 
[image: image1]
PHILOSOPHY 101:  INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY 
SPRING 2010
Course Section: 11
Professor: Ron Wilburn
Time and Location: T, Th 11:30 - 12:45 BHS 211
Office Hours: M, T 1:00 - 2:00 PM and by appointment, (702) 895-4334
Office: CDC Building #4, Room 30 (CDC is the collection of temporary one-story structures between CBC and BEH).
Link to Interactive Campus Map
 

email: rojobn@unlv.nevada.edu; wilburn.ron@gmail.com
url: http://faculty.unlv.edu/rwilburn/101 syllabus spring 2008.htm
 
................................................................................................................................
 

 

 

INTRODUCTORY REMARKS
 
This is an introductory course in philosophy with no prerequisites. It is difficult to say what philosophy is by way of brief introduction. Indeed, philosophers themselves disagree about its nature. For our purposes, however, we can take philosophy to involve both a distinctive methodology and a unique set of subject matters. This methodology involves careful analysis of our intuitions, concepts and beliefs, as well as close attention to the implicit consequences and overall consistency of our beliefs.
 
Philosophical subject matters regard some of the most basic questions people have asked about reality, knowledge and value. One typical common feature of these questions is their characteristic fundamentally, as symptomized by their distinctive generality. For instance, a perennial philosophical question is that of whether or not any empirical knowledge (knowledge about the world of common sense and physical theory) is possible. While there is, per se, nothing special or unusual about questions regarding how one can know this or that particular thing about the physical world (e.g., that there are chairs in this room), there is something distinctly peculiar about the question of how we can know anything at all about the physical world. How could we ever answer such a question? If everything is up for grabs at once, where could we ever stand, as it were, in our efforts to formulate a response?
 
To say that philosophy is the systematic investigation of peculiarly general questions through close attention to the content of our beliefs is not to provide a full or final answer to the question of what philosophy is. It is merely to provide a helpful starting point for our inquiries in this class. More than this, however, this description points to a central feature that most philosophical inquiries have in common: their unresolvability through concrete experimentation. We cannot set up laboratory experiments or perform crucial observations to determine whether or not there are absolute moral duties, or if there are souls in addition to bodies, or if the skeptic about knowledge is correct. We cannot even set up concrete experiments to determine what the status is of such questions. Our one and only investigative tool is reason itself, and the thought experiments through which we access it. At times you may find this to be the most frustrating aspect of philosophy. At other times you may find it to be the most challenging and compelling. A philosopher named Peirce once claimed to find it "wholesome," but perhaps this is going too far.
 
 Most students find this to be a challenging-to-difficult course. The reading requires considerable digestion. Thus, this class demands an effort to participate in class, as well as an active engagement with the text and auxiliary activities that I assign. In this course, it is essential that the student attend class and do the assignments as they are assigned. Putting things off until the weekend before an exam will the student little good and great harm.
 

 

TEXTS  
 
I am trying something very different this semester. Instead of having you buy an overpriced textbook, I will send you course readings via an email list serve that I will assemble the first day of class (to avoid copyright issues). These will be supplemented by class note that I will post on this syllabus the day after any given lecture. I will also post review materials and practice exams.

 
 
GRADING
 
40%: Two midterm exams. The format will be approximately one-third True-False/Multiple choice/Fill-in-the-blank, and two-thirds short essay.
 
20%: Daily short essay quizzes on the lectures and/or readings at the end of each session. I will use these to assess the effectiveness of my own teaching.
 
40%: Final Exam. The format of the final will be identical to that of the midterms.
 
In-class participation. I greatly appreciate active student participation in class. I reserve the option to occasionally call on students, especially ones I haven't heard from in a while. More often, I ask for volunteers. Note that when I do either of these two things, I am no more interested in getting the right answer to whatever question I may be asking than I am in getting students to take a chance and participate in their own educational process. So, show up and talk (when appropriate). When you talk, you don't have to be right. You simply have to show that you have been keeping abreast of and thinking about the assigned material. If you don't like talking, talk anyway. I promise that talking will come to feel more and more natural and familiar and sincere to you the more and more you do it.
 
Of course, people have to miss class from time to time. However, this must be the rare exception rather than the rule. By the end of the first week I assemble a seating chart to help me keep track of people. I grade participation in the following manner. When I return your midterms work, I mark it with a minus ("-"), a check ("/"), a plus ("+"), or a double-plus ("++"), signifying the level of participation I have perceived so far. A minus indicates poor attendance and/or inattention or lack of participation. Minuses subtract an entire grade point from the student’s final score. A check designates adequate attendance and adequate attention and participation. It neither adds to nor subtracts from the student’s final score. Pluses add half a grade point to the student’s final class score, and double-pluses add a full grade point. You are free to take issue individually with my assessments, but only during office hours or by appointment -- never during class.
 
I also require that each student submit a “record page” to help me recognize who's who. This consists of a letter-size sheet of paper onto which the student has photocopied his or her student ID. This single "record page" is to be given to me by the end of the second class (after which I start taking daily role). After this, students are automatically counted as "absent" until they have submitted a record page.
 
Every UNLV student, upon admission, is assigned a rebelmail address. If you have not activated your rebelmail account, do so by going to http://rebelmail.unlv.edu/. I may use this address from time to time to communicate with individual students.
 
STUDENT SERVICES: There are a number of services available to registered UNLV students (disability, counseling, academic advising, etc.). For further information, go to http://tlc.unlv.edu/student_success.htm.
 
ONLINE SYLLABUS: This syllabus is posted online. From the UNLV homepage at http://www.unlv.edu, click on academics, departments, philosophy, faculty, Wilburn, Philosophy 101 (spring 2008). Or just enter “unlv philosophy wilburn” into any search engine and my course webpage should be the first thing that comes up. Then click on “Philosophy 101.” Check this site every Monday to note any changes that I might have to make to this syllabus.
 
AGENDA (Note that active links are blue and inactive links are brown. (Note that class lectures and posted lectures may differ in their details. This schedule is tentative. I will try to stick to it as closely as possible. However, changes to it may be necessary. So, again, check this on-line website often.)
 
 Week 1: Introduction and Problems and Methodology
 
1. Mon, Jan 12: Course Introduction. Lecture 1 notes.
2. T, Jan. 14: Read emailed selection from Brand Blanshard’s, "The Philosophic Enterprise."  Also, Do “philosophical health check” and be prepared to share your results during class discussion at http://www.philosophersnet.com/ games/check.htm). Lecture 2 notes. Session quiz.  
 
 
Week 2: Methodology
 
3. Mon, Jan 18: No Class (Martin Luther King Day) 

4. Wed, Jan. 20: Read emailed selection from Robert Nozick’s "Philosophy as an Art Form" and play the following two on-line games, "So You Think You're Logical?" (at http://www.philosophersnet. com/games/logic_task.htm) and "Dealing with Induction" (at http://www.philosophersnet. com/games/dealing_with_induction/dws1.php). Be prepared to discuss the results in class. Lecture 4 notes. Session quiz.
 
 
Week 3 on to be posted on my WebCT class site. 
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