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Most courses in philosophy are unified by their subject matter: for example, courses in ethics, or 
political philosophy, or philosophy of religion.

This course is not like that. This course is unified only by the fact that we will discuss in class each day a 
different paradox. 

What is a paradox? We will discuss this in more detail next time, but, basically, a paradox is a set of 
claims which all seem to be true, but also seem to be inconsistent - so that they can’t all be true.

Paradoxes of this sort arise in virtually every subject matter. We will be discussing paradoxes of space 
and time, metaphysical paradoxes, theological paradoxes, paradoxes of rationality, as well as some 
purely logical and mathematical paradoxes.

In each case, our aim will be, first, to understand the paradox and, second, to do our best to solve it.

Our focus on paradoxes, rather than on an extended treatment of a single subject matter, makes this 
class in one way easier than your average philosophy course, and in one way much harder.

It is easier because each day will deal with a different paradox, and hence a different topic; rarely, if 
ever, will understanding what is going on in class require remembering the results of a previous class. 
(An exception is Thursday’s class, which will lay out the key terminology needed for our discussion of 
various paradoxes.)

It is harder in that each individual topic is more technical, and more challenging, than is usual in a 200-
level course in philosophy. Serious work on the paradoxes which we will discuss requires both the 
ability to understand various abstract claims made in physical science, mathematics, theology, and 
decision theory, and the ability to carefully evaluate the logical relations between these claims. 

If you do not like thinking logically through problems, it is very likely that you will find this course both 
extremely difficult, and extremely frustrating.



• Teaching this class with me will be two of our most talented graduate students in philosophy, 
Kenny Boyce and Scott Hagaman. They will be responsible for grading your written work, and 
will also be available during office hours (which will be posted on the course web site) to help 
you with your written work. I’ll of course be available during office hours, and by appointment, 
as well.

• The written work for the course will include two 5-7 page papers.

• In addition, there will be a midterm and (non-cumulative) final exam. 

• We will talk more about the papers and exams when they get closer. But preparing for them is 
pretty simple. You should do three things: (1) do the readings before class; (2) pay attention 
in class; (3) after class, spend some time thinking about the arguments discussed in the 
readings and in class, and form your own view about whether those arguments are good 
arguments, or not, and why.

• It is easiest to forget (3). The point of this course is not for you to memorize a bunch of 
material, but for you to form your own views, informed by the readings, lectures, and 
discussions, of the topics we will be covering. In class, you should not be scribbling everything 
I say -- I will post the lecture notes to the course web site. You should be thinking about the 
arguments, and trying to figure out what you ought to believe about them.

• There is one required text: Sainsbury’s Paradoxes, 3d edition.

• However, most of the readings for the course, as well as the lecture notes, due dates for the 
assignments, the formula for determining final grades, and other useful information, are 
available on the course web site. I have had each of your print quotas raised so that you can 
print out all of the readings for the class free of charge.



But philosophy is not just a bunch of questions. It is also a particular approach to answering 
those questions. 

Philosophers attempt to answer the sorts of questions we just discussed on the basis of 
reason, rather than on the basis of accepted opinion, or superstition, or expediency.

This raises the question: what does it mean to answer a question on the basis of reason? In my 
view, to answer a question on the basis of reason is to give a good argument for your answer. 
This raises two further questions: what, exactly, is an argument, and what makes an argument 
good?

This pair of questions will be our topic next time. 
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