
Instructor: Zoli Filotas (edwin.filotas@mail.mcgill.ca) 
Office Hours: LEA 936, Fridays 1:00-3:00 and by appointment  
 
 

PHIL 200: INTRODUCTION TO PHILOSOPHY 
 
Philosophy involves reflecting on ideas we normally take for granted, reconsidering standard ways 
of thinking and acting, and holding ourselves accountable to others with careful explanations and 
arguments. The main goals of this course are to help students develop these skills, and to 
introduce them to some of the central questions and concepts studied by philosophers.  
 
The course is loosely arranged around the question “what makes us who we are?” This question 
takes a variety of forms: How much of human life can be explained purely with biology and other 
kinds of natural science? Are our identities entirely defined by our thoughts, memories, and 
beliefs? How does culture shape who we are?  
 
After a short introduction, the course will be divided into three main units. Each will explore 
how the central question arises in one of the traditional divisions of philosophy. The first will be 
on epistemology, the study of knowledge. We will ask how confident we should be about our 
beliefs, and about the roles of reason, science, and culture in acquiring knowledge. The second 
will be about metaphysics, the study of reality or existence. We will begin by considering how 
changes in our minds and bodies affect who we are. For example, does it make sense to say that 
we are the same people as when we were babies, even though we were very different then than 
we are now? And we will consider the categories used to sort people into kinds, like gender and 
race. In the third and final unit we will discuss moral and political philosophy. In particular we 
will ask whether morality is objective, and how political institutions should address political and 
cultural diversity. 
 
LECTURE TIME AND LOCATION 
Normally on Mondays and Wednesdays in MCMED 522, 11:35-12:25 
 
 ...but note these exceptions: 

• The first lecture, on Wednesday Sept. 3, will be in MCMED 504. 
• Until conferences start, there will be lectures (in MCMED 522) on Fridays, from 

11:35-12:25. 
• There will be a make-up lecture on Wednesday Oct. 8 (at the usual time and 

place). 
 
CONFERENCES 
The course includes weekly, discussion-based conferences, probably starting in the third week of 
class. They are an important part of the course. You will need to sign up on Minerva.  
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REQUIRED TEXTS 
• Echoes From the Cave, edited by Lisa Gannett (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University press, 

2014). This textbook is available at the McGill bookstore. 
• Additional readings will be posted on MyCourses.  

 
Please come to lectures having carefully read the text to be covered that day, and be prepared to 
discuss both of the week’s readings in your conferences. 
 
SCHEDULE OF READINGS 
(Unless otherwise indicated, all readings are in the textbook) 
 
Introduction 
Sept. 3: Course overview. No readings. 
Sept. 5: “The Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of Immortality,” Bernard Williams  
 
Sept. 8: “Making Sense of Arguments,” Lewis Vaughn and Chris MacDonald (PDF available on 
MyCourses) 
 
Unit I: Epistemology 
Sept. 10: From Meno, Plato 
Sept. 12: From “My Life,” Al-Ghazâlî (Available on MyCourses)  
 
Sept. 15: From Meditations on First Philosophy, René Descartes  
Sept. 17: From An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, David Hume 
 
Sept. 22: “The Experience of the Body and Classical Psychology,” Maurice Merleau-Ponty  
Sept. 24: “What is it Like to be a Bat?” Thomas Nagel  
(First Assignment due on Sept. 26) 
 

Sept. 29: “A Survey of Some Fundamental Problems,” Karl Popper 
Oct. 1: “Public Knowledge, Public Trust,” Lorraine Code 
 
Unit II: Metaphysics 
Oct. 6: “Realism and Anti-Realism,” Anjan Chakravartty 
Oct. 8: “Personal Identity,” Derek Parfit 
 
Oct. 13: No readings. Happy Thanksgiving!  
Oct. 15: “The Same and the Same: Two Views of Psychological Continuity,” Marya Schechtman 
 
Oct. 20: “You’re Not the Indian I had in Mind,” Thomas King 
Oct. 22: “Forgetting Oneself,” Anita Allen (Available on MyCourses) 
 
Oct. 27: “Meaning and Reference” Hilary Putnam 
Oct. 29: Mid-term Test 
 
Nov. 3: “Madness: Biological or Constructed?” Ian Hacking 
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Nov. 5: “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We Want Them to Be?” Sally 
Haslanger 
 
Unit III: Ethics and Politics 
Nov. 10: Excerpts from Confucius and Mencius (Available on MyCourses)  
Nov. 12: “The Meanings of Lives,” Susan Wolf 
(Term Paper due on Nov. 14) 
 
Nov. 17: “On the Cognitive Content of Morality,” Jürgen Habermas 
Nov. 19: “Morality as Anti-Nature,” Friedrich Nietzsche 
 
Nov. 24: “The Politics of Recognition,” Charles Taylor 
Nov. 26: From Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights, Will Kymlicka 
 
Dec. 1: “Liberalism’s Last Stand: Minority Rights and the (Mis)recognition of Aboriginal 
Sovereignty,” Dale Turner 
Dec. 3:  “On the Dark Side of the Nation: Politics of Multiculturalism and the State of ‘Canada’,” 
Himani Bannerji 
Dec. 4: Conclusion and Review. Take-home final exam distributed. 
 
EVALUATION 

• 10% Conference Participation 
• 15% First assignment (approx. 700 words) 

Due in conference on Sept. 26 
• 25% Midterm Test (covering material from the readings and lectures) 

Held in class, Oct. 29 
• 25% Term Paper (approx. 1500 words) 

Due in conference on Nov. 14 
• 25% Take-home final exam (three essay questions of about 700 words each)  

Given on the last day of class. Due date to be set by the exams office. 
 
Detailed information about grading criteria and the format of the assignments will be posted on 
MyCourses. 
 
POLICY ON ELECTRONICS 
Laptops, tablets, and all other electronic devices must be turned off and put away in both 
lecture and conferences. The reason for this policy is not only that (as per the McGill Classroom 
Code of Conduct) it is forbidden to use electronics for non-academic purposes, but also that 
studies now show very persuasively that laptops interfere with learning even when they’re only 
used for taking notes. If you think that you have good reasons to be exempted from this policy, 
you may request special permission from the instructor.    
 
LATE PAPERS AND EXTENSIONS  
Extensions for papers will only be granted under unusual circumstances and will normally require 
supporting documents (e.g. doctors’ notes). Late papers will lose one third of a grade per calendar 
day (e.g., a paper that would normally have gotten an A- will get a B+ if it’s handed in the day 
after the due date).  
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In order to pass the course, students must complete the mid-term test and submit all written 
assignments.  
 
GRADE APPEALS 
In order to appeal a grade, you must submit a one-page request to the instructor (not your TA), 
explaining why you think the original grade is inappropriate. The paper will be re-evaluated, and 
the grade may go up or down. 
 
MCGILL POLICY STATEMENTS 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning 
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student 
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ for more 
information).  

 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
 
In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or  
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 
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