Introduction to Philosophy
PHI 2010



Semester: Spring 2025
Location: CPR 255
Time: MW 9:30-10:45
Professor: Michael Morris
Office Hours: 	Monday 5:00-6:00
                        	Thursday 2:00-3:00
                        	And by appointment
 
 
Course Description
In this class we will read and discuss a range of ancient philosophical, literary, and religious texts in pursuit of the answer to a fundamental question: What is the shape of a life well-lived?  This question can be split into three interrelated levels.  
 
First, what are the individual skills or virtues that we need to respond to the challenges of life?  What exactly are courage, fairness, honor, loyalty, love of truth, humility, tolerance, gratitude, moderation, love, sympathy, faith, impartiality, apathy, commitment, confidence, confessional self-examination, trust, skepticism, generosity, etc.  Why should we care about these traits?  How should we cultivate them?  How do these different virtues fit together and balance one another?  For instance, can I be both humble and self-confident?  Is there a tension between resolute practical commitment and the disinterested love of truth?   
 
We will see that virtues can never be captured in simple rules or principles.  Virtues are habitual skills that we learn from the examples provided by stories and role models that shape us.  Virtues cannot be captured by rules because their proper exercise depends heavily upon situational context.  For instance, it is important to be able to trust people, both those around us and those in authority over us.  However, we should not be gullible or blindly obedient.  So we should trust, but we should also raise skeptical questions. But how do we know when to trust and when to doubt.  There is no simple rule.  We only learn this by example, by practice, and by honest attention to our failures.
 
Second, how do social roles and cultural contexts shape the inter-relations, meanings, justifications, and divergent lists of the virtues?  How do the virtues function differently in the warrior culture of Homeric Greece, in the court of Nero, and in the governmental structures of Confucian China?  How does the emergence of states, empires, and markets shape and shift the significance of different virtues?  How, why, and when does the role of the philosopher and the prophet emerge as a new ways of relating to other existing social roles?  How does the Jewish experience of slavery, national vulnerability, and repeated imperial subjugation create new social roles and elevate new virtues?   
 
Third, how does our conception of ultimate reality shape the way we inhabit, criticize, escape from social roles?  We will consider the question of ultimate reality insofar as it involves the relationship between chaos and harmony.  Here there are two basic positions, both of which come in many variations.  According to one line of thinking, chaos is the fundamental reality of the universe.  Harmony only emerges through the struggle that creates fragile and often short-lived pockets of harmony.  We will examine this view as presented in the Neo-Babylonian and Greek creation myths, and we will consider how it informs the visions of war, love, and work that flourish in Homeric culture, the classical Greek city state, and the Roman Empire. 
 
We find the opposite view of fundamental reality in the Jewish creation story, the philosophies of Plato and the Stoics, the teaching of Jesus, Confucius, and the Bhagavad Gita.  In various ways, these thinkers insist that harmony is the basic reality.  They present chaos or conflict as an always only partial distortion of cosmic harmony.  We will consider how this radically shifts the virtues they prioritize.
 
In our reading and discussion of these ancient texts, I will regularly encourage you to reflect upon the virtues, social roles, and cosmic visions that have guided your life thus far.  Where the ancient texts provide us the general vocabulary we need to expresses these lived but often unnoticed features or our lives, we will draw heavily upon them.  Where their attitudes offend or shock our contemporary sensibilities, we will allow the contrast to illumine the social structures and deeper assumptions that inform our values.  Finally, where these texts inspire us and open new visions of life, we will follow them where they lead us.        
      
Class Policies
· Electronic devices: For the sake of good learning environment, you are not allowed to use phones, tablets, or laptops in this class. Anyone who persists in using their phone in class will be asked to leave.    
· Writing Exercises: Every class you will complete a five to ten minute writing exercise.  Often, these will be at the beginning of class and will cover the assigned reading for that day.  An adequate answer to these questions will require you to find and briefly discuss some specific passage in the text.  In order to receive full credit, you must either give a page citation or brief quote from the text that provides the answer to the question.  In preparation for these questions, you should always (a) read carefully, (b) underline and mark-up your text, and (c) bring your text to class. Your answer to these questions does not need to be perfect or complete.  It should simply demonstrate that you have read and made a serious effort to understand the text. If you do so, you answer should receive the highest score, which is a 3.  If your answer shows genuine but insufficient effort, you will receive a 2.  If you put your name on a blank sheet of paper or provide a wholly inadequate answer, you will receive a 1.  Other writing exercises will ask you (1) to reflect upon the connection between some textual theme and your own life or (2) to explain some point discussed in the lectures.  If you arrive late to class and miss the writing exercise, you will not be able to make it up.  If you leave class after the writing exercise, you will not receive credit for it.   
· Attendance: Everyone is allowed three unexcused absences. This means that I will drop your three lowest writing exercise grades.  Beyond this, excused absences will be only be granted for religious holidays, for university sports or official university club related travel, for a serious and documented illness, and for other university documented medical, psychological, or personal issues.
 
 
 
Requred Texts
Plato’s Republic (Hackett Classics) 
Plato’s Five Dialogues (Hackett Classics)                                                
Seneca’s Letters from a Stoic (Penguin Classics)              
Confucius, The Analects (Penguin Classics)
PDFs on Canvas

Grades
Writing Exercises   (about 28)  		                                                      	30%
Exams (3)                                                                                                                   	60%   
Final Reflection                                                                                                      	10%


Readings

1/13	

1/15	Introduction

1/20	MLK No Class

1/22	Plato, Republic, pp. 2-20

1/27	Plato, Republic, pp. 33-43

1/29	Plato, Republic, pp. 20-31

2/3	Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1.5, 1.7 (PDF#1)

2/5	Enuma Elis (PDF#2)

2/10	Genesis 1-3 (PDF#3)

2/12	Plato, Republic, pp. 180-190
	Plato, Phaedrus (PDF #4)


2/17	TEST ONE

2/19	Homer, Iliad, Book I (PDF#5)

2/24	Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book III, 6-12; Book IV, 1-3 (PDF#6)

2/26	Plato, Five Dialogues, “Euthyphro,” pp. 2-20

3/3	Plato, Five Dialogues, “Apology,” pp. 23-44

3/5	Plato, Five Dialogues, “Crito,” pp. 45-57

3/10	Confucius, Analects, 2.4, 2.11, 2.15, 2.19, 3.7, 4.2, 4.11,  7.8, 7.11, 9.6, 9.11, 10. 2, 11.2, 13.2, 13.23, 14.5, 14.31, 14.32, 14.44, 15.1, 15.3, 15.8, 15.16, 15.20, 15.39, 18.6, 18.7

3/12	Confucius, Analects, 1.12, 1.2, 2.1, 2.22, 3.1, 3.17, 3.19, 3.22, 3.23, 3.24, 3.25, 4.13, 4.18,4.19, 5.2, 5.5, 6.27, 6.9, 7.32, 8.2, 8.8, 8.13, 8.19, 9.3, 13.3, 13.12, 13.20, 14.3, 14.24, 14.36, 14.40, 15.5, 15.7, 15.11, 15.29, 16.1, 16.2, 16.8, 16.13, 17.9,17.19, 17.21, 19.10, 19.18

3/17	Spring Break

3/19	Spring Break

3/24	Plutarch, “Cato the Elder” (PDF#7)

3/26	Suetonius, “Life of Nero” (PDF#8)

3/31	Seneca, Letters from a Stoic, Introduction, 7-14; Appendix, 243-4; Letters II, III, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX (33-54)

4/2 	TEST TWO

4/7 	 Seneca, Letters from a Stoic, Letter XXVI (70-72), Letter XLVII (96-100), Letter XC (161-177); Letter LXXVII (124-130); Letter XCI (177-183)

4/9 	Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, PDF#9, 

4/14	Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, PDF#9,

4/16	Lucretius

4/21	Lucretius

4/23	 Augustine, PDF#

4/28	Augustine, PDF#

4/30	Catch up

5/7 	Final Exam, 7:30-9:30 AM
  

