PHL 204: Great Books

1st Short Writing Assignment

Fall 2009

Paper Topic
Both Descartes and Russell discuss, in their respective writings, the vexing Problem of the External World.  Russell sums up the problem as follows:

It has appeared that, if we take any common object of the sort that is supposed to be known by the senses, what the senses immediately tell us is not the truth about the object as it is apart from us, but only the truth about certain sense-data which, so far as we can see, depend upon the relations between us and the object.  Thus, what we directly and see and feel is merely “appearance,” which we believe to be a sign of some “reality” behind.  But if the reality is not what appears, have we any means of knowing whether there is any reality at all?  And if so, have we any means of finding out what it is like? (Bertrand Russell, “Appearance and Reality”, in Cahn, p. 76).

Descartes raises a similar worry in another way—he questions whether he can be sure that he is currently awake, or whether he is currently in bed asleep and merely dreaming that he is awake.  He claims that he cannot prove this one way or the other, and concludes that he cannot know anything about the world outside his mind.


For your paper, I want you to explain how these doubts can be raised.  Why do both Descartes and Russell believe that our knowledge of the world outside of our minds is doubtful?  Explain the problem in such a way that someone who has not taken the class would be able to understand the reasoning of these arguments.  Be sure to explain what Russell means when he says that we do not immediately perceive reality.  If we do not immediately perceive reality, then what exactly do we immediately perceive?  In explaining this problem, I want you to do so in such a way that you can explain and make sense of the disturbing possibility that all of your past life that you can remember is nothing but a dream, that the events you think that occurred in reality are, in fact, nothing but the fictions of your dreaming mind.


After you have explained the problem, fully, clearly, and in detail, I then want you to take a side on the following question: Suppose that your entire past life that you can remember is nothing but a dream.  Does that diminish the value of that life for you?  Why or why not?


Be sure to provide reasons to support your view in the second part of the paper.  Imagine you are writing to someone who does not already believe your view—how could you try to convince such a person that your view is reasonable?  What objections might someone raise to your view?  What is your response to those objections?

Paper Format
Format your paper according to the requirements described by Vaughn in Appendix A (pp. 126-132).  You must document your sources using the Chicago Manual of Style (CMS) guidelines, discussed by Vaughn in Appendix B (pp. 133-138).  Your paper must have endnotes, and must have a works cited page.  These pages must be separate both from each other and from the main body of the paper.  Your paper must be printed on single-sided paper with absolutely no printing on the other side of the paper (i.e. do not use the back of an old paper).  Your paper should be around four to six pages long, not including the cover page, works cited page, and endnote pages.

Paper Due Date
Your paper is due on Friday, October 2nd.  On that day, you must both (i) Turn in a hard copy version of the paper to me at the end of class time and (ii) Submit your paper to TurnItIn.com no later that 5:00 pm.  A failure to do either (i) or (ii) will result in a late paper, and the grade will be docked accordingly.

Using TurnItIn.com
If you have not used TurnItIn.com before, it is easy to set up an account.  Simply go to turnitin.com, and click the link for new users, and follow the instructions.  You will need the following information to register for this class:

Class ID:
2905507
Password:
philosophy
Please note that the password is case sensitive.  Let me know if you have any questions about using turnitin.com.

Suggestions for Doing Well
I think it would be best that before writing the paper, you read chapters 1-5 of the Vaughn book very carefully.  Chapter 4 is especially important, as it details the structure and goals of an argumentative essay very nicely.  There is also a sample paper in that chapter that may help you to see the style of writing and argument I hope to see in your paper.
You must engage with the readings in order to do well.  This means that you will need to summarize the ideas and arguments in the readings, and this will require you to cite them as your sources.  A paper without any citations is either plagiarized or not engaged enough with the original material.

Avoiding quoting too much.  Do not let the authors we read do all the work for you—rather, your job is to explain what they mean and what they argued.  You can choose a few judicious quotations to use, but you should not have too many in your paper.

You should NOT do any outside research for this paper.  What this means is that you should not go online and read about this problem on any websites, or find an article or book that discusses it.  You are not doing a research paper here, but are instead reasoning about what we discussed in class and is discussed in the readings.  So I do not want you to explain how anyone else thinks of the problem, or to support your answer by pointing out that another philosopher or person has argued for it somewhere else.

If you have any questions as you proceed, contact me by email or in office hours.
