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COURSE DESCRIPTION

   
In this course, we will explore how various philosophers (and philosophically-adjacent scholars) 
have taken up questions of race. We will begin with the metaphysical question, “What is race?” 
We will look at early articulations of the race concept and then at various more recent critiques. 
In the second unit, our readings will focus on questions of identity, considering how identity 
should be understood, why identity is important, and whether a political focus on identity is 
problematic. The third unit will explore the impact of social positionality and racism on 
epistemology (that is, the production of knowledge and ways of knowing). The fourth unit of the 
course will be dedicated to more explicit discussion of ethical and political issues related to race. 
Finally, we will conclude the course by reading about issues of race within the discipline of 
philosophy itself, with concern for what it’s like to be a person of color and a professional 
philosopher. During weeks three through eight, we will also spend much of our time with student 
presentations, the topics of which will have a major influence on the direction of our discussion 
and the course as a whole. 
 
COURSE OVERVIEW 
 
REQUIRED TEXTS 
• Lugones, Maria. Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition Against Multiple 

Oppressions. Rowman & Littlefield: 2003. ISBN: 9780742514591. 
• Mills, Charles W. The Racial Contract. Cornell: 1997. ISBN: 9780801484636 
• Additional required readings will be made available through CANVAS.  
• Please be sure not only to read them, but to have them available in class. 

 
COURSE GOALS  

1. To critically examine the various assumptions, values, and socio-political forces 
underlying the idea of race in our society.  

2. To better understand the role that our racial identities play in our lives and the lives of 
others. 

3. To explore how various philosophical theories can be used to understand race and 
racism. 

4. To learn to apply philosophical theories to current or historical race issues. 
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 
1. How should we think about the “reality” of race? 
2. What are identities? Why are they important? Can they be dangerous? 
3. How does race shape the way we see and understand the world? 
4. How can different philosophical approaches and resources help us to understand the 

operations and effects of race on our lives and societies? 



COURSE WORK 
• In-Class Activities: During each class session, students will be asked to complete an 

activity either individually or in small groups. Participation in these activities will count toward 
their final grade. These activities can only be made up in the case of an excused absence. 

• Class Presentation: Each student will deliver one presentation to the class on a topic of 
her/his choice. All topics should be approved by the professor, and the chosen topic will 
ideally tie into the student’s final paper. The presentation should last approximately 15 
minutes and should end with questions for further reflection.  

• Post-Unit Reflection Essay: Each student will write four 2-page papers (approx. 600 
words) reflecting on the contents of the first four class units (metaphysics, identity, 
epistemology, and social-political). The reflection should draw clearly on at least 3 unit 
readings to describe what the student feels is important, interesting, or difficult from the 
issues discussed. 

• Final paper: Work for your final paper will be divided into four components (not including 
your presentation work): 

o Paper Abstract: Each student will write an abstract for her intended paper. This 
abstract should indicate the thesis, primary sources, and key arguments of the 
paper. 

o Exegesis of Philosophical Text: Each student will write a 300-500 critical 
explanation or interpretation of the philosophical text/theory s/he considers to be 
most central to her/his final paper. 

o Rough Draft/Peer Review: Each student will complete a rough draft of her 
paper and participate in a peer review process designed to identify important 
revisions to be completed before turning in the final paper. 

o Final draft: Each student will write an 2,200-2,700 word (7-9 page) paper 
relevant to the goals of this course. The paper will include at least one primary 
philosophical text/theory applied to a topic or question of the student’s choosing. 

• Extra credit: Extra credit can be earned by attending and turning in a summary/response 
for up to three relevant on-campus lectures (subject to my advance approval). Qualifying 
lectures that come to my attention will be posted on Canvas under Announcements. Please 
also share with me and your peers any relevant events that come to your attention. Each 
summary/response will be worth up to 1 percentage point on your final grade. 
 

GRADING 
Please keep in mind that A grades will not be awarded for work that merely satisfies the 
minimum requirements of a particular assignment. If you are seeking an A, you should strive to 
complete the assignment not merely adequately, but exceptionally. If, for any given assignment, 
it is not clear to you how to do so, please feel free to come and discuss it with me.  
 

Component Percentage of Final Grade 
In-Class Activities 20 

Presentation  20 
Unit Reflection Papers 4 x 5 = 20 

Abstract 2 
Exegesis 10 

Rough Draft of Final Paper 5 
Peer Review 3 
Final Paper 20 

 
 



COURSE POLICIES 
 
ATTENDANCE 
Because the objectives of this course require active participation, your learning will be impaired if you do 
not attend class. Indeed, you can learn a lot in life simply by showing up. That said, I understand that 
sometimes circumstances beyond a student’s control can make attendance difficult. If you must miss 
class, please let me know (in advance if possible). Work missed due to an excused absence may be 
made up or turned in late. Work missed due to an unexcused absence cannot be made up. 
 
HONOR CODE 
Using the ideas of another person—be it a professional writer, speaker, or a classmate or friend—without 
proper acknowledgment constitutes plagiarism. Even when it is unintended, plagiarism carries significant 
disciplinary action.  Do not take this issue lightly. You are responsible for reading, understanding, and 
adhering to the guidelines for acknowledging the work of others as outlined on the UO website:  
http://researchguides.uoregon.edu/citing-plagiarism. Ignorance of the guidelines is not an acceptable 
excuse for student misconduct. 
 
DISCRIMINATION  
The University of Oregon affirms and actively promotes the right of all individuals to equal opportunity in 
education and employment without regard to any protected basis, including race, color, sex, national 
origin, age, religion, marital status, disability, veteran status, sexual orientation, gender identity and 
gender expression or any other consideration not directly and substantively related to effective 
performance.  
 
The university is committed to providing a respectful environment for all members of the campus 
community. Prohibited discrimination and discriminatory harassment, including any form of sexual 
harassment, which subvert the mission of the university and jeopardize the educational or employment 
experience of students, faculty, and staff, will not be tolerated. If you have a concern of any sort, contact 
the Office of Affirmative Action & Equal Opportunity: https://aaeo.uoregon.edu/content/raise-concern. 
 
I support all students regardless of immigration status or country of origin. For more information and 
resources please visit our Dreamers page (https://blogs.uoregon.edu/dreamers/) and the Immigration 
FAQs page (http://international.uoregon.edu/immigration_faq). Students, remember, when interacting with 
faculty, staff, and offices around campus you are never required to reveal your status. 
 
ACCESSIBILITY 
The University of Oregon is working to create inclusive learning environments. Please notify me if there 
are aspects of the instruction or design of this course that result in disability-related barriers to your 
participation. You are also encouraged to contact the Accessible Education Center in 164 Oregon Hall at 
541-346-1155 or uoaec@uoregon.edu. 
 
OFFICE HOURS 
My office hours are listed at the top of the syllabus and I will also be available at a variety of times by 
appointment. Please come and see me any time you are experiencing difficulty with the class material, 
would like more information about the texts we are reading, or have other more general questions about 
philosophy or your college education. 
 
  

https://aaeo.uoregon.edu/content/raise-concern
https://blogs.uoregon.edu/dreamers/)
http://international.uoregon.edu/immigration_faq)
mailto:uoaec@uoregon.edu


COURSE CALENDAR 
 
 
 
 
Wk Tuesday Thursday 

 
1 

4/3 
 
 

Course intro 
WATCH: The Difference Between Us 

4/5 
History of the Race Concept 

Presentation of presentation topics 
WATCH: The Story We Tell 

 
Readings due: Selections from “The 

Classification of Races” in The Idea of Race 
(36pp) 

 
 

2 
4/10 

Metaphysics of Race I  
WATCH: The House We Live In 

DUE: Presentation preferences 
 

Readings due: Cooper – “Has America a 
Race Problem?”; Locke – “The Concept of 
Race as Applied to Social Culture;” DuBois 

– “The Conservation of Races” (30pp) 
 

4/12 
 

Metaphysics of Race II 
 

Readings due: Appiah – “The Uncompleted 
Argument;” Outlaw – “On Race and 

Philosophy” (42pp) 

 
3 

4/17 
Metaphysics of Race III 
PRESENTATIONS 1-3 

 
Readings due: Russell – Intro & Ch 2 

(55pp) 
 

4/19 
Racial Identities I 

PRESENTATIONS 4-6 
Due: Reflection #1 

 
Readings due: Alcoff – Intro-Ch 2 (41pp) 

 
 

4 
4/24 

Racial Identities II 
PRESENTATIONS 7-9 

 
Readings due: Alcoff – Ch 3 (37pp) 

 

4/26 
Racial Identities III 

PRESENTATIONS 10-12 
 

Readings due: Alcoff – Ch 4 (45pp) 

 
5 

5/1 
 

Racial Identities IV 
PRESENTATIONS 13-15  

 
Readings due: Lugones – Intro & Ch 6 

(63pp) 
 

5/3 
Race & Epistemology I 

PRESENTATIONS 16-18 
Due: Reflection #2 

 
Readings due: Lugones – Ch 1, 3 & 4 

(40pp) 
 

  



 
6 

5/8 
Race & Epistemology II 

PRESENTATIONS 19-21 
 

Readings due: Medina – Ch 1; Griffin – 
excerpts from Black Like Me (70 pp) 

 

5/10 
 

Race & Epistemology III 
PRESENTATIONS 22-24 

 
Readings due: Medina – Ch 4 (pp. 119-161) 

 
7 

5/15 
Race & the Social-Political I 
PRESENTATIONS 25-27 

DUE: Reflection #3 
 

Readings due: Mills – Intro & “Overview” 
(40pp) 

 

5/17 
 

Race & the Social-Political II 
PRESENTATIONS 28-30  

 
Readings due: Mills –“Details” (50pp) 

 
 

 
8 

5/22 
Race & the Social-Political III 
DUE: Final Paper Abstract 

 
Readings due: Mills – “Naturalized Merits” 

(42pp) 
 

5/24  
 

Race & the Social-Political IV 
 

Readings due: Manne – Ch 5; Lugones – 
Ch 2 & 9 (73pp) 

 
 

9 
5/29 

Race & the Discipline I 
DUE: Reflection #4 

WATCH: TBD by class vote 
 

Readings due: Yancy – “Inappropriate 
Philosophical Subjects” (18pp) 

 

5/31 
 

Race & the Discipline II 
DUE: Exegesis 

 
Readings due: Alcoff – “Alien and Alienated” 

(20pp) 
 

 
10 

6/5 
Race & the Discipline III 

WATCH: American Revolutionary: The 
Evolution of Grace Lee Boggs 

 
Readings due: Mills – “Philosophy Raced, 

Philosophy Erased” (21pp) 
 

6/7 
 

Course Wrap-Up 
 

PEER REVIEW 
DUE: Rough Draft 

 

  
FINAL PAPER DUE: Tuesday, June 12 @ 10:00 p.m. 
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