
Philosophy 202: Introduction to Philosophy
Syllabus

Instructor: J. Dmitri Gallow B: jdmitrig@umich.edu

Class Times Office Hours
Tuesdays and ursdays Friday, 9:00–11:00
Section 005: 10:00–11:30, 3401 Mason Hall 1156 Angell Hall
Section 006: 13:00–14:30, 3411 Mason Hall

Course Goals
e nominal purpose of this course is to give you an introduction to some of the questions
and methods of Philosophy. e discipline of Philosophy is vast, and there are many areas of
Philosophy which this course will not touch on at all, including the Philosophy of Mind, the
Philosophy of Language, the Philosophy of Law, Political Philosophy, Aesthetics, and the Phi-
losophy of Mathematics, among many others. Even within those areas of Philosophy that we
will explore in this course to at least some extent — viz., Existentialism, Ethics, Metaphysics, the
Philosophy of Religion, Epistemology, the Philosophy of Science, and the Philosophy of Logic
— we will barely begin to scratch the surface of the various challenges, puzzles, and controversies
which characterize those elds.

More important, however, than the particular problems, disputes, questions, and puzzles
which arise within the various sub- elds of Philosophy is the common method by which these
issues are addressed. Put simply: Philosophers address their problems, disputes, questions, and
puzzles with sustained, rigorous thought — with slow and careful reasoning — with lucid and robust
argumentation. And the primary pedagogical goal of this course is to equip you with the skills to
do the same.

To that end, this course will require you to read about two or three short articles each week,
and come to each class prepared to critically engage with those articles. By ‘critically engage’, I
don’t mean that you have to disagree with the conclusion of the article (though, of course, you
may). More important than agreeing or disagreeing with the author’s conclusion is guring out
what you think of the author’s reasons for believing the conclusion. ink about the mindset
you nd yourself in when you’re listening to somebody arguing for a political position that you
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disagree with. You probably nd yourself paying close, careful attention to each of the assertions
they make, and focusing on how or whether they relate to one another — you’re likely to say, in
frustration, things like But that doesn’t mean that ! or Where did that come from? I want you
to approach each and every argument presented in this class with exactly that attitude. I want
you to be just as skeptical, discerning, and demanding of articles which argue for conclusions you
antecedently accept as you are for articles which argue for conclusions you antecedently reject.

e practice with critical engagement that you will receive in class is building toward a nal
paper due at the end of the course. e ideas you present in that paper should be your own
reasoned response to one of the arguments we encounter this semester. Crafting an original line
of thought in this way is a challenging, but incredibly rewarding, task. Our primary purpose in
this course is for you to acquire the skills you will need in order to accomplish this task well.

What is Philosophy?
Something you will realize fairly soon in this course is that philosophers disagree about quite
a lot. ey thrive on disputation. Unfortunately for the uninitiated, one of the things they
disagree about is just how to understand Philosophy itself. I’ll try to say a bit to orient you with
respect to the discipline of Philosophy — but you should keep in mind that a different instructor
could have given you a completely different orientation.

Plato said that “Philosophy begins in wonder.” e quote is apt in several respects, but let me
focus on just one: those who are drawn to the study of Philosophy are (in many cases, at least)
so drawn by a sense of bemusement, a mounting awareness that there are deep and troubling
doubts to be raised about some of their most central assumptions — for instance, assumptions
about the purpose or meaning of their own lives, the correctness of the morals accepted within
their society, or the rationality of their own beliefs. To take a single example, suppose that
you begin to doubt whether it makes sense to hold violent criminals morally responsible for
their actions. After all, you reason, aren’t their actions just a consequence of the way they were
raised and various features of their brain chemistry? Wasn’t their violent personality just due to
an oversized adrenal gland and an abusive upbringing? And can we really hold them morally
responsible for having an oversized adrenal gland and an abusive upbringing? — these are, after
all, factors over which they had absolutely no control. But if we can’t hold them responsible for
their upbringing or their brain chemistry, and their violent crime was caused by their upbringing
and brain chemistry, then how can we hold them responsible for their violent crime? In the brave
new world of neuroscience, do our ordinary ways of thinking about moral responsibility even
make sense?

Philosophy begins with doubts such as these, but it does not end there. Philosophy addi-
tionally provides us with the tools to critically appraise these doubts, to gure out just what force
they really have — just what beliefs, if any, they force us to revise. We have turned up a puzzle,
a paradox, a seeming contradiction in our ordinary ways of thinking about the world. Where do
we go from there? Do we yield, and decide that murderers are not morally responsible for their
actions? Or do we cling tight to the thought that the murderer is morally responsible and nd
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fault with the doubts raised in the previous paragraph? If the later, where does the fault lie? Is
the murderer morally responsible for their brain chemistry and their upbringing? Or can they
be responsible for the murder, even if the murder was caused by factors outside of their control?
Or should we insist that, whatever the neuroscientists and developmental psychologists say, the
murder wasn’t caused by the brain chemistry and the upbringing?

is is what makes Philosophy exciting; this is what makes Philosophy worth studying: no
matter how we answer these questions, we have learned something new. Before our bemusement,
before our wonder, we unre ectively held a certain set of beliefs: that the murderer is morally
responsible, that the murder is caused by factors outside of the murderer’s control, and that no
one can be responsible for things which are caused by factors outside of their control. We now
realize that what we believed before cannot possibly be right. We now realize that at least one
of these beliefs must be false. And now we have to choose: which belief or beliefs do we give
up? And why? One of us says that we should give up on the idea that the murderer is morally
responsible. Another says that we should give up on the idea that the murder was caused by the
brain chemistry and the upbringing. Who, if either, is correct? e philosopher will want to hear
the reasons behind each of these views. Once we hear these reasons, we can begin to critically
appraise them — we can begin to raise doubts about their truth or relevance in precisely the same
way that we initially raised doubts about the very idea of moral responsibility.

is is, to a rst approximation, the way that Philosophy proceeds. And the value of this
procedure is that it teaches us something about the world and our ways of understanding it —
we discover that certain beliefs hang upon other beliefs in unexpected ways; we discover that
established, perhaps even deeply cherished, beliefs are inconsistent or incoherent, that the world
could not possibly be as we once thought it was. So too can philosophical re ection open up
possibilities we had not previously entertained.

One nal word: Philosophy can be radical, subversive, and, for that reason, dangerous.
Slowly, carefully, and seriously thinking things through in this manner can signi cantly change
the way you understand the world and your place within it. is is Philosophy’s greatest virtue
— or so I hope to persuade you over the course of this semester.

What Philosophy is Not

Philosophy is not doctrinal. is course will not be providing you with a set of settled philosoph-
ical truths. For each question we’ll consider this semester, we’ll encounter several authors who
each give different answers to that question. At no point do I expect or encourage you to agree,
or to disagree, with any of these authors. Let me be blunt about this, because it is important: I
do not care what you think. I care only about how you think.

Evaluation
Your nal grade in this course will be determined by 6 components:
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Participation 17%
Quizzes 15%
Oral Defense 17%
Paper 17%
Midterm 17%
Final 17%

Participation: One of the central goals of this course is to help you learn how to fruitfully
engage with a philosophical text. As with most things, the best way to learn how to do this
is with practice. at is one of the primary purposes of our time together in class: for you to
practice critically engaging with a philosophical argument. To incentivize this important part of
the learning process, 17% of your nal grade will depend upon your participation in class.

ese points are not gimmes. Merely showing up to class and making comments over the
course of the semester will not earn you full participation. It is not enough to be present and
to speak. You must additionally be prepared — your contributions must indicate that you have
not only read but made a serious effort to understand the assigned readings. You must also be
respectful of both the authors and your fellow students — you must come to discussion with the
understanding that those who disagree with you are not adversaries to be defeated or shouted
down, but rather valuable resources, people from whom you have much to learn.

Quizzes: After each unit, I will put an online quiz on that unit’s material up on Ctools.
ese quizzes will ask you to do more than parrot back the arguments and positions from the
unit. ey will ask you to apply those ideas in a new context. If you have any difficulty with the
quiz, you should feel free to come see me in office hours, and we can think some of the problems
through together.

Oral Defense: ree weeks before your nal paper is due, I will ask you to come to my office
and give a 10 to 15 minute presentation of the ideas you hope to develop into your nal paper.
I will then ask you some questions about the author you are engaged with and ask you to defend
your thesis against some prima facie objections. Your grade will depend upon the quality and
clarity of your ideas, as well as your ability to answer questions and defend your thesis.

Paper: You must take the feedback you receive from the oral defense into account and then
develop your thesis into a nal paper, due on April 13. Do not worry if you don’t know how to
write a philosophical paper. We will cover this in class.

e ideas in your paper should not be thrown together in a single, frantic night before the
paper is due. Rather, you should begin, at some point early in the semester, with an inchoate idea
that the article you’re reading is missing something important — that one of its crucial premises
is false or that its form of argumentation is invalid. Bring this objection into class with you and
share it with your classmates. If it stands up to scrutiny well, or if you feel that the objection
didn’t really get a fair shake in class and you want to try to give it a better defense, then you should
begin to think about developing that objection into your nal paper. Spend time thinking about
the best way to present your objection. Go back to the original article and try to anticipate how
the author might respond. Develop replies to these potential responses.
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ere is no strict page requirement — a 3 page paper could very well receive an A and a 20
page paper could very well receive an F. You should take (only) as much space as you need to
clearly and rigorously develop and defend your thesis. If you want more guidance than this: I
would expect a paper shorter than 5 pages to be underdeveloped, and I would expect a paper
longer than 12 pages to be unfocused. Aim for about 8 pages, but don’t feel bound by that
number.

Midterm and Final: ere will be a midterm on March 6th and a (non-cumulative) nal
on April 25th (for section 005) or April 26th (for section 006). Prior to the midterm and the
nal, I will hand out a collection of ten or so potential essay prompts. e essays on the test will

be drawn from these. So long as you have been following along all semester and spend adequate
time preparing, these tests shouldn’t cause you too much trouble.

Academic Integrity
Cheating and Plagiarism will not be tolerated. If you are caught cheating or plagiarizing on any
assignment, you will automatically receive a failing grade for the course, and your case will be
forwarded to the Assistant Dean for Undergraduate Education, Esrold A. Nurse. If you are in
any doubt about whether or not something constitutes plagiarism, please come talk to me about
it. For more information on academic integrity, please visit the following web pages:

http://www.lsa.umich.edu/academicintegrity/index.html

http://www.lsa.umich.edu/english/undergraduate/advising/plagNote.asp
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Schedule
Meaning, Life, and Death

Dates Questions Readings

1/10–12
• Are our lives meaningless?

• What is it for a life to be meaningful?

• omas Nagel, e Absurd

• Susan Wolf, e Meaning of Lives

1/17 • Should we fear death?
• Epicurus & Lucretius (selections)

• omas Nagel, Death

Ethics
Dates Questions Readings

1/19–24

• What kinds of sexual relationships are
morally permissible?

• What constitutes sexual consent or sex-
ual coercion?

• Bertrand Russell, Our Sexual Ethics

• Roger Scruton, Sexual Desire

• omas A. Mappes, Sexual Morality and
the Concept of Using Another Person

1/26–2/2

• Should we prohibit offensive or hateful
speech?

• What does the freedom of speech consist
in? Is it even possible for speech to be
free?

• J. S. Mill, On Liberty, Ch. 2 and Ch. 3
(selections)

• Mari Matsuda et. al., Words that Wound

• Stanley Fish, ere’s No Such ing as Free
Speech, and It’s a Good ing, Too

• Daniel Jacobson, e Academic Betrayal
of Free Speech (selections)

2/7–9
• Is ethical truth relative to culture or

moral standard?

∗ Ruth Benedict, Morality is Relative

• James Rachels, e Challenge of Cultural
Relativism

∗ Martha Nussbaum, Judging Other Cul-
tures

• Gilbert Harman, Moral Relativism

∗ Judith Jarvis omson, Reply to Harman
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Metaphysics (e eory of the Nature of Reality)

Dates Questions Readings

2/14
• Do we have free will, or are we determined

to act as we do?

• eodore Sider, Free Will and Determinism

∗ Lynne Baker, Why Christians Should not be
Libertarians

2/16
• If we are determined to act as we do, can

we be morally responsible for our actions?
• Harry Frankfurt, Alternate Possibilities and

Moral Responsibility

e Philosophy of Religion

Dates Questions Readings

2/21–23

• Does the existence and prevalence of evil
and suffering give us reason to doubt
that an all-powerful, all-knowing, and
all-good god exists?

• Might God himself be the perpetrator of
great evil?

• J. L. Mackie, Evil and Omnipotence

• David Lewis, Divine Evil

• Peter van Inwagen, e Problem of Evil,
the Problem of Air, and the Problem of Si-
lence

∗ Eleonore Stump, Aquinas on the Suffer-
ings of Job

3/6 !!! Midterm • None

Philosophical Methodology

Dates Questions Readings

3/8 • How do I write a Philosophy paper? • Douglas Portmore, Tips on Writing a Phi-
losophy Paper

Epistemology (e eory of Knowledge and Rational Belief )

Dates Questions Readings

3/13–15

• Do we know that our religious or scien-
ti c beliefs are true? If so, how do we
know this?

• Can we trust our own reason?

∗ John Pollock, A Brain in a Vat

• Al-Ghazali, Deliverance from Error, sec-
tions 4–15

• Richard Feldman, Skepticism (selections)
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Epistemology (cont’d)

Dates Questions Readings

3/20

• What is the best kind of reasoning we
have at our disposal?

• What makes this kind of reasoning good?

• Pojman and Vaughn, A Little Bit of Logic
(pp. 33–7, 44–47)

• Jennifer Fisher, An Overview of Classical
Logic

3/22–27

• What other kinds of reasoning do we
have at our disposal?

• What (if anything) makes these kinds of
reasoning good?

• Might these kinds of reasoning be en-
tirely without foundation?

!!! Oral Defenses will take place on 3/23,
24, 25, & 26

• Pojman and Vaughn, A Little Bit of Logic
(pp. 37–41)

• David Hume, Skeptical Doubts Concern-
ing the Operations of the Understanding

• Wesley Salmon, An Encounter with David
Hume

∗ Michael Williams, Induction

e Philosophy of Science

Dates Questions Readings

3/29–4/3
• Can we do science using only the best

kind of reasoning — reasoning which is
guaranteed to not lead us astray?

• Karl Popper, Conjectures and Refutations
(sections I, IX, and X)

• Hilary Putnam, e ‘Corroboration’ of
eories (selections)

∗ Philip Kitcher, Believing Where We Can-
not Prove

e Philosophy of Logic

Dates Questions Readings

4/5–10

• Does any of our reasoning have a rm
foundation?

!!! Papers due by midnight on 4/13

• Lewis Carroll, What the Tortoise Said to
Achilles

• Susan Haack, e Justi cation of Deduc-
tion (selections)

4/25–26

!!! Final

– 005: 4/25, 10:30–12:30

– 006: 4/26, 1:30–3:30
• None
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