Take-Home Final Exam (6-8 pgs.)
This assignment must be submitted in person between 2 and 3 p.m. on Tuesday, May 9. No late papers or emailed papers will be accepted. In order to receive a grade for the paper, you must also meet with me for ten minutes or so to discuss it either Friday, May 13 or Saturday, May 14. This will be an oral exam about your paper, so to prepare, you should read over it again and review the readings with which it deals.

For this paper, you should consider one of the philosophical themes listed below from the perspective of something in your roots or your own history that has been important in shaping who you are. Examples of perspectives might be: gender, race/ethnicity, class, religion, place of origin, family, or an event that has significantly changed you. I am not simply looking for an autobiography! I want to give you the opportunity to philosophically reflect on something we’ve discussed this semester in a way that personally interests you. This should require serious thought about yourself: who you are and where you come from.

In the paper, you should:

a) explicitly identify what assumptions your perspective gives you that are relevant to the topic you’ve chosen, then

b) evaluate the position of one or more authors we’ve read this semester with regard to that topic. What does he or she say about the question (and why)? Is he or she right in doing so? Again, why?
c) Explain why your assumptions or experiences give you a privileged or appropriate standpoint from which to evaluate.
Your paper should say, roughly, ‘Here’s my perspective on the world, and here’s why you, the reader, should agree that it shows us something true about this particular topic that this author has/hasn’t realized.’

I am really just asking you to make explicit what you do anyway in writing a paper – use your current beliefs and experiences, shaped by your history, to figure out whether a claim is right or not, and use reason to make an argument that would be accessible to others, showing why the claim is right or wrong. The key here will be your attentiveness to your own experience and background – be very specific in your examples (the more specific, the more interesting) and explain what impact they have on your evaluation.
Topics
Free Will: In what sense are we free? Should we just assume that every human action is produced by a free agent (Kant)? Or can we somehow experience our own freedom – does it appear to us (in thinking, for example: Arendt)? Can I encounter another person in her freedom? Or is freedom primarily a name for certain political conditions (Nietzsche), like being externally uncoerced? How does internal conflict make us less free (Aquinas, Augustine)?
Art and Interpretation: Why should we care about art? Because it shows us how we interact with the world and so shapes that interaction (Merleau-Ponty)? Because it gives us a fleeting experience of our freedom (Kant)? Because in creating, we take up a new perspective and so literally reshape the world and ourselves (Nietzsche)? Is interpretation then only subjective? Or do the shared symbols to which art appeals limit the range of good interpretations? Should I expect others to share my experience of something as beautiful (Kant)? And can I improve my capacity to experience the beautiful (my taste)? Or is there no way to have an argument about that, no way to be better or worse at it?
Moral law: Is there some prescriptive requirement of us that cannot be reduced to a description of what we in fact do (Lewis, Rousseau)? (A description like: ‘we tend to put societal pressure on each other to make others do what we want’ is still only a description.) Is Western morality only a disguise for resentment/revenge (Nietzsche), or is it partially this and partially something else?
Limits of Knowledge: Is our knowledge more assured by delineating its limits/setting out its boundaries (Descartes, Kant)? Is there a real difference between thinking and common sense (Arendt), or between reason and knowing (Kant)? Is such a setting of limits a kind of ascesis or world-denial (Nietzsche)?

Relation between Love and Truth: What does one do in regard to the beautiful except contemplate it (Aristotle)? Or does truth somehow disappear/fall apart when we do not love (Eliot)? Must we love the truth in order to find it? What keeps us from the truth that love might overcome (Aquinas)? Does loving someone show the truth about him? Or is love a kind of blindness?

Self-knowledge: What most of all makes us strangers to ourselves – i.e., hinders self-knowledge (Rousseau, Nietzsche, Arendt)? Can this be overcome? If so, how?
This assignment is intentionally open-ended and broad to allow you to engage with what most interests and challenges you. Hence, you may but do not have to answer the questions proposed above. I am requiring you to meet with me before writing (no later than May 4) in order to nail down what specifically you want to do, so please come ready with ideas (and specifically with a thesis).
Example 1 (bad paper – jumbled; argument and examples very vague):


People have long wondered what knowledge is and how human beings can get it. Many philosophers, including Hegel and Kierkegaard, have thought hard about this problem and tried to explain it. Hegel believes you have to have the whole story in order to know anything, and feels that knowing should be about knowing people. Kierkegaard, on the other hand, seems to think that God is necessary for learning anything but cannot himself be known. This means that you cannot know the whole, but knowing is like knowing a person. Although they were both very smart, I think Kierkegaard is closer to being right. My perspective as a Christian influences this because I believe in God and you have to know other people to love them, which is a fundamental tenet of Christianity. It would be really hard to love someone you did not know, especially if they were in China. From this it will be seen that Kierkegaard’s emphasis on the idea of God for knowing explains learning better than Hegel’s conception that you have to know everything before you can really know anything.

[Insert vague paragraphs struggling to outline Hegel’s and Kierkegaard’s respective claims.]

I strongly disagree with Hegel because I know many things but I do not know everything (the whole). In fact, it would be impossible for me to know everything because I cannot know God the way I know other things: I cannot see him or completely explain him or ‘grasp’ him. As Kierkegaard said, understanding cannot reach the unknown. But I also think it is very important that knowledge be about knowing other people, since from my experience it is hard to love people you don’t know very well. They may be far away, or you may not see them very often, or they may just not be on the same wavelength with you, and then I don’t know what to do to help them. I think God commands us to love others, but if there were no knowledge of people, then this would be impossible, and God wouldn’t command the impossible. So where Hegel agrees with Kierkegaard, I agree with Hegel: we need knowledge to be of other people.
Example 2 (good paper – argument clear and careful, example thoroughly worked out):


In the preface to his Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel provocatively claims that “the true is the whole.” Though this sounds outlandish at first, he gives us some good reasons to think that he is right. If science proceeds through constant negation of previous theories (as it historically seems to), and if mere familiarity with parts of a narrative can hardly be seen as rigorous knowledge of the story itself, then it seems like his position might best explain what we mean by knowledge. Furthermore, he thinks of knowledge in general on the model of knowing (‘recognizing’) another person, and this seems like an advantage over previous models that conceived of it primarily in terms of the grasping of objects – in other words, as a sort of mental grab at something only externally related to the isolated subject (e.g., Kant).

Kierkegaard, by contrast, reconsiders the Meno paradox in order to show that true learning can only occur on the basis of a momentary encounter with what he calls ‘the paradox.’ This is the entrance of the eternal into history, the relation of the god to the creature; even the very condition of this encounter (faith) must come from the god who ultimately escapes understanding. Here I think my experience of the world as a Christian yields a way to decide the controversy between Hegel and Kierkegaard.

In this paper, then, I will first show that the two thinkers are at odds on just this point of whether or not the whole can be known; secondly, I will argue on the basis of my experience that we can only really be extended beyond ourselves by the transcendent movement of God, who cannot be pulled into the dialectic. Finally, I will use this explanation of my experience to justify my agreement with Kierkegaard’s general claim that it is precisely this God that makes possible my learning and knowing of other persons as persons (and not merely objects for consumption or use). Hence I will turn Hegel’s attempt to think knowledge on the model of recognition against him, showing that it requires the transcendence that he necessarily denies.

[Insert brilliant and striking analysis of Hegel and Kierkegaard in their relevant similarities and differences, with carefully explained quotations and considerations of interpretive difficulties.]


Let me now take as an example a difficulty I had as an undergraduate. I was at school to learn, so I mostly categorized people according to whether I found them interesting or not. This set up for me many friendships of utility – they had something I wanted, and hanging out with them helped me to get it. That was good in a way, but it failed to produce real friendships because I never really got outside of myself; I was not open to the other person as another person, someone importantly different from me as a complete individual and not just in the ideas or information she had. In the friendships I had that were of a deeper nature, something else was at work. I found myself called to love the person, whether I was (to begin with) interested in what he could bring me or not.

This commitment to seeking his good, which required being open to things he sought that were otherwise uninteresting to me, stemmed in two ways from my Christian convictions. In the first place, I was not looking to him to anchor and affirm my identity by loving me – I already knew that I was loved by one whose love would not fail. This gave me the resources to interact (at least some of the time) on the basis of something other than fear or what I could get from the other person; I could mostly forget myself and really be oriented toward my friend. Secondly, I knew that I was called by one to whom I was loyal to act lovingly toward my friend despite our differences. This drew me out of my own interests into his, some of which later became my interests as well.

This seems to illustrate Kierkegaard’s point, in that…

Paper Guidelines/Grading Rubric
There are two steps in my grading process. The first deals with structure and content. In this regard, your paper should do three things:

1) clearly analyze the relevant argument(s) in the text – involves a careful reconstituting of what is being done, with elaborations to explain why specifically this is said and its relevance to the problem of your paper;

2) take up a position with regard to the question – requires sufficient clarity of writing to distinguish when you are laying out the arguments in the text and when making your own, and sufficient understanding of the material to know what are the important issues on which to take up a position;

3) give your own argument (reasons and explanation) to justify your position.

(These do not need to be accomplished in that order, but the logical organization of the paper is
graded.)

See the attached rubric (same as for the midterm) for what criteria I use in grading.
The second step is much easier: I mark each spelling mistake or egregious grammar error. After 5 free marks, every 5 more drops your grade (from the first step) by one-third of a letter (e.g., A becomes A- becomes B+). This is a stepwise function: the grade only changes at intervals of 5. So if you proofread your paper carefully, then your grade will turn out to be based entirely on your argument. (Hint: Reading aloud can be very helpful here.)

Papers should be 6-8 pages in length (typed/double-spaced/12-point font/Times New or

Garamond). You may write more if it’s clear why you need to go over – I tend to write long papers myself, so I’m likely to be sympathetic, but I will be unsympathetic if you are just wandering. Short papers will be graded on quality, not quantity, but I will be surprised if you can do what I’m asking of you in fewer than 6 pages.
Suggested Writing Process



(I)


Pick a Topic





N.B. Do not forget to make sure that your thesis from the beginning of the paper matches your conclusion (or at least that the conclusion explicitly acknowledges any alterations). If you haven’t defended your thesis, change it!





Identify precisely where the arguments go wrong and why





(II)


Make an Argument





Decide in what way you think those claims are right or wrong





Carefully use this experience to support your argument 





Explain why this gives you special access to the truth about the topic





Explain what from your own history or situation inclines you to your opinion





(III)


Deploy Your Perspective





Decide which authors you would like to use





Decide which philosophical problem is of most interest to you (the questions are only guides this time, not requirements)





State their claims and arguments as briefly and correctly as possible
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