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PHIL 491/591: Free Will in Early Modern Philosophy Instructor: Dr. Marie Jayasekera 
Course Syllabus       Zoom Office Hours: Thursdays, 12–2pm 
Fall Term, 2021 https://csulb.zoom.us/j/86111251481 
MW 12:30–1:45 pm       Email: marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu 
COB-139       
        
If everything we do must happen because of events in the past, do we really have a say in what we do? 
Are we responsible for our choices if they are determined by our desires? If God preordains a plan for the 
history of the created universe down to the smallest details and creates the universe accordingly, are we 
not mere puppets? And, most importantly, what is our actual predicament: are we free? 
  
In this course, we will explore the answers to these questions advanced by a number of early modern 
philosophers: Descartes, Hobbes, Locke, Leibniz, du Châtelet, Hume, and Reid. In so doing, we will seek 
to understand: 

• their varying conceptions of freedom 
• the contexts of discussion: e.g., the background intellectual debates; the philosophical 

commitments that shape and constrain their conceptions of freedom 
• the particular threats to freedom the thinkers have in mind; and  
• the connections among them (e.g. Leibniz responding to Locke, Reid to Hume). 

 
Objectives 
Our goals in this course are: 

- To gain a good understanding of the conceptions of free will in the early modern period.  
- To develop our ability to read historical texts and identify, articulate, and analyze arguments and 

positions in them. 
- To increase our facility in producing our own arguments and expressing them clearly both in 

writing and orally in class.  
 
Texts 
All reading for the course will be available through BeachBoard. We will be reading excerpts from the 
following texts: 
 
René Descartes (1596–1650) 
Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) 
Objections and Replies (1641) 
Principles of Philosophy (1644) 
Correspondence (1644–1645) 
 
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) 
Leviathan (1651) 
Of Liberty and Necessity (1654) 
The Questions concerning Liberty, Necessity, and Chance (1656) 
 
John Locke (1632–1704) 
An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689, revised substantially in 1694 (2nd edition)) 
 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716) 
New Essays on Human Understanding (completed by 1704, published 1765) 
Discourse on Metaphysics (1686) 
Correspondence with Arnauld (1686f) 
Theodicy (1710) 
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Emilie du Châtelet (1706-1749) 
“On Freedom”  
 
David Hume (1711–1776) 
A Treatise of Human Nature (1739) 
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748) 
 
Thomas Reid (1710–1796) 
Essays on the Active Powers of Man (1788) 
 
Course Requirements 
1. Attendance of and Participation in Class Meetings: Attendance of our class meetings is expected. 

Substantial philosophical work will be done during our meetings together: you should expect to 
clarify and deepen your understanding of the assigned readings; develop and refine your own views 
on the philosophical issues; and improve your reading, analytical, and communication skills by 
discussing the material and engaging with one another in small groups and with the class as a whole.  

 
Some guidelines regarding good participation in class: 

- Good participation ≠ constantly sharing your opinion.  
- Good participation can take a number of forms, e.g., clarifying the material in your own 

words, asking questions, helping to clarify or raising objections to the ideas expressed by 
your classmates, or trying out a position in order to assess its strengths and weaknesses. 

- Good participation always involves a good-faith effort to engage with the ideas from the 
readings and the ideas of your classmates and to actively participate in collaborative activities 
during our class meetings. 

 
I encourage everyone—regardless of philosophical background, academic year, or previous 
knowledge of the assigned material—to share your thoughts and questions in class. In my view, we 
often gain philosophical understanding by working together to clarify confusions and move inquiry 
forward.  
 
Pandemic Caveat 1: Although our class is currently scheduled to meet in person, if the situation with 
the Delta variant worsens and/or the logistics of meeting safely in person pose an obstacle to 
discussion and collaboration, we may move either partially or fully online. If so, we will meet on 
Zoom at the regularly scheduled class meeting time.  
 
Pandemic Caveat 2: If at any time you have an issue with illness, with the illness of a close family 
member or friend, technology issues, economic issues, challenges at home, or any challenges even 
tangentially related to COVID-19 and/or quarantine that affect your ability to attend class, please 
contact me immediately so I can make accommodations for you. Your health, well-being, and safety 
are essential.  

 
2. Reading and Preparation: The expectation in this course is that you will come to each class meeting 

having already read the assigned text and you will be prepared to share your questions, thoughts, and 
insights about the material. 

- Make sure you bring the assigned text to class. 
- Active reading before class leads naturally to being prepared to participate in class. Active 

reading requires at minimum: (i) working through an author’s position and/or argument, (ii) 
formulating questions that express any confusion you have about the reading, and (iii) singling 
out what seem to you to be important points and connections.  
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3. Weekly Discussion Postings: Starting the second week of the semester, you will be responsible for 
posting once a week about the assigned readings ahead of our class meetings in the discussion thread 
on BeachBoard for that week. You may post either a well-thought-out question about the readings 
and/or respond to a classmate’s post.  

 
Some guidelines for questions: 

- Your question should not be answerable simply by doing the reading, although it might 
indicate something in the reading that needs clarification or further explanation.  

- If your question is a request for clarification, the presentation of your question should also 
include a statement of what you find unclear as well as some attempt at making sense of what 
you think is unclear.  

- Your question could include any of the following: a possible objection to an argument in the 
reading; a further application of an idea from the reading; a counterexample to a claim in the 
reading, and so on. 
 

Postings that are perfunctory or show evidence of lack of reading or thought will not receive full 
credit. Furthermore, since postings are meant to help you keep engaged with the assigned reading as it 
is covered in class, they will not be given credit if submitted late.  
 
Postings are due by 11:59pm the day before our class meeting, on the reading assigned for that 
meeting. It is up to you which day you post for, and you are responsible for keeping track of the 
number of times you’ve posted. I encourage each one of you to read your classmates’ questions and 
responses to prepare for our class meetings. Although I will not be able to address every question in 
class, some of your questions may structure and guide our discussions.  

 
4. Occasional Quizzes, for Undergraduates (5%): Occasional short answer or multiple-choice quizzes 

will be administered through BeachBoard and will be due on Sunday nights at 11:59pm. I will note 
during our class meetings when you have a quiz due that week. They will be open-book and open-
note and provide opportunity for you to assess your understanding of the material in advance of the 
final exam.  
 

5. Writing Assignments: Undergraduates will be required to complete two short writing assignments; 
graduate students, two short papers and a longer term paper.  

 
 Undergraduates: 

Short Writing Assignments (25% each): these short assignments will ask you to do one or more of 
the following: present a problem or a position; formulate an argument or position from primary 
texts; present an objection we have seen in class to a position or argument; develop your own 
objection to a position or argument; or present a response to an objection on behalf of the author of 
the targeted view. 
 
Longer Paper, optional (6–10 pages, 30%): Undergraduate students will have the option of writing 
one longer paper in the place of a comprehensive take-home final exam. This 6- to 10-page paper 
will ask you to present and evaluate an argument or position from the primary texts or take a stand 
on an interpretive issue regarding any of the primary texts. This paper will require you to engage 
with one or more secondary sources. You will determine the topic of the paper, in consultation with 
me. 
 

 Graduate students:  
Short Papers (4–7 pages, 20% each): These papers will ask you to present and evaluate a position 
or argument you have encountered in the primary or secondary texts from different philosophers.  
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Term Paper (12–20 pages, 30%): Each graduate student will write a research paper on a topic 
agreed upon by you and me. I will provide guidance regarding the suitability of topics and the 
relevant primary and secondary literature. The term paper may be an expansion of one of the short 
papers. Preliminary work for the paper, including statement of potential topics, annotated 
bibliography of potential secondary sources, and outline or rough draft will count for an additional 
10% of your final grade.  

 
6. Final Exams, for Undergraduates, optional (30%): Undergraduate students will also have the option 

of taking a comprehensive take-home final exam. The final exam will be comprehensive. It is an 
open-book, open-note exam that is worth thirty percent of your grade. The exam will ask you to both 
present close-readings of passages from the texts and answer a number of short-answer essay 
questions that will require you to synthesize the material of the course. 

 
Evaluation 
Your final grade will be determined as follows (with adjustments for missed and late work): 
 
Undergraduates: 

a) Class Attendance, Participation, and Weekly Responses (15%)  
b) Occasional Quizzes (5%) 
c) Two Short Writing Assignments (25% each) 
d) Longer paper or Final Exam (30%) 

 
Graduates: 

a) Class Attendance, Participation, and Weekly Responses (20%) 
b) Two Short Papers (20% each) 
c) Term Paper (30%) 
d) Preliminary work for term paper (10%)  

 
Grading: I am committed to seeing students in my courses produce high-quality work, and I grade high-
quality work accordingly. I do not grade on a curve. For each assignment, I will make clear my grading 
standards for written work. 
 Note: Grades do not measure effort or improvement, as these factors do not go hand-in-hand with 
quality and are very hard to measure fairly. Grades reflect the quality of work that you submit to me, 
according to the standards mentioned. 
 
Policies 
Vaccinations: CSULB requires all students to complete the online vaccine certification by August 23, 
2021, and the entire CSU system requires students to be fully vaccinated against COVID-19 by 
September 30, 2021, unless they have an approved exemption. All members of the campus community 
have access to an online vaccination certification on the University's single sign-on screen. As part of the 
certification, you will need to upload proof of having been vaccinated, usually in the form of a JPG or 
PDF of your immunization card. A screenshot of a digital record is also an option. The form allows you to 
qualify for a legitimate medical or religious exemption, or you may indicate that you will not access 
campus facilities this fall.  

If you have only received the first dose of a two-dose vaccine, you won't be able to submit the 
certification form yet. As soon as you receive the second dose and your vaccination card is updated, you 
may then submit the form. If you remain unvaccinated, you will be required to participate in a weekly 
COVID-19 testing program. See the “Testing” area of the following site for details: 
https://www.csulb.edu/covid-19 
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Face Coverings: Currently, CSULB is requiring everyone on campus to wear an approved face covering 
in all indoor campus spaces. Students must wear their mask over their mouth and nose throughout class.  
Students unable to wear a face covering due to a medical condition should contact the Bob Murphy 
Access Center by phone at (562) 985-5401 or by email at bmac@csulb.edu. 
 
Communicating Through Email: I am happy to answer questions over email. On weekdays, you can 
expect a response with in 24 hours, but if you email me over the weekend, I will likely not get back to you 
until Monday afternoon.  
 
Office Hours: Office hours are for your benefit. You don’t need an appointment to see me, and you don’t 
need to wait until an assignment is due to drop by—you can use office hours to clarify course material, 
get feedback on your ideas, and talk about philosophical matters more broadly. If my office hours conflict 
with your schedule, you may meet with me at an alternate time by setting up an appointment (email me at 
marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu).  
 
Writing Assignment Policies:  

- Late papers will be accepted but penalized a third of a full letter grade for each 24-hr period after 
the due date.  

- Extensions will be granted, upon request, for a good reason. To request an extension, email me at 
marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu at least 24 hours in advance of the deadline. (Rare emergency 
extension requests will be granted without meeting the 24-hour advance notice requirement.) 

- I will not read drafts, but I am happy to discuss ideas during my office hours. 
 

Cheating and Plagiarism: Don’t do it. I take plagiarism (and academic dishonesty in general) extremely 
seriously—it is not only a theft of someone else’s ideas but a form of disrespect towards yourself, your 
fellow students, and me. You are responsible for understanding what plagiarism and academic dishonesty 
are. Familiarize yourself with the CSULB Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism, if you haven’t already: 
https://www.csulb.edu/academic-senate/policy-academic-integrity-regarding-cheating-and-plagiarism. 
Anyone found violating this policy will receive an F for the course and will be reported to the appropriate 
University officials. 
 
Accommodations: If you need accommodations for any kind of disability, please see me or email me in 
advance. Also, students with a disability or medical restriction who are requesting a classroom 
accommodation should contact the Bob Murphy Access Center (BMAC) as soon as possible at (562) 985-
5401 or by visiting the Student Success Center, #110 during weekday hours (8am–5pm). BMAC will 
work with you to identify a reasonable accommodation in partnership with appropriate academic offices 
and medical providers.   
 
Unforeseen Issues: Please email me if anything comes up unexpectedly over the course of the semester 
that hinders your ability to complete the work for the course. I am committed to helping students in my 
courses carry out the best work they are capable of, but sometimes, especially these days, unforeseen 
events or issues get in the way. Do not ghost me and the other members of the class! I will work with you 
to make a realistic and reasonable plan for fulfilling the requirements of the course.  
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Preliminary Schedule and Assignment Deadlines 
Because I am responsive to the interests, concerns, and needs of the particular students in this course, and 
due to the uncertainties stemming from the pandemic, the schedule may be revised as the semester 
progresses. You will be given plenty of notice, but it is your responsibility to check your CSULB email 
and the BeachBoard course site for updates.  
 
Detailed reading schedules will be distributed in class, and any secondary literature will be posted on 
BeachBoard.  
 
 
I. Introductory Material: Week 1–2 (Aug 23, Aug 25, Aug 30) 
Introduction to the course and to each other; Background: contemporary formulations of the problem, 
medieval backdrop 
 
II. Descartes: Weeks 2–4 (Sept 1, Sept 8, Sept 13) 
SEPT 6 (Mon): LABOR DAY – NO CLASS 
 
III. Hobbes: Weeks 4–6 (Sept 15, Sept 20, Sept 22, Sept 27) 
 
IV. Locke: Weeks 6–7 (Sept 29, Oct 4, Oct 6) 
 
*OCT 1 (Fri): First Paper Due  
 
V. Du Châtelet: Week 8 (Oct 11, Oct 13) 
 
*OCT 18 (Mon): Virtual mid-term check-in meetings —NO CLASS 
 
VI. Leibniz: Weeks 9–11 (Oct 20, Oct 25, Oct 27, Nov 1) 
 
VII. Hume: Weeks 11–12: (Nov 3, Nov 8, Nov 10) 
 
*NOV 5 (Fri): Second Paper Due 
 
VIII. Reid: Weeks 13–16 (Nov 15, Nov 17, Nov 29, Dec 1, Dec 6) 
 
NOV 22, 24 (Mon, Wed): FALL BREAK – NO CLASS 
 
IX. Wrap-up: Week 16 (Dec 8) 
 
*DEC 15 (Wed): Final Papers and Final Exams Due 


