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Course Description 

 This course will examine some key questions about the nature of persons, such as: 

 What, exactly, is a person? 

 What binds a person together as a unified thing at any one time? 

 What does it take for someone to remain the same person over time, and what kinds of changes would be 

the end of that person – essentially equivalent to death? 

 What would it take for a person to act freely and be responsible for their actions? 

 Are human beings ever actually able to act freely and be responsible for our actions?  

 We will approach those questions from both first-person and third-person perspectives, drawing on both 

philosophical reflection and scientific findings.  Throughout the semester, we will also be concerned with the 

interrelations among the different questions and ideas that we will examine. 

 While these issues have occupied philosophers for millennia, in this class we will focus on current 

approaches and views.  This means that we will be examining some difficult and complicated texts in 

contemporary philosophy.  Nonetheless, this class is meant as a potential introduction to philosophy, and it does 

not assume any prior background (though students with more experience in philosophy and/or related fields 

should also find it rewarding).  We will take the time to make sure that at least the main issues and ideas are 

clear and accessible to everyone in the class. 

 

Learning Goals 

The class contributes to the Philosophy Department curriculum, by pursuing the following learning goals: 

• Use philosophical tools for close reading, analysis, and argument. 

• Discover and question hidden assumptions in your own views and the views of others. 

• Develop individual insights, and present them clearly in writing. 

This class also satisfies the Humanities distribution requirement, by pursuing the following learning goals: 

• Read texts with precision and generosity. 

• Recognize and appreciate the various philosophical dimensions of complex problems. 

• Effectively communicate, both in speech and in writing, insights drawn from the works you have read. 

 

 



Texts to be Used 

There are two books that will be our main guides through these topics: 

• Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity (Polity Press, 2015) – ISBN 9780745654324 

• Meghan Griffith, Free Will: The Basics, 2nd edition (Routledge, 2022) – ISBN 9781138366893 

Other readings will fill in and supplement the views presented in those books.  Those readings will be available 

on the course Canvas site, linked through the schedule on the home page. 

 

Using Technology in the Classroom 

 You are welcome to use a computer, tablet, or smart-phone during our meetings.  But, it is essential for 

such devices to be used exclusively for our immediate tasks of drawing on the readings and handouts, taking 

notes, etc.  You should never, ever take even a moment to check your e-mail, tweet your Tik-Tok, etc. 

 

Accessibility & Support 

 I believe that every student should have an equal opportunity to succeed in this course.  If there’s 

anything about the set-up or routines of the course that are making it more difficult for you to succeed, or if 

there’s anything I could do that would be helpful for you, please don’t hesitate to talk with me about it. 

 If you are a student with a disability who might need accommodation in order to have that opportunity 

fully, please connect with Antonia Keithahn in the Academic Resource Center for assistance in developing a 

plan to address your academic needs.  All information about disabilities is considered private, and so if I receive 

notification that you are eligible to receive an accommodation due to a documented disability, I will provide it 

in as discreet a manner as possible. 

 

Religious Observances 

 I recognize the importance that religious practices play in some students’ lives, and I will be happy to be 

flexible to support your religious observances.  If those will require you to miss any of our class meetings or 

create a need for an extension on any of our assignments, please just let me know as far in advance as you can. 

 Providing reasonable accommodations for students’ religious observances is also required by Whitman 

College policy, following Washington State law.  If you believe that I am not following that policy, you can 

find steps for pursuing the issue through the page about Whitman’s Religious Accommodations policy 

(https://www.whitman.edu/campus-life/diversity/religious-and-spiritual-life/religious-accommodations) and the 

page about Whitman’s Grievance Policy (https://www.whitman.edu/human-resources/grievance-policy). 

 

We’re Still in the Middle of a !@#*! Global Pandemic… 

 Like you, I wish that covid-19 would vanish and let us get back to normal life.  Unfortunately, that’s not 

likely to happen.  So: 

• If you need to isolate or quarantine and feel well enough to join the class by Zoom, please let me know and 

I’ll be happy to set that up. 

• If you are experiencing any symptoms but haven’t tested positive for covid-19, I trust you to judge whether 

or not it’s wise for you to come to class.  But when in doubt, play it safe!  I’m also willing to set up a Zoom 

connection in this kind of circumstance. 

• If you would like to meet with me one-on-one by Zoom rather than coming to my office, that’s perfectly 

fine with me. 



Summary of Requirements and Grading 

Participation:  30% of your overall grade 

 Before class, you should carefully read the assigned material for the day.  I may offer some questions 

and/or other tasks in advance, to help guide your initial engagement with it.  But it will also be important for 

you to take time to reflect on it yourself, to begin identifying the issues, ideas, and passages that seem most 

interesting and important to you. 

 Our meetings will primarily be discussions, and will rely on the active and collaborative engagement 

of everyone in the class.  You should not just be prepared if called on, or make a point of saying one thing each 

meeting to check the box for "participation."  Rather, you should consider yourselves jointly responsible for 

how productive our class meetings are, each and every day.  I’ll serve as the moderator of the discussion, and 

will sometimes shape the agenda – but you should also make sure to develop your own sense of the key 

passages, ideas, arguments, questions, and objections as you work through the readings. 

 Understanding and insight take place in the process of engaging in discussion; they are not just products 

of it that you can passively absorb.  In our conversations, you should be willing to think out loud, to raise 

questions that might seem basic, to offer interpretations that might seem uncertain, to propose links that might 

seem tenuous, to make arguments that might seem sketchy, and otherwise to take intellectual risks.  These are 

very challenging issues, with many aspects and competing pressures, and our class will only succeed to the 

extent that we’re all willing to struggle through them together. 

 If you find that you are having difficulty participating in class, please talk with me about it – I’ll be 

happy to help you develop some specific strategies and techniques that can make it easier for you to get 

involved.  While speaking in class is definitely the best form of participation, talking with me outside of class or 

emailing your thoughts to me are also valuable and can help your participation grade. 

 NOTE:  As a matter of basic courtesy, everyone in the class should be fully mentally present.  If you 

have something else to do that can’t wait, just do that instead.  If you’re too drowsy to stay awake and focused, 

take a nap.  We’re here to talk about the authors and issues, and everything you do during our meetings should 

contribute to that. 

 

Brief Essays:  50% of your overall grade (8⅓% each) 
 As we are working through this material, it is important for you to develop, express, and support your 

own thoughts about the course material, and to receive my feedback and guidance about those thoughts.  Every 

two weeks (as indicated on the schedule below), you will have the opportunity to compose and submit a brief 

essay of about 1000 words (3 pages).  There are seven brief essays listed on the schedule, and you may skip 

one or complete all of them and have your lowest grade dropped. 

 You are welcome to use one essay to follow up on the ideas of a previous essay, and/or you are welcome 

to advance entirely different or even incompatible views across your essays.  In short, you should use the essays 

in whatever ways you think will be most productive for you in thinking about these issues and views. 

 There are only two requirements: 

1. Each essay must make substantial contact with at least one specific, significant idea or passage from at least 

one of the readings since the previous essay was due. 

2. Each essay must develop a single direction of thought. That could mean that it has a specific thesis.  But it 

could instead be more exploratory and/or ambivalent, as long as it has a clear focus.  It should not simply 

summarize the readings nor present a series of disconnected reactions. 

 More details are provided in the Assignments area of the Canvas site.  You might especially be 

interested to take a look at my rather flexible policy about extensions. 



At-Home Final Examination:  20% of your overall grade 

 The final examination will be comprehensive, with the questions giving you an opportunity to 

demonstrate that you have understood, synthesized, and reflected on the issues and views that we’ve examined 

throughout the semester.  The exam will be open-book and open-notes, but with a time-limit of 4 hours.  That 

is intended to be long enough to reduce the panic of an in-class exam, but short enough to have the same basic 

format and goals.  You’ll be able to take the exam through Canvas at a time of your choosing, up to Monday 

evening of the exam period. 

 More details will be provided toward the end of the semester. 

 

Academic Honesty 

 All of the work that you submit in this course must be entirely your own.  Of course, you can seek 

help in a variety of ways as you’re working on the essays.  So it is permitted (and even encouraged!) for you to 

discuss your ideas with others and to read and to discuss drafts of each other’s essays.  You aren't expected to 

consult additional sources, but it's fine if you want to.   But it is not permitted for you to use someone else’s 

words or specific ideas in your written work without providing a proper citation to the source.  Even if it’s an 

accident, it’s still plagiarism!  You have a responsibility to keep track of the origins of the words and ideas in 

your work, and to include citations to them. 

 Plagiarism will not be tolerated in any form.  You have signed a statement indicating that you 

understand and will abide by the College policy on plagiarism.  Any student caught plagiarizing will be 

reported to the Dean of Students’ office for academic misconduct.  For a first offense, the consequence 

could range up to failing the course.  For a repeat offense, the consequence could range up to dismissal from the 

College.  For more details, see the Student Handbook. 

 If you have any questions about what would or wouldn’t be plagiarism in this context, please just talk 

with me about it in advance.  I really don't want there to be any problems; I would much rather help you avoid 

them to begin with! 

 

Tentative Schedule of Topics & Assignments 

NOTE:  If any changes need to be made, an updated schedule will be kept on the main page of the Canvas site.   

 

 When there are multiple readings for a single class meeting, you should read them in the order listed. 

Wed. Jan. 19 Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity, ch. 1 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. Jan. 24 Daniel Dennett, “Conditions of Personhood” 

Wed. Jan. 26 Hilde Lindemann Nelson, “What Child Is This?” 

* Fri. Jan. 28 – brief essay #1 due by 4:00p 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

 



Mon. Jan. 31 Francine Patterson & Wendy Gordon, “… The Personhood of Gorillas” 

Wed. Feb. 2 Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity, ch. 2 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. Feb. 7 Derek Parfit, “Why Our Identity Is Not What Matters” 

Wed. Feb. 9 Marya Schechtman, “Empathic Access: The Missing Ingredient …” 

* Fri. Feb. 11 – brief essay #2 due by 4:00p 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. Feb. 14 Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity, ch. 4 secs. 1-2 & 4 (skip sec. 3) 

Wed. Feb. 16 Christine Korsgaard, “Personal Identity and the Unity of Agency” 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. Feb. 21 NO CLASS – Presidents’ Day 

Wed. Feb. 23 Susan Brison, “Outliving Oneself: Trauma, Memory, and Personal Identity” 

  * Trigger warning:  this reading discusses sexual assault and other forms of trauma 

* Fri. Feb. 25 – brief essay #3 due by 4:00p 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. Feb. 28 Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity, ch. 4 sec. 5 

 Stephen Braude, First-Person Plural: Multiple Personality…, excerpts 

Wed. March 2 Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity, ch. 5 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. March 7 Christine Overall, “Sex/Gender Transitions & Life-Changing Aspirations” 

Wed. March 9 Amy Kind, Persons and Personal Identity, ch. 6 

* Fri. March 11 – brief essay #4 due by 4:00p 

⎯     ⎯     ⎯     S P R I N G   B R E A K    ⎯     ⎯     ⎯ 

Mon. March 28  Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 1  

 Laura Ekstrom, “The Significance of Free Will” 

Wed. March 30 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 2 

 Robert Kane, A Contemporary Introduction to Free Will, excerpt 



⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. April 4 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 3 only through section-break on p. 43 

 Daniel Dennett, “I Could Not Have Done Otherwise – So What?” 

Wed. April 6 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, the rest of ch. 3 

 Harry Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility” 

* Fri. April 8 – brief essay #5 due by 4:00p 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. April 11  Meghan Griffith, Free Will,ch. 4 only p. 53 & p. 58 to section-break on p. 63 

 Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” 

Wed. April 13 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 4 from p. 63 to the end 

 Susan Wolf, “Sanity and the Metaphysics of Responsibility” 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. April 18 Holroyd, Scaife, & Stafford, “Responsibility for Implicit Bias” 

Wed. April 20 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 5 only through first section-break on p. 87 

 Robert Kane, “Free Will: New Directions for an Ancient Problem” 

* Fri. April 22 – brief essay #6 due by 4:00p 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. April 25 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 7 only through first section-break on p. 123 

 Dana Kay Nelkin, “Freedom, Responsibility, & Challenge of Situationism” 

Wed. April 27 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, the rest of ch. 7 

 Daniel Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will, excerpt 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. May 2 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 5 from the section-break on p. 95 to the end 

 Galen Strawson, “The Impossibility of Moral Responsibility 

Wed. May 4 Derk Pereboom, “Determinism al Dente” 

* Fri. May 6 – brief essay #7 due by 4:00p 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

Mon. May 9 Meghan Griffith, Free Will, ch. 8 

⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ 

* Mon. May 16 @ 6:00p – latest possible time to complete the at-home final exam 

 


