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PHIL 103, 3rd Summer Session 2013 
Room A4, Hardinbergh Hall 
T/TH: 6:00-9:00ish PM 
 
 

Syllabus for PHIL 103: Introduction to Philosophy 
 

 
Instructor: Stephanie Leary 
Email: stem.leary@gmail.com 
Office: 3 Seminary Place, Room 203A 
Office hours by appointment only 
 
 
Course Description 
 
This course is an introductory-level survey of some of the most interesting, longstanding, and 
difficult questions of the Western philosophical tradition. We will engage with classic and 
contemporary perspectives on the following topics and questions: 
 

(1) Philosophy of religion: Are there any good arguments for the existence of God?  For 
instance, does the existence of God best explain the nature of the physical universe? 
 

(2) Epistemology: What does it take to know something and what is the extent of our 
knowledge?  Is it possible that we know nothing at all?  

 
(3) Metaphysics: What makes a person the very same person over the course of her lifetime?  

What is free will and do we have it? 
 

(4) Ethics (broadly construed):  Is morality subjective or objective?  Assuming morality 
is objective, what makes an act right or wrong?  What sorts of moral duties do we have 
toward the poor and to non-human animals?  What does it take to live a meaningful life? 

 
In this course, you will read classical and contemporary philosophical texts on these topics, 
discuss them in class, and developing your own ideas regarding these topics through writing 
assignments. 

 
Course Goals 
The primary goal of this course is to develop students’ abilities to think critically, not just about 
theoretical topics, but also about their practical issues that we face in our everyday lives. By 
discussing and writing about philosophical texts, students will practice (1) challenging and 
offering a clear, rational defense of their beliefs and values, (2) recognizing and assessing 
arguments, (3) analyzing concepts and making conceptual distinctions, (4) problem solving, and 
(5) being reflective about how to live a good life. The secondary goal of this course is to have fun 
(it’s summer after all!) while discussing these interesting topics! 
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Core Curriculum Learning Goal 
This course meets goal ‘o’: ‘Examine critically philosophical and other theoretical issues 
concerning the nature of reality, human experience, knowledge, value, and/or cultural 
production.’ Assessment will be by an SAS generic rubric embedded in the evaluation criteria 
laid out in this syllabus. 

 
 
Requirements 
First, attendance is mandatory and participation is part of your grade.  Philosophy is a social 
practice that requires asking questions and learning to discuss your ideas with others.  You will 
earn participation points by participating in class discussion and in-class writing.  (This means 
you need to come to every session having done the reading in advance!)  

Second, you will be required to write two short papers (3-5 double-spaced pages) on the topic 
of your choice.  Here’s how this will work: after every class, one or two paper topics will be 
posted on Sakai regarding the material covered in class that day.  If you would like to write your 
paper on that topic, you must turn it in within two weeks of its being posted: for example, if you 
choose to write on a topic that is posted on Thursday, July 11th about the philosophy of religion 
material, your paper is due (a hard copy) in class on Thursday, July 25th (and you may turn it in 
earlier, if you’d like).  This means you can choose when to write your papers; however, both 
papers must be turned in by the last day of class (August 13th) Exception: if you choose to write on the 
material covered in the last week of class, you only have one week to turn in your paper. 

Finally, students will be required to complete a final project, which will be due on 
Wednesday, August 14th.  For the final project, you may choose any of the options listed 
below, but you must write on a different philosophical subject matter than that which your shorter 
paper concerns.  For example, if you wrote your short paper on free will, you cannot do your 
final project on free will.  If you choose option (2) or (3), you need to email me a 
proposal for your project by 5 pm on Saturday August 3rd:  

(1) Term paper (5-6 double-spaced pages): Write a paper on one of the term paper topics 
listed on Sakai.  
 

(2) Media project: Choose a film, an episode from a TV-show, or a novel that you think 
presupposes some philosophical view on one of the topics that we’ve covered in the class.  
(Some recommendations will be made available on Sakai.)  Then do the following in a 5-
6 (double-spaced) page paper: (a) explain the relevant philosophical question or topic and 
the particular view that your film/TV-show/novel presupposes, and (b) explain why you 
think the film/TV-show/novel presupposes this view.  Then (c) discuss one or two 
problems for this philosophical view: what objections might someone raise to this view? 
Finally, suppose that these objections are good ones, and that a competing philosophical 
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view regarding this topic is more plausible: (d) explain how the writers could change the 
plot of the film/TV-show/novel so that it is more compatible with this alternative 
philosophical view. 
 

(3) Practical experiment: Later on in the course, we’ll be looking at arguments from 
Peter Singer regarding why we have a moral duty to give money to the poor and to stop 
consuming products that harm animals.  Perform a “practical experiment” in which you 
make efforts to do something that Singer recommends: for example, for a couple weeks, 
you could not eat any meat (or any animal products at all), or you could give up 
something that you regularly spend some money on (drink coffee at home instead of 
getting Starbucks, for example), and donate that money to a charity (GiveWell.org has a 
list of the most effective charities to give to). Then write up a 5-6 (double-spaced) page 
report: First, explain Singer’s argument for why you should do what you did in your 
experiment, and evaluate it (is it a good or bad argument, and why or why not?).  Then 
explain what your practical experiment was and what you experienced while doing it: 
Were you successful? Was giving up whatever you gave up harder/easier than you 
anticipated it to be? Do you think you will continue to do it in the future? Why or why 
not? Do you find yourself more or less convinced by Singer’s argument after you’ve 
experienced what it’s like to make the changes that he recommends? Why or why not? 

 

Grades 

Participation  20% 

1st Short paper  25%  (hard copy due 2 weeks after the topic is posted) 

2nd Short paper 25%  (hard copy due 2 weeks after the topic is posted) 

Final project  30%  (due via email by 11:59 pm on Wednesday, August 14th) 

 

Sakai 
There is a Sakai site for this course, and you need to use it!  All the readings for this course will be 
made available on Sakai under the Resource folder.  There is no textbook for this course!  
I will also use Sakai to post the paper topics, make announcements, and handle the grades.  So, 
you need to make sure that you can access the site and that Sakai has the relevant email address 
that you use, so that you get all the email alerts when things have been posted. 
 

Absence Policy  
Because there are so few classes in this summer session, you are expected to attend all classes, 
unless you have a very serious excuse like a medical or family emergency.  Students who miss a class 
without such an excuse will receive a 2.5 point decrease from their overall course grade, per 
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absence: for example, if you earned an 85% in the course, but missed two classes, it will be 
lowered to an 80%.  If you need to miss a class because you have a very serious issue, you should 
email me in advance and later provide some evidence of your excuse (e.g. doctor’s note, photo of 
detached limb, etc.).  
 
Late-Work Policy 
Late-work will be docked 10% per day that it is late: for example, if you earned an 85% on your 
short paper, but turned it in two days past the due-date for that topic, you will receive a 65% for 
that paper.  Be strategic in choosing which paper topic to write on, so that you don’t get too busy 
and can’t finish your paper on time!  
 
 
Meta-policy 
I reserve the right to amend the course schedule and policies as the semester progresses. I will 
only do so fairly, for very good reasons, and with plenty of warning. 
 
 
Plagiarism 
All work you submit for this course must be your own. Do not submit someone else’s work; do 
not copy-and-paste from websites or articles. Every quote you use needs to be marked as a quote 
and references need to be provided. If you paraphrase text that is not your own, mark this 
appropriately and specify the reference in a footnote. I will use the plagiarism detection software 
provided by Sakai. 
  
 
 
Provisional Reading Schedule  
 
(Week 1: Introduction to philosophical method & God) 

Tues 7/9 – Introduction to Philosophy & Arguments:  

Readings: Plato’s “Apology” 

Thurs 7/11 – Arguments for the existence of God 

Readings: Saint Anselm’s “The Ontological Argument”, Saint Thomas Aquinas’s “The 
Existence of God”, and William Paley’s “Natural Theology”  

 

(Week 2: Epistemology) 

Tues 7/16 – Skepticism  

Readings: Descartes’s First Meditation; G.E. Moore’s “Certainty” 
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Thurs 7/18 – Analysis of Knowledge  

Readings: Edmund Gettier’s “Is Knowledge Justified True Belief?”; Linda Zagzebski’s 
“The Inescapability of Gettier Problems” 

 

(Week 3: Metaphysics) 

Tues  7/23 – Personal Identity 

Readings: (1) Theodore Sider’s “Personal Identity” (from Conee and Sider’s Riddles of 
Existance: A guided tour of metaphysics); (2) Derek Parfit’s “Personal Identity” 

Thurs 7/25 – Free Will 

Readings: Peter Van Inwagen’s “The Powers of Rational Beings: Freedom of the Will”; 
Harry Frankfurt’s “Principle of Alternate Possibilities” 

 

(Week 4: Foundational and Applied Questions in Ethics) 

Tues 7/30 – Is morality subjective or objective? 

Readings: (1) James Rachels: “The Challenge of Cultural Relativism” and (2) 
“Subjectivism in Ethics” 
 

Thurs 8/1 – Do we have moral duties to aid the poor?  Do animals have rights? 

Readings: Peter Singer’s “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” and “All Animals are Equal”  

 

(Week 5: Ethical Theories) 

Tues 8/6 – Utilitarianism 

Readings: (1) Excerpts from John Stuart Mill’s “Utilitarianism”; (2) Russ Shafer-Landau 
“Consequentialism: it’s difficulties” 

Thurs 8/8 – Virtue Ethics 

Readings: (1) Aristotle, Excerpts from The Nichomachean Ethics; (2) Rosalind 
Hursthouse “Normative Virtue Ethics” 
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(Week 6: Meaning and The Good Life)  

Tues 8/13 – What is a meaningful life?    *FINAL PROJECT DUE BY 6 PM 

 Readings: Susan Wolf “Happiness and Meaning: Two Aspects of the Good Life” 

 


