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    Spring 2009

MODERN PHILOSOPHY

Course Syllabus

Instructor:  
Professor Randy Jensen
E-mail:  
rjensen@nwciowa.edu

Office:   
VPH-211C


Phone:   
712-707-7069

Office hours:
MWF 10:40-11:40 or by appointment.  But please drop by any time to talk about whatever you want!  You should also feel free to e-mail me if you have a question about an assignment or a thought about something that happened in class.  I’d love to get to know you as more than a face in the room, but it’s mostly up to you whether that happens or whether you remain relatively anonymous.

Course description:  The general aim of this class is to explore the philosophy of the historical period commonly known as modernity, i.e. the various currents of thought in Europe in the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries.  As you would expect, this timeframe encompasses a very large number of thinkers!  Rather than approaching modernity encyclopedically, our strategy will be to focus on a single text from each of three key thinkers:  Rene Descartes, David Hume, and Immanuel Kant.  We will examine other various other modern philosophers in relation to this trio.  Why this approach?  Well, although we will master some of the characteristic philosophical ideas and themes of this historical period, it is far more important that you learn how a modern philosopher thinks and that you try to get inside his world than that you are able to recite random facts about a lengthy laundry list of thinkers.  Or, to put it more simply, our aim is understanding rather than the accumulation of information.
Required reading:  Three texts, as I said:  Rene Descartes's Meditations on First Philosophy (trans. Cress), David Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (ed. Popkin), and Immanuel Kant's Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals (trans. Ellington).  The editions I've ordered are all from Hackett Publishing and they should be $10 or less in paperback.  Make sure you bring the relevant book to class with you every day.
Our main task, as we read, think, and talk together, is imaginative reconstruction.  And it is an incredibly daunting task to see the world as a 17th century writer did, to figure out why he thought something to be plausible that strikes us as very far from it.  When we hear something that sounds a bit strange, we often tend to criticize too quickly (and unfortunately this is true of our encounters with living persons as well as dead ones).  In this class, we must work very hard against this tendency!  We must understand before we criticize; we must commit ourselves to an interpretive principle of charity.  This means that we will strive, as far as we can, to read our authors in such a way that what they say is true and their reasoning is valid.  We must look for what is right in what we read—and where we suspect that something is wrong, we must determine why someone thought it was right.  Suppose that you’re reading one of our texts and something strikes you as really stupid.  (This may happen.)  Stop and think for a minute.  Is it very likely that you—a beginning philosophy student (or even a philosophy professor!)—have accurately perceived that this author, whose works are still being read and admired centuries after his death, has just said something really stupid?  It’s possible that’s so, but isn’t it more likely that you’ve either misread his text or missed something else he said that makes this apparently stupid thing much more sensible?  As charitable readers, we should assume the latter unless we’ve done the work to be absolutely sure our author has really said the really stupid thing.  This will both display our respect for the author and save us from embarrassing misinterpretations.  Always begin reading our texts under the assumption that what they say makes sense; most often, it will make sense, in context.
Philosophical texts are often very difficult to read and demand our focused and complete attention.  In our case, we will be reading historical texts that were written long ago, often in another language, and they deploy a host of unfamiliar terms and concepts.  For this reason, I work hard not to assign too much reading for any given day so that you can read what is assigned slowly and carefully.  Notice that various metaphors nicely capture the nature of reading philosophy:  the text should be mulled over, digested, wrestled with, grappled with, engaged with, etc.  All these suggest that no skimming is allowed!  The ideal thing is to read all these materials (at least) twice:  once before we cover them in class, so that you come to class armed with questions and you are better equipped to be involved in our discussion, and then again a second time after we cover them, when you have a better grasp of what's going on and what's important.  Things should be much clearer the second time you work through them.  And, of course, you'll be looking at key passages for yet a third time when you compose your essays…

A final note on reading philosophy…  From my point of view, your own encounter with the text is just as important, no, make that MORE important, than what we do in class.  It’s a bad idea to think about the reading as only intended to get you ready to come to class.  Yes, it accomplishes that, but my hope is that you’ll learn a lot more outside of class than you do inside it.  In a certain sense, your real teachers this semester are Descartes, Hume, and Kant.
Graded work:  Philosophy happens when we read, when we think, when we talk, when we write.  As I’ve probably said already, philosophy is something you do, and so what we’re trying to learn is how to do it better.  Thus, like everything we’ll be doing this semester, the graded work in this class provides you with various kinds of opportunities to do philosophy, most often in a writing exercise of one kind or another.  Here I’ll briefly explain these writing assignments.  See later in this syllabus for additional policies on the writing you do in this class.

1.  Three take-home examinations.  There are no in-class exams in our course, because I’m much more interested in encouraging you to do some serious thinking than in forcing you to memorize stuff.  However, it is crucial that you understand what our philosophers are up to, and these exams are designed to assess your grasp of the texts we’re reading as well as your ability to explain and critically reflect upon them.  Each of the exams will be a series of fairly short questions, requiring answers that range in length from a few sentences to a few paragraphs.  Each question will be quite specific and will concern material found in the readings and in the lectures.  Expect something along the lines of “Explain how Descartes defines X” or “Explain how Hume argues that Y” or “Give one objection to Kant’s argument that Z”  Unsurprisingly, you’ll have a much easier time with these exams if you’ve invested time in the readings and you’ve been present and attentive in class.  Each exam will be in the neighborhood of 3-4 pages and will be worth 15% of your grade.  Each will be due roughly a week after we’ve finished discussing the philosopher in question:  Descartes, Hume, or Kant.  I don’t want to commit to a date at this point, because it’s not clear how long it’ll take us to make our way through each.
2.  Final exam.  Our final “exam” is also a take-home exercise.  The assignment is simple:  Write a 4-5 page essay that compares and contrasts what two modern philosophers have to say about some topic.  You might be on the lookout for an appropriate topic from the get-go.  You must submit an idea for this assignment by Friday, April 24.  Your essay itself is due on Wednesday, May 13, at 12:30 p.m., the end of the final exam period scheduled for this class.

3.  Journal.  Although the three exams will give you a chance to write, it’s important that you write much more frequently, both in and out of class—because some of our best thinking is done when we’re writing.  For this reason, I’m asking you to have an official “journal” for this class and I’m asking you to bring it with you to class every day and to have it handy any time you’re reading for our class.  What will you write in this journal?  

· Sometimes I’ll ask you to do some written reflection in class as a way of sparking discussion, and you’ll do that in your journal.

· Sometimes I’ll ask you to do some writing in preparation for class, and you’ll do that in your journal, too.

· As you read, you should write down your thoughts and questions.  It’d be great to come to class with some stuff in your journal that you’d like us to talk about!
· During class, if a question strikes you but you don’t want to ask it, get it in your journal so you don’t forget it!  Or if you have a thought you want to chase down later, write it down.
· If you’re puzzled or frustrated after class, write down what you’re thinking.

Basically, any thoughtful reflection you do about our bevy of modern philosophers can be included in your journal.  The only things I do not want to see in your journal are:

· Notes from class.  If you’re just copying what I’ve said or written, don’t put that in your journal.  Why?  Because it’s not your thoughts, right?

· Drafts of exams or papers.  You can think and strategize in your journal, but don’t compose your papers therein.

· Writing that’s not relevant to this class.  Don’t put “filler” in your journal.
The writing you do in this journal is for you, not for me.  The point here is not for me to see if you’re “getting it right,” but rather for you to do some thinking on paper.  In an ideal world, this is something you’d do for its own sake rather than for a grade.  Of course, we aren’t in the ideal world, are we?

I’ll collect journals just twice, once at midterm for a “practice run” (although it’ll count!) and then again at the end of the semester.  If you’ve produced a sufficient number of thoughtful journal pages, you’ll get an A in this category.  Obviously, if you haven’t written enough pages, your grade will be lower.  Likewise if what you’ve written doesn’t appear thoughtful.  I won’t be grading your journals carefully, allotting points for this or for that.  But I will skim them to get a rough sense of their innards.  Sometimes it’s obvious that someone has sat down and scribbled dozens of pages at once without much thought.  That won’t turn out well, and of course it won’t help you to do the kind of thinking that’s our goal, either.

How much is enough here?  As a rough guide, you should plan on writing 4-5 pages a week in your journal.  Does that sound like a lot?  It won’t be, if you do the writing you’ll be asked to do in class and if you get into the habit of writing a bit while you read.  And that’s a good habit to get into.  Also, this is not formal writing, of course, since it can consist of questions, a series of random thoughts, more organized paragraphs, etc.  Such writing fills pages faster than a formal essay.  A final thought here:  if you have ginormous handwriting, you should plan to write more.  If you write in teen tiny letters, please try to write a bit larger so that it can be read.  If your writing is a total mess, please try hard to be legible.  If you’re a laptop person, it’s fine to do this electronically and you can e-mail me your journal in one document rather than printing it out.  

4.  19th century philosopher group project.  We’ll be working through our three main philosophers and their compatriots together as a class.  But you’ll investigate the philosophy of the 19th century in small groups.  You’ll be divided into 5 groups and each group will be assigned a prominent philosopher.  Obvious possibilities include:  Friedrich Nietzsche, Soren Kierkegaard, John Stuart Mill, Arthur Schopenhauer, G.W.F. Hegel, and William James.  I’ll provide more guidance as the time to begin draws near, but the main idea of this project is that your group will take a day of class to give a presentation on your philosopher, using either an extended handout or a power point presentation to deliver materials to the class.
· We need to have groups formed immediately after spring break.  I can create groups arbitrarily or you can help to form your own groups and choose your own philosophers.  Or some of both.
· Once you are assigned to a group and a philosopher, you should do some preliminary research on him so you can make plans.

· Your group must have an initial strategizing session by Friday, March 27.  In this session you should divvy up tasks.  Each person should do some significant reading, but you needn’t and shouldn’t all read the same things.  Likewise, instead of trying to write and organize your presentations as a group, each person should be responsible for a piece of the whole.
· By Friday, April 17, your group should circulate your individual pieces of the presentation and work on revising them and assembling them into a whole.  You are encouraged to give each other feedback here!

· The presentations themselves will be scheduled for the 15th and 16th week of classes.
5.  Participation.  It’s a cliché that you’ll get out of a class what you put into it.  But it’s true nonetheless.  Thus, I hope all of you will seriously invest yourselves in our attempt to understand these thinkers who have shaped our traditions in such profound ways.  Since we have to be in this business of giving and receiving grades, it’s fitting that such investment be recognized in the course grade, and so 10% of your grade depends on “participation.”  What is participation?  In a nutshell, it’s whatever you bring to the table here.  It’s the time and energy you spend reading, or thinking, or listening, or writing.  It’s the contribution you make in the classroom, whether in small groups or (especially!) in our efforts to have a dialogue in “the big room.”  It’s the conversations you have in the hallways, or the dorms, or wherever, with whomever.  All of that.  Of course, as you may be thinking, I’m in no position to evaluate your participation if it’s understood in this way.  So you’ll have to do it.  At the end of the semester, you’ll give yourself a grade in this category.  I will provide you with some guidelines for doing so, however, so that you’re not entirely in the dark about what to do.  Let me say a few things here to get us started on the right path:

· Attendance is very important.  As a philosopher might put it, good attendance is a necessary condition for a good participation grade.  I’m not going to take attendance, since this is college, after all, but you should have a decent grasp of your attendance record over the term.  You get one or two unexcused absences for the semester “for free,” and any more such absences will cost you, with your participation grade lowering with each one.  Thus, if your attendance is spotty, if you miss a class every week or two, then you should plan on giving yourself a C (at best—assuming your involvement in the class is very good in other respects) in participation.  

· Other obvious necessary conditions for a good participation grade include paying attention in class and doing the assigned reading and writing—when it’s assigned.  But all of these together are not a sufficient condition for a good participation grade, however.  If you do all of these things, I’d peg your participation grade at a B- or so.

· If you want to give yourself a B or higher in participation grade, you should talk in class.  Or you should talk a lot to people outside of class.  Or you should talk to me in my office or by e-mail.  Or you should spend a lot of time on the reading, doing more than the minimum.  Or you should be doing some extra reading.  Or…  You get the idea, right?  

· My hope is that most of you do very well in this category.  It’s nearly entirely under your control, right?  If you put in the work, it’s guaranteed to pay off (something that isn’t true of all of our academic endeavors).

The upshot of all this?
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10%
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10%
I operate with a fairly traditional grading scale, on which 90 is the bottom of the A range, 80 is the bottom of the B range, 70 is the bottom of the C range, and 60 is the bottom of the D range.  I don’t get more specific than that because at the end of the semester I like to have some flexibility in the grades I assign – but only in your favor!  Thus, an 80 will never receive lower than a B-, but an 82 might get a B- or a B, depending on how the distribution looks.  I also consider improvement when deciding on your final grade.
Additional course policies:

· You must complete all of the assigned work to pass this class.  If you don’t submit all of the papers as well as a journal, you will receive an F.

· Plagiarism is a form of cheating.  It’s dishonest.  It is also a form of theft.  It is therefore a very serious moral wrong.  To put it simply, plagiarism is presenting someone else's words or ideas as if they were your own.  Plagiarism can include (a) a simple failure to mention or cite a source, (b) a paraphrase that is far too close for comfort, and (c) blatant word-for-word copying of sentences or paragraphs from either a primary or secondary source or even from another student's paper.  Cases of (c) nearly always involve bad intent, but cases of (a) and (b) may sometimes result from sloppiness or ignorance.  However, they are still serious offenses, lapses for which you will be held responsible, so make sure that your words and ideas are your own or that you're clear whose words or ideas they are and where they came from.  Where they are not your own words or ideas, make sure that you make this explicit in the appropriate way, e.g., by quotation, citation, etc.  In order to avoid some all-too-common problems with plagiarism within our class, you are prohibited from reading papers and exams written by other students in this class (and this includes those written by previous students as well as present students).  However, it is a very good idea to have someone who isn’t in this class read through your paper!  In order to avoid some all-too-common problems with plagiarism of other sources, you must list anything you look at while writing the paper on a Works Consulted page, whether you make explicit reference to it or not.  This includes websites as well as books and articles.  Students who fail to observe these policies will be penalized, even if the cause is ignorance or negligence.  Students who intentionally plagiarize will receive a very serious penalty.  Cases of type (c) will automatically receive an F on the plagiarized assignment; especially egregious cases will receive an F for the course.  Cases of type (a) and (b) will receive a grade reduction the size of which will depend on the seriousness of the offense.  
· In order to provide an additional disincentive for plagiarism, you will be required to submit your exams and papers to Turnitin.com, a website that checks for plagiarized materials.  

· Obviously my main concern is with the content of your exams and papers rather than their form.  However, errors in spelling and grammar can often prevent you from saying what you want to say clearly and effectively, especially in philosophy.  And even where they do not, they give the (hopefully mistaken) impression that you simply don’t care about your work very much.  I hope you’ll agree with me that at the college level we all ought to be able to produce written work that is relatively clean and neat.  Thus, any paper that contains more than 3 obvious mistakes on any given page will receive an automatic grade reduction of one step, e.g., from a B to a B-.  Please proofread your papers carefully so as to turn in your best work and avoid this penalty.
· While I will nearly always accept late papers, they will generally be penalized (and the later the paper, the larger the penalty).  You should let me know if one of your papers is going to be late.  It is much easier for me to be charitable about missing a deadline if you talk to me about it beforehand.  Please know that I never mind if you ask me for an extension on a paper, but I will not give you extra time on a paper simply because you are very busy:  I assume all my students are very busy and it isn’t fair to give extra time to you without giving it to others as well.  But if you are sick or there’s a family emergency or something like that, I can almost always give you extra time.  

· If you receive a C- or below, you may rewrite your paper.  The new grade will simply be averaged with the old grade.  (Of course, if you don’t make any significant changes in your paper, you should not expect the grade to change substantially, either.)

· Since I’m receiving written work from 97 students this semester, I am unable to provide detailed feedback on drafts of your papers.  However, I will happily answer all your questions and I’m usually able to glance at drafts and give you a few pointers.
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