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SYLLABUS

Purpose:  The purpose of this course is stated in detailed form in the General Introduction of the required text, PHILOSOPHY AND CONTEMPORARY ISSUES.  Briefly, the general aim of this course is to help students become more intellectually independent, more capable of relying on their own reason and less on the opinions of others.  In order to accomplish this, students will learn to identify some of the most important current philosophical problems confronting all intelligent and civilized people, how to analyze these problems, and how to arrive individually at rational solutions personally satisfying.  Philosophy gives not only power over man and affairs but, above all, control over one’s self. 

Philosophy and Liberal Arts: A liberal arts education is a general education comprising the arts, humanities, natural sciences, and social sciences. Vocational education prepares you to earn a living. A liberal education prepares you for a life worth living – at least for those who want to use their brains and not just their glands. Wisdom is knowing how to live a life worth living. The term “philosophy” means love of or search for wisdom. But what is wisdom and where is it to be found? The difficulty is not that there are no answers to these questions but that there are so many, often conflicting, answers. That predicament elicits the search for or love of wisdom, and prompts Socrate’s declaration. “The unexamined life is not worth living.” Who is really wise? Socrates? Plato? Sartre? Freud? Oprah Winfrey? Dr. Phil? Walt Whitman? Jane Austin? Madonna? Darwin? The Pope? Billy Graham? Marx? President Bush? Lincoln? Your teachers? How does one find answers to these queries? That is why philosophy is at the core of the liberal arts. That’s why one’s ultimate authority must be one’s own reason. That is why one must philosophize.
Believe nothing, no matter where you read it or who has said it, not even if I have said it, unless it agrees with your own reason and your own common sense.
Buddha

Required Text:


Burr, John R. & Goldinger, Milton, eds., PHILOSOPHY AND CONTEMPORARY ISSUES, 9th 


(rev.) Edition (Pearson/Prentice Hall, 2004). Paperback.

Surprise Quizzes: These will be objective (true/false and multiple choice) and will cover required reading and other material presented in class. There will be no makeups; instead one quiz with the lowest grade will not be included in the final grade. The questions on the surprise quizzes will acquaint students with the kinds of questions to be expected on the hour exams. Always bring a no. 2 lead pencil to class.

Hour Exams: There will be 3 objective hour exams (true/false and multiple choice questions) covering the required reading and other material presented in class. The third and final hour exam will include questions covering material from the beginning of the course through to its end. About 20 to 25% of the third exam will contain questions on material from the first two thirds of the course. Makeup hour exams will be given only for excused absences approved by the instructor. The specific date of the each hour exam will be announced at least a week in advance.

Class Discussion: Before each reading is discussed in class, some questions will be given to guide students’ study of the reading. An individual student(s) will be assigned to answer the question(s). If a student(s) assigned to answer the question(s) is/are not present in class to do so, then some other student(s) will be called on at random to do so.
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Extra Credit: 
None Given

Assignments: Approximately two class meetings will be devoted to each chapter of the required text. Reading assignments and any changes in them will be announced in advance.

Office Hours: Students are urged to make any office appointments before or after class. Scheduled office hours are: 10:30-11:30 a.m. MF. Other times by appointment.


Burr and Goldinger, Philosophy and Contemporary Issues, Ninth Edition.


Readings: (Any changes in reading assignments will be announced in advance in class.)
Philosophy or the Authority of Individual Reason
General Introduction  “What Philosophy Can Be”
Chapter. 1: Plato, “The Apology”

A Philosophical Challenge: Are we fancy robots or roulette wheels?
Part One: Introduction (pp. 30-31)

Chapter 3
Blatchford, “The Delusion of Free Will”

Chapter 2
Machan, “A Brief Defense of Free Will”

Chapter 4
Stace, “The Problems of Free Will”
The Authority of Religion

Part Two: Introduction 
Chapter 14
Johnson, “God and the Problem of Evil”

Chapter 15
Hick, “The Problem of Evil”

Chapter 18
Tolstoy, “My Confession”

Chapter 19
Martin, “Three Arguments for Nonbelief”

Chapter 10
Morrison, “Seven Reasons Why a Scientist Believes in God”

Chapter 11
Dawkins, “The Improbability of God”

Chapter 16
Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief”

Chapter 17
James, “The Will to Believe”
First Hour Exam (Specific date to be announced)

The Authority of the State and Society

Part Four: Introduction ( pp. 268-274; 276-277)

Chapter 39
Davis, “The Prisoner’s Dilemma”

Chapter 40
Downs, “Is it Rational to be an Informed Voter?”

Chapter 30
Hook, “The Philosophical Presuppositions of Democracy”

Chapter 31
Tocqueville, “Democratic Tyranny”

Chapter 33
Nielsen, “A Moral Case for Socialism”

Chapter 32
Rand, “Man’s Rights”

Chapter 41
Grayling, “Why a High Society is a Free Society”

Second Hour Exam (Specific date to be announced)

The Authority of Science and Knowledge

Part Six: Introduction (pp. 440-444)

Chapter 50
Descartes, “Meditations I and II”

Chapter 51: 
Paulsen, “Empiricism”

Chapter 52:
Grayling, “Scepticism”
Third or Final Hour Exam (Specific date to be announced)

Nota Bene. Philosophical writings must be read and reread, analyzed, and thought about and thought about and discussed and discussed. They resemble opinions of the U.S. Supreme Court. Indeed, philosophy is a de facto intellectual supreme court formulating, analyzing, and arguing for or against the fundamental beliefs of cultures. As long as a culture continues to change, philosophizing continues and there can be no “final” or “the” philosophy.

Some misguided souls mistakenly complain that philosophy never solves the problems it addresses. On the contrary, the truth is that philosophy solves its problems again and again. Some problems are like a knot in a piece of string; untie the knot and the problem disappears never to trouble again. Philosophical problems are not problems in this sense. Philosophical problems are recurring problems. At the moment much is made of the issue of evolution or design. Actually, reconciling science and religion is an example of a recurring philosophical problem. Why? Because science and religion keep changing and so must the “reconciled” anew. St. Thomas Aquinas reconciled the science of Aristotle and the Catholicism of his day and made a good Catholic out of an ancient Greek. But the science of Galileo was not the science of Aristotle nor was Protestantism the same as Catholicism. In the eighteenth century science was, by and large, Newtonian science and religion, at least among our Founding Fathers like Franklin, Jefferson, and others, Deism. Of course, religion and science do not always change at the same rate, a phenomenon that makes reconciliation more difficult and yet imperative. Why did Darwinian evolution fall like a bombshell in America and to a somewhat lesser extent in England but with nothing like that force and persistence in Germany and France? Because Germany and France were on the way to reconstructing their religious traditions while the U.S. and England lingered religiously in the seventeenth century. The U.S. still lingers in the seventeenth century; and so in this country reconciling Darwinian evolution and design remains a “problem.”
It is hardly the only philosophical problem. Consider the problem of reconciling modern medical technologies and their possible developments with inherited moralities and traditional pieties and taboos whether religious or secular and often embodied in laws.

Grade Entitlements:  None. Grades are earned for achievements in mastering the material of the course, not for something else such as time spent or effort put forth. For example, simply having done the assigned readings, attending class or even looking attentive in class does not guarantee you a C or B. (An entitlement: proper grounds for claiming or seeking something, e.g. this ticket guarantees the bearer free admission.)
How to Read Philosophy: In reading a philosophical selection, ask yourself the following:
1. What is the issue? An issue is a proposition affirmed by some and denied by others. Examples: Human beings have free will; human beings are fancy robots; God exists; Only material bodies and events exist; there are disembodied minds; democracy is the best form of government; the good is pleasure and evil is pain; suicide can be rational; workers should vote on whether their plant is to be moved or closed; all drugs should be legal; nothing really is like what we perceive it to be, etc.
2. Why is the issue important? What implications does the issue have for life outside the classroom? Example: If hard determination is true, then no one deserves praise or blame because they couldn’t have chosen differently than they did. Therefore, crime shouldn’t be punished but treated as a disease.
3. What are the arguments for and against the issue? Example: It can’t be true that evil can be justified on the ground that it results in a greater good because then we should not try to reduce or eliminate the evil because then we would reduce or eliminate the good dependent on it. Rather, we should increase the evil and thereby increase the good dependent on it. But this is absurd. So it must be false that evil can be justified on the grounds that it produces a greater good.

Not all philosophy readings will deal with all of the above three questions. Sometimes a reading will concentrate on arguments for and against an issue. Sometimes a reading will be devoted to clarifying just what the issue is e.g., the issue is not whether you live or die, but whether what you do is right or wrong.
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