Philosophy 213

Philosophical Inquiries Into Race

Spring 2007
Jill Gordon       
Lovejoy 251

Office Hours:  
T: 2:30-4:00; W: 4:00-5:00

By appointment:
ext. 4554


jpgordon@colby.edu (***Though I much prefer face time!***)

SYLLABUS

Texts:

1.  Bernasconi, Robert, ed.  Race.  (New York: Blackwell Publishing), 2001.

2.  Blum, Larry.  I’m Not a Racist But…  (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press),  2002

3.  Lott, Tommy and Robert Bernasconi, eds.  The Idea of Race.  (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company), 2000

4. Sartre, Jean-Paul.  Anti-Semite and Jew.  (New  York: Schocken Publishers), 1995 (1948)

5. Gooding-Williams, Robert.  Look, A Negro! Essays on Race, Culture, and Politics.  (New York: Routledge), 2005.

6.  Reserve readings set up electronically through Colby’s library page or through hyperlinks on this syllabus.

The Course:

The goals I’ve set for this course are: (a) to gain a better understanding of what race is and is not; (b) to expand your intellectual and conceptual tool box for understanding and articulating ideas about race; (c) to use your improved intellectual skills in your daily, practical lives well beyond this class, as educated democratic citizens, and (d) to make the educational experience stimulating, challenging, and enjoyable.

Since philosophy is essentially a theoretical discipline (though it can fruitfully incorporate from other empirical social sciences), our daily classroom time will be split between two primary, and related, activities: (1) understanding concepts, ideas, and arguments clearly and deeply and (2) discussing, challenging, and exploring the implications of those concepts, ideas, and arguments.  Accordingly, I tend not to give lengthy assignments, but I expect you to have read them very carefully and actively (See “Survival Kit”).  The readings listed on each date are what we will be discussing in class that day.  You should come prepared each day with as clear and deep an understanding of each writer’s position as you can, and make note of what is not clear to you.  After we have discussed the texts each day, we will then turn to a discussion and assessment of the value and implications of the ideas in the texts.  I will often have discussion questions prepared, and there will be issues on certain days that I will want to get out on the table, but, for the most part, we are free to go where the conversation takes us.  

To that end, I will rely on students to bring to class (a) textual questions and (b) philosophical questions that arise on a daily basis while you are preparing the readings.  A textual question is usually one that has a right or wrong answer and focuses on the meaning of parts of the text or facts of the matter; a philosophical question is one that cannot simply be answered empirically (by looking at the text or facts in the world), but takes us beyond the text, and compels us to use our own reasoning powers to answer it.  We will work in class on understanding the difference between these types of questions and how to formulate good philosophical questions.

Attendance is expected.  After two absences— whether “excused” or “unexcused” is irrelevant—I will send an academic warning, and after three absences, I will consider dismissal from the course.  See Colby College Catalogue for more information on class attendance.

Writing Assignments and Grading:  (In addition to daily preparation!)

I.  Short papers.  Three times during the first part of the semester (i.e.,. before the mid-term paper due on April 16th), you will prepare a 2-3 page philosophical essay (absolute max! 1" margins, double spaced, and 12 pt. font) based on the readings for that day.  Bring your completed and typed short paper to class with you on the dates marked on the reading schedule below (Feb 13th;  Mar 1st; Apr 3rd).  These papers will be part of our discussions on those days.  The content of these short papers is up to you, but they are not simply “response” papers; they are short, philosophical reflections.  Please avoid summarizing the readings and/or simply  providing your personal or emotional reaction to the readings.  A few suggestions for the focus of these papers:  You could pose and answer a philosophical question that the readings give rise to but don’t answer themselves; you might challenge a point or conclusion that the author makes by showing its faulty reasoning or the undesirable conclusions or practical consequences that follow from that point; on days when we read more than one author you could explore a point of conflict between the authors and discuss the broader implications of that disagreement or how it might be resolved; you might explore an idea mentioned briefly in the readings by looking more deeply at it—its underlying presumptions, its philosophical consequences, or other details not explored by the author.  Please don’t take the brevity and relative informality of these short papers as license to do hasty work.  Shorter papers actually take time and care in order to be clear and concise.  Each of these short papers will be worth 10% of your grade, for a total of 30% of your final grade.  These papers will not be accepted late. Furthermore, you must be present in class to talk about your paper on the date that it is due.  Not attending class will also result in a zero for that short paper.

II. Mid-term Paper.  There will be a 6-8 page mid-term paper, due on Monday April 16th, 2007.  You must answer one of the questions from among those I have provided at the end of this syllabus, p. 5.  The mid-term paper will account for 30% of your final grade.  

III. Final Term Paper.  You will write a 9-12 page term paper, due on Friday, May 18th, 2007. You may formulate the topic and thesis question on your own, but it must incorporate at least some aspect of the second part of the course on existentialism and phenomenology.  This paper will account for 40% of your final grade.

Attendance and participation is expected on a daily basis; it is one of the primary ingredients for a successful course.  

PLAGIARISM:  Any use of ideas not your own, whether you quote them directly or paraphrase them, must be cited.  Not doing so is plagiarism, one form of academic dishonesty.  The standard for plagiarism holds for all written work for this and any other course at Colby, and it includes books, journals, magazines, videos, web pages, spoken communication, and all other sources, regardless of medium.  Cases of plagiarism will result in an automatic ‘F’ in this course and a report sent to the Dean of Students Office.  Additional penalties can include suspension or expulsion.  See Colby College Catalogue for further details.

Calendar:
T. 6 Feb.  Introduction to the course, its subject matter, organization, and content.  General discussion of assignments, classroom procedure.  How philosophy as a discipline addresses racial issues.  Set-up for first unit in the course: what is ontology and why is it important to have an ontological account of race?

I.  Ontology & Ethics

Subtopics in this section of the course: 

•What is Race (if Anything)? 

•Biological Destiny, Culture, or Social Construct? 

•Race in the History of Philosophy. 

•Whiteness and Racial Normativity. 

•Beyond The Black and White Racial Dichotomy

•Racial Hierarchies in the U.S.  

•Immigration and Assimilation. 

•Native American Sports Mascots & Genocide
Th. 8 Feb.  
Read Blum, Chapters 5 and 7, pp. 98-108 and 131-146.

T. 13 Feb. 
Read Blum, Chapters 8 and 9, pp. 147-178.  Short paper due.
Th. 15 Feb.  
Read Blum, Chapter 6, pp. 109-130.

T. 20 Feb.  
Read  Introduction, Bernier, Voltaire, and Kant in Lott, pp. vii-xvii and 1-22.
Th. 22 Feb. 
Read (1) Hegel, pp. 38-44, in Lott.  and (2) Gooding-Williams, “Disney in Africa and the Inner City” in Gooding-Williams, pp. 35-41.

T. 27 Feb. 
Read DuBois, “The Conservation of Races,” in Bernasconi, pp. 84-91.

Th. 1 Mar. 
Read (1) Alcoff, “What Should White People Do?” [Hypatia, 13:3 (1998)]. and (2) Marilyn Frye, “On Being White…” on Reserve.  Short paper due.
T.  6 Mar. 
Read (1) Applebaum & Stoik, “On the Meaning and Necessity of a White, Ant-racist Identity,” and (2) Mayo, “Vertigo at the Heart of Whiteness” both on Reserve.  The second article here is a direct response to the first, so they should be read as a pair and in order.

Th. 8 Mar.   
Read (2) Westley, “White Normativity and the Racial Rhetoric of Equal Protection,” on Reserve

T. 13 Mar.
Read Gooding-Williams, Chapter 6, “Race, Multiculturalism, and Democracy,” pp. 87-108.

Th. 15 Mar.  
No Class.  I AM AWAY AT A CONFERENCE.

T. 20 Mar.   
Read Arisaka, “Asian Women: Invisibility, Locations, and Claims to Philosophy,” on Reserve.

Th. 22 Mar. 
Read (1) Madood, “‘Difference’, Cultural Racism, and Anti-Racism,” on Reserve, and (2) Michael Hanchard, “Black Cinderlla? Race and the Public Sphere in Brazil,” in Lott, pp. 161-180.

T. 27 Mar.
SPRING BREAK

Th. 29 Mar.  
SPRING BREAK  

T.  3 Apr.   
Read (1) Alcoff, “Mestizo Identity” in Lott, pp. 139-160, and (2) Tessman, “The Racial Politics of Mixed Race,” [Journal of Social Philosophy, 30:2, 1999, 276-294.]  Short paper due.  

Th. 5 Apr.  
Read Elaine Kim, “Home is Where the Han Is,” on Reserve and Gooding-Williams, Chapter 1, “Look, A Negro!” pp. 1-15.

T. 10 Apr.  
Read Ward Churchill, “Let’s Spread the Fun Around,” and “In the Matter of Julius Streicher,” on Reserve. 

Th. 12 Apr.
Video:  “In Whose Honor?”  

Mid-term papers due any time before Monday, April 16th 5:00 p.m.  See end of syllabus, p. 5, for paper topic choices.   

II.  Phenomenology and Existentialism

Subtopics in this section of the course: 

•Black embodiment 

•Racial embodiment 

•Lived experience 

•Categories of experience 

•Individual perception and appearance 

•Identity formation
T. 17 Apr. 
Read Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew, Chapters 1 and 2, pp. 7-58.

Th. 19 Apr.  
Read Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew, Chapters 3 and 4,  pp. 59-153.

T. 24 Apr. 
Continue and complete our discussion of Sartre.  Introductory lecture on phenomenology and existentialism.  Concepts and figures to discuss:  Phenomenology, Existentialism, “Existence precedes essence,” authenticity, bad faith, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty.

Th. 26 Apr. 
Read (1) Gordon, “Sartrean Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism,” on Reserve; and (2) 

T. 1 May. 
Read Gordon, “Existential Dynamics of Theorizing Black Invisibility” on Reserve.

Th. 3 May.  
Read (1) Weate, “Fanon, Merleau-Ponty and the Difference of Phenomenology” and (2) Fanon, “The Lived Experience of the Black,” both in Bernasconi, pp. 169-201.

T. 8 May. 
Read Alcoff, “Toward a Phenomenology of Racial Embodiment” in Bernasconi, pp. 267-283.

Th. 10 May. 
Final Discussions 

Mid-Term Paper Topics (Due April 16, 2007):

Write a 6-8 page paper in which you address the issues and questions in one of the four items below.  This is not a research paper, but a philosophical essay based on your readings for the course; your resources for analysis should be the books for this course and your own analytical, argumentative abilities.  Your thesis is the answer you choose to give to the questions.  Be careful to focus directly on what is being asked.  Beyond simply stating your view, you need to  make a philosophical argument for it; this will be the primary issue on which your paper will be assessed and evaluated..  Position your own view relative to the authors we’ve read this semester; argue for your position and/or against theirs, or if you agree with one or more of them, explain why and defend that position.  You need not incorporate all the philosophers we’ve read, or even a substantially large number.  Choose carefully the most relevant sources to respond to, critique, or defend.  Depth is more important than breadth with regard to authors you treat.

1.  Discuss the positive and negative aspects of the racialization of whiteness.  Are the consequences of racializing whiteness positive or negative for racial justice?  Who benefits from the racialization of whiteness?

2.  What are the advantages and/or disadvantages for individuals striving to carve out, and have recognized by others, a mixed race identity?  Does society at large benefit from recognizing mixed race identities?  If so, how so?  If not, why not?

3.  Evaluate the social function of the concepts of race, racialization, and being “color blind”.  That is, what “work” do these concepts do, for good or ill.  Should the concept of race be abolished—now or in the future?  Explain and defend your answer.

4.  Is it possible to claim a racialized identity and avoid essentialism?  If you think so, explain what this identity might consist in (e.g., culture, language, geography, religion, ethnicity, etc.) and explain exactly how it avoids essentialism.  If you think not, explain the exact reason that a racialized identity necessitates essentialism.  Is essentialism a bad thing?  Why or why not?

PLAGIARISM:  Any use of ideas not your own, whether you quote them directly or paraphrase them, must be cited.  Not doing so is plagiarism, one form of academic dishonesty.  The standard for plagiarism holds for all written work for this and any other course at Colby, and it includes books, journals, magazines, videos, web pages, spoken communication, and all other sources, regardless of medium.  Cases of plagiarism will result in an automatic ‘F’ in this course and a report sent to the Dean of Students Office.  Additional penalties can include suspension or expulsion.  See Colby College Catalogue.

***Final Term Paper Due: Friday 18 May 2007, 5:00 p.m.***
Optional Film Viewing:

On occasion, we can see a video relevant to some of the issues in class.  These are optional sessions, but will be dependent on student interest.  You are always welcome and encouraged to see these films on your own.  Those in bold face I will make a special effort to schedule.  

Race: The Power of an Illusion (Video # 5003)

Spike Lee, “School Daze” (Video #1061) 


“Bamboozled” (Video #4151)

“Do The Right Thing” (Video #1564)

John Sayles, “Lonestar” (Video # 3140)


“In Whose Honor?” (Video # 3724)

“Gentleman’s Agreement” (Video # 649)


“Pinky” (Video # 2416)

“Birth of a Nation” (Two versions, Videos #643, #2390)

Other films you would like to see and discuss?
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