
Color and Morality 
aka Honors Special Topics in Philosophy 

Phil 3910 
Fall Semester 2018 
Temple University 

Time and Location 

Tuesday/Thursday 11:00 am -12:20 pm, Tuttleman Learning Center 0405A 

Instructor 

Prof. Colin Chamberlain 
Office: Anderson Hall 746 
Office hours: Tuesdays 1:00—2:00 pm (or by appointment) 
Email: colin.chamberlain@temple.edu 

Description 

Consider an apple. It looks red. But is the apple really red? Would the apple still be red if no one 
was there to see it? If the apple looks red to you but not to me — because I’m colorblind, for 
example — who is right in this situation? And how do we decide? In working through these sorts 
of questions, many philosophers have been led to the conclusion that color is not quite real: that 
color is something that we bring to the table. Similar questions arise for morality. Consider the 
apple again. Normally, we assume that it would be wrong for me to throw the apple at someone 
just because I felt like it. But would this action still be wrong if no one ever found out that I 
threw the apple? Would it be wrong in a society where everybody thought that it was okay to 
throw apples at people? Again, these sorts of questions have led some philosophers to conclude 
that morality is a human invention, and that nothing is really good or bad apart from its relation 
to us and our perspective. Over the course of the semester, through a close reading of historical 
and contemporary sources, we are going to look at various arguments that purport to show that 
color and morality are not quite real. 

Grades 

Reading Sheets and Participation: 10% 
Presentations (~ 25 min): 10% 
Museum Report: 5%  
First Short Paper (~ 3-4 pages): 15% 
Second Short Paper  (~3-4 pages): 20 % 
Final Paper (~ 10 pages): 40% 

Readings 
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All readings will be available either through the Temple Library website, or on the course 
website. I expect you to do the readings carefully prior to class, and to be ready to discuss the 
material. 

Reading Sheets and Participation  

Starting September 4, you will prepare for each class a 1-2 page reading sheet on the required 
texts. Basically, I want you to create an outline of the problem space for each week. This is 
basically what I will be doing to prepare for the seminar too. You should identify (a) key 
problems raised by the texts for the week, (b) passages you think are especially important and 
that we should talk about, and (c) a few discussion questions. More specifically, you should try 
to figure out what sort of view of color/morality is being presented in each of the texts we read, 
as well as the arguments the author uses to defend their view. 

Bring your reading sheet to class in duplicate. You will give me a copy at the start of class and 
keep a copy for yourself to use during class.  The reading sheet need not be all prose. It can 
include outlines, lists, drawings, diagrams, etc. — whatever helps you organize your thoughts, 
although I especially encourage diagrams. The point of this assignment is to help you organize 
your thoughts about the reading, so that we can have more productive discussions. Reading 
sheets will be graded for completion, and won’t be accepted late.  

If there is no reading for a class, you do not need to turn in a reading sheet. 

Presentations  

At some point during the semester, you and a partner will be responsible for giving a 
presentation (~ 25 min) about that day’s reading. I would like you to meet with me in advance to 
discuss your plan, probably the week before. Your presentation must include the following 
elements: (a) a concise handout, (b) some kind of visual aid, such as a diagram you draw on the 
board. It doesn’t need to be fancy, but it needs to be thoughtful, (c) some kind of creative activity 
for the class to do to help us understand the reading, (d) some questions to provoke discussion, 
and, hopefully, (f) flair. One of the curious features about education is that we almost always 
learn more when we are responsible for teaching material than when we are in the role of 
students. So the point of this assignment is to turn the tables, and to make you be the teacher for 
a day.  

We will assign presentation dates Tuesday, September 4, so you should have found a 
partner and identified a few interesting topics by then.  

Short Papers 
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For each of the short papers, I will ask you to reconstruct and criticize one of the arguments 
discussed in class. These are supposed to help you acquire the skills required to write a solid 
philosophy paper, and to set you up for the final paper. The first paper will be due Thursday, 
September 27, at the beginning of class in hard copy. The second paper will be due Thursday, 
November 15, also at the beginning of class in hard copy. More details forthcoming.  

Museum Report 

On Tuesday, October 16 you and a partner will take a self-guided field trip to one of 
Philadelphia’s museums (either the Barnes Foundation, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, or 
both). Prior to the field trip, you and your partner will create a list of all the positions/arguments 
we have discussed up to this point and write a short (one to three sentence) description of each 
one. You will then use this document as the basis for an artistic scavenger hunt. Your mission is 
to find an artwork that exemplifies each of the positions/arguments you identify, to snap a 
picture, and then to explain why or how the artwork exemplifies the position/argument in 
question. You will send me an electronic report on your museum trip — via e-mail — that 
includes pictures and text by 10 am on Thursday, October 18. We will discuss your reports in 
class on Thursday, October 18. Museum reports will primarily be graded on the extent to which 
they illustrate your understanding of the philosophical positions/arguments in question, so I’m 
going to be looking for accurate statements of the various positions. The point of this assignment 
is to get you to hold the unit on color in your head at one time — much like a midterm, but 
without the pain and anxiety of writing a test. In the past, honors students have come up with 
some really creative work for this assignment!  

Final Paper  

Over the course of the semester, we will be investigating various arguments that purport to show 
that physicals objects are not really colored, and that nothing is objectively right or wrong. In 
effect, we will be looking at arguments that purport to show that our common sense view of the 
world is mistaken in certain respects. For the final paper, I’d like you to identify another element 
of our common sense view of the world — for example, humor, beauty, human freedom, 
consciousness, mind, the self, etc. — and formulate the best possible argument for its non-
existence. I encourage you to use the arguments made in the case of color/morality as a model. 
You can then decide whether you want to try to defend the argument against possible objections, 
or rebut the argument. This paper will require you to go beyond anything we covered in class, 
and that you flex your philosophical muscles and creativity. It’s supposed to be a chance for you 
to do some real philosophy, by defending a position of your own. I would strongly encourage 
you to start thinking early about what topic you want to do for your final paper. That way, as 
we’re looking at various arguments about color and morality, you can be asking yourself “But 
how would this work for X?” We will workshop papers during the last week of class, and so you 
will need to have a draft finished by then to share with the class. The final version of the paper 
will be due in my mailbox, Wednesday, December 12 at 5 pm.  
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Late Policy  

Given the way this course is structured, it is extremely important that you complete the written 
assignments on time. I will thus deduct a whole letter grade for every day that assignments are 
late (so, for example, an A would go to a B), unless you request an extension from me at least 48 
hours before the assignment is due. I am very liberal about granting extensions. All you need to 
do is ask. But if you need an extension, make sure you ask in advance.  

Devices Policy 

No cellphones are allowed in class. If I catch you using a cellphone, this will count as an 
unexcused absence. I have a smartphone too. I know what it means when someone is staring into 
their lap for extended periods of time. I encourage you to print the readings. But if you want to 
use your laptop in class for the readings, I’ll allow it. That being said, if you use a laptop, I 
expect you to disable the wifi connection. I recommend using some kind of internet blocker 
while you’re in class, to make self-control easy.  

Plagiarism 

Cite all sources you use. If you are caught plagiarizing, you will receive an F on the assignment 
and I will report you to the department chair. 

Attendance Policy  

Attendance is mandatory. If you cannot attend for some legitimate reason you must notify me by 
email before class, in which case you will be excused without penalty. Excuses after the fact will 
not be accepted unless there is some kind of emergency. You get two unexcused absences for 
free. Each subsequent absence will result in a deduction of your final grade by a step; for 
example, from B+ to B. 

Tardiness  

If you come to class more than 20 minutes without a legitimate excuse, I reserve the right to 
deduct from your final grade as if your tardiness were an absence. 

Disability Statement 

This course is open to all students who meet the academic requirements for participation. Any 
student who has a need for accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact the 
instructor privately to discuss the specific situation as soon as possible. Contact Disability 
Resources and Services at 215-204-1280 to coordinate reasonable accommodations for students 
with documented disabilities. 
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Statement on Academic Freedom 

Freedom to teach and freedom to learn are inseparable facets of academic freedom. The 
University has adopted a policy on Student and Faculty Academic Rights and Responsibilities 
(Policy # 03.70.02) which can be accessed through the following link: http://policies.temple.edu/
getdoc.asp?policy_no=03.70.02 

Course Calendar 

Week 1: Introduction: Two Perspectives on Material Things 

Tuesday, August 28: Introduction 

Required Reading: syllabus 

Thursday, August 30: Arthur Eddington’s Two Tables 

Required Reading: Arthur Eddington, Introduction to The Nature of the Physical World 
(1928) 

Optional Reading: Wilfrid Sellars, Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man 

*** COLOR *** 

Week 2: Medieval and Modern Approaches 

Tuesday, September 4: Outside Color 

Required Reading: Mazviita Chirimuuta, Ch.2 “What Everyone Thinks about Color, and 
Why” from Outside Color (2015) 

Thursday, September 6: The Mechanical Hypothesis 

Required Reading: Descartes, The World 

Recommended Reading: Helen Hattab, “The Mechanical Hypothesis” 

Week 3: Descartes’s Conceptual and Explanatory Arguments 

Tuesday, September 11: Conceptual Arguments 

Required Reading: Descartes, Principles I.51-54, Principles II.1-5, Prinicples II.11-12, & 
Principles I.65-70 (Yes, read in that order.) 
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Recommended Reading: Galileo, The Assayer 

Thursday, September 13: Explanatory Arguments 

Required Reading: Descartes, Optics I & Principles IV.188-199 

Recommended Reading: John Cottingham, “Descartes on Color” 

Week 4: Locke! 

Tuesday, September 18: Locke 

Required Reading: Locke, Essay II.i, iii-iv, viii, xxx-xxxi 

Thursday, September 20: Mackie on Locke 

Required Reading: Locke, II.viii.11-15; John Mackie, Ch.1 “Primary and Secondary 
Qualities” from Problems from Locke 

Week 5: Variability Arguments 

Tuesday, September 25: Charleton, Locke, and Cohen on Perceptual Variability  

Required Reading: Charleton, Physiologia (the scarlet cloth); Locke, Essay II.viii.19-21; 
Cohen, ‘Color’ 

Thursday, September 27: Artistic Interlude — First Paper Due 

Required Reading: None! 

Week 6: Cavendish and Contemporary Science 

Tuesday, October 2: Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle! 

Required Reading: Cavendish, excerpts from Observations Upon Experimental 
Philosophy; Chamberlain, “Color in a Material World: Cavendish Against the Early 
Modern Mechanists” 

Thursday, October 4: Color Science 

Required Reading: Palmer, “Color Vision: A Microcosm of Vision Science” in Vision 
Sciences: Protons to Phenomenology [this might change] 
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Week 7: Color Subjectivism and Explanatory Autonomy  

Tuesday, October 9: Updated Arguments for the Non-Reality of Color 

Required Reading: Hardin, “Color Subjectivism” 

Thursday, October 11: An Explanatory Role for Color? 

Required Reading: Broackes, sections 1 and 2 of “The Autonomy of Color” (pp. 1-20) 

Week 8: Museum Trip and Review 

Tuesday, October 16: Museum Trip 

Required Reading: none! 

Thursday, October 18: Discussion and Review of Museum Trip 

Required Reading: none! 

*** MORALITY *** 

Week 9: Mackie’s Arguments from Queerness 

Tuesday, October 23: Mackie 

Required Reading: Mackie, “The Subjectivity of Values” 

Thursday, October 25: Mackie Redux. 

Required Reading: Garner, “The Genuine Queerness of Moral Values” 

Week 10: Explanatory Arguments 

Tuesday, October 30: Morality Explanatorily Idle? Harman’s Arguments to the Best Explanation 

Required Reading: Harman, “Ethics and Observations” 

Thursday, November 1: Moral Explanations Potent 

Required Reading: Sturgeon, “Moral Explanations” 
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Optional Reading: Slote, “The Rationality of Aesthetic Value Judgments” 

Week 11: More on Explanatory Arguments 

Tuesday, November 6: Moral Explanations - Sayre-McCord 

Required Reading: Sayre-McCord, “Moral Theory and Explanatory Impotence” 

Thursday, November 8: Thomson’s Objections 

Required Reading: Thomson, “Epistemological Arguments for Moral Skepticism” 

Week 12: Variability Arguments for Moral Relativism/Nihilism 

Tuesday, November 13: Moral Disagreement 

Required Reading: Harman, “Moral Relativism”; Rachels, “The Challenge of Cultural 
Relativism” 

Recommended Reading: Enoch, “How is moral disagreement a problem for realism?” 

Thursday, November 15: An Anthropological/Historical Interlude — Second Paper Due 

Required Reading: none 

*** Thanksgiving Break *** 

Week 13: So… What Next? 

Tuesday, November 27: Can the nihilist live her nihilism? 

Required Reading: Williams, “The Amoralist”; Nagel, “Ethics,” I-III 

Thursday, November 29: Moral Fictionalism 

Required Reading: Joyce, “Moral Fictionalism” 

Week 14: Paper Workshops! 

Tuesday, December 4: Workshopping 
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 Required reading: Paper Drafts! 
  
Thursday, December 6: Workshopping 

 Required reading: Paper Drafts! 

*** Hardcopy of Final Papers Due in my Mailbox: Wednesday, December 12, at 5 pm ***
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