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BRIEF COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course deals with the central questions concerning the nature and 
functions of literature, and the ways in which it is created, appreciated, 
and evaluated. Topics discussed will include central issues in 
understanding literature, or the philosophy of literature, as well as ways 
in which literary works can express philosophical ideas (philosophy in 
literature).  

The course will be given as a combination of lectures, and more tutorial-
like elements, where students are expected to have read the relevant 
material (philosophical texts and/or literary ones) beforehand, and to 
discuss it in class.  

Topics to be addressed during the course include: What is literature? How 
do we know what a literary work means? What are literary works (i.e. what 
is their ontological status)? What is fiction? And why do we seem to care 



about fictional characters (after all, they do not even seem to exist!)? 
And is it morally permissible to write literature (fictional or otherwise) 
about whatever one likes?

 

SCHEDULE AND READINGS

[classes are on Wednesdays and Fridays; the following is a tentative 
reading list and schedule; please check Moodle regularly for possible 
updates!] 
 
5.9  Introduction  
 
7.9  What is Literature? 
12.9  What is Literature? 
  Reading: A. Pettersson, ‘The Concept of Literature: A  
  Description and an Evaluation’ 
 
14.9  Literature and Fiction 
19.9  Literature and Fiction 
  Reading: G. Currie, ‘What is Fiction?’ 
 
21.9  Truth and Fiction 1: Truth in Fiction 
26.9  Truth and Fiction 1: Truth in Fiction 
  Reading: S. Carlshamre, ‘Truth in/of Fiction’ 
  Optional/recommended Reading: D. Lewis, ‘Truth in Fiction’ 
 
28.9  Truth and Fiction 2: Truth from Fiction 
3.10  Truth and Fiction 2: Truth from Fiction 
  Reading: M. Green, ‘How and What We Can Learn from Fiction’ 
 
5.10  Truth and Fiction 3: Fictions and Thought Experiments 
10.10  Truth and Fiction 3: Fictions and Thought Experiments 
  Reading: P. Livingston and M. Pettersson, ‘Thought  
  Experiments in Aesthetics’  
 
12.10  Literature and Ontology 1: What is a Work of Literature? 
19.10  Literature and Ontology 1: What is a Work of Literature? 
  Reading: R.G. Collingwood, Excerpt from The Principles of Art  
 
24.10  Literature and Ontology 2: What is a Literary Genre, and Why 
    Does It Matter? 
26.10 Literature and Ontology 2: What is a Literary Genre, and Why 
    Does It Matter? 
  Reading: K. Walton, ‘Categories of Art’ 
 
31.10  Mid-term Exam 
 
2.11  Literature and Emotions 1: Fearing Fictions 
7.11  Literature and Emotions 1: Fearing Fictions 
  Reading: K. Walton, ‘Fearing Fictions’ 
 
9.11  Literature and Emotions 2: Tragedy (and Other Paradoxes of 
  Negative Emotions) 
14.11  Literature and Emotions 2: Tragedy (and Other Paradoxes of 
  Negative Emotions) 
  Readings: D. Hume ‘Of Tragedy’; S. Feagin, ‘The Pleasures of 



 

 

  Tragedy’  
 
16.11  Literature and Ethics: The Morality of Fiction 
21.11  Literature and Ethics: The Morality of Fiction 
  Reading: F. Ackerman, ‘Imaginary Gardens and Real Toads: On  
  the Ethics of Basing Fiction on Actual People’ 
 
23.11  Philosophy and Literature 
28.11  Philosophy and Literature 

Reading: M. Heidegger, Excerpt from The Origin of the Work of 
Art 

 
30.11  Review 
 
 
LEARNING OOUTCOMES 
This course is designed to enhance basic intellectual skills as well as 
to promote an enhanced understanding of a number of philosophical issues 
raised by, and expressed in literature. 
Completion of the course should grant students the ability to: 
1. Respond critically to the philosophical dimensions of works of 
literature 
2. Demonstrate knowledge of the basic issues involved in philosophical 
reflection on literature 
3. Assess claims made about the philosophical, and in particular, ethical 
importance of literary works 
 
 
MEASUREMENT OF LEARNING OUTCOMES 
Student’s successful engagement with the lectures and readings, and 
corresponding progress towards the learning outcomes outlined above, will 
be measured by means of mid-term and final examinations comprising both 
short-answer and more substantive, reflective essay questions (to assess 
LO 2, 3). These examinations will determine whether students have engaged 
successfully with the required readings for the course and with content 
presented in the lectures and tutorials. Students’ knowledge of key 
positions, distinctions, arguments, and relevant facts will be tested. 
The examination questions will assess the ability to draw the course 
materials together, the ability to articulate and organize ideas in 
written form, as well as the ability to synthesize ideas and form an 
individual opinion on important questions that have been the subject of 
extensive debate in the literature. In addition, students are expected to 
participate in discussions in class (to assess LO 1, 2, 3). 
 
 
ASSESSMENT: 
Participation: 10% (note that mere ‘attendance’ is not sufficient for 
‘participation’) 
Mid-term Exam: 40% (comprising both short-answer and essay questions) 
Final Exam: 50% (in the form of a Take-home Exam involving Essay 
Questions) 
 

Important Notes 

(1)      Students are expected to spend a total of 9 hours (i.e. 3 hours 
of class contact and 6 hours of personal study) per week to achieve the 
course learning outcomes. 



 

 

(2)      Students shall be aware of the University regulations about 
dishonest practice in course work, tests and examinations, and the possible 
consequences as stipulated in the Regulations Governing University 
Examinations. In particular, plagiarism, being a kind of dishonest 
practice, is “the presentation of another person’s work without proper 
acknowledgement of the source, including exact phrases, or summarised 
ideas, or even footnotes/citations, whether protected by copyright or not, 
as the student’s own work”. Students are required to strictly follow 
university regulations governing academic integrity and honesty. 

(3)     Students are required to submit writing assignment(s) using 
Turnitin. 

(4)     To enhance students’ understanding of plagiarism, a mini-course 
“Online Tutorial on Plagiarism Awareness” is available on 
https://pla.ln.edu.hk/ 

 


