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AMERICAN PHILOSOPHY SYLLABUS (PHI  354): 

 
Professor Seth TichenorÕs Contact Information:   
* ) E-Mail: stichen@linfield.edu 
* ) Phone: (503) 980-4992 (Home),  (971) 237-6995 (cell) 
 

Prelude to this Course: 

     You know, one of the most difficult things philosophers have to do is describe what “philosophy” is.  
I’ve heard many different descriptions and definitions this word over the 20 years I’ve been studying it.  
Honestly, none of them have ever completely satisfied me, and I feel like my work has involved searching 
for clearer and clearer senses of the term. However, there’s one specific characterization that really stands 
out for me. It is by the Cambridge philosopher John Campbell, and goes as follows: 

“Philosophy is thinking in slow motion.  It breaks down, describes and assesses moves we ordinarily 
make at great speed – to do with our natural motivations and beliefs. It then becomes evident that 
alternatives are possible.” 

     One reason I like this quote so much is that it gets to the heart of what I enjoy about philosophizing & 
teaching others about various philosophical methodologies, concepts, innovations and conversations. I 
enjoy exploring how philosophical concepts and principles apply to everyday life, and hearing how people 
relate apparently disparate ideas and experiences to one another in a novel, insightful and constructive 
ways. In short, I think that philosophy permeates any and all human thought and action, and the more one 
pursues it in different venues, the fuller and richer one’s life and work may become.  This, I suppose, has 
been one of the biggest draws for me to philosophy generally, and also to teaching philosophy in the DCE 
in particular. 

Purpose and Direction of this Course: 

     So, why then investigate philosophy in this way (i.e. as “American Philosophy”)?  There are many ways 
to respond to this question. Again, there is one thread I find especially helpful that I’d like to draw out.  It 
was the great Harvard philosopher George Santayana who wrote that now famous phrase - "those who do 
not know history are condemned to repeat it".  While the immediate truth of this statement is plain 
enough, there is a more subtle point that is not exhausted in the common sense of this expression. Of 
course, we do tend to repeat mistakes resurrected through our forgetfulness. But the reason we repeat such 
mistakes is because, in our forgetfulness, we also forget ourselves as we are. Human consciousness 
flourishes through continuity with itself; that is, we cannot understand who we are now until we have come 
to terms with whom we have been.  Even more, it is through this continuity of self-awareness that we 
meaningfully sow the seeds and grasp the possibilities of what we may become. 
      This course is organized with this sensibility in mind.  It will begin with a reflection of American 
cultural and intellectual life at the close of the enlightenment and its role in establishing the tenor of 
American civilization.  We will then proceed toward looking at the themes of transcendentalism, 
romanticism & classical liberalism of the second half of the 19th century & the first decade of the 20th 
century. Next, we will look at American philosophy through the issues & thinkers of the “Golden Age” 
(1880 - 1940) of American philosophy, taking special note of the themes developed in Classical American 
Pragmatism. The course will then conclude with an investigation into American philosophical encounters 
with differing & divergent traditions, and some contemporary approaches in the American philosophical 
conversation to perennial philosophical problems.  
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Course Requirements:   
• To be prepared to discuss the assigned texts in a creative, analytical, & constructive manner.   
• You will be given two take-home exams.  The first (midterm) & second (final) exams will be assigned 

in the 6th week and 14th week & will be due the following week. 
 
Grading: 
I will determine your grades on the basis of your performance on your mid-term exam (33%), Final exam 
(33%), and class participation (33%). 
 
Course Structure: 
     Because of the nature of this course, the structure of our class will largely be based upon a Seminar style 
set-up.  What this means is that at least half of the information that is to be gleaned from this course will 
come from discussion and class analysis, rather than lectures.  Although there will be regular periods of 
time when I “take the floor” in order to present or clarify pertinent information, much of the momentum for 
this course will come from each of you.  Active participation is crucial to the success of this sort of class, 
and a significant part of your final grade.  An ideal seminar is run by it’s participants energetically, 
efficiently, and courteously.  My role, in turn, becomes one of both informer and facilitator.  In other 
words, my job as the professor of this class will not exclusively be to provide introductory lectures on the 
topics at hand.  Rather, I will be responsible for providing information, clarification and guidance to the 
group as needed, as well as some degree of introductory information in the form of a lecture.  Whether this 
seminar can reach its “ideal” level, is then, largely in the hands of the participants.  The ideal seminar 
participants should have the following characteristics: 
 
• They prepare diligently for  seminar  meetings (by trying to cover the assigned readings in depth; by 

being clear about what they have & have not read; by finding & bringing interesting and relevant 
material to the seminar). 

 
• They are good presenters &  speakers (by speaking as clearly & confidently as they can; by helping 

your colleagues to absorb the most important points of your discussion; by listening to questions raised 
by myself and other participants carefully & answering them efficiently; by gracefully & honestly 
indicating when a question asked of them is not know). 

 
 
• They are constructive par t icipants in seminar  discussions (by offering thoughtful & polite 

contributions to discussions; by absorbing & responding carefully to what your colleagues have to say; 
by asking clarifying questions when something seems unclear; by indicating clearly the reasons for 
opinions expressed). 

 
• They are careful to practice the Òpr inciple of char ityÓ throughout the activit ies &  discussions of 

the seminar  (by beginning with the presumption that other people are motivated to speak or write for 
worthwhile reasons which we all ought to try to understand; by being persistent in the pursuit of the 
rationale or ‘vision’ behind the ideas encountered; by avoiding the temptation to pigeon-hole a position 
or argument that runs counter to their own for rhetorical gain). 

 
Course Texts: 
 
• Democracy in Amer ica. By Alexis de Tocqueville, trans. George Lawrence.  
 
• Civil Disobedience. By Henry David Thoreau. 
 
• Ralph Waldo Emerson: A Cr it ical Edition of the Major  Works. By Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

(Oxford University Press, New York, 1990) 
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• The Souls of Black Folk . By D.E.B DuBois.  
 
• Classical Amer ican Philosophy: Essential Readings &  Interpretive Essays. Edited John Stur. 

(Oxford University Press, New York, 1987). 
 
• Philosophy the Day After  Tomor row. By Stanley Cavell (Harvard University Press, Boston, 2005).  
  
 

Course Schedule: 
 
WEEK 1 (February 18th - 24th) Introduction to Course: 
 

• Introduction to course  
 
• Lecture on Themes in American Philosophy 

 
 
 
WEEK 2 (February 25th Ð March 2nd): 
 

• Alexis De Tocqueville (1805-1859) – Democracy In America 
 
 
WEEK 3 (March 3rd Ð March 9th): 
 

• Alexis De Tocqueville (1805-1859) - Democracy in America 
 

• Henry David Thoreau (1817 – 1862) – Civil Disobedience 
 
WEEK 4 (March 10th Ð March 16th): 
 

• Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803 – 1882) - Essays 
 
WEEK 5 (March 17th Ð March 23rd):  
 

• Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803 – 1882) - Essays 
 
WEEK 6 (March 24th Ð March 30th) : 
 

• John Stuhr – Classical American Philosophy (Charles Sanders Pierce: 1839 - 1914) 
 

• MIDTERM HANDED OUT 
 
 
WEEK 7 (March 31st Ð Apr il 6th): 
 

• John Stuhr - Classical American Philosophy (William James: 1842 - 1910) 
 

• MIDTERM DUE 
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WEEK 8 (Apr il 7th Ð Apr il 13th):   
 

• John Stuhr – Classical American Philosophy (Josiah Royce: 1855 - 1916) 
 
WEEK 9 (Apr il 14th Ð Apr il 20th): 
 

• John Stuhr – Classical American Philosophy (George Santayana: 1863 - 1952) 
 
WEEK 10 (Apr il 21st -  27th ): 
 

• John Stuhr – Classical American Philosophy (John Dewey: 1859 - 1952) 
 
WEEK 11 (Apr il 28th Ð May 5th):   
 

• W.E.B. DuBois (1869 – 1963) – The Souls of Black Folk 
 
WEEK 12 (May 6th Ð May 12th):  
 

• W.E.B. DuBois (1869 – 1963) – The Souls of Black Folk 

 

WEEK 13 (May 13th Ð May 19th): 

• Stanley Cavell (1926 – present)  – Philosophy the Day After Tomorrow 
 
WEEK 14 (May 20th Ð May 26th): 
 

• Stanley Cavell (1926 – present) – Philosophy the Day After Tomorrow 
 

• FINAL HANDED OUT 
 
 
 
THE FINAL EXAM IS DUE on MAY 28th (via e-mail) by 5:00 P.M. 
 
 
 


