PhIlosophy 1 Summer 2006 Syllabus
This syllabus is going to be a little different from most of the other syllabi you may have read, perhaps because the study of Philosophy is a little different from other studies. Showing you how it is different from, but intimately related to, all of the other disciplines and, more particularly, whatever most interests you would g a long way toward explaining why the syllabus is as it is, but doing so he e would, I think, be putting the cart before the horse; syllabi are suppose I, among other things, to introduce courses and not the other way around.

Yes, this syllabus will contain the usual information (though perhaps not in the usual format), as it is important that the prospective student feel some familiar points of reference at the outset. But as it seems to me more important in an introduction to help you see a little bit of what philosophy is all about and what this course will, in general, try to do to get there than it is to inform you about the nut~ and bolts (Le. how many papers, tests, scoring etc.), we may have a small problem: what you may want, maybe even need, to hear first is not exactly what I want to tell you first, and what I want to tell you is not exactly what you want to hear (‘why’ will become more obvious as you read). So.. .how to proceed?

I could just “give the people what they want”, but I don’t think that doing so would give a very accurate picture of the course, and some of you might go or stay based on a misconception, or I could just forge ahead arid say what I want to regardless of whatever you feel and, again, some of you might decide to go or stay based on a misunderstanding.

so... .what to do? I think that I will do a bit of both.

Yes, there is one text you need to purchase for the course: Gaarder’s Sophie’s World. Additionally you will need to purchase a journal entry book which I will provide you at the end of this class (you may pay me tomorrow). You will need to have read the first assignment and made your

first entry in your journal for tomorrow’s meeting. Which brings us to just what your assignments will be and how they and this course will differ . from the standard semester tong course and its assignments.

This course is only 4 weeks long . You have seen the length and type of the book; we are obviously going to finish it. You will have a lot of reading and writing to do. Our class will be two and a half hours long, five days a week, a total of 19 meetings. Each class meeting must, therefore, in some way ‘cover’ the material of a week of classes during the standard semester long college course. As you must have known when you signed up, you are obviously not signed up for a standard course. The College Standard
‘I Hour, sometimes called The Carnegie Hour, which requires two hours of home work per hour of class time, seems to me to be an excessive expectation in a four week class; that would come out to 12 1/2 in class and 25 hours out side of class a week. While that is what it would take to “do” ‘the regular 18 week class in 4 weeks (and by the way, that would include a 5 page paper each weekend) ‘doing-18-in-4’ was not my intention when I created this format: what I wanted was a very intense immersion alternative similar to the one that short-term foreign language. classes use. To maintain that intensity of focus white not exhausting you, you will be responsible for only approximately 2 hours a day outside of class (N.B. Please be advised: there are 7, not 5, days in a week). Colorado College, among others, uses this format quite effectively for all of its classes. I’ve taught this class 3 times before at Reedley, all with excellent results. 
Actually, I don’t mean ‘excellent’, I mean ‘phenomenal’ results: 90+%. retention, and 90+% pass rates of those retained. No other academic class on campus even comes close. The only caveat is that in order to maintain the intensity of focus necessary to produce those results, you must come to every class. Let me be utterly clear on that issue: you must come to every class. If you cannot make that commitment, don’t take the class. I will tolerate, reluctantly and with an extra paper assignment, 1 absence; 2 absences will require 2 extra papers and the loss of a whole

grade; 3 absence will, not may, result in an F for the course. I’m sorry but there can be no exceptions (not even jury duty, family problems, medical emergencies, military service or childcare problems, for example): We actually meet only 19 times counting today and 1 5+% nonattendance is simply too much. So, guard your absences well! If your have missed a class you will need to see me outside of class. My home phone is 222-8638; please call between 7 am and 7 pm.

But before I completely scare some of you out of the class, let me first say a little about what a typical class will look like: I assign a text for discussion for the next period, usually about 25 pages for a week day (we will read a longer, prime source reading over the three weekends). You go home, read (and, I hope, re-read) that text and make an entry in your journal [usually 6.journal pages, (don’t worry, they’re small)] and the next class I give you a small quiz on some relatively straight forward (i.e. one I think I have an answer to) point in the text. I may also try to ask what I hope is a related but, at least to me, relatively not so straight forward (i.e., one I don’t think I have the answer to) version of the first question. As I collect the quiz and check that the journal entries have been done, I give what I think would be a reasonable answer to that first question or ask you what you think a good answer to the question I just asked would be. Then once (if) we’ve gotten some agreement on that question, the rest of the class would be devoted to an open discussion of that and any ensuing questions:

call the first question a ‘phony’ question because, don’t you see, I think I have an answer. I call the second question ‘real’ because to me that is what it is: one to which I don’t have the answer and one which I hope to explore along with you. Of course sometimes that I think of as a phony question turns out in class discussion to be more real than I had thought....

Yes, yes I’m pretty sure of at least two things some of you are going to say at this point (well, you probably won’t actually say them, but you might either ‘walk’ or choose to lay low while thinking: “Oh great, a bullshitting class.” (1 can do that!” or “Who wants to do that?”) ,or, if you are slightly more charitable, “Oh, it’s an opinion class; but how can he grade us on

our opinions and base maybe 2/3 of my grade (!) in a course that I need (U) on such a subjective standard!?!” Both of the above questions seem to me to be good ones ... if they are ‘real’. That is, if they are real, honest questions asking for information and not merely the phony ones, ones to which the asker thinks the answer is obvious. It would be great to pause here and have a discussion of Kerry Walters’ On Bullshitting and Brainstorming, one of the first handouts I will be giving before we go on... but we’ll do that later, after you’ve gotten your feet wet.

Philosophy is a funny discipline, it seems to have such difficulty making any progress; its proponents have been asking virtually the same questions, or at least any attempt to have a philosophical discussion seems to start H out with the same basic questions, for at least 2600 years that we know of. It’s odd that when the Arts and Sciences seem to be always taking such large steps forward, philosophy seems always mired in the same old questions and stuck with answering the same old charge, “Well, that’s just your opinion.” And yet, isn’t it strange that all of the other disciplines don’t ever really want to disown their mother, for that, historically, is what she is. Note for example that the highest degree awarded in any field is a Ph.D., that is, a doctor (D) of Philosophy (Ph), with only an emphasis in math or in English or business, and isn’t it funny that when they want to check their own results to see if they are worth anything, it is to logic, a branch of philosophy or aesthetics or epistemology or ethics, all branches of philosophy, that they appeal?

But what does this little discussion on Philosophy have to do with the computation of your grade, specifically the charge that if I make I to 2/3 of your grade depend on class participation the grading must be somehow subjective (read “unfair”) and dependent on your agreeing with my opinion? Simply this: It’s not the opinion in itself that counts so much as the quality of its defense and their connection, or non-connection, to each other and to other opinions; an opinion may be subjective; the quality or lack of quality of the defense of an opinion is not, Of course we will be arguing over just what constitutes a good evidence for an opinion the

whole ‘semester’ and that is good: to do so is to enter into the realm of philosophy.

I am sure that some of you right now want to say, “Yeah, but in the end his is the only opinion that matters; he gives the grades,” or perhaps more charitably, “Well, if he doesn’t know, and we don’t know the answers to those questions then ‘who’s to say~ and how would we even know the right answer if we ran across it, and HOW IN THE WORLD WILL HE GRADE US?” Well, to those charges, and strong ones they are indeed, I can say little more at present than it is the job of anybody engaged in the philosophical endeavor to avoid them, and I would ask your forbearance for a little while; the little that I can say now is this: if in the end the only way answers can be checked is if somebody already knows the correct one, then how does any new knowledge ever get into the world? How does any scientist ever discover anything that his or her professor hadn’t already taught him or her? (Of course such original work must then be checked to see if it is also good work, but how that is done is another topic of philosophy....)

As to why I use that variable 1/3 to 2/3 written, 1/3 to 2/3 oral grade break down? Well, both are important, but some people are better at one than at the other, and, as I am looking for the way to find some evidence that you deserve an “A” rather than some evidence that you deserve an “F”, I want to weight what you do best most heavily. Please notice, however, ‘no’ participation in class will be extremely damaging to your grade as will any

missing assignments; the worst grade even very bad work can get you is
•

“F’ (50%); on the other hand ‘no.’ work on an assignment (and coming to
 
class not only prepared to talk but with the journal entry written and

actually talking is part of the assignment) is a 0%. No, you don’t have to

talk every class, or say something just to get the air moving, but if week

two starts to roll around and you haven’t felt compelled to say something

about what we’ve been reading, or if you are a number of pages behind
•

of what is expected in your journal, then perhaps you are in the wrong
~~••

class.

Which again brings up the subject of attendance and missed journal entries and participation; When you sign up for this class you are signing up to be a member of a discussion, an ongoing discussion, and we need you here every day to keep the discussion “on going”. The school 18 week semester standard is two weeks of missed class sessions 2/1 6ths (finals/vacations aren’t included) of the class time. A discussion group, especially during a 4 week class, is a single entity, a joint endeavor, and each absence diminishes not just your experienèe but everyone else’s. I cannot stress this point too much: a missed discussion is just that, missed; it cannot be made up, and It is a drag on the group when you are not carrying your own weight. We don’t have time to catch you up on points you missed. And yet we have to. The purpose of the extra assignment is to do so, however imperfectly. Therefore, if you do miss a class, I expect to see/hear from you before the next meeting. If I do see you then for a discussion I can give you at least partial credit for attendance, though quizzes cannot be made up. I start counting attendance on our first meeting.

I hope that this somewhat odd format is not totally off-putting. If you are in anyway unclear about what is expected of you at any time, please see me.

One last point about your grades; at the end of the class I review all, I repeat ALL, of your written work, that is your journal work and quizzes. Philosophy is, if nothing else, an ongoing, conversation, and if your thought on a subject develops over the course of the semester, I want to see evidence that it has done so; it is often only in the comparison of early with later comments that I can see the quality of your thought. After the last day, I sit down with your complete file: No, not just my grade book, your entire file. I look at all of your papers (i.e. quizzes, journal) and come up with the highest grade I can justify, i.e., the highest for which I can at that moment see evidence. To this end, it is essential that I have a complete file. In other words, (1) throw out nothing, and (2) keep copies.)

