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Science Fiction and Philosophy

Fall 2026

Course Description (Syllabus must be attached; see Template and Guidelines)
This course uses science fiction as a lens to explore fundamental philosophical 
questions. Students will examine the nature of reality, personal identity, and 
consciousness, addressing issues such as machine awareness, radical brain 
enhancement, and the structure of space and time. Emphasis is placed on the 
dialogue between imaginative speculation and philosophical analysis, highlighting 
how science fiction can illuminate enduring philosophical problems.
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This course uses science fiction as a lens to explore fundamental philosophical questions. 
Students will examine the nature of reality, personal identity, and consciousness, addressing 
issues such as machine awareness, radical brain enhancement, and the structure of space and 
time. Emphasis is placed on the dialogue between imaginative speculation and philosophical 
analysis, highlighting how science fiction can illuminate enduring philosophical problems.
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1. Analyze and evaluate philosophical concepts – Examine issues in contemporary
metaphysics, applied ethics, and philosophy of mind, especially as they relate to
emerging technologies.

2. Apply philosophical thinking to science fiction – Interpret and critique thought
experiments in films, short stories, and novels to explore ethical and metaphysical
questions.

3. Develop critical reasoning and communication skills – Construct and present coherent,
well-supported philosophical arguments in both writing and discussion.

 
 



 
 

•
•
•

 

 
 

 
across – – 

  
 

 
1. Participation (20%)
2. 2 short answer exams.  (20% each/40% total).
3. A comprehensive final exam (40%).
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- < 94 - 90%

B+ < 90 - 87%
B < 87 - 83%
B- < 83 - 80%
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- 0%

 
 

 



•
• -
•  

 

-  
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 co
 

 
 -is. 



  
  

 
  

 
 

 

 
 CAPS

 – 
 – -

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 -- 
 . 

 

Week 1 – Course Introduction 



Lecture: Overview – “Where We Are Going”
Reading: Schneider, SF: Introduction: Science Fiction as a Window into Philosophical
Puzzles

Week 2 –AI and the Singularity 

Reading: Transhumanist Manifesto (appendix), Radical Evolution, Chs 1–5
Lectures:

o Schneider (audio lecture on the Singularity)
o Nick Bostrom TED talk on death: link

Week 3 – Could You Be in a Computer Simulation? 

Lecture: Nick Bostrom – “Are You In a Computer Simulation?” link
Readings:

o Science fact: De Marse, “Brain in a Vat”

Week 4 – The Nature of Mind (Part 1) 

Lecture: Chalmers on the Hard Problem of Consciousness link
Readings:

o Chalmers, “The Puzzle of Conscious Experience”
o Andy Clark, “A Brain Speaks” (in Schneider)

Lecture/Video: Jill Bolte Taylor TED Lecture link

Week 5 – The Nature of Mind (Part 2) 

Reading: Searle, “Minds, Brains and Programs”

Week 6 –Machine Consciousness 

Reading: Schneider, Artificial You, Chs 1–4
Lecture/Video: Machine Consciousness video



Week 7 – Ethics of Advanced and Nonhuman Intelligence 

Reading/Viewing:
o Blade Runner (Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?)
o Isaac Asimov, “Robot Dreams” (Schneider)
o Peter Singer, Animal Liberation link

Week 8 – Review and Exam 1 

Week 9 – What Do We Owe Future Generations? 

Reading: McAskill (excerpts provided)
Lecture: Schneider lecture on the topic

Week 10 – Limits of Human Knowledge (Epistemology) 

Viewing: Choose one: USS Calister (Black Mirror), The Matrix, Vanilla Sky, “Ship in a
Bottle”
Readings:

o John Pollock, “Brain in a Vat” (fiction)
o Plato, excerpt from Republic
o Descartes, excerpt from Meditations
o Canvas lecture material

Week 11 – Should You Upgrade Yourself? (Part 1) 

Reading/Viewing:
o Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (or TV adaptation)
o Eric Olson, “Personal Identity” (Schneider SF)
o Schneider, “Mindscan: Transcending and Enhancing the Brain”

Week 12 – Should You Upgrade Yourself? (Part 2) 

Reading:
o Derek Parfit, “Divided Minds and the Nature of Persons” (Schneider SF)
o Anders Sandberg & Nick Bostrom, “Whole Brain Emulation: A Roadmap”

(beginning sections)



o Nick Bostrom, Are you a simulated being? (Schneider SF)

Week 13 – Space Time 

Topics: Space, Time, and Parallel Universes
Readings/Viewing:

o Craig Callender and Sean Carroll on arrow of time
o Theodore Sider, Time
o Ray Bradbury, “The Sound of Thunder”
o David Lewis, “Paradoxes of Time Travel”
o David Deutsch & Michael Lockwood, “Quantum Physics of Time Travel”
o Recommended: Kip Thorne, Black Holes and Time Warps

Week 14 – Review and Integration 

Activity: Class discussion integrating:
o AI, consciousness, simulation, ethics, human enhancement
o Reflections from Mindfest and readings

Week 15 – Final Presentations / Wrap-Up 

Activity: Exam 2

Final Comprehensive Exam 
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