
PHIL 216: PHILOSOPHY AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY  
Spring 2018 
Instructor: Anna Cook 
MW 2-3:50pm  
104 CON 

Office: 158 Susan Campbell Hall 
Office hours: MW 4-4:50pm 
email: acook@uoregon.edu 

Course Description: 
What is knowledge?  How do we know things?  What is the truth?  How do we differentiate 
between truth and falsity?  Is there only one truth or one right way to know things?  Can we 
hold contradictory things to be true simultaneously? In this course, we will look at various 
writings on the nature of social identity, with a particular focus on racial identity and how it 
informs what and how we know. Through this exposure, students will learn how different 
cultures exhibit different kinds of epistemologies and ways of knowing that lead to different 
approaches to problem-solving, knowledge production, truth, and more, allowing them to 
look at their own culture more critically as well as be more open-minded to alternative ways 
of thinking.  In doing so, we will challenge Western assumptions about what counts as 
knowledge, truth, and rationality. 
 
Learning outcomes:  
1. Demonstrate critical thinking, reading, and writing skills through use of a broad range of 
research methods, including collaborative projects and scholarly essays that deal with primary 
and secondary sources in the literature and are written in an academic format.  
2. Present and assess views that differ from one’s own, particularly perspectives relative to 
gender, race, class, and culture, including non-Western philosophical perspectives, within an 
inclusive classroom environment.  
3. Compare, contrast, and critique representative authors from various philosophical traditions 
and historical periods.  
4. Engage in philosophical inquiry that examines a broad range of topics such as human nature, 
the self and the community, political authority, morality, knowledge and reality. 
 
Required Texts: 
Charles Mills, Racial Contract 
Gloria Anzaldúa. Borderlands/La Frontera, 3nd ed. San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 2007.  
Vine Deloria, Jr. and Daniel R. Wildcat. Power and Place. Boulder: Fulcrum Books, 2001. 
Available at the DuckStore 
Readings and links on Canvas 
 
Course Requirements: 
Reading Quizzes (10%): There will be 9 weekly reading quizzes (short, multiple choice, either 
in class or through Canvas). To help you prepare, you will receive a set of reading questions 
to guide your reading of the required texts. The lowest two scores will be dropped. 
 
Two short response papers (20%): You will write two short response papers (2-3 pages). Each 
paper will be a reflection on one of three required books. The purpose of these response papers 
is to get you to work on the readings on your own by building on our discussion. They should 
help you practice your critical thinking skills and prepare you for the midterm and final exams. 
 



Midterm Term Exam (25%): The take-home midterm exam will consist of a series of short 
essay questions. You will have the option of answering 3 of 5 topics. The assignment will be 
due on Canvas Friday Week 5.  
 
Final Exam (25%): The take-home final exam will consist of a series of short essay questions.  
You will have the option of answering 3 of 5 topics. The assignment will be due on Canvas 
midnight Monday Finals week (June 11th).  
 
Discussion questions (10%): Discussion is an important part of philosophical endeavor. These 
questions will be due every week before lecture (Group A will post by Monday at 9am and 
Group B will post by Wednesday at 9am). Each question must be well-formulated, must 
deal with the readings listed, and must aim to generate discussion (see guidelines below). 
Restrict yourself to ONE question. Remember that this is a DISCUSSION question, so others 
should be able to understand it. Your question should try to locate a PROBLEM or ISSUE 
that calls for discussion. The question need not have only one answer. Indeed, it is better if 
the question does not have a simple answer but rather calls for multiple interpretations and 
positions.  
 
Participation (10%): Discussion is an important part of philosophical endeavor. You are 
expected to come to class prepared to discuss the material assigned for each day. This means 
that the readings are completed prior to class and that you have a copy of the assigned 
reading(s) available during class. Please note that you are responsible for all of the assigned 
material even if we do not get around to a detailed discussion of it in class.  
 
Attendance Policy: Philosophy is often dense and asks for both your time and attention. Be 
prepared to devote a considerable amount of time to each reading—enough to read each text 
twice. You are expected to attend every session and contribute to the discussion. However, since 
life is full of unexpected things, you are allowed four unexcused absences with no penalty. Your 
fifth unexcused absence will result in a lowering of your final grade by one third of a letter grade, 
and from that point on, every unexcused absence will have the same effect on your grade. Any 
additional absences will need to be approved by the instructor based on a legitimate reason 
(such as illness, family emergency, schedule conflict).  
 
Class Policies: It is important that you keep up with the readings. You should be careful to 
plan time to read and REREAD the texts at two levels. At one level, you should work to 
understand what the author is trying to say. At another level, you should respond critically to 
the views presented. Do the views make sense? How are they justified? How do they relate to 
the others views we are considering? Careful and critical reading is important: the content of 
these texts becomes philosophically meaningful only through your interaction with it.  
 
Discussions: Philosophical discussion requires an atmosphere of mutual respect and 
intellectual curiosity. In this class, we will discuss matters that that can be highly charged and 
very personal. In the context of discussing race and the experience of cultural difference, 
students often disclose very personal information about their lives. As part of the 
philosophical conversation, you must handle such disclosures sensitively and with respect. It 
is important in discussion to be open to think about and discuss diverse experiences and points 
of view, including those you do not share. As a group, we will strive to view encounters with 
different beliefs as opportunities for learning and enriching the complexity of our views.  
 



Grading Expectations: My standards are going to be high in this course, because I think you 
can meet them. If you are struggling, or unsure of how you can do better, come talk to me. 
That's what office hours are for. I want you to do well, but we both have to work to make that 
happen. 
 
Teaching and Learning Center Writing Lab: This course is writing intensive. To succeed, I 
strongly encourage you to attend the Writing Lab at the Teaching and Learning Center. I will 
give you up to 5 points of extra credit on one paper if you take a complete draft to the writing 
lab and incorporate their feedback into your final draft. 
 
Electronics: Do not use electronics of any kind in class. While they can be useful for 
learning, they aren't right for this class. This article provides a good explanation of why. 
Using electronics during class will result in the loss of attendance credit for the day. 
Of course, if you need an exception to this rule, please come talk to me. 
 
Accessibility:  I am committed to providing fair access to all students. Please submit all 
disability accommodation requests in compliance with University policy. Contact the 
Accessible Education Center (541-346-1155) for information. 
 
Schedule of Readings & Assignments 
Week 1: Social Identity and Knowledge 
M: Course introduction, Linda M. Alcoff, “Introduction: Identity and Visibility” 
W: Du Bois, “The Forethought,” “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” from Souls of Black Folk and 
“Souls of White Folk” from Darkwater 
 
Week 2 
M: McIntosh, “White Privilege” and Leonardo, “The Color of Supremacy” 
W: Collins, “The Social Construction of Black Feminist Thought” 
 
Week 3: Western Epistemologies 
M: Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Chaps 1, 2 
W: Locke “Essay Concerning Human Understanding” 
 
Week 4: Critical Western Epistemologies 
M: Hume, “Treatise of Human Nature” 
W: Hacking, “Making up People” and Liu, “The Accidental Asian” 
 
Week 5: Racial Knowledge and Ignorance 
M: Charles Mills, Racial Contract, Introduction and Overview 
W: Mills, Racial Contract, Overview, and Alcoff, “Epistemologies of Ignorance: Three Types” 
Take home midterm due by Friday 
 
Week 6: Borderland Epistemology 
M: Discussion of Get Out  
W: Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands, Chap. 1 
 
Week 7  
M: Anzaldúa, Borderlands, Chaps. 2, 3, 4 
W: Lugones, “‘World-Travelling’, Play and Loving Perception” from Perigrinages 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2016/may/11/students-who-use-digital-devices-in-class-perform-worse-in-exams


 
Week 8: Indigenous Epistemology 
M: Cordova, “The I and the We” from American Indian Thought 
W: Vine Deloria and Daniel Wildcat, Power and Place, Chaps 1, 2, 3, 4  
 
Week 9 
M: Memorial Day 
W: Deloria and Wildcat, Power and Place, Chaps 5, 6, 7 
 
Week 10 
M: Deloria and Wildcat, Power and Place, Chaps 8, 10, 14 
W: Final reflections 
Take home final exam due by Monday Finals week 
 
 
Course Policies: It is your responsibility to contact the instructor in case of emergency prior to 
class (unless there are special circumstances where you cannot contact prior to class). These 
absences can be counted as excused with the instructor’s permission. If you are uncertain about 
what would qualify as an emergency, please contact the instructor. All emergencies must be 
documented, otherwise the absences will not be excused.  
 
NB: Late assignments will suffer a 1/3 grade deduction per day.  Thus, an evaluation of A- will 
become a B+, should it be one day late.  There will be no exceptions without valid medical 
documentation that is promptly submitted to the instructor.  
 
Class Format:  The class will be a mixture of lecture and discussion, and I will do my best to 
create a productive environment and inspire critical thinking throughout the course. I will treat 
everyone fairly and with respect. In return, I expect you to do your best and treat everyone 
fairly and with respect. I want all of us to hold each other accountable. I hope that you will all 
have views about the topics we will address, and I want you to express and explore those 
views. It is the nature of the issues we will be considering that people’s views will differ. You 
are encouraged to question your classmates (and me) when anyone says something you 
disagree with, but everyone should always keep in mind that respectful disagreement is not a 
personal attack. Philosophical discussion thrives under this kind of interaction and often stems 
from disagreement.  
 
Grading Criteria: 
A = excellent. No mistakes, well-written, and distinctive in some way or other.  
B = good. No significant mistakes, well-written, but not distinctive in any way.  
C= OK. Some errors, but a basic grasp of the material.  
D = poor. Several errors. A tenuous grasp of the material.  
F = failing. Problematic on all fronts indicating either no real grasp of the material or a complete 
lack of effort.  
 
Academic Integrity: If you are not doing the work yourself, it is plagiarism, cheating, or some 
other form of academic dishonesty. Any act of plagiarism will be reported to the university 
and will result in an automatic F. If you are unsure about what counts as plagiarism or academic 
dishonesty in general, come and talk to me first so that we make sure that we are on the same 
page. 



 
Note that the schedule of readings is subject to change during the quarter. All changes will be 
announced in advance during class. If you have questions about the assignments, 
requirements, or subject matter, please let me know.  


