KD McMahon

Reseda High School

Welcome to Philosophy


I doubt if you’ve ever had a class like this one.  I’m looking forward to it and I hope you are too.  There are no State mandated standards—this means I get to use my judgment as an educator with nearly thirty years of experience to decide what our curriculum will be, how much depth we should go into, and how long to spend on a particular topic.  Academic Freedom—a rare commodity these days in our public educational institutions.  Let’s all take advantage of it while we are able as it probably won’t be long before some educational bureaucrat spies our Liberty and seeks to reign us in!


My hope is that you will learn a lot; even better this class might even make you a better thinker and a better person.  A better person?  Who are we to judge what makes a good or bad person?  Oh, but we will examine this when we study ethics.  Maybe there is Good and Evil and may be you (and me) are not as good as all those Self-Esteem gurus of the past fifty years have told us we were.  May be you will find that challenging.  Get used to it.  This class will challenge many of your assumptions—those axioms that operate in the background of your mind that have been inculcated by education and culture.  It is time to place your self under the microscope and not a drop of pond water or tissue samples for as Socrates is quoted as saying, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”


So how are we going to go about doing this?  Often times philosophy is divided into three major categories:

· Ontology:  Discovering The World of Ideas
· Epistemology:  Thinking About Thinking
· Ethics:  How Are We To Live
We will also consider why you think the way you do.  Do you realize that you think very differently than the generation before you (that would be me).  Some say that’s a good thing; others think its not so great.  Robert M. Hutchins (1899-1977), was an educational philosopher, dean of Yale Law School, and President and Chancellor of the University of Chicago, belonged to the latter group.  He said, "A system that denies the existence of values denies the possibility of education.  Relativism, scientism, skepticism, and anti-intellectualism, the four horsemen of the philosophical apocalypse, have produced that chaos in education that will end in the disintegration of the West."  That’s a serious accusation.  I don’t know about you but the “disintegration of the West” concerns me and so we will examine these “Four Horsemen of the Philosophical Apocalypse.”

While doing those things discussed above we will examine the history of philosophy, the major philosophers from the Ionians to the present day, and their influence on history and on us.  We will also use a model I developed (A Model of the Human Atom—okay I’m a chemistry teacher; I couldn’t help it) to help us explore ideas and controversies in philosophy such as: do we have free will, what is the relationship between the one and the many, or can I know with certainty.  We can also use this model to understand and critique paradigms (worldviews).


We will also watch some videos (The Day the Universe Changed).  The videos were made some years ago by the historian, James Burke, and they are quite good at showing how ideas are the engine of change.  We will use other resources including my website which has outlines (made by me using a variety of sources) of the contributions of many of the important philosophers through the ages, articles, online videos, and a blog.  There is no book for this class, but we have plenty of resources so you really don’t need one.  


Philosophy also provides us with an opportunity for Interdisciplinary teaching and learning.  There are aspects of philosophy in all your classes so expect a project each semester where you will work either independently or with another person on a project that involves another class your are currently taking.  More on this later.


So what will you need for class?


•  A three ring binder so you can keep the articles, etc., you’ll download. 


• A composition book for journaling (yes, you’ll keep of journal of your brilliant


  ideas.  I don’t just want you to learn philosophy I’d like you to do some of your 


  own. 


• You’ll need access to the Internet.


So how am I going to grade you?  Class participation will be a significant part of the grade.  There will also be group work, homework, and exams.  Grading scale will be as follows:  A:  90—100%  B:  80—  89%  C:  70—  79%  D:  60— 69%  F:  59% or less


One final word: Do I have an agenda for this class?  Of course!  I believe we are extraordinarily fortunate to live in a country whose philosophical touchstone are the rights of her Citizen and not the preservation of the State.  This touchstone is found Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. --That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed….” My hope is that this class makes us all better citizens, grateful for the opportunities afforded to us by our founders and those who have defended our liberties, and inspire us to work and sacrifice to preserve and expand these unalienable rights to future generations of Americans.
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