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PHIL 414/514: British Empiricism    Instructor: Dr. Marie Jayasekera 
Course Syllabus       Office: McIntosh Humanities Building, 913 
Spring Term, 2019      Office Hours: TR 2:30–3:30pm  
TR, 9:30–10:45am      Email: myjayasekera@gmail.com 
LA5-355       Phone: 562–985–4335 
  
 
This course aims to illuminate not only the commonalities but also the significant differences in the 
approaches and views of the main representatives of the tradition labeled “British Empiricism:” John 
Locke, George Berkeley, and David Hume. Thus, in addition to seeing how they understand the view that 
sense experience is the ultimate source of our concepts and knowledge, we will explore the differences in 
their aims and projects as well as their positions on various metaphysical issues. We will focus the latter 
on how these thinkers understand human agents—their conceptions of the nature of the mind, personal 
identity, freedom, and agency.  
 
Objectives 
 
Our goals in this course are: 

- To gain an appreciation of the philosophical thought of 17th and 18th century empiricists.  
- 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 
 
Please acquire at least one of each of the following editions of each text: 
 
Locke 

John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Roger Woolhouse (Penguin). ISBN-
13: 978-0872202160 or   
 
John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. P.H. Nidditch (Oxford 
University Press, 1975). ISBN-13: 978-0198245957. 

 
Berkeley 

George Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge and Three Dialogues, ed. Howard Robinson 
(Oxford). ISBN-13: 978-0199555178 or 
 
George Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, (Oxford 
Philosophical Texts), edited by J. Dancy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
ISBN-13: 978-0198751618. 
 

Hume  
David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Eric Steinberg (Hackett). ISBN-13:  
978-0872202290 or 
 
David Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Oxford Philosophical Texts), 
edited by T. Beauchamp (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). ISBN-13: 978- 0198752486. 

 
Other required reading will be posted on Beachboard (BB).  
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Course Requirements 
 
Undergraduates: 

a) Class Attendance and Participation/Responses (25%)  
b) Three Short Papers (each worth 25%) 

 
Graduates: 

a) Class Attendance and Participation/Responses (20%) 
b) Two Short Papers (20% each) 
c) One Term Paper (40%) 

 
Reading Responses 
You will write a short (250- to 750-word) response to the readings for that week. Your responses may 
structure and guide our discussions. In your responses, you should engage critically with one or more of 
the texts for that week. You can do this in a number of different ways. For example:  
 

(a) You might engage with any of the kinds of texts we will encounter in this course by pointing out 
something that you find something puzzling or unclear, and explaining why; 

(b) You might engage with the primary text by providing a sketch of an interpretation of a thinker’s 
position on an issue (with references to the text); 

(c) You might engage with a secondary source by raising an objection to some aspect of that 
interpretation; 

(d) You might engage with both the primary text and a secondary source by constructing a sketch 
of an alternative to an interpretation presented in the secondary source and providing some 
reasons for why it is a better interpretation;  

(e) You might engage with a contemporary source by raising an objection for the argument 
presented; 

(f) You might engage with both the primary text and a contemporary source by drawing out the 
commonalities or highlighting the differences between Hume’s view and the contemporary view;  

 
And so on. You should not merely summarize the position from the reading. You should view these 
responses as a way of formulating and testing out your ideas about the readings: you will have 
opportunity in class discussion to receive feedback on your ideas from me and from your colleagues in 
the class. Although your responses do not need to be polished, they should be well thought-through. 
These responses may also serve as the springboard for the papers for the course. 
 
Papers 
In addition to the weekly writing, you will write three papers for this course: for undergraduates, three 
short papers; for graduates, two short papers and a longer term paper. You will largely generate your own 
topic for the papers. The reading responses should help you to discover which questions and issues grab 
you, and they should provide a starting point from which you can use to develop your ideas into more 
sustained arguments. 

 
Short Papers (3–6 pages). These papers will ask you to evaluate a position or argument you have 
encountered in the primary or secondary texts. Undergraduates will write a short paper on each 
philosopher; graduates will write the two short papers on different philosophers. 
 
Term Paper, for graduates (12–20 pages): 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.  
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Policies 
 
Attendance: Attendance is required. Documentation is required for each excused absence. How work will 
be made up will be decided on a case-by-case basis. 
 
University policy on EXCUSED ABSENCES: 

1. Illness or injury to the student. 
2. Death, injury, or serious illness of an immediate family member or the like. 
3. Religious reasons (California Education Code section 89320). 
4. Jury duty or government obligation. 
5. University sanctioned or approved activities (examples include: artistic performances, forensics 

presentations, participation in research conferences, intercollegiate athletic activities, student 
government, required class field trips). 

 
Use of Devices During Class: The use of laptops and other devices has been shown to decrease student 
learning, attention, and course satisfaction, and has been shown to the be the biggest in-class distraction to 
other students. Thus, tuck away all potentially distracting forms of technology (cell phones, laptops, 
iPads, etc.) for the two and a half hours we spend together each week. 
 
Recording and Reproducing Course Material: Electronic reproduction of lectures is not permitted—under 
any conditions—without my explicit consent, regardless of kind or format (e.g., podcasting, video- or 
audio-recording, etc.). Unauthorized or improper dissemination of course materials is also not permitted. 
This syllabus constitutes a contract that you will not share, distribute, or post any materials from this 
course with any person not currently enrolled in this course, and—in cases where permission is granted—
that you will not do so for any purposes other than those expressly related to the course. Remaining 
enrolled in this course constitutes your full and consensual agreement to this policy. 
 
Paper Policies:  

- Extensions (without penalty) will not be granted without a documented excuse or extraordinary 
circumstances. 

- Late work will be accepted but penalized.  
- I will not read drafts, but I am happy to discuss ideas during my office hours. 

 
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, either in the course 
catalog or on the University’s website. 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 Disabled Student Services (DSS) as soon as possible at 562-985-5401 or 
by visiting Brotman Hall, Suite 270 during weekday hours (8am–5pm). DSS will work with you to 
identify a reasonable accommodation in partnership with appropriate academic offices and medical 
providers.   
 
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 I’m talking with 
someone during my office hours, let me know that you’re here so that I can attend to you if your question 
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is pressing or you don’t have much time to wait. 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 myjayasekera@gmail.com). 
 
Communicating through Email: I am happy to answer questions over email. On weekdays, you can expect 
a response within 24 hours, but on weekends, I generally don’t respond to email.  
 
Preliminary Schedule of Topics and Primary Texts 
All references are to the primary texts. More detailed reading schedules with references to the secondary 
literature will be distributed in class, and the required secondary literature will be posted on Beachboard. 
 
I. Locke’s Project and Theory of Ideas 
Week 1: Jan 22, Jan 24 

• Locke, Essay, Epistle to the Reader; Bk I, ch. 1 
Week 2: Jan 29, Jan 31 

• Bk II, chs. 1–3, 5–7 and Bk II, ch. 9, sect. 8; and ch. 12 
 
II. Locke on Power 
Week 3–4: Feb 5, Feb 7, and Feb 12  

• Essay, Bk II, ch. 21 
 
III. Locke on the Nature of the Mind and Personal Identity 
Week 4–5: Feb 14, Feb 19, Feb 21 

• Correspondence with Stillingfleet, selections 
• Essay, Bk II, ch. 27 

 
IV. Locke on Knowledge and its Limits 
Week 6–7: Feb 26, Feb 28, Mar 5, Mar 7 

• TBD 
 
V. Berkeley’s Idealism  
Week 8: Mar 12, Mar 14 

• Berkeley, Principles, Part I  
 
VI. Berkeley on the Activity of Spirits 
Week 9: Mar 19, Mar 21 

• Berkeley, Principles, Part I  
 
VII. Hume’s Theory of Ideas 
Week 10: Mar 26, Mar 28 

• Enquiry, sections I-IV 
 
APRIL 1 – 7: SPRING RECESS – NO CLASSES ALL WEEK 
 
VIII. Hume on Induction and Skepticism 
Week 11–12: Apr 9, Apr 11, Apr 16, Apr 18 

• Enquiry, sections IV–VI 
• Excerpts from A Treatise of Human Nature 

 
IX. Hume on Liberty and Necessity 
Week 13–14: Apr 23, Apr 25, Apr 30, May 2 

• Enquiry, sections VII–VIII 
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X. Hume on the Idea of the Self/Soul/Personal Identity 
Week 15: May 7, May 9 

• Excerpts from A Treatise of Human Nature 


