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	Texts

Required:
Existentialism, ed. Solomon
Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche

The Tragic Sense of Life, Unamuno

The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus
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A Rulebook for Arguments, 3rd edition, Anthony Weston

The Elements on Style, Third Edition, William Strunk and E. B. White
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Reading Quizzes......................................10%

First Paper................................................15%

Midterm Exam.........................................15%

Second Paper...........................................30%

Final Exam..............................................30%


	Important Dates

First Paper....................................................09/20
Midterm Exam.............................................10/23
Second Paper...............................................11/27
Final Exam...................................................12/17



Course Description
Life: what is its meaning? More than any other group of philosophers, the philosophers called “existentialists” have been preoccupied with this question. Perhaps this is because the existentialist period—roughly, the mid-nineteenth century to the present—has produced deeper doubt than ever before that human existence has any meaning at all. Not every existentialist comes to the conclusion that life is absurd, but each of them does stand alone, acutely self-conscious, determined either to use his freedom or to make himself free, trying desperately to escape despair, and hoping passionately to make some sense of the human tragedy. In this course we shall therefore discuss these themes, among many others: absurdity, loneliness, self-consciousness, freedom, responsibility, despair, passion, tragedy and death.

At every turn we shall confront the related questions of God’s existence, judgment, and guarantee of immortality. Some of the most famous existentialists were atheists, but others were ardent believers. We shall begin with an eccentric Christian, Kierkegaard, balancing his piety with the equally adamant anti-theism of Nietzsche. After leaving behind the nineteenth century and entering the twentieth, we shall once again contrast a Christian existentialist with one who rejects faith: Unamuno versus Camus. In the midst of these stark contrasts will be minor but dramatic skirmishes from the writings of: Dostoevsky, Hesse, Marcel, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir, Tillich, Wilson, Beckett, and Borges. All the while we shall try to view existence—our own as well as God’s—from as many perspectives as our finite time together permits. Who knows? Maybe this imperfect approach will disclose its own faith and ascribe its own elusive meaning to life.  

Course Requirements
As with any college course, every hour in class requires at least two hours of preparation beforehand. When papers or exams are due, needless to say, still more time will be needed. Precise expectations for these tasks will be made clearer when they are imminent. In the meantime, recognize that the course demands steady work throughout the semester. Frequent reading quizzes will confirm that you are meeting this demand. Keep up with the reading, attend class, participate in discussions. In general, cultivate an active approach to the material: think of the teacher as a guide rather than a general. Seek help when you meet concepts you do not understand or skills you have trouble mastering. Robert Solomon, the late scholar whose sourcebook we are using, named his public lectures on existentialism according to his motto for the movement: No Excuses. Students in this course will be wise to assimilate this apt motto. Freedom will be granted to you; responsibility will be expected of you; excuses will not be tolerated from you.
Blackboard will be an important resource for this course, and you should consult it fairly often. There you will find some important announcements and all important course documents. These documents will range from this syllabus to prompts for papers and study guides for exams. Both exams will be comprehensive, so you must ensure that by the time the study guides are distributed (often a week before the exam) you have done all the reading, have a reliable set of notes, and have clarified to your own satisfaction any major points that had remained obscure. As for papers, throughout the semester you should be reading and internalizing both Weston’s A Rulebook for Arguments and Strunk & White’s Elements of Style. The first is an indispensable guide to constructing philosophical arguments and expressing them clearly. The second is the best short antidote to the common vices of English prose. You may ask questions about these two books at any point during the semester. Without such questions, however, they will not be discussed. In any case, it will be assumed that you have mastered them both, and your writing will be graded accordingly.
Some Course Policies
Attendance is expected at all lectures, and occasionally the teacher will call roll. In light of this expectation, necessary absences should be explained, preferably with documentation. Any absence of more than one week requires the student to contact an advisor. There is no intrinsic penalty for missing class, but because of the steady workload required by this course (aside from the papers and exams, there is an average of 35 pages of reading per class; with 942 pages in total for the semester), and because of its unannounced reading quizzes, students who miss more than a class or two will suffer poor grades, often to the point of failing.

In order to receive full consideration, all assignments (including papers) must be submitted at the beginning of class on the day they are due. Once class has begun, submitted work will be penalized by a ‘minus’ for each 24 hours that it is late. Thus, when a paper is due on a Tuesday, for example, if a certain paper is of good quality and is submitted at the beginning of class on Tuesday, it will receive a B. Submitted a few minutes after the beginning of class on Tuesday, however, the same paper will receive a B-. Submitted 24 hours later, it will receive a C+, and so on until the graded papers are returned to the rest of the class, after which time it will receive no consideration.

Exams missed for any reason beyond those excused by the university’s administration (travel for a university sponsored activity, death in the family, serious illness or accident, etc.) will not be administered again. In order to receive a make-up exam, a student will need to supply the teacher with advance notice of the absence (when possible). Both the College of Liberal Arts and the teacher must receive documentation of the excuse (in all cases).

Graded work will receive numerical scores. Since the allotment to each assignment has been made explicit above, the teacher will not calculate interim grades for students; you can easily do so for yourselves. If you are accustomed to the grade inflation prevalent at Duquesne, you may be surprised to learn that the meanings of these numerical scores are nothing but the ones officially prescribed by the McAnulty College and Graduate School of Liberal Arts:

93–100…………………..………………….….A..…….…………….…….……….…….superior

90–92……………………………………......…A-….…..……….…….………………...excellent

88–89………………………………......………B+………...……….….……….………very good

83–87………………………………..…....……B………….....………………..………….…good

80–82………………………………………..…B-………...…….……….….……..above average

78–79………………………………......………C+...………….……….…………..….satisfactory

70–77………………………….……...….….…C…………................................................average

60–69…………………………………………..D…….….……...……………………………poor

0–59…………………………...……….………F………………….………………….. ..….failure

About grades, two general points should be remembered. First, grades are earned by the student, not given by the teacher. Second, the meanings above are taken quite literally, so that grades in the A range will be very rare, a B grade (or higher) will be something of which to be proud, and the grade of C will very likely be the class average at the end of the semester. Students who receive D grades or lower should consult with the teacher immediately in order to diagnose and remedy the problem(s). I am always eager to promote students who earn A’s in my courses, but I cannot write a letter of recommendation otherwise.
Like all forms of lying, plagiarism and cheating are grave offences. This is especially true in a university, whose goal is the pursuit of truth. Since these offences threaten the very foundation of collegiate life, they will be prosecuted to the full extent afforded by this university’s policies. The maximum penalty is expulsion. Any doubts about the natures of these offences or the punishments they will incur can be dispelled by consulting the following website:  http://www.studentlife.duq.edu/handbooksec5.html
Students with documented disabilities are entitled to reasonable accommodations, if needed. If you need accommodations, please contact the Office of Freshman Development and Special Student Services in 309 Duquesne Union (412-396-6657) as soon as possible. Accommodations 
will not be granted retrospectively.

Academic Etiquette
Email. This has been a boon for academics. Many of my best philosophical conversations—some with my students—have been through this flexible medium. It has made us all accessible to one another in a way that is always convenient, and often beneficial. (Whenever I contact you through email, my message will go to Duquesne Webmail, so please check this occasionally; if you use another account, have your Duquesne messages forwarded to that account.) Like everything good, however, email has its costs, and even its dangers. The costs are clear: a voluminous inbox can consume a lot of time better spent otherwise. You will thus understand that I rank preparing classes, for example, above email. As for dangers, I cannot formulate a comprehensive policy, since they are hard to categorize. I am also hesitant to do so, lest I discourage tactful and worthy communication. But I can mention a few important guidelines. 
When you email me, please make the purpose of your communication clear in the subject line; moreover, in the body of your message, identify yourself. If the class is large, please also name the course in which you are enrolled. Do not expect an immediate response. I read all emails sent to me, but may not respond for a few days, if I am busy, or at all, if no response is either required or merited. No response is required, say, if your question is easily answered by a look at the syllabus; no response is merited, usually, if your message is impertinent. Finally, I do not accept assignments over email unless I have agreed to do so in advance. Otherwise, all assignments must be typed and submitted on paper.

Names: the custom nowadays, as we all know, is that professors address students by their first names, whereas students address some professors by their titles, some by their first names. I believe there are significant problems with this custom, problems that are symptomatic of wider rot in present academic culture. For when students address professors by their titles, but are addressed only by their first names, both professors and students can more easily think of students as children. It is no coincidence that slave societies consider their slaves children and accordingly assign them only first names. In our present culture there are enough pressures to infantilize students; we need not add another. But when students address professors by their first names, both professor and student are lulled into forgetting that the relationship is fundamentally professional, with all the rights and duties characteristic of such a relationship. Since the older custom of addressing students by their last names seems both less deceptive and more respectful, I have adopted it. Awkward as it can be, I hope you will accept, and perhaps ultimately appreciate, this atavistic idiosyncrasy.

“Learning Outcomes”
There is a movement afoot in universities, as in primary and secondary schools, to categorize “learning outcomes,” quantify pedagogical results, and thus make education amenable to bureaucratic control. However applicable this model may be to lower levels, or even to other subjects at the college level, its application to the philosophical classroom is at best absurd, and at worst pernicious. One desirable outcome of all my courses, therefore, is that students come to see “learning outcomes” in this light. In a delicious irony, the philosophers we shall read in this course will also equip you to see the deeper motives of this prevalent desire for rigid categories, incontrovertible results, and comfortable mastery. More precisely, if we were to use some of the terms recommended by the currently fashionable system, “Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning Outcomes,” we would say that this course will have succeeded if you leave it better able to:

(Level 4) uncover the nihilistic longing for certainty and comfort at large in our degenerate culture;

(Level 5) generate from the ashes of this culture a few ideas capable of rising with renewed life; and then...

(Level 6) decide to commit your whole life to these ideas—a joyful life, strong and open despite the discomforts and uncertainties of the world.
Syllabus
	08.28.07

Existentialism
Beckett

Aristotle

Sartre

Reading:

Solomon, xi–xx, 206–14, 365–69
Aristotle handout
21 pages
	08.30.07

Pessimism & Absurdity
Sartre

Camus

Wilson
Reading:

Solomon, 214–18, 187–96, 342–52
(Weston: 1–23)

23 pages



	09.04.07

Kierkegaard

(Selections)
Solomon, 1–33
(Weston: 32–70)

First Paper Topic Distributed

32


	09.06.07

Kierkegaard

Sickness Unto Death, 13–42

(Strunk & White: 1–33)

29




	09.11.07

Kierkegaard

Sickness Unto Death, 42–74

(Strunk & White: 39–49)

32


	09.13.07
Kierkegaard

Sickness Unto Death, 75–104
(Strunk & White: 50–59)

29




	09.18.07

Kierkegaard

Sickness Unto Death, 105–31

(Strunk & White: 66–85)

26


	09.20.07
Dostoevsky
Solomon, 37–64

First Paper Due

27


	09.25.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 3–32
31
	09.27.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 33–59
26




	10.02.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 61–95
Solomon, 65–72 
43

	10.04.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 95–117
Solomon, 75–92
39



	10.09.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 119–49
Solomon, 92–101

39
	10.11.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra,149–87
38




	10.16.07

Nietzsche

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 258–266 
Midterm Study Guide Distributed

8


	10.18.07

Selfhood
Hesse, Borges

Solomon, 102–115, 370–71

14




	10.23.07

Midterm Exam

	10.25.07
Unamuno

Tragic Sense of Life, 1–37
36



	10.30.07

Unamuno

Tragic Sense of Life, 38–78

40

	11.01.07
ALL SAINTS’ DAY



	11.06.07

Unamuno

Tragic Sense of Life, 79–131
52


	11.08.07
Unamuno

Tragic Sense of Life, 32–85
53


	11.13.07

Unamuno

Tragic Sense of Life, 186–259 
Second Paper Topic Distributed

73

	11.15.07
Unamuno

Tragic Sense of Life, 260–330

70


THANKSGIVING WEEK
	11.27.07
Theistic Existentialism

Marcel, Tillich

Solomon, 173–82, 330–37

Second Paper Due
16


	11.29.07

Freedom

Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir
Solomon, 239–43, 251–55, 277–90, 291–95

25



	12.04.07

Camus

The Myth of Sisyphus, 1–65
64


	12.06.07

Camus

The Myth of Sisyphus, 66–92
26


	12.11.07

Camus

The Myth of Sisyphus, 93–123
30


	


Comprehensive Final Exam: Monday, 12.17.07, 1:15–3:15pm
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