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Introduction to the Art of Philosophical Debate  
IAPD 14200 
Summer 2020  
9:00-10:00 A.M. Monday and Thursday, Aug 17-Sept 4 EST  
Course Fee: Free 
 
Instructor: Christopher Wang  
Christopherwg762@gmail.com  
Office Hours: Available by appointment. Email me to set up a time.  
 
Course Description: Philosophy examines some of the most fundamental questions of human 
lives, that is, the attempt to provide for oneself an outlook on life based on the discovery of 
broad, fundamental principles. First of all, philosophy is different from other subjects in its 
attempt and method to discover the most general and fundamental underlying principles. It is 
different from literature in its rational reflection, instead, it critically observes and assesses 
issues; It is different from science in its method, instead, it principally evaluates problems based 
on logic and reason, not statistics. Philosophy is therefore probably best characterized as a 
rational examination or critique of the most basic elements of our everyday experience and 
beliefs. Nothing escapes the light of philosophical criticism, not even the assumptions of 
philosophers themselves. For this reason, there are no absolute starting points in philosophy, and 
philosophy is continually examining the viewers of other philosophers and of its own past.  
 
Philosophical debate, on the other hand, by its very name shall define itself as a practice of 
argumentation based on philosophical ideas. What does morality exert its influence over 
argument on topics such as abortion and war? Does justice play its role in our legal system to the 
fullest extent? Or shall we reasonably assume that the relative position is to be taken? What 
principles are political institutions established upon? All of these questions originated from 
philosophy, and in order to begin our debate on contemporary issues, it is imperative for us to 
first read and comprehend some of the earliest works of philosophy that best represent this 
process of reasoning.  
 
Course Goals: This course seeks to teach students to evaluate and understand the underlying 
ideas behind the works of philosophers by thinking critically and reflecting rationally. Students 
will learn to systematically identify the philosophical elements of an argument and verbally 
present their own contentions. Students will also gain experience in working collaboratively and 
actively engaging in sessions throughout this course.  
 
Course Format: We will be using Zoom as the platform for our synchronous discussion and 
WeChat as the communication medium for our asynchronous discussion and assignments. It is 
encouraged that students complete the assigned readings ahead of each session in order to fully 
participate in our discussion.  
 
Readings: All readings will be available in PDFs on WeChat for students to download. These 
readings provide students with the essential contexts they need for each session and prepare them 
for the questions they will be asked to assess throughout the session.  
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Grade Distribution and Policy: Since this is a course based on seminar format, no grades will be 
available.  
 
Course Syllabus:   
 
WEEK I: What is Philosophy?  
 
Session 1: The Activity of Philosophy  
 
We have defined philosophy as the use of a rational, reflective method for attempting to get at 
the most basic underlying principles and to discover normative criteria. But what is the subject 
matter of philosophy? In principle, any area of human concern can become the subject of 
philosophical interest. Unlike, say, accounting, philosophy does not have a narrowly restricted 
subject matter.  
 
In this class, we will explore the wide-ranging fields that philosophy concerned about, including 
the subjects you might already encountered beforehand.  
 
Helpful resources:  
 
#1: What is philosophy? Crash Course Philosophy   

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1A_CAkYt3GY&list=PL8dPuuaLjXtNgK6MZucdY
ldNkMybYIHKR&t=0s 

 
 
Session 2: Philosophy’s History  
 
One way to study philosophy is to take a problem and see how it was handled by past 
philosophers and how it is treated by contemporary ones. This could be called the problems 
approach to philosophy. Another way to study philosophy is to see how each era defined the 
important issues and responded to them. This is called the historical approach. In this class, we 
will devote most of our time on the latter method, which is the historical approach to philosophy. 
Accordingly, the readings will briefly recount different time periods in western society and the 
most representative philosophical schools of those periods.  
 
I do not expect you to read all historical periods of philosophical thoughts (see #2), instead, you 
will pick your favorite period and read it through. Then, during our synchronous discussion, you 
will prepare a brief presentation on the particular period you have read and researched.  
 
Helpful resources:  
 
#1: The Story of Western Philosophy  

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QkP4g9e86qA 
#2: The Basics of Philosophy  

•  https://www.philosophybasics.com/general_quick_history.html 
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WEEK II: Logic, Metaphysics, Ethics, and Epistemology 
 
Session 3: Different branches of philosophy 
 
Different branches of philosophy investigate different sets of problems. In this class, you will 
examine the definitions of these distinct branches and evaluate several topics you might find 
interesting:  
 
Topic 1: States ought to eliminate their nuclear arsenals.  
Topic 2: Colleges and universities ought not to consider standardized tests in undergraduate 
admissions decisions.  
Topic 3: Just governments ought to ensure food security for their citizens.  
Topic 4: We should guarantee universal health care for our citizens.  
 
Choose one of the topics above and come up with arguments on both sides: affirmative and 
negative. Then formulate a comprehensive thesis on the resolution that contains both the pros 
and cons of the subject matter. Further details will be addressed in class.  
 
Session 4: Appearance and Reality; The Quest for Certainty; The Morality of Self-Realization 
 
The distinction between appearance and reality is already familiar to us, of course, through 
common sense and ordinary language. That is, we know what someone means who says that the 
building appeared to be structurally sound, but really was severely damaged by termites. What 
philosophers try to do is explain this difference, that is, to say why something is said to be real, 
or what counts as reality; in short, to state clearly the standards or criteria for what is real.  
 
Helpful resources:  
 
#1: Cartesian Skepticism - Neo, Meet Rene: Crash Course Philosophy 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLKrmw906TM&list=PL8dPuuaLjXtNgK6MZucd
YldNkMybYIHKR&t=0s 

 
 
WEEK III: Social and Political Philosophy  
 
Session 5: Individual Happiness and Social Responsibility  
 
Before entering the discussion on issue of rights of the individual and the limits of government, it 
is important to look at a question about human nature. An area of tension in Western liberal 
thought focuses on the extent to which the individual can be conceived as and identified as an 
atomic entity independent of the community in which the individual is embedded. Some versions 
of liberalism start with fully formed individuals having values and rights and then use this 
concept as a basis for constructing a social order. Others argue that this is distorted thinking, 
since individuals really exist only as persons with values and rights within an already existing 
community. In this class, we will discuss the appropriate amount of powers invested in political 
communities and rights distributed among individuals.  
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Session 6: The Foundation of Political Institution  
 
Social philosophy is that branch of philosophy concerned with social relationships among 
people, particularly those relations which exist in the nation or state. Parallel with other areas of 
philosophy, the social philosopher does not try to determine empirically what kinds of societies 
actually exist and how they in fact differ from one another: this is the task of the social scientist. 
The social philosopher is rather concerned with normative questions surrounding the nature of 
the state and its justification, as well as evaluative questions concerning the ideal kind of social 
arrangements within the state and in particular the proper relationship between the government 
and its citizens.  
 
What form of government should we adapt? Are humans by nature evil? We will be looking at 
the works of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, and eventually, formulate our own arguments on 
these problems.  
 
Helpful resources:  
 
#1: Contractarianism: Crash Course Philosophy 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Co6pNvd9mc 
#2: Read the section on John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1690) 

• https://www.csus.edu/indiv/s/simpsonl/hist162/locke.pdf 
 
Respectful Engagement: Meaningful engagement requires us all to approach conversations with 
a willingness to listen to our peers and to tolerate multiple points of view. That being said, 
debate on philosophical issues as a discipline has long been a bastion of racist and otherwise 
discriminatory discourse, often to the detriment of the quality of scholarship being produced.  
At times we will talk openly about the historiographic dilemmas implicit in studying philosophy 
– by bringing this into focus, I want us to confront modern abuses of textual evidence with 
sensitivity to historical fact. In these discussions or in all others, I will not tolerate discriminatory 
language or behavior. 
 
 
 
 


