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PHIL 204: History of Modern Western Philosophy  Instructor: Dr. Marie Jayasekera 
Course Syllabus       Office Hours: MW 12:30–1:30pm, in  
Spring 2023       front of McIntosh Humanities Building 
MW 11:00AM - 12:15PM     Email: marie.jayasekera@gmail.com  
LA5–149 
  
Course Description 
The 17th and 18th centuries were a significant period in the development of philosophical thought in 
Europe—in fact, many of the questions philosophers grapple with today were formulated in a 
distinctively “modern” way during this time. In this course, we will focus on the following three 
questions: What can we know? What is the fundamental nature of reality? And what are we like? We will 
see the answers a wide range of thinkers throughout the period proposed to these questions and explore 
the connections between them.  
 
Objectives 
Our goals in this course are: 

- To gain understanding of some significant problems, questions, and positions circulating during 
the modern period. 

- To develop our ability to read historical texts and identify, articulate, and analyze arguments and 
positions in them. 

- To develop our philosophical imagination, our ability to put ourselves in the mindset of others 
who think about the world in a radically different way.  

- To increase our facility in expressing our understanding of the ideas and arguments clearly in our 
own words both in writing and orally in class.  

 
Texts 
The following text is required for the course: 

René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy with Selections from the Objections and Replies, 2nd 
edition, ed. John Cottingham (Cambridge). ISBN-13: 978-1107665736 
 
Note: This class is enrolled in the Day 1 Digital Access program. This means that you have FREE 
access to the e-book version of the Meditations beginning on the first day of class until February 1st. 
After that, unless you opt out by February 1st, the cost of the text ($9.18) will be charged to your 
CSULB account. Please see the BeachBoard course site for access to the e-book and the link to opt 
out. 

 
All other readings for the course will be available electronically on the BeachBoard course site.  
 
Course Requirements 
1. Attendance of and Participation in Class Meetings (10%): Attendance of class meetings is 

required. Substantial philosophical work will be done during our meetings together: you should 
expect to clarify and deepen your understanding of the assigned readings; develop and refine your 
own views on the philosophical issues; to learn and develop philosophical and analytical skills by 
practicing them and receiving feedback in class; and to improve your communication skills by 
discussing the material and engaging with one another in small groups and with the class as a whole. 
You may miss two class meetings without penalty.  

 
Some guidelines regarding good participation in class: 

- Good participation ≠ constantly sharing your opinion.  
- Good participation can take several forms, e.g., clarifying the material in your own words, 

asking questions, helping to clarify the ideas expressed by your classmates or raising 
objections to them, or trying out a position in order to assess its strengths and weaknesses. 
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- Good participation always involves a good-faith effort to engage with the ideas from the 
readings and the ideas of your classmates and to actively participate in collaborative activities 
during our class meetings. 

I encourage everyone—regardless of philosophical background, academic year, or previous 
knowledge of the assigned material—to share your thoughts and questions in class. In my view, we 
often gain philosophical understanding by working together to clarify confusions and move inquiry 
forward.  

 
Caveat: If at any time you have an issue with illness, with the illness of a close family member or 
friend, technology issues, economic issues, challenges at home, or any challenges even tangentially 
related to COVID-19 and/or quarantine that affect your ability to attend class, please contact me 
immediately so we can work out appropriate accommodations. Your physical and mental health and 
well-being are essential.  
 

2. Reading and Preparation: Our class meetings will rely on your active participation, as your 
questions on the material and thoughts on the ideas and arguments from the readings will help guide 
the class discussion. Thus, the expectation in this course is that you will come to each class meeting 
having already read the assigned text for that day and you will be prepared to share your questions, 
thoughts, and insights about the material. Although you may be acquainted with one or more of the 
readings from another course (e.g., Introduction to Philosophy), in this course we will be exploring 
them to a greater depth and specificity, so re-read familiar readings. 

- Always bring the assigned text or a way of accessing the text with you to class. 
- Active reading before class leads naturally to being prepared to participate in class. Active 

reading requires at minimum: (i) working through an author’s position and/or argument, (ii) 
formulating questions that express any confusion you have about the reading, and (iii) 
singling out what seem to you to be important points and connections.  

 
3. Weekly questions (15%): Starting the second week of the semester, every week you will be 

responsible for posting one question (or a response to a classmate’s question) about the assigned 
readings before our class meetings in the discussion thread for that day. Questions should be no 
longer than 100 words.  
 
Some guidelines regarding questions: 

- More words ≠ a better question. 
- Your question should not be answerable simply by doing the reading, although it might 

indicate something in the reading that needs clarification or further explanation.  
- If your question is a request for clarification, the presentation of your question should also 

include a statement of what you find unclear as well as some attempt at making sense of what 
you think is unclear.  

- Your question could include any of the following: a possible objection to an argument in the 
reading; a further application of an idea from the reading; a counterexample to a claim in the 
reading, and so on. 

 
Postings that are perfunctory or show evidence of lack of reading or thought will not receive credit (I 
will let you know if your posting does not receive credit). These questions and analyses will not be 
evaluated other than for credit—the purpose is to give you an opportunity to think through, on your 
own, the assigned material before we talk about it in class. Because of this, no late questions will be 
accepted. Postings are due by 11:59pm the day before our class meeting, on the reading assigned 
for that meeting (i.e., questions on readings assigned for Monday are due by Sunday night; questions 
on readings assigned for Wednesday are due by Tuesday night). It is up to you which of the two class 
meetings you prepare your question for. You are responsible for keeping track of how many you have 
submitted.  
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Grades for questions will be determined as follows: 
100: 13 questions have been submitted  
95: At least 12 questions have been submitted 
85: At least 10 questions have been submitted 
75: 9 questions have been submitted 
65: 8 questions have been submitted 
50: Fewer than 7 questions have been submitted 

 
4. Quizzes (25%): Quizzes will be administered through BeachBoard and due Friday nights of the 

scheduled week at 11:59pm. They will be open-book and open-note. They will provide opportunity 
for you to assess your understanding of the material and practice the reading and writing skills you 
are developing throughout the course. For example, a quiz may ask you to identify the central issue of 
a text or explain a passage from the primary text and evaluate the passage’s significance. I will drop 
your two lowest quiz grades. 
 

5. Two Short Skills Assignments (10% each): These short skills assignments will ask you, in no more 
than 1–3 double-spaced pages, to do one or more of the following: present a problem or a position; 
formulate an argument in your own words that we have seen and discussed in class; formulate an 
argument from a primary text provided to you; present an objection we have seen in class to a 
position or argument; develop your own objection to a position or argument; or present a response to 
an objection on behalf of the author of the targeted view. 

 
6. Final Assignment (30%): You may choose between the following two options for the final 

assignment of the course. Pursuing the final paper option will require you to submit proposals of 
topics for papers or ideas for projects in advance and to meet with me or correspond with me over 
email about them. Further details on the final exam and final paper will be distributed later in the 
semester.  

a. Final Exam: The final exam is comprehensive. It is an open-book, open-note, in-class exam, 
scheduled for Monday, May 8th 10:15am–12:15pm in our usual classroom. The first part of 
the exam will ask you to explain key concepts or terms we have seen throughout the course; 
second part will provide you with a number of passages drawn from any of the readings of the 
course and ask you to identify the author, describe what the author is doing in the passage, and 
evaluate the passage’s significance. The third part of the exam will ask you to answer several 
short-answer essay questions that will require you to synthesize the material of the course. 

b. Final Paper: This ~7-page paper will ask you to present and evaluate an argument or position 
from the primary texts or take a stand on an interpretive issue regarding any of the primary 
texts. You will determine the topic of the paper, in consultation with me, and will receive 
feedback before the final version. The writing process will involve submitting a paper topic 
proposal, an annotated list of potential secondary sources, a complete outline, and a partial or 
full first draft, as well as the final draft of the paper. All aspects of the writing process must be 
completed to receive full credit. 
 

Evaluation 
Your final grade will be determined as follows (with adjustments for absences and/or missed work): 
10% Attendance and Participation 
15% Questions 
25% Quizzes 
20% Short Skills Assignments 
30% Final Assignment (Final Exam or Final Paper) 
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Grading: I am committed to seeing students in my courses produce high-quality work, and I grade high-
quality work accordingly. I do not grade on a curve. For each assignment, I will make clear my grading 
standards for written work. 
 Note: Grades do not measure effort or improvement, as these factors do not go hand-in-hand with 
quality and are very hard to measure fairly. Grades reflect the quality of work that you submit to me, 
according to the standards mentioned. 
 
Policies 
Accommodations: Please don’t hesitate to communicate with me if you need accommodations for any 
kind of disability. Also, students with a disability or medical restriction who are requesting a classroom 
accommodation should contact the Bob Murphy ACCESS Center (BMAC) as soon as possible at 562-
985-5401 or email them at BMAC@csulb.edu. BMAC will work with you to identify an appropriate 
accommodation in partnership with relevant academic offices and medical providers.   
 
Communicating through Email: I am happy to answer questions over email. On weekdays, you can 
expect a response within 24 hours, but if you email me over the weekend I will likely not get back to you 
until Monday afternoon.  
 
Office Hours: Office hours are for your benefit. You don’t need an appointment to see me, and you don’t 
need to wait until an assignment is due to drop by—you can use office hours to clarify course material, 
get feedback on your ideas, and talk about philosophical matters more broadly. If my designated office 
hours conflict with your schedule, you may meet with me at an alternate time by setting up an 
appointment (email me at marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu). 
 
Writing Assignment Policies:  

- Extensions on writing assignments will be granted, upon request, for a good reason. To request an 
extension, email me at marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu at least 12 hours in advance of the deadline. 
(Rare emergency extension requests will be granted without meeting the 12-hour advance notice 
requirement.) 

- I will not read drafts of writing assignments or papers, but I am happy to discuss ideas during my 
office hours. 

- I accept late work (but it will be penalized).  
 
Plagiarism: Don’t do it. I take plagiarism (and academic dishonesty in general) extremely seriously—it is 
not only a theft of someone else’s ideas but a form of disrespect towards yourself, your fellow students, 
and me. You are responsible for understanding what plagiarism and academic dishonesty are. Familiarize 
yourself with the CSULB Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism, if you haven’t already, either in the course 
catalog or on the University’s website. Anyone found violating this policy will receive an F for the course 
and will be reported to the appropriate University officials. 
 
AI Generated Content: I consider the use of language-generating tools like ChatGPT to complete written 
assignments in this course (questions, quizzes, skills assignments, and papers) a form of cheating. 
Completing the assignments in this course on your own are an essential part of the process of developing 
the analytical, philosophical, and writing skills involved in philosophical inquiry. Using such tools not 
only misrepresents work as your own when it is not, but robs you of the opportunity to practice those 
skills.  
 
Unforeseen Issues: Please email me if anything comes up unexpectedly over the course of the semester 
that hinders your ability to complete the work for the course. I am committed to helping students in my 
courses carry out the best work they are capable of, but sometimes, especially these days, unforeseen 
events or issues get in the way. Do not ghost me and the other members of the class! I will work with you 
to make a realistic and reasonable plan for fulfilling the requirements of the course.  
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Initial Schedule of Topics, Readings, and Assignments 
Because I am responsive to the interests, concerns, and needs of the particular students in this course, and 
due to the uncertainties stemming from the pandemic, the schedule of readings, meetings, and 
assignments may be revised as the semester progresses. You will be given plenty of notice, but it is your 
responsibility to check your CSULB email and the BeachBoard course site for updates.  

Readings are listed under the date they will be discussed (e.g., Rosenberg’s “The Philosophical 
Impulse” should be read before our first class meeting).  

All citations to “Cottingham” are to the required course text (Descartes’s Meditations). All other 
readings will be distributed through the course site.  
 
I. Introduction 
Jan 23 M What is philosophy? What is the relationship between philosophy and the history of 

philosophy? How do we go about doing philosophy? 
Jay Rosenberg, “The Philosophical Impulse and Where It Leads”  

  
Jan 25 W  NO CLASS, but watch the following videos: (a little bit of logic) 

1) How to Argue – Philosophical Reasoning: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKEhdsnKKHs 

2) How to Argue – Induction & Abduction:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-wrCpLJ1XAw 

  
Jan 27 F **Quiz #1 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
II. What Can We Know?  
Jan 30 M Background (and a little bit of logic continued) 

Gary Hatfield, “First person in the Meditations”  
René Descartes, Meditations: Dedicatory letter, Preface to the Reader, Synopsis 
(Cottingham, pp. 3–13) 

  
Feb 1 W Can we know anything at all?  

René Descartes, First Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 15–19) 
Objections and Replies, On the First Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 75–82) 

  
Feb 3 F **Quiz #2 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Feb 6 M Is anything immune from doubt? 

René Descartes, Second Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 20–27) 
René Descartes, Third Meditation, paragraphs 1–4 (Cottingham, pp. 28–30) 
Objections and Replies, excerpts from On the Second Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 83–
90, [Cogito ergo sum (‘I am thinking, therefore I exist’)] and [Sum res cogitans (‘I am a 
thinking thing’)]) 

  
Feb 8 W Is anything immune from doubt?  

René Descartes, Fifth Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 50–56) 
Objections and Replies, excerpt from On the Fifth Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 121–129) 

  
Feb 12 Su **First Short Skills Assignment due through Dropbox (by 11:59pm) 
  
Feb 13 M NO CLASS – Prof. Jayasekera away.  
 
Feb 15 W Do we come into the world possessing knowledge? 

John Locke, Essay, Book I, chapters i–ii (Winkler, pp. 4–14) 
John Locke, Essay, Book I, chapter iv, sections 1–17 (Winkler, pp. 23–28) 
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Feb 17 F **Quiz #3 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Feb 20 M Can we know anything about the world around us?  

John Locke, Essay, Book IV, chapter xi, sections 1–9 (Winkler, pp. 284–289) 
  
Feb 22 W Can we know anything about the future?  

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, section 4 (Steinberg, pp. 
15–25) 

  
Feb 24  F **Quiz #4 Due (by 11:59pm) 
 
III. What is the Fundamental Nature of Reality? 
Feb 27 M How is reality divided up? Substances and modes. 

René Descartes, excerpt from the Second Replies (Cottingham, p. 95, “Substance”) 
René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, Part I, Articles 51–54, 63–65  

  
Mar 1 W How many basic fundamental kinds of thing are there? Cartesian Dualism 

René Descartes, Sixth Meditation (Cottingham, pp. 50–62) 
  
Mar 3 F **Quiz #5 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Mar 6 M Is everything that exists just one kind of thing? And if so, what kind? Arguments against 

immaterial substance and materialism 
Thomas Hobbes, excerpts from De corpore and Leviathan 

  
Mar 8 W Is everything that exists just one kind of thing? And if so, what kind? Monism  

Baruch Spinoza, Ethics, Demonstrated in Geometrical Order, Part 1 (excerpts) and 
Appendix 

  
Mar 12 Su **Second Short Skills Assignment Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Mar 13 M Is everything that exists just one kind of thing? And if so, what kind? Vitalism 

Anne Conway, The Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy, chapters VIII 
and IX (excerpts) 

  
Mar 15 W Does the notion of substance even make sense?  

John Locke, Essay, Book II, chapter xiii, sections 18–20 (Winkler, pp. 72–74) 
John Locke, Essay, Book II, chapter xxiii, sections 1–5, 22, 30 (Winkler, pp. 117–120, 
124, 125–126) 

  
Mar 17 F **Extra credit Midterm Feedback due (by 11:59pm, under “Survey” on course site) 
 
Mar 20 M Are sensible things just collections of perceptions? Idealism 

George Berkeley, Principles, sections 1–7 (Robinson, pp. 24–27)  
George Berkeley, Principles, sections 16–24 (Robinson, pp. 30–34) 

  
Mar 22 W George Berkeley, Principles, sections 25–33 (Robinson, pp. 34–37) 

George Berkeley, Principles, sections 34–36 and 45–48 (Robinson, pp. 37–39 and 42–
44) 

   
Mar 24  F **Quiz #6 Due (by 11:59pm) 
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Mar 26  Su **Final Paper Proposals DUE (by 11:59pm) 
  
Mar 27 M NO CLASS: Spring Recess 
  
Mar 29 W NO CLASS: Spring Recess 
  
IV. What Are We Like?   
What is the human mind like? How do humans differ from animals? 
Apr 3 M René Descartes, Discourse on Method, excerpt from Part Five 

Walda Heywat, Treatise, chapter 4 
  
Apr 5 W Elisabeth of Bohemia and Descartes, Correspondence (excerpts) 
  
Apr 7 F **Quiz #7 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Apr 10 M Anton Wilhelm Amo, The Impassivity of the Human Mind, chapters 1–2 
 
Apr 12 W Anne Conway, The Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy, chapter VI, 

excerpts 
 
How different are humans from each other?  
Apr 17 M Marie De Gournay, “The Equality of Men and Women,” selection (excerpt)  

François Poulain de la Barre, On the Equality of the Two Sexes (excerpt) 
  
Apr 19 W Quobna Ottobah Cugoano, Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery, selections 

about race  
Olaudah Equiano, Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, selections about 
race 

  
Apr 21 F **Quiz #8 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Are we free? What is the nature of this freedom? 
Apr 24  M Excerpts from the exchanges between Hobbes and Bramhall 
  
Apr 26 W Excerpts from the exchanges between Hobbes and Bramhall 
  
Apr 29 F **Quiz #9 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
May 1 M David Hume, Enquiry, sections VII and VIII 
  
May 3 W Last Day of Class (No new reading) 
  
May 8 M **Final Exam: In person, 10:15am–12:15pm  

**Final Papers Due (through Dropbox, by 11:59pm) 
 


