MIT/Harvard High School Studies Program H3139
Plato and The Dude: Western Philosophy in the Contemporary World
Instructors:  Sam Berman-Cooper and Tony Bator
Classroom: Harvard University – Lyman 330 (map)
Email: sbc1228@esp.mit.edu, abator@fas.harvard.edu
Office Hours: By Appointment

Course Meetings: Saturday 1:00 – 3:00 PM 

Course Description:  
In this course, we will use the Coen Brothers’ film The Big Lebowski to explore the role philosophy plays in shaping our lives, our culture, and our civilization. The central question of investigation will be: “What is Philosophy and what is it for?” Students will debate the relevance and value of a range of topics from Ancient Greek concepts of “Form” and “Essence,” to Enlightenment notions of Objectivity, Subjectivity, and the limits of reason and understanding, to Existentialist questions about purpose, freedom, and authenticity. Students will be encouraged to explore the means by which films like The Big Lebowski represent both the expression of philosophical ideas in the popular media and the effect of philosophy on contemporary life in general.
Course Goals:

1. To acquire a basic understanding and vocabulary of the main issues and questions of western Philosophy, especially as they pertain to contemporary life and culture.  

2. To enrich students’ experience in their other classes by providing exposure to a number of philosophical viewpoints and practicing analytical thought.

3. To have fun, lively, open discussions about issues that students find important and engaging. 

Course Requirements: 

1. Background: No background in philosophy is expected or required. Students who are under 17 should bring a permission note from a parent/guardian to the first class (during which the film will be screened), as The Big Lebowski is an R-rated movie.
2. Reflection: Students will be expected to complete short (no longer than 10 pages per week) readings in order to be prepared for in-class discussions. One-paragraph responses to each week’s readings should be posted to the class website no later than 12 hours prior to the start of class.
3. Enthusiasm: Come prepared to have fun! We are teaching this class because we believe that the material can be entertaining and engaging as well as useful. While we acknowledge that this may only be the case because we are nerds, we hope that you will come to class willing and excited to talk about the material, and to consider alternative points of view voiced by your classmates.
Laptop Policy: Laptops are not permitted in this class. We hope to keep our lectures to a minimum and dedicate as much time as possible to discussion. If you want to take notes, please do so in a notebook.
Schedule of Lectures and Readings (All readings will be available for download on the Course Website)
Week One (Feb. 6): The Big Lebowski
· Introduction to class/classmates
· Syllabus and overview of course 
· Movie screening
Week Two (Feb. 13): What is Philosophy and what is it for?
· What are metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics?

· What does Philosophy have to do with decision-making?  

· Philosophy as a vehicle for changing the world 

· Philosophy and science
· Open introductory discussion of The Big Lebowski

Reading: TBD
Week Three (Feb. 20): Form, Essence, and Substance
· Is there an “essence” that each person tries to fulfill? Does our society expect people to fill certain roles or live up to certain expectations?

· What makes The Dude so special? Can there be a “man for his time,” as The Stranger claims?
· What do the Coen Brothers make of the “ideal types” portrayed in The Big Lebowski:
· Walter (War hero) 
· The Big Lebowski (Successful businessman, philanthropist)
Reading:  Selection TBD from the Plato and Aristotle chapters of Russell’s History of Western Philosophy 
Week Four (Feb. 27): Capitalism and its Critics
· What do metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics have to do with politics and economics?

· The Dude vs. The Big Lebowski – “The bums have lost, Mr. Lebowski!”
· History, technology, and the future of capitalist production

· Marxism and revolutionary philosophy

Reading: Selections TBD from: Adam Smith, JS Mill, Karl Marx
Week Five (Mar. 6): Objectivity and Subjectivity; Mediation and Narrative
· Hume’s critique of cause-and-effect, and Kant’s “Copernican Turn”
· Post-modernism and the nature of truth
· The role of The Stranger as both a character and the narrator in The Big Lebowski

· “That’s just your opinion man…” -- What are the political and cultural implications of living in a post-modern world?
Reading: Selections TBD from Russell’s chapters on Hume and Kant, TBD piece on post-modernism
Week Six (Mar. 13): Existentialism, Absurdism, and Nihilism
· What are the differences between existentialism, absurdism, and nihilism?

· “Fair?! What kind of Nihilists are you?!” -- How do we construct moral frameworks in an absurd or ambiguous world?

· Is the Dude an existentialist?

· Is our culture existentialist? If so, what does it mean when a philosophy of rebellion becomes the establishment?

Reading: Selections TBD from Camus’s Myth of Sisyphus and Sartre’s Existentialism is Humanism
Week Seven (Mar. 20): Philosophy and Feminism
· Maude Lebowski and the female “form”

· Feminism as a revision of Platonic and Aristotelian types

· Feminism and existentialism: Simone de Beauvoir

· Betty Friedan and the feminist movement – philosophy as a vehicle for real-world change
Reading: Selections TBD from de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, and Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique
Week Eight (Mar 27): Philosophy and Aesthetics
· How does philosophy influence pop culture?
· How can we “read” movies, films, and songs for their philosophical content?
· “That rug really tied the room together” – What does philosophy tell us about the relationship between art, its creator, and its viewer?
Reading: Selections TBD from Tolstoy’s What is Art, and Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals (Third Section)
