
Syllabus  1

PHL 271: Introduction to Philosophy: Mind-Body Problem 
  

Prison University Project at San Quentin 
Fall 2016 
Instructors: Jeff Kaplan and Julian Jonker 
Teaching Assistants: Dan Khokhar and Austin Andrews 
Course Schedule: Thursdays 6-8pm and Sundays 6-8pm   
     
INTRODUCTION 
Welcome to Philosophy! This course will introduce you to philosophical questions and philosophical 
thinking. Philosophical questions are among the most fundamental and important questions there 
are. Here are some of the questions that we will not only discuss but actually try to answer. What can 
I (or anyone) know? Does God exist? What is the human mind? What is the relation between the 
mind and the physical world? Is the mind part of the physical world? Is our mental life just another 
physical processes like digestion? Or is it, rather, that the mind is non-physical in nature and hence 
that it cannot be accounted for in physical terms? 

Most people consider questions like these at some point in their lives, but they often stop 
thinking about them before formulating well-supported answers. The philosopher attempts to 
support answers to these questions based not on dogma, but on careful argument. Because we will 
be spending our time analyzing these arguments, this course will improve your ability to understand 
and formulate arguments. 

The course readings include 17th century thinkers (Descartes and Elisabeth of Bohemia) as 
well as more contemporary ones (Ryle, Armstrong, Putnam, Place, Searle, Nida-Rumelin, Nagel, 
Jackson, and Chalmers). We begin by reading all of René Descartes's famous Meditations on First 
Philosophy. We will discuss the many topics in this foundational work: epistemology (the study of 
knowledge), philosophy of religion, philosophy of mind, etc. After reading it, we pick just one of 
these topics—the relation between the mind at the body—and explore it further. There is a lot more 
to philosophy than what we cover in this course, but we have to start somewhere and this course 
will give you many of the tools needed to explore other philosophical questions. 
  
STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES 
Students will be able to: 

1. express philosophical problems and potential solutions 
2. respond to views with which they disagree with argument and reasons 
3. revise a piece of philosophical writing multiple times to improve both clarity and rigor 

1 This syllabus is based on the one I used at San Quentin in Fall 2016, with some changes that I decided to make during                                                 
that semester and since. 
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TEXTS 

● Descartes, Rene. (1641) Meditations on First Philosophy. John Cottingham, (Tr.). With notes by 
Jeffrey Kaplan (These footnotes, placed throughout the text, were written to help you 
understand the text. The notes include things like definitions of technical terms and 
explanations like, "In this paragraph, Descartes presents a crucial premise in his argument. 
You cannot understand the argument without understanding what he says in this paragraph, 
so read it several times." There are fewer explanatory footnotes toward the end of the 
Meditations. The plan is for you to improve your reading skills as we proceed.) 

 
● Course Reader. (Several of these readings are accompanied by reading guides. These are 

documents, written by your instructors, that say what to read and provide guidance without 
actually explaining the content of the readings.)  

  
METHODS OF INSTRUCTION 
This course will primarily consist of in-depth class discussions of the reading material.  Students are 
encouraged to ask questions and participate in class (see “course requirements” below for details). 
  
GRADES 

● Reading Summaries (40%) 
See details below 

● Participation (10%) 
Participation grades will be determined by whether or not the student facilitates constructive 
discussion in class. Talking a lot does not constitute good participation. Rather, good participation is 
coming to class prepared with focused questions and comments about the readings that serve to 
promote critical dialogue.  Good participation also requires responding respectfully to the comments 
of others in a way that keeps the course on topic. 

● Short Paper (20%) 
The short essay will be a revised and extended version of one the reading summaries from earlier in 
the course. This assignment will be discussed in class. 

● Final Paper (30%) 
 See details below 
 
Reading Summaries 

● What are they? 
The readings for this course are often brief—one of them is only two paragraphs long. But the ideas 
in the texts, and often the texts themselves, are very difficult. So you will have to read them several 
times. And merely reading them is not enough. You will also have to think hard about the readings 
in order to grasp the ideas they convey.  In order to encourage you to do all this—indeed, to 
somewhat force you to do it—you are required to write summaries of the readings. These reading 
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summaries should each answer the following question: what is the central claim that the philosopher 
is arguing for and what argument(s) does he or she provide for that claim? These reading summaries 
may include a very brief (one or two sentences at most) statement of your own view at the end, but 
no more than that. The main aim of the reading summaries is to demonstrate understanding of the 
reading material. There will be plenty of time for you to express your own views at length, both in 
class and in the larger assignments. 

● How many? 
There are 17 reading assignments for this course. That number may seem small, but as indicated 
above, the readings are difficult. Prepare to devote a lot of time to both reading them and writing 
the reading summaries. You do not have to write a reading summary for all 17 readings. You may 
"pass" on writing 6 of the reading summaries. That means that each student is required to submit 11 
reading summaries. The first reading summary is not optional. You may not use a "pass" on this 
reading summary. All students must submit this assignment. It will count towards the total number 
of reading summaries required. 

● How long? 
Each summary should be no more than one page in length. Some readings may demand only a 
couple paragraphs to summarize, while others may need the full page.  It is important that these 
writing assignments are brief.  It is easy to write a lot.  What is more difficult is to express complex 
ideas concisely and perspicuously.  The reading summaries must not exceed one single-spaced single-sided page. 
(If you prefer to double-space your writing, then the reading summaries must not exceed one 
double-spaced, double-sided page or two double-spaced, single-sided pages). 

● Due when? 
These summaries are due at the beginning of class on the first day that the reading is assigned. This 
is because the purpose of the summaries is to force you to wrestle with the reading on your own and 
attempt to understand the central ideas that they discuss. In class the readings will be discussed and 
explained by your instructors and peers. So in order for the reading summaries to serve their 
purpose, they cannot be submitted after class discussion. The reading summaries will only be 
accepted at the beginning of class, not in the middle or at the end of class. Also, the reading summaries 
will only be accepted on the day when the reading is first assigned. For example, if a certain reading 
is assigned for meeting #11 and the same reading is also assigned for the following meeting (i.e. 
meeting #12), then the reading summary can only be submitted in class, at the beginning of class, at 
meeting #11. 

● How will they be graded? 
Each summary will be marked according to its depth, clarity, and scope.  Good papers will state the 
main claim of the reading and provide a summary of the main argument along with the reasons that 
serve to support that argument. Grades on the reading summaries will be a check, check-minus, or 
check-plus. 
 
Final Paper 
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Toward the end of the semester, the course will pivot into a sort of philosophical writing workshop. 
● Why? 

In order to learn how to write you must practice. A somewhat inefficient but very commonly 
available type of practice is this: write a philosophy paper, get feedback, then write a different 
philosophy paper. A much more efficient type of practice is this: write a draft of a paper, get 
feedback, rewrite that same paper, get more feedback, rewrite again, etc. So that is what we are going 
to do.  

● How will this work? 
Each student will write three drafts of the final paper. Only the third and final draft will receive an 
official grade, but you must complete each draft in order to get full credit. More details will be 
discussed in class. 

● Won’t I be bored with my paper by the third draft? 
Oh, yes. Three drafts may sound like too many. It is not. (Three is probably not enough.) We will 
revise your final paper until you are bored with it. Boredom is a good sign — it shows that you are 
working on the paper enough. We will fight through the boredom! 
  
Note: Students are required to include the following information on all assignments and exams: 
name, CDC#, housing, date, name of course, name of instructor. 
  
ATTENDANCE POLICY 
Attendance at all class meetings is required. Attendance includes arriving on time and staying to the 
end of the class. These expectations apply to students taking the class for credit and to auditors. 
Absences due to the following will be considered excused. However, no student who misses more 
than five classes, for any reason, will be able to pass the class. Excused absences include: 

○ Institutional lockdowns 
○ Medical lay-ins or hospitalizations 
○ Court dates 
○ Administrative segregation 
○ Religious holidays 
○ Package pick-up (one per semester) 

Any unexcused absence, late arrival [not due to an institutional hold-up], or early departure will 
result in a grade drop of 1/3 of a letter grade (i.e., from an “A” to an “A-“, or a “B+” to a “B”). 
Students are responsible for catching up on material covered during classes they’ve missed, and for 
completing all assignments. An explanation of any absence, late arrival, or early departure (whether 
excused or not) should be submitted in writing. 
 
PLAGIARISM/ACADEMIC DISHONESTY POLICY 
Academic dishonesty includes copying someone else’s work, collaborating on work without explicit 
permission, completing another student’s coursework, and plagiarism. Plagiarism is the presentation 
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of someone else’s words or ideas as your own; it is considered stealing. In this course, any incident 
of academic dishonesty will cause students to fail the assignment and possibly the class. 

All graded assignments in this class will be done outside of class. While it is perfectly 
acceptable and even expected that students will discuss the issues and ideas raised by the 
assignments with classmates, the writing must be done by each individual student. Instructors are 
also available to discuss your work and, if requested, to look over rough drafts. (Note, in this case, 
that you will have to prepare the draft at least one class session before it is due.) 
  
COURSE SCHEDULE 
If a class is cancelled for institutional reasons, such as a lock-down, we will not “skip” class sessions. 
Rather, we will pick up where we left off. 
 

Thurs, Sept 8  Introduction and in-depth reading exercise; no reading 

Sun, Sept 11  Descartes, Meditation 1, with notes (reading summary *required*) 

Thurs, Sept 15  Descartes, Meditation 2, with notes 

Sun, Sept 18  Descartes, Meditation 3, with notes 

Thurs, Sept 22  Descartes, Meditation 3 continued; no new reading 

Sun, Sept 25  Descartes, Meditation 4, with notes 

[Sept 28th – last day to drop or add a course] 

Thurs, Sept 29  Descartes, Meditation 5, with notes 

Sun, Oct 2  Descartes, Meditation 6, with notes 

[Oct 6th - no class for "Family Day"] 

Sun, Oct 9  How to do Academic Philosophical Writing; no new reading 

Thurs, Oct 13  Recap of All Six Meditations; no new reading 

Sun, Oct 16 
Elisabeth of Bohemia,  Letters to Descartes from 6-16 May 1643, and reading 
guide 

Thurs, Oct 20  Ryle, “Descartes’ Myth” and reading guide 

Sun, Oct 23  Armstrong, “The Nature of Mind” and reading guide 
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Thurs, Oct 27  Putnam, “Brains and Behavior” and reading guide 

Sun, Oct 30  ***Short Paper Due***; no new reading 

Thurs, Nov 3  Place, “Is Consciousness a Brain Process?” and reading guide 

Sun, Nov 6  Bradley, “A Primer on Multiple Realizability and Functionalism” 

Thurs, Nov 10  Multiple Realizability and Functionalism continued; no new reading 

Sun, Nov 13  Searle, “Can Computers Think?” 

[Nov 16th - last day to withdraw from a course] 

Thurs, Nov 17 
Nida-Rumelin, “Pseudonormal Vision: An Actual Case of Qualia Inversion?” 
Andrews, “A Primer on Inverted Experience” 

Sun, Nov 20  Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” 

[Nov 24th – no class for Thanksgiving] 

Sun, Nov 27  Jackson, “Epiphenomenal Qualia” and reading guide 

Thurs, Dec 1  ***Draft of Final Paper Due***; Workshop Drafts of Final Papers 

Sun, Dec 4  Chalmers, “The Puzzle of Conscious Experience” 

Thurs, Dec 8  Workshop Drafts of Final Papers Again 

Sun, Dec 11  ***Final Paper Due***: Overview of the whole course 
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