
Phil. 4, Prof. Hatfield                  Spring 2014, MW 11-12  

 

Introduction to the History of Modern Philosophy   

 

In this course we will read and interpret the works of major philosophers across the spectrum of modern 

philosophy, including writings by Descartes, Berkeley, Hume, Reid, and Kant. The emphasis will be on 

metaphysics and the theory of knowledge. The metaphysical questions posed by these authors partly concern 

the fundamental nature of reality: questions about the existence and attributes of mind, matter, and God. The 

questions concerning knowledge focus on the human capacity for answering such metaphysical questions and 

for knowing the natural world. These two themes come together in the various philosophers’ accounts of 

perception: To what extent do our sensory perceptions reveal mind-independent reality to us? Descartes, 

Berkeley, and Reid developed their accounts of perception into worked-out theories of the senses of touch 

and vision.  

 

The aim of the course is not to provide a general survey of philosophical activity from Descartes to Kant, but 

rather to focus on selected writings appropriate to the above themes. This will allow students to go beyond 

reading about the work of major philosophers to the analysis and interpretation of the works themselves.  

 

Students should do the reading prior to lecture and take notes on the lecture. There will be three graded 

writing assignments: one take-home essay (due in section Feb. 7) and two short papers (due Mar. 3 and Apr. 

11). Students are expected to participate in recitation sections (10% of grade). Occasionally during the 

semester, students may be asked to produce written reading responses prior to Friday section. There will be a 

comprehensive final examination, essay format, at the time assigned by the Registrar.  

 

Hatfield office hours: M 12-1, T 3-4, and by appointment. For TA office hours, consult recitation leader. 

 

Required books  

René Descartes, Selected Philosophical Writings, ed. by Cottingham, Murdoch, and Stoothoff (Cambridge 

University Press).  

George Berkeley, An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (Arc Manor). 

George Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge and Three Dialogues, ed. by Robinson (Oxford 

University Press). 

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. by Millican (Oxford University Press). 

Thomas Reid, Inquiry and Essays, ed. by Beanblossom and Lehrer (Hackett). 

Kant, Prolegomena and selections from Critique of Pure Reason, 2nd edn., ed. by Hatfield (Cambridge 

University Press).  

 

Recommended book 
Hatfield, Descartes and the Meditations (Routledge).  

 

Books may be purchased in the Penn Book Center (Samson and 34th).  

They are also available in Rosengarten.  

 

Brief schedule  

Week 1 Introduction  

Weeks 2–5 Descartes: metaphysics, mind-body problem, new science  

Week 6 Descartes, theory of vision; Berkeley, New Theory of Vision 

Week 7 Berkeley, against abstract ideas; attack on matter, support for idealism  

Weeks 8–10 Hume: naturalism, skepticism, freedom  

Weeks 11–12 Reid: Scottish “common sense” philosophy; perceptual realism vs. theory of ideas 

Weeks 12–15 Kant: possibility of metaphysical knowledge 
 

Reading Guides will be made available prior to each section of the course. 


