Philosophy 4342

American Philosophy

Fall, 2009

Stuart Rosenbaum

Office:  MH 226

Course Goal:  We’ll try to understand the most important differences between the American tradition of philosophy and the Anglo-European tradition of philosophy from which it came.  Our primary means to this goal will be careful reading and discussion of primary sources.  If you want to know who you are and why you have the values and ideals you do, most of the information relevant to those issues is in our primary sources; we’ll find a lot of good, helpful stuff in them.  I’ll say also that any issue you might think important—issues of morality and religion, for example—are significantly, sometimes uniquely, addressed in these sources.  Sometimes you’ll struggle with the language and sometimes you’ll find it easily accessible.  (Console yourself with the thought that none of it is Kant or Hegel!)  I guarantee that the rewards of investing in these materials are greater than you might anticipate.  We’ll do our best during class sessions to get a constructive focus on these materials.  And I’ll try very hard not to lecture you; your part of the bargain is to try to distract me with questions so I won’t be tempted to lecture you.  We are aiming at learning and engagement, at least as much as a university course structure will allow us that freedom.  I’ll test you and sort you because I have to do that, but what I want from us all is that we engage these materials seriously together.  My advantage over you is that I have a lot of experience doing this material and the philosophical issues it covers, so I’ll usually be a competent guide.   But we’re in this together.  (We’ll not do the Krager and Barnhart—too long for us to tackle in this context.  But you have a moral responsibility (mainly to yourself) to read it; do it over Thanksgiving or Christmas break, or both.) 

Course Requirements:  

1.  Careful reading and discussion participation, including guiding of class discussion for some assigned readings (You are in charge the day your name appears—it doesn’t yet but it will in a future version of this syllabus—and you will bring for distribution  a one-page outline of your concerns about the reading assignment.) 25%

2.  One interim exam (undergraduates); graduate students preliminary paper 25%

3.  Final exam (undergraduates) 25%

4.  4-6 page paper with bibliography on any relevant topic that interests you and is chosen in consultation with me. 25%

Graduate Student Final Paper:  Research paper of moderate length that involves some engagement with contemporary secondary literature.  50%

Extra Credit (20%):  Memorize either W.E.B. DuBois “The Prayers of God” OR John Dewey’s paragraph number 8 from “Creative Democracy, the Task Before Us.” You may recite for me anytime we can meet during the last week of class.  

Books Ordered:

Dewey, John, A Common Faith

Menand, Louis, Pragmatism
Rorty, Richard, Philosophy and Social Hope

Rosenbaum, Pragmatism and Religion
Thayer, H.S., Pragmatism:  The Classic Writings

Whitman, Walt, Democratic Vistas
Tentative Course Outline:

I. The Contemporary Scene:  Appropriations of the Past in Rorty, Putnam and McDermott

II. Beginnings and middlings:  Roger Williams, John Winthrop, Jonathan Edwards, Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, W.E.B. DuBois 

III. Charles Sanders Peirce 

IV. William James

V.         John Dewey

VI.       The Contemporary Scene Again: Rorty and Bernstein

Tentative Schedule of Assignments:

8/24:  Preliminaries, introductions, etc.

8/26:  Richard Rorty, “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality,” 



http://www.usm.maine.edu/~bcj/issues/three/rorty.html
8/28:  Hilary Putnam, “How Not to Solve Ethical Problems,” (handout, from Realism with a Human Face, 1990)  

8/31:  John McDermott, “Pragmatic Sensibility:  The Morality of Experience,” (handout, from DeMarco and Fox, New Directions in Ethics, 1986)

9/2:  Richard Rorty, “Moral Universalism and Economic Triage,” 


http://www.physicsforums.com/archive/index.php/t-8187.html
9/4:  Film Clips?  And commentary?  (Lion King; Second-Hand Lions)

9/9: John Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity” (1630), in Rosenbaum http://libertynet.org/~edcivic/winthrop.html

        Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” (1741), in Rosenbaum http://www.reformed.org/documents/sinners.html

9/11: Henry David Thoreau, “Walking, Part II,” in Rosenbaum

http://eserver.org/thoreau/walking2.html

9/14:
Whitman, Democratic Vistas
9/16: Emerson, “Circles,” in Rosenbaum.  

          Cornel West, American Evasion of Philosophy, 9-41.

9/18: DuBois, From Darkwater, Chapter 9, in Rosenbaum

9/21: Peirce, “The Fixation of Belief,” (Thayer, 61-78)

9/23: Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” (Thayer, 79-100), West, 42-54.

9/25: Peirce, “Evolutionary Love,” in Rosenbaum

9/28: William James, “The Will to Believe,” (Thayer, 186-208)

9/30: Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief” at http://www.infidels.org/library/historical/w_k_clifford/ethics_of_belief.html
10/2: Continued discussion of Clifford and James

10/5: James, in Thayer, 131-140, “Habit” from Principles of Psychology  

10/7: 10/10:  James, in Thayer, 140-150 from PP.

10/9:  James, in Thayer, 151-162 from PP.

10/12:  James, in Thayer, 162-174 from PP.

10/14:  James, in Thayer, 174-185 from PP.

FALL BREAK

10/19:  James, “What Pragmatism Means,” (Thayer, 209-226)

10/21: James, “Pragmatism’s Conception of Truth,” (Thayer, 227-244)


(Brian, Kathleen)

10/23:  Interim Exam, Undergraduates


Interim Paper, Graduate Students: Belief in Peirce and James

10/26:  John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy,” Menand, 219

10/28: “Experience, Nature, and Art,” Menand, 233
10/30: John Dewey, “The Unit of Behavior,” Thayer, 262-274

11/2: Dewey, “The Practical Character of Reality,” Thayer, 275-289.
11/4:  Dewey, “I Believe,” Menand, 265; “Creative Democracy:  The Task before Us,” 

11/6:  Dewey, A Common Faith, I

11/9:  Dewey, A Common Faith, II

11/11:  Dewey, A Common Faith, III

11/13: Rorty, “Trotsky and the Wild Orchids,” Philosophy and Social Hope, 3-20

11/16:  Rorty,  “Ethics Without Principles,” 72-90

11/18:  Rorty,  “The Humanistic Intellectual:  Eleven Theses,” 127-130 

11/20: Rorty, “Love and Money,” 223-228

THANKSGIVING BREAK

11/23:  Rorty, “Looking Backwards from the year 2096,” 243-251

11/30:  Putnam, “Fact and Value,” in Menand, 338-362

12/2: Bernstein, “Pragmatism, Pluralism, and the Healing of Wounds,” Menand, 382-401

12/4:  Concluding conversations.  No additional assignments.  “Be well; do good work; keep in touch.”

Scheduled Final Exam: December 10, 4:30 pm.

