
PHIL 110: Human Nature        Dr. McKenna 
MW 2:00-3:20          SCH 237     
PLC 180        
 
Office Hours: 
Prof. Erin McKenna 
Monday 12:30-1:30, Wednesday 12:30-1:30 
And by appointment. 
emckenna@uoregon.edu 
 
Course Description: 
 
What does it mean to be human? What makes us “human”? What is the place of humans in the world?  
Much of the history of philosophy wrestles with these questions in one way or another.  Religion, science, 
politics, and ethics are all informed by the various answers these questions have received and they, in 
turn, inform the answers.  In this course we will look specifically at how some of the answers to these 
questions have resulted in legacies of sexism, racism, and speciesism with which we still live today.  This 
means we will be addressing sensitive topics that demand respectful discourse.  
 
Goals: 
 
This course has a number of learning outcomes. The instructors are interested in working with you to 
develop a series of more general skills that you will need during your college education and even after 
graduation. These include the ability to: 
Explain and summarize different approaches to human nature.  
Articulate and evaluate philosophical arguments.  
Develop reading skills for different kinds of texts.  
Develop communication and argumentation skills (especially in your discussion sections).  
Develop writing skills and learn how to manage your thinking-process in a limited amount of 
time. 
 
Class meetings: 
Class meets MW 2:00-3:20 
Discussion sections take place Friday mornings.  Discussion section instructors:   
*** 
 
Texts: 
Coetzee, J.M., The Lives of Animals (LA)  
Lloyd, Genevieve, The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philosophy (MR) 
Viramontes, Helena María, Under the Feet of Jesus (UFJ) 
Other readings found on Canvas. 
 
Assignments and Grading: 
Grades on quizzes, exams, and the final reflection will be given on the standard 0-100 point grading scale: 
 
100-93: A 
92-90:   A- 
89-87:   B+ 
86-83:   B 
82-80:   B- 
79-77:   C+ 



76-73:   C 
72-70:   C+ 
69-60:   D 
59-0:     F 
 
Participation and Attendance (Discussion Section): 
 
You are expected to participate actively in this class, which includes attending class (both lectures & 
discussion sections), reading all assigned material prior to class, and participating productively and 
professionally in discussion sections. Missing more than one discussion session FOR ANY REASON will 
result in a 1/3 of a full grade reduction (e.g. from A to A-). An additional full grade reduction will be 
made for each additional missed class after the second (e.g. from A to B). Three late arrivals for class will 
count as one absence. Discussion is crucial to this class, and all instructors will do their best to make you 
feel at ease and welcome to contribute to the class conversations. Please feel free to contribute any 
question, objection, or other thought about the topic at hand when such occurs to you. Although no 
relevant remark is out of bounds in this class, you will be expected to treat all members of the class 
respectfully and professionally. The quality and quantity of your participation in the class discussion will 
be evaluated in assigning 10% of your final grade. Obviously, failure to attend class will negatively affect 
your participation grade. 
 
Reading Quizzes:  
 
On four occasions throughout the course, brief quizzes will be given either at the beginning or end of the 
course lecture. These quizzes will be unannounced and will cover the assigned reading for that class 
period and/or material covered in the previous lecture. The best way to prepare for these quizzes is to read 
all assigned materials carefully and review notes from the previous lecture before arriving for class. Quiz 
questions will be video projected, and responses will be given on paper provided by the instructor. There 
will be a possibility for a make-up quiz only in the case of documented emergencies.   
 
Three Exams:  
 
Three in-class exams are scheduled during week 4, week 7, and week 10. Those exams are not 
comprehensive exams, and thus, the material you have to cover is specific for each one. Exam 1 will 
focus on the material we cover from week 1 to week 4, Exam 2 will focus on the material we cover from 
week 4 to week 7, and Exam 3 will focus on the material we cover from week 7 to week 10. You will 
have a week to answer one question in an essay format. You will take the exam on Canvas. Essays will be 
graded by the GE for your discussion section. There will be a possibility for a make-up exam only in the 
case of documented emergencies.  
 
Final Reflection:   
 
A final 3-4 page typed (double-spaced, 12 point font, 1 inch margins) reflection essay will be due by 
December 11th at 5:00 on Canvas.  In this reflection identify two readings which you found especially 
interesting.  First, explain the main point of the first reading. Second, offer your own view on what is 
discussed in the reading, being sure to provide support (data, studies, text, argument) for your view.  
Repeat this for the second chosen reading.  For this assignment “a reading” means a reading assigned for 
particular day.  
 
Failure to complete any of the three exams or the final reflection will result in an automatic failure in 
the course (grade F). 
 



Grading rubric for exams:  
Exemplary 

20 
 

Competent 
15 

 

Needs Work 
10 

 

Unsatisfactory 
5 
 

Demonstrates an 
accurate and complete 
understanding of the 
question. 

Demonstrates a basic 
and adequate 
understanding of the 
question. 

Demonstrates some 
understanding of the 
question, but gets off 
topic. 

Fails to grasp or answer 
the question. 

Demonstrates 
knowledge, clarity of 
thought, reflection, and 
insight. 

Demonstrates basic 
knowledge of the 
issue(s) and is clear.  
Limited insight. 

Demonstrates some 
knowledge of issue, but 
also some 
misunderstandings.  
Very limited insight. 

Answer lacks clarity, is 
incomplete and/or 
confused.  No insight. 

Uses details from 
assigned readings, 
videos, and class 
lecture that are useful 
to support the answer.  

Uses some info from 
assigned readings, 
videos, and class 
lecture, but without 
much detail and/or not 
clearly in support of the 
point being made.  

Very limited use of 
assigned readings, 
videos, and class 
lecture.  

Does not use 
information from 
assigned readings, 
videos, and class 
lecture. 
 

Clear, concise (without 
sacrificing content), 
and organized. 
 

Presents information 
fairly clearly and 
concisely, but with 
some organizational 
problems or loss of 
content. 

Not clear, concise, or 
organized. 

Presentation is 
confused and unclear. 
 

Well written and easily 
comprehended. 

Writing is basically 
good and meaning 
understandable. 

Writing is confused 
and hard to understand 
in places. 

Writing is distracting 
and confuses meaning 
throughout. 

 
Grading rubric for Final Reflection: 

Exemplary 
20 
 

Competent 
15 

 

Needs Work 
10 

 

Unsatisfactory 
5 
 

Demonstrates an 
accurate and complete 
understanding of the 
chosen readings. 

Demonstrates a basic 
and adequate 
understanding of the 
chosen readings. 

Demonstrates some 
understanding of the 
chosen readings, but 
gets off topic. 

Fails to grasp the 
chosen readings. 

Demonstrates 
knowledge, clarity of 
thought, reflection, and 
insight. 

Demonstrates basic 
knowledge of the 
issue(s) and is clear.  
Limited insight. 

Demonstrates some 
knowledge of issue, but 
also some 
misunderstandings.  
Very limited insight. 

Reflection lacks clarity, 
is incomplete and/or 
confused.  No insight. 

Uses details from 
chosen readings and 
supports position.  

Uses some info from 
chosen readings and 
has some support for 
position.  

Very limited use of 
chosen readings, and 
very limited support for 
position.  

Does not use 
information from 
chosen readings, and 
does not support 
position. 
 

Clear, concise (without Presents information Not clear, concise, or Presentation is 



sacrificing content), 
and organized. 
 

fairly clearly and 
concisely, but with 
some organizational 
problems or loss of 
content. 

organized. confused and unclear. 
 

Well written and easily 
comprehended. 

Writing is basically 
good and meaning 
understandable. 

Writing is confused 
and hard to understand 
in places. 

Writing is distracting 
and confuses meaning 
throughout. 

 
Grading percentages: 
Quiz 1     5% 
Quiz 2     5% 
Quiz 3     5% 
Quiz 4     5% 
Test #1    20% 
Test #2    20% 
Test #3    20% 
Final Reflection   10% 
Participation:   10% 
 
 
Course Policies: 
Incompletes and extensions will be given only in the event of documented emergencies. 
 
Emergencies: In the event of a major campus emergency, course requirements, deadlines and grading 
percentages are subject to changes that may be necessitated by a revised semester calendar or other 
circumstances. 
 
Sexual Violence: The UO is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of discrimination 
and sexual harassment, including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence and gender-based stalking. 
If you (or someone you know) has experienced or experiences gender-based violence (intimate partner 
violence, attempted or completed sexual assault, harassment, coercion, stalking, etc.), know that you are 
not alone. UO has staff members trained to support survivors in navigating campus life, accessing health 
and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, helping with legal protective 
orders, and more. 
If you wish to speak to someone confidentially, you can call 541-346-SAFE, UO’s 24h hotline, to be 
connected to a confidential counselor to discuss your options. You can also visit the SAFE website at 
safe.uoregon.edu 
 
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 360 
Oregon Hall at 541-346-1155 or uoaec@uoregon.edu. 
If you have a documented disability, please contact me in advance. If you need accommodations in this 
class, I will work with the Accessible Education Center to find a solution for you. 
 
Academic Misconduct: With the advent of the Internet, plagiarism has become an increasingly serious 
problem at universities around the country, particularly in classes like this one, where papers determine a 
substantial part of the grade. 
In order to avoid plagiarizing from a source, both direct quotations and paraphrases or summaries of 
material found in traditional print media or on the internet must be acknowledged. If you have any 

mailto:uoaec@uoregon.edu


questions about how this definition will be interpreted, please do not hesitate to discuss the matter with 
me. 
Plagiarism and cheating on exams undermines the integrity of the academic community. When 
undetected, it gives the perpetrator an unfair advantage over students who are graded on the basis of their 
own work. In this class we will do our best to detect plagiarism and cheating. Students who are aware of 
violations by others should bring this to my attention. This is the right thing to do. It is also in your own 
self-interest. 
There will be zero tolerance for plagiarism in this course. Plagiarized papers will receive a 0, the 
student will automatically fail the course, and their name will be handed given to the university 
authorities. For more on the University of Oregon policy on plagiarism, see the following website: 
http://libweb.uoregon.edu/guides/plagiarism/students/ 
 
External Sources: Using sources not listed on the syllabus in researching and writing your final 
reflection is fine, as long as they are both to the point, and are properly cited. And at all times, when in 
doubt, cite your sources! It is the best way to avoid being accused of plagiarism. 
Wikipedia can be valuable for getting a very broad grasp of positions and debates, but when it gets into 
details, there are much better sites. Most prominent is the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, but 
others are useful as well: 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy - http://plato.stanford.edu/  
The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy - http://www.iep.utm.edu/ 
 
Canvas: You will find course materials on the Canvas site for this course.  Class announcements will be 
posted there as well.  Be sure you are set up to receive notification of announcements and assignments 
from Canvas.  
 
Schedule:  The following scheduling is tentative and may change as we proceed through the term.  Any 
changes will be announced in class and on Canvas.  Readings must be completed for the day on which 
they are listed. 
 
SCHEDULE 
October:  
2 (W) Introduction 
 
Human by Defect 
7 (M) Man of Reason (MR), Introduction and Ch. 1: Introduction, Reason, Science, and the Domination 
of Matter (20 pages)  
 
9 (W) MR, Ch. 2: Methodology and Terminology: Introduction, Plato, Philo (10 pages) 
 
14 (M) MR, Ch. 2: Methodology and Terminology: Augustine, Aquinas (9 pages) and ** 
 
16 (W) MR, Ch. 3: Reason as Attainment: Introduction, Descartes (12 pages) 
 
21 (M) MR, Ch. 3: Reason as Attainment: Hume (6 pages) and MR, Ch. 4: Reason and Progress: 
Introduction, Rousseau, Kant, Hegel (17 pages) 
 
23 (W) Test #1—take on Canvas 
 
27 (M) Lives of Animals (LA), pp. 15-35 (21 pages of reading): “The Philosophers and the Animals” 
 

http://libweb.uoregon.edu/guides/plagiarism/students/


30 (W) LA, pp. 36-45: “The Philosophers and the Animals” and 47-top of 58: “The Poets and the 
Animals” (20 and ½ pages of reading) 
 
November 
Human by Exclusion 
4 (M) LA 58-69: “The Poets and the Animals” and LA, pp. 73-91: Garber and Singer (30 pages of 
reading) 
 
6 (W) LA, pp. 93-120 (27 pages of reading): Doniger and Smuts 
 
11 (M) Test #2 (take on Canvas) 
 
Human by Power and Possibility 
 
13 (W) MR, Ch. 5: The Public and the Private: Introduction and Hegel (11 pages) and Under the Feet of 
Jesus (UFJ), ch. 1 (43 pages) 
 
18 (M) UFJ, Ch. 2 (41 pages) 
 
20 (W) UFJ, Ch. 3 (37 pages) 
 
25 (M) MR, Ch. 6: The Struggle for Transcendence: Hegel, Sartre, de Beauvoir (17 pages) 
 
27 (W) UFJ, Chs. 4 & 5 (47 pages) 
 
December 
2 (M) MR, Ch. 7: Concluding Remarks (7 pages) 
 
5 (W) Test #3 (take on Canvas) 
 
Finals Week 
Wednesday, 11th: Final Reflection due on Canvas by 5:00 


