
Syllabus: Introduction to Philosophy (Introductory level undergraduate course) 
 
This course investigates some of the most basic and profound philosophical questions: who are we? do we have 
free will? Why be good? In doing so, it introduces students to a wide range of philosophical texts and approaches 
spanning two thousand years. Though the course is chiefly focused on Western “analytic” tradition, it aims to show 
students some of the breadth of what philosophy can be.  

Most of readings are philosophy texts, but we will also read some literature and psychology, and asks what 
light they can shed on philosophical questions. Some of the readings are funny, some are perplexing, some are 
disturbing, all are challenging in some way or other. 

The course falls into three sections. The first investigates what it means to be and do good. The second asks 
what it is to be a human person: who are we? Could a computer be a person? What are gender and race and how do 
they inform our identity? The third sections looks at how we learn about the world: how do we know we aren’t 
living in a computer simulation? What counts as an “explanation”?  And how can regularities we have encountered 
in the past tell us anything about the future? 
 
Learning objectives 
Students will 

-‐ Gain familiarity with central philosophical questions as they have been pursued in the Western analytic 
tradition.  

-‐ Practice reading closely a range of historical and contemporary philosophical texts 
-‐ Gain skills analyzing and critiquing arguments 
-‐ Practice developing their own original philosophical arguments 
-‐ Understand how non-philosophical texts can bear on philosophical problems, and how philosophical 

problems arise in science and literature 
-‐ Practice written and verbal communication skills through a series of written assignments and discussion 

 
Assessment and grading: 
Attendance and participation, including spoken contributions and active listening skills: 20% of grade 

Class attendance is mandatory. In addition to making spoken contributions, successful participation 
includes adequate preparation for class, actively listening to your peers, asking questions of them and the 
instructor, and seeking to support a successful, productive discussion in your conduct more broadly. 

 
Structured short tasks:  30% of grade 

These will vary week to week. They are designed to provide focused practice of philosophical skills that 
will help students when it comes to writing the midterm exam and final  paper. Students will be divided 
into two groups and each group will complete a short structured task every other week. There are three 
main kinds of tasks: (i) close reading tasks, focusing on a short section of philosophical text (ii) argument 
extraction tasks, requiring students to reconstruct the argument from a text (iii) creative extension tasks, 
requiring students to offer a novel development of an idea in the reading.  

 
Mid term exam: 25% of grade 
 
Final paper: 25% of grade 

Maximum 3000 words. Suggested topics will be provided, but students can choose their own topics with 
the instructor’s approval.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Topic Reading 
Being Good 

1. What does ethics demand of 
us? 

 

Peter Singer “Famine, Affluence and Morality” 
Ursula Le Guin “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” 
Lisa Cassidy “Starving Children in Africa: Who Cares?” 

2. Why be good? Plato Republic Book II 
Martin Luther King “Letter from Birmingham Jail” 
J.L. Mackie “The Subjectivity of Values”  

3. Cultural relativism 
 

James Rachels “The Challenge of Cultural Relativism”  
Mary Midgeley “Trying Out One’s New Sword” 

4. Ethical dilemmas Judith Jarvis Thompson “Killing, Letting Die, and the Trolly Problem” 
Jonathan Bennett “The Conscience of Huckleberry Finn” 

5. The meaning of life Susan Wolf “The Meanings of Lives” 
Jean-Paul Satre “Existentialism as a Humanism” 

Who Are We? 
6. Personal Identity  John Locke An Essay Concerning Human Understanding Ch. 27 

Thomas Reid Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man III Ch.6 “Of 
Locke’s Account of Our Personal Identity” 

Derek Parfit Reasons and Persons Extracts from Part III “Personal 
Identity” 

Optional: Daniel Dennett “Where am I?” 
7. Gender and race Simone de Beauvoir The Second Sex Introduction 

Sally Haslanger “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We 
Want Them To Be?”  

 
Charles Mills “But What Are You Really?” 

8. Free Will Peter van Inwagen “The Powers of Rational Beings: Freedom of the 
Will”  

 
Adina Roskies “Neuroscientific Challenges to Free Will and 

Responsibility” 
9. Consciousness Thomas Nagel “What is it Like to be a Bat?” 

Jaegwon Kim Philosophy of Mind Ch. 10 “Consciousness and the 
Mind Body Problem” 

10. Minds and computers  Alan Turing “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” 
Brain Christian “Minds vs Machines”  
John Searle “Can Computers Think?” 

What do We Know? 
11. Skepticism 

 
René Descartes First Meditation 
Hilary Putnam “Brains in Vats” 

12. Induction 
 

David Hume Treatise on Human Nature Book 1, Part III, Section VI 
Bertrand Russell Problems of Philosophy Ch.6 “On Induction” 
Nelson Goodman Fact, Fiction and Forecast Ch.3 “The New Riddle of 

Induction” 
13. Epistemic Injustice 

 
Miranda Fricker Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing 

Ch.1 
Kristie Dotson “A Cautionary Tale: On Limiting Epistemic 

Oppression” 
14. Explanation 

 
Karl Hempel “Explanation in Science and History” 
Derek Parfit “Why Anything? Why This?” 



 


