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PHIL 100 Introduction to Philosophy 
 

Spring 2021 
 

Instructor: Dr. Daniel J. Nicholson  
Contact: dnicho@gmu.edu  

 
· When? Mondays & Wednesdays 12:00 pm—1:15 pm. Please note that this is a synchronous online 
class, so students are expected to be available for online meetings at the set class times. 
 
· Where? Zoom via link in Blackboard course site. 
 
· Online Office Hours (via Blackboard): Wednesdays 1:15 pm—3:00 pm or by appointment. 
 
· Where to find information about this course: all course information, including the syllabus, 
assignments, and any announcements or changes to the schedule will be posted on Blackboard.   
 
· Course Description: 
 

The aim of this course, as its title suggests, is to provide a general introduction to philosophy. There 
are many ways of doing this. One way is to embark on a whistle-stop tour of the history of philosophy, 
from the Ancient Greeks to the present day, to give a sense of how the discipline has changed over 
its remarkably long history. Another is to pick out a few classic philosophical problems and explore 
different ways of addressing them. This course will do neither. Instead of approaching the subject 
chronologically or thematically, it will do so by examining the nature of philosophical inquiry itself. 
The three questions that will guide us shall be: What is philosophy? How should we do it? And why 
should we bother to?  
 

By focusing on the practice of philosophy rather than its subject matter, this course will introduce 
students to very different styles of philosophical reasoning—Analytic vs. Continental, scientistic vs. 
humanistic, ‘pure’ vs. applied—that will illustrate the wide range of ways of doing philosophy. It will 
also show how philosophy can be viewed as a distinct perspective, or set of tools, that can be fruitfully 
brought to bear on many other disciplines. No prior experience of philosophy is required, so no such 
experience will be presupposed. Nevertheless, this course will provide a solid foundation for those 
interested in pursuing further studies in the subject. 
 
· Course Objectives: 
 

Students who take this course can expect to learn to: 
 

• Understand how philosophy relates to, and differs from, other disciplines and fields of study. 
• Appreciate the rich variety of methods, approaches, and styles used in philosophy. 
• Make sense of the deep disciplinary divide between ‘Analytic’ and ‘Continental’ philosophy. 
• Read, summarize, interpret, and discuss a range of philosophical texts.  
• Identify, describe, formulate, and critically evaluate philosophical arguments. 
 

mailto:dnicho@gmu.edu
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· Required Readings: 
 

The readings for this course will be drawn primarily from the following sources: 
 

1. Overgaard, S., Gilbert, P., & Burwood, S. (2013). An Introduction to Metaphilosophy. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. [Abbreviated as ItM in the Course Schedule] 
 

2. Williamson, T. (2018). Doing Philosophy: From Common Curiosity to Logical Reasoning. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. [Abbreviated as DP in the Course Schedule] 
 

3. Critchley, S. (2001). Continental Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. [Abbreviated as CP in the Course Schedule] 

 

In normal circumstances, I would ask you to buy these three books, which are all widely available at 
affordable prices. But given the exceptional circumstances we currently find ourselves in, I realize 
that not all students may be able to obtain them. Consequently, all the required readings for this 
course will be provided to you at no cost. The readings for each class have been uploaded to 
Blackboard so that you can access and download them as PDF files at your convenience.  
 

Nevertheless, if you are able to buy these books I would still encourage you to do so, as it is far easier 
to work with hard copies of philosophical texts. Another option, if you have access to a printer, is to 
print off the readings. If you do end up having to work with the texts electronically, find out how to 
annotate (mark up) PDF files, e.g. by using Adobe Reader. Regardless of the format you end up using,  
make sure you that you always have the readings in front of you during class, as I will be regularly 
referring to them in my lectures and in our group activities and discussions. 
 

To avoid copyright issues please note that students remain subject to all the rights and restrictions of 
the publisher, and students are to honor those. Each student’s copy of the supplied works is to be 
used solely for purposes of this class; they are not to be distributed, sold, or employed for any other 
commercial purpose. Each student’s participation in the class will indicate their explicit agreement to 
be bound by these limitations. 
 
· Course Reading Expectations: 
 

The tentative reading schedule is given at the end of this syllabus. This is a preliminary version; I will 
add specific readings for subsequent weeks as the semester progresses. Remember to check 
Blackboard regularly for the latest version of the reading schedule. Bear in mind that I will expect you 
to have done the reading before each class. If you don’t, you won’t be able to follow the lectures or 
meaningfully participate in group activities and discussions. 
 
· A Note About Reading Philosophy: 
 

Reading philosophy demands a different kind of attention compared to other sorts of reading. This is 
because philosophical texts aim primarily to present rationally persuasive arguments, rather than to 
merely report facts, describe situations, tell stories, or offer opinions. These arguments are often very 
subtle, discussing complex ideas in ways with which you may not be familiar. To fully understand 
them takes time and patience. As a general rule, you should read the assigned reading at least twice. 
It is usually helpful to first read (or perhaps skim) the piece straight through, and then read it more 
carefully a second time, taking notes and highlighting key passages. Give yourself enough time to 
absorb the readings so that you can evaluate them critically in class. If you do the readings well in 
advance, you will get a lot more out of classes, because you will have a lot more to put in.  
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· Questions and Problems: 
 

If you have a question about the course, or a problem with a class or assignment, feel free to ask it at 
the start or at the end of one of our online class meetings (often others will have the same question 
or concern, so doing this will help everyone). Alternatively, you can send me an email. I will respond 
to emails as soon as I can, though as a rule I do not answer emails during the weekend.  
 
· Assignments and Grading: 
 

Attendance & Participation (expected in every class) 10 % 

Twenty Questions About the Readings 10 % 

Two Reading Responses (500 words each) 10 % 

‘Philosophy of X’ Essay (1,000 words) and Presentation (5-minute talk + QAs) 20 % 

Two Take-Home Exams (one halfway through the course and another at the end) 50 % 

TOTAL 100 % 

 
- Attendance & Participation (10%): One of the central goals of this course is to help you learn how 
to fruitfully engage with philosophical ideas. As with most things, the best way to learn how to do this 
is with practice. That is one of the primary purposes of our time together in class: for you to practice 
critically engaging with a philosophical argument. To incentivize this important part of the learning 
process, a tenth of your final grade will depend upon your participation in class.  
 

Merely showing up to class and making comments over the course of the semester will not earn you 
full marks for participation. It is not enough to be present and to speak. You must additionally come 
prepared—your contributions must show that you have not only read but made a serious effort to 
understand the readings. Regarding participation, you will never be penalized for asking thoughtful 
questions or for making thoughtful comments during class discussions.  
 

In the spirit of collaborative learning, I will regularly ask you to form small groups with other 
students and work together on a particular question or task. In such cases, you and your peers will 
be expected to act as a team and assist one another (for example by helping each other understand 
the ideas under discussion) and contribute to the group’s output. In general, you should demonstrate 
a willingness to engage in lively but respectful debates with others. Your participation should always 
come with the understanding that those who disagree with you are not adversaries to be defeated 
or shouted down, but rather valuable resources; people from whom you have much to learn.  
 

You are expected to attend every class in this course. Unjustified absences will negatively impact 
your final grade. Specifically, every unjustified absence after the second will result in a 10% penalty 
in the participation grade (hence 12 absences would result in a 100% reduction of the participation 
grade, which amounts to 10% of the total grade). A justified absence requires proper documentation 
(e.g. a doctor’s note or written proof of participation in a University or work-related event). If you are 
more than 15 minutes late for class, your lateness will be considered ½ an absence.  
 
- Twenty Questions About the Readings (20 x 0.5% = 10%): In order to make best use of the time we 
have in class for group activities and discussions, it is essential that you carefully read and think about 
the assigned reading before each class. To incentivize this, you will be asked to post a question about 
the reading to the Discussion Board on Blackboard no later than 11:59 pm on the day before class. 
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You must do this for 20 out of the 28 classes in this course (see the schedule for details). Fulfilling this 
requirement will earn you one tenth of your final grade. Conversely, for every question that you fail 
to post on time you will be deducted 0.5% of your final grade (with a maximum penalty of 10% of 
your final grade if you fail to post any of the 20 questions on time). 
 

On the day of each class I will pick out for group discussion a few of the questions posted on 
Blackboard by students the day before. The idea is to encourage you to help answer each other’s 
questions about the material. You should decide on the questions you post on the basis of what you 
found particularly interesting, provocative, puzzling, or surprising about the assigned reading. 
 
- Two Reading Responses (2 x 5% = 10%): To help you develop your philosophical writing skills, and 
to show you how such skills can be used as a tool for critical thinking and reflection, you will be asked 
to write two 500-word reading response papers on the assigned readings for classes #6 (February 
10th) and #20 (March 31st). The reading responses must be submitted at the start of those classes.  
 

Students should use these assignments as opportunities to demonstrate their understanding of the 
reading material and to promote their active and critical engagement with the ideas contained therein. 
The reading responses must include analysis and evaluation as well as a summary of the texts.  
 
- ‘Philosophy of X’ Essay (10%) and Presentation (10%): As a means of illustrating how philosophy 
can be employed as a perspective, or set of tools, that can be fruitfully applied to an extremely wide 
range of subject areas, each student will choose a particular discipline to focus on and will research 
in their own time what the philosophical engagement with that discipline looks like. The question 
they will address is the following: What does the philosophy of X (where X is the discipline or subject 
chosen by the student) tell us about the nature of X?   
 

Students will report their findings in two ways: first in the form of a 1,000-word essay and second in 
the form of a 5-minute presentation that will be given to the rest of the class, followed by a brief QA 
session. The essay must be submitted at the start of class #25 (April 19th) and students will take turns 
giving their presentations during classes #25 (April 19th) and #26 (April 21st).  
 

Below is a list of 20 possible subject areas that students may wish to focus on for their essay and 
presentation. Students are also free to choose a different area altogether, though their choices require 
my prior approval. Further guidance on these assignments will be provided over the course of the 
semester, including tips on how to research philosophical topics and how to prepare presentations. 
 

Suggested Topics for ‘Philosophy of X’ Essay and Presentation 
  

Philosophy of Science Philosophy of Mind Philosophy of Music 

Philosophy of Mathematics Philosophy of Language Philosophy of Film 

Philosophy of Physics Philosophy of Law Philosophy of Dance 

Philosophy of Biology Philosophy of History Philosophy of Architecture 

Philosophy of Medicine Philosophy of Time Philosophy of Sport 

Philosophy of Technology Philosophy of Religion Philosophy of Humour 

Philosophy of Engineering Philosophy of Art ‘Philosophy of X’ 
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- Two Take-Home Exams (2 x 25% = 50%): There will be a mid-term exam halfway through the course, 
on class #14 (March 10th), and a final exam at the end of the course, on class #28 (April 28th). The mid-
term exam will cover material from the readings, lectures, and class discussions corresponding to 
Weeks #1 to #6. The final exam is not cumulative; that is to say, it will not cover the whole course but 
only the material from the readings, lectures, and class discussions corresponding to Weeks #8 to #12.  
 

In normal circumstances, the exams would be held in class, but as that is not possible this semester, 
students will be able to ‘take the exam home’ and will be given a maximum of 48 hours to submit it. 
In other words, the mid-term exam must be submitted no later than 1:15 pm on Friday March 12th 
and the final exam must be submitted no later than 1:15 pm on Friday April 30th. 
  

Students will be provided with more detailed information about the structure of the exams over the 
course of the semester. In addition, the two classes immediately preceding the two exams, that is, 
classes #13 (March 10th) and #27 (April 26th), will be entirely devoted to revising the course content 
and to answering any questions that students may have about the material or about the exam. 
 
· Submission of Written Work and Lateness Penalties: 
 

All graded written work must be drafted in Word document format and uploaded on Blackboard via 
the pertinent link under the ‘Assignments’ tab (a link will be provided for each assignment). Work 
must be submitted by the designated deadline. Deadlines are non-negotiable. An extension will only 
be granted due to appropriate extenuating circumstances, and only if these are communicated to me 
in advance of the deadline (via email is fine). If you do not have a good reason for a late submission, 
your assignment will lose one letter grade for each day it is late, including weekends (i.e., Saturday 
and Sunday count as two days). These penalties are to ensure fairness in the grading, so that everyone 
has the same amount of time to work on each assignment.   
 
· School in the Time of a Pandemic: 
 

I am here to help you be successful in this course and I am optimistic that, while we cannot be 
together in person this semester, the seminars will be fun and engaging and thought-provoking. 
 

Nevertheless, given our global and individual circumstances, I want to encourage everyone to: 
 

1. Be patient and kind with yourself and with each other. 
2. Do your best, knowing that this will probably look different from other semesters. 
3. Communicate openly and clearly about expectations, concerns, and goals. If you encounter 

unexpected difficulties, tell me what you need, and I will tell you how I can help. 
4. Be flexible. This is a strange and anxious time, and circumstances may change over the course of 

the semester. 
 
· Course Technology Expectations: 
 

As this is a Distance Learning Course, you will need regular and reliable access to a computer with an 
updated operating system (such as Windows 10 or Mac OSX 10.13 or later), a functional camera and 
microphone, and a stable broadband internet connection. We will be using web-conferencing 
software (Zoom) from inside our Blackboard site as our primary interface and you should have the 
capacity to stream both audio and video for our class meetings.  
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· Best Practice for Learning in an Online Environment:  
 

During our live synchronous class times, please turn phones and other electronic devices to silent—

or better still, put them away or switch them off so as not to be distracted by them. Please also close 
all other programs and web browsers (e.g. email, YouTube, social media platforms, news feeds, etc.) 
other than what we need for the class itself. Our focus for our synchronous meetings should be our 
discussions and the texts we are working on together and as much as possible nothing else. Finding 
time for sustained, focused, absorbing work may be difficult as we navigate the multiple 
adjustments that the pandemic is requiring of us: but doing so is not only good for our studies but 
good for our mental health and overall being in the world. 
 
· Commitment to Diversity: 
 

The Philosophy Department seeks to create a learning environment that fosters respect for people 
across differences. We welcome and value individuals and their differences, including gender 
expression and identity, race, economic status, sex, sexuality, ethnicity, national origin, first language, 
religion, age and ability. We encourage everyone to engage with the material personally, but to also 
be open to exploring and learning from experiences different than their own. 
 

NB: This does not mean not being critical. Respecting others’ views means taking them seriously, and 
taking them seriously means thinking about their strengths and weaknesses, asking questions, and 
offering constructive criticisms or alternative viewpoints where appropriate. It also means thinking 
about where the views of others challenge our own, and being open to what they can teach us. Valuing 
diversity is not just an attitude—it is a matter of developing an active practice. This practice involves: 
 

• learning to listen to other perspectives and to hear criticism of our own views; 
• expressing criticisms and differences of opinion in ways that are not personal or hurtful and that 

leave space for other voices (as well as for the possibility that we are wrong); 
• being generous in our interpretation of what others say, forgiving of missteps as moments for 

learning, and holding ourselves and others accountable for where we can do better; 
• having good reasons for one’s views, but being willing to change one’s mind; 
• not rushing to judgment; learning to assess different positions while being unsure where we stand; 
• and being willing to accept that there will always be things one cannot see or understand; 
 

Never be afraid to ask a question or to risk saying something that might be wrong – that is how we 
learn. But equally, never be afraid to listen to the questions and answers of others, and to let their 
views challenge and change how you think. 
 
· Academic Integrity and the Honor Code: 
 

This course is conducted in accordance with the GMU Honor Code as set out on the University website 
(https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/): “Student members of the George Mason University 
community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work.” You are 
expected to abide by this code; any violation will be reported to the Honor Committee for adjudication. 
 

As members of the academic community, you are expected to be attentive to issues of academic 
integrity, particularly as they relate to the acknowledgement of sources. The key issue is that you act in 
ways that respect other people’s work. Passive plagiarism (e.g. failing to cite sources) is as bad as active 
plagiarism (e.g. downloading an essay off the internet). Always cite and reference your sources.  

https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/
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COURSE SCHEDULE  
(subject to change; please check Blackboard for updates) 

 
· WEEK #1: INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY?  
 

  

1. Monday, January 25th  No Reading               [No Assignment] 
 
2. Wednesday, January 27th        ItM: 1–9 & DP: 1–5                 [1st Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #2: PHILOSOPHY AND THE SCIENCES  
 

  

3. Monday, February 1st         ItM: 17–35           [2nd Reading Question Posted] 
 
4. Wednesday, February 3rd       ItM: 45–48 + 54–63                      [3rd Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #3: PHILOSOPHY AND THE HUMANITIES  
 

  

5. Monday, February 8th  ItM: 35–44 + 63–69          [4th Reading Question Posted] 
 
6. Wednesday, February 10th     CP: 1–11                         [5th Reading Question Posted]  
 
 

· WEEK #4: PROGRESS IN PHILOSOPHY: THE PESSIMISTIC VIEW 
 

  

7. Monday, February 15th  Blackford ‘Intro’ + ItM: 48–52         [6th Reading Question Posted] 
 
8. Wednesday, February 17th       Dietrich’s ‘No Progress in Phil’       [1st Reading Response Submitted] 
 
 

· WEEK #5: PROGRESS IN PHILOSOPHY: THE OPTIMISTIC VIEW  
 

  

9. Monday, February 22nd  Brock’s ‘Is Philosophy Progressing?’   [7th Reading Question Posted] 
 
10. Wednesday, February 24th      Pigliucci’s ‘Philosophy as Evocation’   [8th Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #6: DOING PHILOSOPHY 
 

  

11. Monday, March 1st  DP: 6–49            [9th Reading Question Posted] 
 
12. Wednesday, March 3rd         DP: 50–81          [10th Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #7: REVISION & MID-TERM EXAM  
 

  

13. Monday, March 8th  Revision Class        [Mid-Term Feedback Form Submitted] 
 
14. Wednesday, March 10th         Mid-Term Take-Home Exam (due on Friday, March 12th) 
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· WEEK #8: THE ANALYTIC–CONTINENTAL DIVIDE  
 

  

15. Monday, March 15th  ItM: 105–135         [11th Reading Question Posted] 
 
16. Wednesday, March 17th        CP: 32–56 & DP: 98–110        [12th Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #9: GENEALOGY  
 

  

17. Monday, March 22nd  Leiter’s ‘‘Genealogy’ & Genealogy’   [13th Reading Question Posted] 
 
18. Wednesday, March 24th        Nietzsche’s OtGoM: 1st Essay        [2nd Reading Response Submitted]

          
 

· WEEK #10: PHENOMENOLOGY 
 

  

19. Monday, March 29th  ItM: 70–83 + CP: 111–122       [14th Reading Question Posted] 
 
20. Wednesday, March 31st        Merleau-Ponty’s Preface to PoP       [15th Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #11: CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS  
 

  

21. Monday, April 5th  ItM: 83–104         [16th Reading Question Posted] 
 
22. Wednesday, April 7th        Knobe & Nichols ‘X-Phil Manifesto’   [17th Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #12: WHAT GOOD IS PHILOSOPHY?  
 

  

23. Monday, April 12th  ItM: 188–206 + 212–218        [18th Reading Question Posted] 
 
24. Wednesday, April 14th        DP: 111–126 & ItM: 206–211       [19th Reading Question Posted] 
 
 

· WEEK #13: APPLYING PHILOSOPHY  
 

  

25. Monday, April 19th  Student Presentations            [‘Philosophy of X’ Essay Due] 
 
26. Wednesday, April 21st Student Presentations                [Final Feedback Form Submitted] 
 
 

· WEEK #14: REVISION & FINAL EXAM  
 

  

27. Monday, April 26th         Revision Class                                 [20th ‘Reading’ Question Posted] 
 
28. Wednesday, April 28th        Final Take-Home Exam (due on Friday, April 30th) 


