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Course Description 
 
By way of reading both philosophical and literary texts, we will study how chance and 
randomness can and do bestow meaning upon our lives. One topic we will study is 
immortality: A principle governing chances says that when time goes toward infinity, any 
event that has a non-zero chance will almost certainly occur. Does it then follow, as Jorge 
Luis Borges speculates, that if we lived forever, we would have every experience we could 
possibly have? Another topic we will look at are coincidences: What makes an event a 
coincidence? And can coincidences create meaning? We will also look at the role chances 
play in explaining the arrow of time. Can chances explain why so many processes only 
happen in one temporal direction? And could we make sense of a life lived backwards? 
Finally, we will ask more generally whether there is a place for chance and randomness in a 
world in which human lives have meaning or a purpose.  
 
 
Schedule 

WEEK 0: Getting Started (Jan 20 - Jan 26) 

• We will use this week to familiarize ourselves with the mechanics of the course. 
• You will have to make a short post to introduce yourself to your classmates. 

WEEK 1: Chance and Immortality I (Jan 27 - Feb 2) 

• Borges, J. L. (1947/ 1999) “The Immortal,” in: Collected Fictions. Penguin Books. 183–
195.  

WEEK 2: Chance and the Arrow of Time (Feb 3 - Feb 9) 

• Greene, B. (2003) “Chance and the Arrow,” in: The Fabric of the Cosmos. Vintage. 
143–176. 

• VIDEO: Sean Carroll, S. “The Arrow of Time feat. Sean Carroll” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdTMuivYF30 

WEEK 3: Chance and Immortality II (Feb 10 - Feb 16) 

• Huemer, M. (2019) “Existence is Evidence of Immortality,” Nous. 
• Optional: Loew, C. (2017) “Boltmannian Immortality,” Erkenntnis 87: 761–776. 

  



WEEK 4: Meaning and Coincidence (Feb 17 - Feb 23) 

• Lando, T. (2017) “Coincidence and Common Cause,” Nous 51: 132–151. 
• Kleist, H. v. (1807/ 1978) “The Earthquake in Chile,” in: The Marquis of O—and other 

Stories. Penguin Books. 

WEEK 5: Randomness and Order (Feb 24 - Mar 1) 

• van Inwagen, P. (1995) “The Place of Chance in a World Sustained by God,” in: God, 
Knowledge, and Mystery: Essays in Philosophical Theology. Ithaca. 

WEEK 6: Chance, Randomness, and Meaning (Mar 2 - Mar 8) 

• Chiang, T. (2001/ 2016) “Hell is the Absence of God,” in: Stories of your Life and 
Others. Vintage. 

• Borges, J. L. (1947/ 1999) “The Lottery in Babylon,” in: Collected Fictions. Penguin 
Books. 101–106. 

  

Policy & Requirements 

Welcome to the literature seminar "Chance, Randomness, and Meaning!" In this document, 
I will tell you about how to successfully complete the class. 

A. What you can expect from me 

I will 

• post a short lecture and/or handout on Cambro for each week. I will aim to post 
them, by the very latest, on Tuesday the week before. 

• monitor and facilitate the Forum-discussion. 
• post a summary of the Forum discussion of the previous weeks. 
• be available to answer your questions. The best way to reach me is: 

christian.loew@umu.se. I will also create a thread in the “Forum” where you can 
pose questions to me. 

B. What I expect from you 

You will 

• complete weekly discussion posts on time. 
• participate in the forum's discussion. 
• be polite and considerate. 
• write both a draft and a final paper. 
• comment on a colleague’s draft paper. 

C. Requirements 



There are four elements you need to fulfil for successful completion of the class: 

1. Substantial Post. For each of the six topics, you need to make a substantial post in 
the "Forums." The post is due on the first day of the week where we cover the topic. 
(Discussion questions are posted in the “Discussion questions” document in the 
“Resources” section.) 

2. Discussion. To fulfil the discussion requirement, you need to make at least two 
discussion posts in the Forum by the end of the week on which we discuss the topic. 
Your discussion posts need to engage with something your class mates have posted, 
such as answering a question or raising a new question.  

3. Draft & Final Paper. You need to write both a draft and a final version of a 2000-
3000 words paper on a topic from a list that I will provide. 

4. Feedback. You need to provide written feedback on a draft paper by one of your 
classmates. 

You do not need to be online at specific times – but please respect the deadlines and 
participate in the discussions. In order to complete the seminar successfully, you need to 
pass all required elements (1, 2, 3, and 4). Below you can find a more detailed explanation 
of the requirements. 

1) Substantial Post 

I will usually ask you to explain and discuss some issue from the readings. In addition, you 
will have to raise two questions of your own that you want to discuss with your colleagues. 
These questions might concern something you found unclear or interesting about the 
readings, or something more general about the relevant topic. 

You need to upload your post on the first day allocated by the schedule to the topic in 
question, by opening a new discussion thread under the relevant forum. As a rough guide, 
these texts should be about 1-2 pages long. If you do not follow the above instructions, the 
contribution will not suffice for evaluation. Please write or copy/paste the presentation in 
the thread rather than attach it as a file.     

2) Participation 

In order to pass the criterion of participating in the discussions, you need to contribute at 
least two substantial answers/comments to your colleagues’ posts during the week 
allocated to the topic. Discussions remain open when the week has passed, but it is only the 
timely activity that is assessed (one week since the discussion’s first day). “Substantial” 
means that you should answer a question your colleague has raised, further support or 
criticize an argument presented in your colleague’s post or another colleague’s comment, 
etc. Writing “I agree/ disagree with the above” without the reasons for your statement is 
not sufficient. 

Please always be polite and considerate. Both in your posts and in discussion, you are very 
welcome to criticize. Finding problems in arguments and raising objections are important 
skills that we try to develop in philosophy. However, it is important to be kind. A response 



such as “This is ridiculous!” is not acceptable – politely explaining why you think a certain 
claim does not hold scrutiny is the way to go! Always try to see the value in the 
contributions of others. For example, if an argument does not succeed in the precise way it 
is written down, can the argument be improved? And may your interlocutor actually have 
intended this better version of the argument all along without quite being able to state it 
clearly? If you write down the best version of your interlocutor's argument first and then 
show that your criticism applies even to that version, your point will be much stronger. 
Always be as charitable as possible. Here is a small guide to kind criticism, with a quote from 
the philosopher Daniel Dennett (courtesy of Daniela Cutas). 

3) Draft and Final Paper 

To satisfy this requirement, you need to write a draft and a final paper of about 2000-3000 
words. I will provide a list with possible topics in due course. In the paper you will have to 
demonstrate understanding of the topic of causation as well as mastery of the main 
philosophical skills that we will practice in the class. E.g., 

• Identifying the arguments a text offers in support of a claim; 
• Stating an argument or position in a clear and comprehensive way; 
• Evaluating objections to an argument; 
• Defending an argument against an objection; 
• Coming up with arguments/ objections of your own. 

Writing substantial posts and comments will prepare you for this task!  

4) Comments 

For this requirement, I will match you up with a ‘feedback partner’. You will have to send a 
draft of your paper to your feedback partner and will receive comments from him/ her. In 
turn, you will provide feedback on your partner's paper. The length of your comments 
should be about half of the length of the paper. 

Providing and receiving feedback is incredibly important for improving ones writing. Often 
when I try to give feedback on someone else's writing, I discover problems with my own 
writing. Noticing what makes another paper difficult to read helps you realize that you 
might be doing the same thing. (For some reason, we are better at spotting faults in others 
than in ourselves.) At the same time, receiving feedback will help you improve your paper. 
Again, please be kind when you give and receive feedback. I get very frustrated when 
someone misunderstand what I was trying to say. But then it also teaches me that maybe I 
did not say it as clearly as I should have.   

The language of the course is English. All writing will need to be in English. 

 

 
 


