
PHIL 148A: Free Will and Responsibility 
T, TH 10-11:30am, Olin-Sang 104 

 
Instructor:       Course Assistant: 
Larisa Svirsky      Aran Szostak 
Email: larisasvirsky@brandeis.edu   Email: aszostak@brandeis.edu 
Office: Rabb 311     Office: Rabb 250  
Office Hours: MW 1:30-3pm & by appointment Office Hours: T 2-4pm & by appointment 
 
Course Description:  
In ordinary life, we believe that we are able to freely choose what to do, and that we are responsible 
for the choices we make. But we also consider ourselves part of a world governed by natural laws 
that we did not create. Are these two perspectives compatible? If not, must we abandon the idea that 
we are responsible for what we do? In addition to the problem of free will, this course will consider 
the nature of blame and ethical judgment, who counts as a responsible agent, and whether we can be 
responsible for things that are not under our voluntary control, including our thoughts and 
emotions. This course will be fairly advanced, so one prior course in philosophy is recommended 
(but not required).  
 
Learning Goals: 
1. Understand and be able to explain the problem of free will and a range of responses to that 

problem, as well as views about the nature of responsibility. 
2. Identify and charitably interpret arguments from the assigned texts and be able to critically assess 

their merits. 
3. Present philosophical ideas clearly and concisely, both orally (in class discussions and during 

your in-class presentation) and in writing.  
4. Synthesize the above skills in papers that summarize a philosophical argument, introduce 

possible objections, and assess whether the objections are successful. 
 
Course Website:  
This course will have a website in which I will post the syllabus, all readings and course assignments, 
and any supplemental readings. All students enrolled in the course should have access to this website 
already, but if you have any difficulties with this, let me know.  
 
You will submit your responses to course readings on the course LATTE page, as described in more 
detail below. 
 
Additionally, the course website will also have a forum, where you should feel free to post any 
questions you have about the course readings or class discussions. These forum posts count as a 
form of participation in the course, and I will reply to them regularly, schedule permitting. 
 
Course Requirements: 
1) Three writing assignments       45% (15% each) 
2) Ten responses to course readings       10% (1% each) 
3) In-class presentation       15% 
4) Final exam         20% 
5) Participation         10% 



1) Writing assignments 
There are three papers that need to be handed in (in class) during the semester. They must be 4-5 
pages (double-spaced, 12 pt font, Times New Roman, 1’’ margins). Topics will be posted two weeks 
before the due date. 
 
2) Responses to course readings 
In preparation for the class, you will need to post a short response to the readings for that week on 
LATTE (under ‘Response to [assigned reading]’) before 5 pm on the day before the class meets, for 
a total of ten posts. These responses should be short (100-150 words) and include, regarding a 
passage/chapter of your choice: 1. A question (explained if necessary), 2. A critique (a short 
paragraph), and 3. Something you liked about the reading (a sentence or two).  
 
3) In-class presentation 
Each student will select a class period for which they will introduce the assigned reading and offer 
some prepared discussion questions. This presentation should be relatively informal and roughly 15 
minutes in length. 
 
4) Final exam 
The examination for this course will be a combination of multiple choice and short essays. These 
exams will primarily test your ability to understand and write clearly about the works that we have 
studied. 
 
5) Participation 
One earns a high participation grade in this course by attending class regularly, carefully preparing 
thoughts on the readings, and speaking in class and/or posting on the course website forums. 
Reading philosophy can be quite difficult and time-consuming, especially if you haven’t done much 
of it before. I recommend taking notes and reading the required texts multiple times.  
 
Grading 
I will grade all assignments from this course (aside from the blog posts) anonymously. What this 
means is that you should not include your name anywhere on your course assignments, but 
rather include your student ID number as identifying information. Grading anonymously is 
one way of correcting against certain kinds of bias, and ensuring that every student is graded fairly.  
 
Below is a list of criteria that will be used to evaluate your papers (note that the % only give a rough 
indication of how important these aspects are, and that not all of the criteria will apply equally to each 
of the different assignments; this is not a mathematical scale): 

a. Quality of ideas (50%) 
Range and depth of argument; fair representation of the position of the philosopher; logic of 
argument; quality and/or originality of thought; appropriate sense of the complexity of the topic; 
appropriate awareness of opposing views. 
b. Organization and Argumentation (40%) 
Clarity of thesis statement in the introduction; logical and clear arrangement of ideas; effective use 
of transitions; unity and coherence of paragraphs; good development of arguments through 
supporting details and evidence.  
c. Clarity, style, and grammar (10%) 
Ease of readability; appropriate voice, tone, and style for the assignment; clarity of sentence 
structure; grammatically correct sentences; accurate spelling; careful proofreading. 



If you have any questions about these policies, please feel free to ask me about them.  
 
Credit Hours: 
Success in this four-credit course is based on the expectation that students will spend a minimum of 
nine hours of study time per week in preparation for class (readings, papers, exam preparation, etc.) 

Late Work Policy 
I will provide a 24-hour extension, no questions asked, if you contact me before a paper deadline 
and send me what you have written so far. Otherwise, late work will be graded down a third of a 
letter grade for each full day that it is late. In other words, if a paper were due on Monday, and you 
didn’t contact me, handing in the paper on Tuesday would bring an A paper down to an A-, etc. If 
you fall behind on work for this class for whatever reason, please come talk to me so that we can 
figure out a plan to help you get back on track.  

Excused Absences 
If you have special needs, or plan to be absent from class on a particular date, please send me an e-
mail (preferably at least one day in advance) to explain your situation. Otherwise I expect you to 
attend each and every class and take the final exam as scheduled.  

Class Conduct 
I consider this classroom to be a place where you will be treated with respect, and I welcome 
individuals of all ages, backgrounds, ethnicities, genders, gender identities, gender expressions, 
national origins, religious affiliations, sexual orientations, ability – and other visible and nonvisible 
differences. All members of this class are expected to contribute to a respectful, welcoming and 
inclusive environment for every other member of the class. I will gladly honor your request to 
address you by an alternate name or gender pronoun. Please advise me of this preference early in the 
semester so that I may make appropriate changes to my records.  
 
Accommodations 
If you have a learning or physical disability, or if you learn best utilizing a particular method, please 
discuss with me how I can best accommodate your learning needs. I am committed to creating an 
effective learning environment for all learning styles. I can do this most successfully if you discuss 
your needs with me in advance. I will maintain the confidentiality of your learning needs.  
 
Brandeis seeks to welcome and include all students. If you are a student who needs accommodations 
as outlined in an accommodations letter, please talk with me and present your letter of accommodation 
as soon as you can. I want to support you.  
 
In order to provide test accommodations, I need the letter more than 48 hours in advance. I want to 
provide your accommodations, but cannot do so retroactively. If you have questions about 
documenting a disability or requesting accommodations, please contact Student Accessibility Support 
(SAS) at 781.736.3470 or access@brandeis.edu.  
 
Academic Integrity and Plagiarism Policy 
You are expected to be honest in all of your academic work. Please consult Brandeis University Rights 
and Responsibilities for all policies and procedures related to academic integrity. Students may be 
required to submit work to TurnItIn.com software to verify originality. Allegations of alleged 



academic dishonesty will be forwarded to the director of academic integrity. Sanctions for academic 
dishonesty can include failing grades and/or suspension from the university. Citation and research 
assistance can be found on the university library website. 
 
Note: I reserve the right to make changes to the syllabus, including paper due dates and test dates, 
when unforeseen circumstances occur. These changes will be announced as early as possible so that 
you can adjust your schedule. If you want to read further on any of the topics listed below, I am happy 
to recommend additional readings.   
  



Course Schedule:  
Section 1: Freedom and Determinism 
 
Week 1:  
8/26 - Thomas Nagel, “Moral Luck”  
 
8/31 - Peter van Inwagen, “An Argument for Incompatibilism”  
 
NB: No class September 6-8 
 
Week 2:  
9/2 - Galen Strawson, “The Impossibility of Moral Responsibility”  
 
9/9 - Harry Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility”   
 
Week 3:  
9/14 - Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person”  
  
NB: No class September 16 or September 21, but we do have class on Monday September 27 
 
Week 4:    
9/23 & 27 - P. F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment”  
 
First paper due September 23 
 
Section 2: Blame and the Reactive Attitudes 
 
Weeks 5 & 6:  
9/30 - T.M. Scanlon, “Interpreting Blame” 
 
10/5 & 7 – Scanlon cont., Susan Wolf, “Blame, Italian Style” 
 
Week 7:  
10/12 & 14 - Miranda Fricker, “What’s the Point of Blame? A Paradigm Based Explanation” 
 
Week 8:  
10/19 & 21- Amia Srinivasan, “The Aptness of Anger” 
 
Week 9 
10/26 & 28 - Gary Watson, “Standing in Judgment” 
 
Second paper due October 21 
 
Section 3: Responsibility, Self and Others 
 
Week 10: 
11/2 & 4 - Robert M. Adams, “Involuntary Sins”  



 
Week 11: 
11/9 - Angela Smith, “Guilty Thoughts”  
 
11/11 - Hanna Pickard, “Responsibility without Blame: Philosophical Reflections on Clinical 

Practice” 
 
Week 12:  
11/16 & 18 - Larisa Svirsky, “Responsibility and the Problem of So-Called Marginal Agents” 
 
Week 13:  
11/23 & 30 - Gary Watson, “Two Faces of Responsibility”  
 
Third paper due December 1 
 
Week 14:  
12/2 & 7 - Course wrap up & review 
 
Final Exam 
  


