course

Topics in Metaphysics & Epistemology (phil-ua 103)

instructor

J. Dmitri Gallow
B: jdmitrig@umich.edu

meeting times

Tuesdays and Thursdays, 9:30–10:45
Room 301, 5 Washington Place

office hours

Mondays, 13:00–15:00, and by appointment
5 Washington Place, Room 409

description

This course will focus on conditionals, probability, causation, and what relationships
might exist between them. We will begin by considering conditionals—claims of the form
⌜ if A, C ⌝ . We’ll study one influential theory of these conditionals—what’s known as the
variably strict analysis. We will then move on to consider probability. We will learn about
the mathematical theory of probability and ask philosophical questions about how to
interpret that mathematical theory. This will lead us to postulate two importantly different
kinds of probability statements: objective probability statements and subjective probability
statements. We’ll consider a popular claim about the normative relationship between
these two kinds of probability statements known as the principal principle. The principal
principle says, very roughly, that, if you know the objective probabilities, then you ought
to set your subjective probabilities equal to them. From there, we will consider a proposed
relationship between subjective probability and conditionals known as The Equation. The
Equation says, again very roughly, that your subjective probability in a claim of the form
⌜ if A, C ⌝ should be equal to the probability that you would give C, were you to accept
A. This thesis is very plausible, but we’ll see that there are powerful reasons to doubt
it. Finally, we’ll consider what relationship causation might bear to conditionals and
objective probability. We’ll begin with a theory according to which a kind of conditional
holds the key to understanding causal relations, and we’ll then consider a theory according
to which causal claims are just claims about objective probabilities. Diagramatically, the
structure of the course is as shown below.
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Your final grade in this course will be determined by 4 components:
Problem Sets
Class Presentation
Paper(s)
Participation

30%
20%
30%
20%

You will be given four problem sets over the course of the semester. These problem sets
will make up 30% of your final grade in the course.
You will be asked to give a presentation to the class on one of the theories from the readings.
We’ll firm this up during the first few weeks of class. We’ll meet up before your presentation
to discuss the view you’ll be presenting and how to best present it to the class.
You may either 1) write an extended (10 page or so) paper on one of the topics from the
course, or 2) submit four short (2–3 page) summaries/discussions of the readings. If you
choose the former option, you should meet with me to discuss your paper idea by 4/21;
and your papers will be due in class on 5/7. If you choose the latter option, your summaries are due in class on the day that the reading is assigned. (You may not write a summary/discussion of the reading that you are presenting on.) Your summaries should explain what the author is attempting to accomplish in the assigned reading and raise some
questions or concerns about this project.
You will additionally receive points for class participation. To get these points, you should
1) do the assigned reading before coming to class; 2) contribute to class discussion; and 3)
be respectful of and courteous to your fellow students.
schedule

Course overview and an introduction to conditionals
1/29 Bennett (2003, §1–5)

Background: Set Theory & Possible Worlds
2/3 Zabbal (ms)
2/10 Bennett (2003, chapter 10 §63 & 64)

Conditionals: the variably strict analysis of subjunctives
2/12 Stalnaker (1968)
2/17 Lewis (1973, §§1.1–1.4)
2/17 set theory & possible worlds problem set due

Conditionals: the variably strict analysis, internecine disputes
2/19 Bennett (2003, chapter 11)
2/24 Lewis (1973, §3.4), Stalnaker (1980)

Conditionals: a problem for the variably strict analysis of subjunctives
2/26 Wasserman (2006), Bennett (2003, chapter 12)

schedule
(con’t)

Conditionals: the variably strict analysis of indicatives
3/3 Stalnaker (1975), Bennett (2003, §139)

Probability: mathematics and interpretation
3/5 Titelbaum (ms, chapters 2 & 3, up to §3.22)
3/10 Strevens (2006)

Subjective and Objective Probability: the principal principle
3/12 Lewis (1980)
3/24 Titelbaum (ms, §5.1 & 5.21)
3/24 conditionals problem set due

Conditionals and Probability: The Equation
3/26 Bennett (2003, chapter 4, §25)
3/31 Lewis (1976)
4/2 Titelbaum (ms, §3.3)

Conditionals: Gibbardian Standoffs and No-Truth-Value Views
4/7 Bennett (2003, §34, 38, 39, & 41)

Conditionals and Causation: the counterfactual account of causation
4/9 Lewis (1986)

Conditionals and Causation: objections to the counterfactual account
4/14 Lewis (1986, appendices)
4/16 Schaffer (2004)
4/16 probability problem set due

Conditionals and Causation: the counterfactual account revised
4/21 Lewis (2000)
4/23 Strevens (2003)

Probability and Causation: the probabilistic account of causation
4/28
4/30
5/5
5 /7
5 /7

academic
integrity

Hitchcock (2010, §2)
Titelbaum (ms, §3.2.3–3.2.4)
Cartwright (1979, §1.1)
causation problem set due
paper due

Cheating and Plagiarism will not be tolerated. If you are found cheating on any assignment,
you will automatically receive a failing grade for the course.
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