
PHIL 375 – Philosophy and Literature (3 credits) 
Winter 2018 

 
September 06 – November 29 
T/TH 12:30-14:00, Chemistry C126 
Instructor: Michel-Antoine Xhignesse (michel.xhignesse@ubc.ca) 
Office hours: Tuesday, 15h30-17h30, Buchanan E275 
Teaching Assistant: Bianca Crewe (b.crewe@alumni.ubc.ca) 
Office Hours: TBA 
 
Course Description: Literature and fiction occupy important roles in our daily lives. From a 
philosophical standpoint, however, they are among some of our most problematic activities. What is 
the difference between literature and fiction? Do fiction and non-fiction call for different modes of 
engagement on the part of their audiences? How should we think about fictional worlds, and what’s 
true or false in them? What about interpretation: do the author’s intentions determine what’s true in 
her story, or don’t they? Is Dumbledore gay? Do fictional characters exist? Can we feel genuine 
emotions for non-existent entities? Is there anything we can’t imagine? Do moral defects constitute 
aesthetic defects? These are the sorts of questions that will occupy our attention in this first course 
on philosophy and literature. 
 
Requirements: Students who take this course must be prepared to complete readings on time, as 
lectures will assume that students have read that week’s texts closely. Students are expected to have 
their texts with them at each class, and students may be called upon at random to discuss or explain 
parts of the readings. Students will be asked to contribute relevant vignettes for discussion each 
week. 
 
Course materials: All required readings, as well as additional material, will be made available 
through Canvas, either as PDFs or links to library and internet resources. 
 
Resources: In addition to the material listed for each topic, you may find the following resources 
interesting and helpful. 

 The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: http://plato.stanford.edu/ 

 PhilPapers (a searchable philosophy index and bibliography): https://philpapers.org/ 

 UBC Philosophy Essay Clinic: https://philosophy.ubc.ca/undergraduate/philosophy-essay-
clinic/ 

 
Assessment: Your grade for the term will based on four components:  

1. One vignette presentation: 10% 
2. One citation assignment: 15% 
3. One short essay (~1000 words): 30% 
4. One long(er) essay (~2500-3000 words): 45% 

 
Vignette presentations are short presentations (3-5 mins.) of a work of literature you’d like to 
share with the rest of the class. Vignettes should aim to (1) give a very brief description of the work, 
(2) explain why it’s a work of literature, and of what kind, and (3) explain why you wanted to share it 
with students in this class (e.g. is it related to the course material in general, or to the week’s 
readings? Does it raise a question, answer one, or point ahead to something we’ll discuss later?). The 
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goal here is to raise questions for us to discuss, and to generate examples for us to use as we discuss 
the week’s topic. You’ll be graded on your choice of vignette and on your very brief commentary.  
 
The citation assignment must be completed prior to the submission of your first paper. 
 
Essay submission policy: 
 
General 

 The citation assignment is due September 27. 

 The short essay is due October 18. After 17h00, 5% will be deducted from a late 

submission’s mark. Each additional calendar day will incur a penalty of an additional 5%. 

 The final essay is due on December 6 by 17h00, after which point late penalties will 
apply. 

 Your papers must conform to the style guidelines. Print the checklist on Canvas and 
staple it to the front of your paper. Check your paper against the list, and fill it out. 
Submissions which do not conform to the checklist will not be accepted. 

 Only paper copies will be accepted. 

 Extensions may be granted at the instructor’s or TA’s discretion provided they are 

requested well in advance of the due date. 

 Papers may be submitted early. Early papers can be rewritten sooner! 

 If you believe an error was committed in the grading of your work, you may request a 
reassessment of your grade. First: meet with your TA to discuss your paper and your 
grade. Then, if you still believe that your paper should be reassessed, provide the instructor 
with your graded paper and a written explanation detailing why you believe the grade given 
does not reflect the quality of the work. Please note that, as a result of reassessment, 
your grade may go up or down. 
 

Rewrites 

 All completed short essays may be revised any number of times (the grade earned by 

the last revision will be the student’s final grade on the essay) until Dec. 03. 

 Rewrites are due at most one week after the previous version has been handed back. 
You must include the previous draft of your paper (with the TA’s comments) and a 
summary of your changes, or your rewrite will not be considered. 

 Incomplete essays will incur a permanent penalty of at least one full letter grade. This 
penalty also applies to rewrites of the incomplete essay. 

 Late penalties (5% per day) are likewise carried over to rewritten essays. 

 No rewrites will be accepted after Dec. 03.  
 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism, which is intellectual theft, occurs where an individual submits or presents 
the oral or written work of another person as his or her own. Scholarship quite properly rests upon 
examining and referring to the thoughts and writings of others. However, when another person’s 
words (i.e. phrases, sentences, or paragraphs), ideas, or entire works are used, the author must be 
acknowledged in the text, in footnotes, in endnotes, or in another accepted form of academic 
citation. Where direct quotations are made, they must be clearly delineated (for example, within 
quotation marks or separately indented). Failure to provide proper attribution is plagiarism because 
it represents someone else’s work as one’s own. Plagiarism should not occur in submitted drafts or 



final works. A student who seeks assistance from a tutor or other scholastic aids must ensure that 
the work submitted is the student’s own. Students are responsible for ensuring that any work 
submitted does not constitute plagiarism. Students who are in any doubt as to what constitutes 
plagiarism should consult their instructor before handing in any assignments. See more information 
about academic misconduct at: 
http://www.calendar.ubc.ca/Vancouver/index.cfm?tree=3,54,111,959 
 
Access: I am committed to ensuring that our classrooms are as open and accessible as possible. If 
you need some form of accommodation, please do not hesitate to contact UBC’s office of Access 
and Diversity (https://students.ubc.ca/about-student-services/access-diversity) at 604-822-5844 as 
soon as possible so that we can ensure that the class environment meets your needs. 
 

 
 

Schedule of Readings 
 
 
 
Week 1 (September  6) 
Introduction 
We will go over the syllabus and deal with some organizational matters. 

 Course Syllabus 
 
Week 2 (September 11, 13) 
Literature and fiction 
What is literature, and how does it differ from fiction? What makes a work fictional? 

 David Davies – The Nature of Literature 

 Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen – Literary Practice 

 Literary Complement: Jorge Luis Borges – Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote 
 
Week 3 (September 18, 20) (Add/Drop = Sept. 18) 
Truth (in general) 
What does it mean to say that a proposition is true (or false)? 

 Ralph C.S. Walker – Theories of Truth 

 No class Sept. 20 

 
Week 4 (September 25, 27) 
Truth (in fiction) and the possible worlds model 
Fictions are true in possible worlds, but false in ours. 

 David K. Lewis – Truth in Fiction 

 David K. Lewis – Postscripts to Truth in Fiction 

 Literary Complement: The Things by Peter Watts; also read the plot summary of the 

movie which inspired it (or, better yet, watch the movie!). 

 Citation Assignment Due Sept. 27 
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Week 5 (October 2, 4) 
The pretense theory of fiction  
Forget intensional operators, let’s make-believe instead! 

 Kendall Walton – Representation and Make-Believe (MMB Ch. 1) 
 
Week 6 (October 9, 11) (Thanksgiving = Oct. 8; Withdrawal deadline = Oct. 12) 
Fiction and the real world 
How fictional worlds are built. 

 Walton – The Mechanics of Generation (MMB Ch. 4.1-4.3) 

 Stacy Friend – The Real Foundation of Fictional Worlds 

 Literary Complement: Charlotte Perkins Gilman – The Yellow Wallpaper 
 
Week 7 (October 16, 18) 
Interpretation I 
How to interpret literature, and anti-intentionalism about interpretation. 

 Stanley Fish – What Makes an Interpretation Acceptable? 

 William K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley – The Intentional Fallacy 

 Literary Complement: Tamar Szabó Gendler - Is Dumbledore Gay? Who’s to Say? 

 Short Essay Due Oct. 18 
 
Week 8 (October 23, 25) 
Interpretation II 
Some attempts to save intentionalism. 

 Eric Donald Hirsch – In Defense of the Author 

 Jerrold Levinson – Hypothetical Intentionalism: Statement, Objections, and Replies 
 
Week 9 (October 30, November 1) 
The paradoxes of fiction 
Why doesn’t fiction bore us, and how can I feel a way about the characters if it’s all false? 

 Kendall Walton – Fearing Fictions 

 Noël Carroll – The Paradox of Junk Fiction 

 Literary Complement: Sofia Samatar – How to get back to the forest 
 
Week 10 (November 6, 8) 
Genre 
How does genre play into all this? 

 Stacy Friend – Fiction as a Genre 

 Simon Evnine – “But Is It Science Fiction?”: Science Fiction and a Theory of Genre 
 
Week 11 (November 13, 15) (Remembrance Day holiday = Nov. 12) 
The puzzle of imaginative resistance 
Is there anything that we can’t—or won’t—imagine being true in a story? 

 Tamar Szabó Gendler – The Puzzle of Imaginative Resistance 

 Shen-yi Liao – Imaginative Resistance, Narrative Engagement, Genre 

 Literary Complement: Ursula K. LeGuin – The Ones Who Walk Away From Omelas 
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Week 12 (November 20, 22) 
Morality 
Why do we like it when bad things happen in stories? Are moral defects aesthetic defects?  

 Susan Feagin – The Pleasures of Tragedy 

 Anne W. Eaton – Rough Heroes of the New Hollywood 

 
Week 13 (November 27, 29) 
Ontology 
What kinds of things are works of literature and fictional characters? 

 Richard Wollheim – Literary Works as Types 

 Amie Thomasson – Fictional Characters as Abstract Artifacts 

 Final Essay Due: December 6th 


