Body 

Thomas Nagel, ‘Conceiving the Impossible and the Mind-Body 
Problem’, Philosophy  73 (1998), 337-52 (accessible electronically) 
Colin McGinn, ‘Can We Solve the Mind-Body Problem?’, Mind 98 
(1989), 349-66 (accessible electronically) 

 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity-personal
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity-personal
http://www.iep.utm.edu/brainvat/
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Session/Date Topic Reading Assignment 
Due 

Session 14:  Retrospect  

Submission of 
draft of 2nd 
essay  
 

Final 
Assessment: Exam Week NO EXAM 

Submission of 
2nd essay for 
assessment  

Co-Curricular Activities 

None are prescribed. However, London is rich in philosophical occasions within easy reach; students will be given 
information, or advised where to find it on the internet. 

Classroom Etiquette 

Food and drink should only be consumed in class with caution (be careful to leave no traces). 
Mobile phones should be set on silent and should not be used in class except for emergencies.  
Laptops should not be used during the class except for the taking of notes, and the accessing (where this is an option) of 
prescribed or recommended reading. 
Please dispose of rubbish in the bins provided. 
 
NYUL Academic Policies 

Attendance and Tardiness 

Key information on NYU London’s absence policy, how to report absences, and what kinds of absences can be excused 
can be found on our website (http://www.nyu.edu/london/academics/attendance-policy.html) 

Assignments, Plagiarism, and Late Work 

You can find details on these topics and more on this section of our NYUL website  

(https://www.nyu.edu/london/academics/academic-policies.html) and on the Policies and Procedures section of the 
NYU website for students studying away at global sites (https://www.nyu.edu/academics/studying-
abroad/upperclassmen-semester-academic-year-study-away/academic-resources/policies-and-procedures.html).  

Classroom Conduct  

Academic communities exist to facilitate the process of acquiring and exchanging knowledge and understanding, to 
enhance the personal and intellectual development of its members, and to advance the interests of society. Essential to 
this mission is that all members of the University Community are safe and free to engage in a civil process of teaching 
and learning through their experiences both inside and outside the classroom. Accordingly, no student should engage in 
any form of behaviour that interferes with the academic or educational process, compromises the personal safety or 
well-being of another, or disrupts the administration of University programs or services.  Please refer to the NYU 
Disruptive Student Behavior Policy for examples of disruptive behavior and guidelines for response and enforcement. 

Disability Disclosure Statement 

Academic accommodations are available for students with disabilities. Please contact the Moses Center for Students 
with Disabilities (212-998-4980 or mosescsd@nyu.edu) for further information. Students who are requesting academic 
accommodations are advised to reach out to the Moses Center as early as possible in the semester for assistance. 

Instructor Bio 

http://www.nyu.edu/london/academics/attendance-policy.html
https://www.nyu.edu/london/academics/academic-policies.html
https://www.nyu.edu/academics/studying-abroad/upperclassmen-semester-academic-year-study-away/academic-resources/policies-and-procedures.html
https://www.nyu.edu/academics/studying-abroad/upperclassmen-semester-academic-year-study-away/academic-resources/policies-and-procedures.html
https://www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/policies-and-guidelines/bullying--threatening--and-other-disruptive-behavior-guidelines.html
https://www.nyu.edu/about/policies-guidelines-compliance/policies-and-guidelines/bullying--threatening--and-other-disruptive-behavior-guidelines.html
mailto:mosescsd@nyu.edu
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Anthony Price is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy, Birkbeck, University of London.  He has published four books, and 
many papers and reviews, mostly on Greek ethics and moral psychology, but also within contemporary ethics. See his 
Birkbeck webpage http://www.bbk.ac.uk/philosophy/our-staff/visiting-professors/professor-anthony-price  
 

http://www.bbk.ac.uk/philosophy/our-staff/visiting-professors/professor-anthony-price
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