
 

 

PHIL 5850: M.A. Proseminar 
Philosophical Naturalism 

 
0.5 credit. Students in this seminar will engage with contemporary 
philosophical research by exploring relations and interactions between two 
broad fields: philosophy of mind, language, and knowledge; and moral, social, 
and political philosophy. Specific topics will vary from year to year. 

 

Fall Term 2025 
Thursdays 2:35—5:25 p.m. 
 

David Matheson 
Department of Philosophy 

613-520-2600 ext. 1928 
david.matheson@carleton.ca 

 

 Office hours: 
Tuesdays & Thursdays, 12:00—1:00 p.m. 

 
Overview & Objectives 
 
As a philosophical movement, naturalism eschews the nonphysical and emphasizes scientifically 
respectable methods of inquiry. The objective of this seminar is to familiarize you with the roots and 
guises of contemporary naturalism and with its presence in three main areas of philosophy—the 
philosophy of mind, epistemology, and ethics. 

Particular topics to be discussed include the historical origins of contemporary naturalism, its 
ontological and methodological commitments, the causal closure of the physical domain, varieties of 
physicalism about the mental, whether a naturalized epistemology vitiates traditional epistemology’s 
reliance on intuition and the a priori, naturalist challenges to metaethical realism, and the implications of 
naturalism for the perennial question of life’s meaning. 

 
Readings 
 
There is no central text that you need to buy for this seminar. The seminar readings will consist of the 
articles listed below. You will get those not marked by an asterisk on your own; they are available from 
our library’s online holdings. I will make those marked by an asterisk available to you in Brightspace. 
 
Armstrong, D. (1978). Naturalism, materialism, and first philosophy. Philosophia: Philosophical 

Quarterly of Israel, 8, 261—76.  
Bealer, G. (1992). The incoherence of empiricism. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 

Supplementary Volumes, 66, 99—143. 
*Boyd, R. (1988). How to be a moral realist. In G. Sayre-McCord (Ed.), Essays on moral realism, pp. 

181—228. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
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Churchland, P. (1981). Eliminative materialism and the propositional attitudes. The Journal of 

Philosophy, 78, 67—90. 
*Davidson, D. (1970). Mental events. In L. Forester & J. Swanson (Eds.), Experience and theory, pp. 

79—110. Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press. (Reprinted in Davison (1980), Essays on 
actions and events, pp. 207—27. Oxford: Clarendon Press.) 

*Hampton, J. (1998). Naturalism and moral reasons [Chapter 1]. In Hampton, The authority of reason, 
pp. 19—43. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

*Harman, G. (1977). Ethics and observation [Chapter 1]. In Harman, The nature of morality, pp. 3—10. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

*Kim, J. (2003). The American origins of philosophical naturalism. The Journal of Philosophical 
Research, 28 (Issue supplement: Philosophy in America at the turn of the century), 83—98. 

*Kim, J. (2001). Lonely souls: Causality and substance dualism. In K. Corcoran (Ed.), Soul, body, and 
survival, pp. 30—43. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Lewis, D. (1966). An argument for the identity theory. The Journal of Philosophy, 63, 17—25. 
*Mackie, J.L. (1977). The subjectivity of values [Chapter 1]. In Mackie, Ethics: Inventing right and 

wrong, pp. 15—49. London: Penguin Books. 
*Matheson, D. (2024). A naturalist’s defence of meaning in religious pursuits. Forthcoming in Dialogue: 

Canadian Philosophical Review, First View Online (2024), pp. 1—20. 
*Nagel, J. (2007). Epistemic intuitions. Philosophy Compass, 2, 792—819. 
Nagel, T. (1974). What is it like to be a bat? The Philosophical Review, 83, 435—50. 
Ney, A. (2008). Physicalism as an attitude. Philosophical Studies, 138, 1—15. 
*Papineau, D. (2001). The rise of physicalism. In C. Gillet & B. Loewer (Eds.), Physicalism and its 

discontents, pp. 1—36. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
*Quine, W.V.O. (1969). Epistemology naturalized. In Quine, Ontological relativity and other essays, 

pp. 69—90. New York: Columbia University Press. *Weinberg, J., S. Nichols, & S. Stich. (2001). 
Normativity and epistemic intuitions. Philosophical Topics, 29, 429—60. 

 
Evaluation 
 
Participation. In order to get a passing grade in the seminar, you must make a substantial contribution to 
all but two of the weekly seminar meetings. Aside from your own presentations (see below), you are 
expected to contribute questions and comments to the meetings, and these questions and comments 
should give me reason to believe that you have done the readings and paid attention to others’ 
presentations. 

Presentations (20%+30%=50% of overall grade): For each of two seminar meetings, you are expected to 
provide an opening commentary on (one of) the assigned reading(s) for that meeting, and then lead the 
subsequent discussion in the remainder of that half of the meeting. Your opening commentary will be 
based on a 3—4 page (900—1,200 word) paper, which you will submit to me on the day of the meeting. 

Final paper (50% of overall grade): Ideally (but not necessarily) based on one of your presentations, 
your final paper for the seminar should be approximately 12—15 pages (3,600—4,500 words) in length. It 
is due on the final day of the fall term’s examination period, December 20. Because your final paper is 
not due until the very end of the term, I won’t be able to accept it after this deadline unless you obtain 
an official deferral, or make informal arrangements with me in advance.  
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Schedule 
 

 
Sept 4 

 
The roots & guises of contemporary naturalism 
 

 
Armstrong (1978) 
Kim (2003) 
 

 
Sept 11 
 

 
 

 
Ney (2008) 
 

 
Sept 18 

 
 

 
Papineau (2001) 
 

 
Sept 25 
 

 
Naturalism in the philosophy of mind 
 

 
Lewis (1966) 
Kim (2001) 
 

 
Oct 2 

 
 

 
Davidson (1970) 
 

 
Oct 9 
 

 
 

 
Nagel (1974) 

 
Oct 16 

 
 

 
Churchland (1981) 
 

 
Oct 20-24 

 
Fall Break 
  

 
 

 
Oct 30 

 
Epistemological naturalism 
 
 

 
Quine (1969) 
Bealer (1992) 

 
Nov 6 

 
 

 
Weinberg, Nichols & Stich (2001) 
Nagel 2007) 
 

 
Nov 13 

 
Ethical naturalism 
 

 
Mackie (1977) 

 
Nov 20 
 

 
 

 
Harman (1977) 
Hampton (1998) 
 

 
Nov 27 
 

 
 

 
Boyd (1988) 
 

 
Dec 4 

 
 

 
Matheson (2024) 
 

 
Dec 21 
 

 
Final paper due (11:59 p.m.) 
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