Syllabus

Philosophy 570-001, Seminar in American Idealism: Personalist Ethics

Semester: Fall 2002


Meets: T 18:30-21:00, Faner Hall #3059

Professor: Randall E. Auxier

Office: Faner Hall #3030
      Phone: 453-7437

       E-mail: drauxier@yahoo.com   
  Office Hours: MR 10:00-12:00; MWR 1:30-4:00

Texts: 

A note on obtaining texts for this course.  I have not ordered these texts for the bookstore.  The reason is that you may obtain them more cheaply on your own by searching for them at www.abebooks.com and ordering them yourself.  Even purchasing them from www.amazon.com will be less expensive than buying them at the bookstore, so please order the texts yourselves.

Bowne, Borden P.  The Principles of Ethics (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1892).  This book is usually available for between $20 and $50 at www.abebooks.com.  I also own six copies I can lend out to those of you who have trouble obtaining it.  You may photocopy it if you choose.

Brightman, Edgar Sheffield.  Moral Laws (New York: Abingdon Press, 1933).  This book is hard to find.  Chris Martin has a photocopy in the department office you can borrow to make a copy for yourself.

Cone, James H.  Martin and Malcolm and America: A Dream or a Nightmare (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991). A quick search shows 24 copies of this book available, many for less than $10, at abebooks, and new copies from amazon.com run $12.50 plus shipping.

King, Martin Luther, Jr.  A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr., ed. James M. Washington (New York: Harper Collins, 1991 [1986]).  A quick search shows 26 copies available at abebooks, many from $8 to $13, and new copies available also at amazon for $16.10 plus shipping.

X, Malcolm.  The Speeches of Malcolm X at Harvard, ed. and intro. Archie Epps (New York: William Morrow and Apollo Editions, 1969).  This book is out of print, but a quick search shows 20 copies available at abebooks, most under $10, plus shipping.

Additional materials to be photocopied and/or handed out:

Ansbro, John J.  Martin Luther King, Jr.: The Making of a Mind (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1982).  Excerpts.

Auxier, Randall. Ed.  The Relevance of Bowne, special issue of The Personalist Forum, 13:1 (spring 1997).  Six excellent articles on Bowne’s personalism, nearly all related to ethics.

Branch, Taylor.  Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (New York: Touchstone, Simon and Schuster, 1988).  Excerpts.

Gandhi, Mohandis.  Gandhi’s Essential Writings, ed. R.N. Iyer (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1991).  Excerpts.

King, Martin Luther, Jr., The Papers of Martin Luther King Jr., Volume II: Rediscovering Precious Values, July 1951-November 1955, eds. R.E. Luker, et al. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994).  Excerpts.

Course Description:

In spite of what some might lead you to believe, idealism, as a philosophical tradition and as an approach to thought, has been far more prevalent in its shaping the culture of America than has pragmatism.  And among the strains of idealism that have flourished on American soil, personal idealism, or personalism, is the strain of idealism that comes closest to being native to these shores, and this is the approach to philosophical problems that has had the greatest effect upon the everyday lives of persons both in America and beyond.  Personal idealism has many varieties and facets, but all agree that in method it is rooted in a broadly Kantian approach to critical idealism, with the Hegelian dialectic added on.  In terms of a moral and religious tradition, apart from the obvious debt to both Calvinist and Armenian versions of Protestantism, American personal idealism is more Augustinian and Franciscan than Thomistic, and in many ways this difference of temperament serves to mark out its departures from European versions of personalism (which have tended to be either strictly Thomistic or phenomenological, or both).  American personal idealism is, in general, pluralistic, theistic, progressive, practical, critical, activist, communitarian, temporalist, pacifist and normative (as opposed to descriptivist or emotivist).  

With the exception of being theistic and pacifist, American personalism shares all of its central features with pragmatism.  The most crucial similarity is its normative character, based on the conviction that value is more basic than being, which is why theories of value can be normative while metaphysics can only be descriptive.  For both pragmatists and personalists, the act is the most basic unit of existence, and the primary feature of the act is its value and meaning.  Whatever we may say about the “being” of the act is abstract and fairly lifeless compared to the value and meaning of the act.  Thus, for both personalism and pragmatism, metaphysics is a descriptive activity that not only presupposes general values, but presupposes specific values also, values that make complete sense only in a particular historical time and place.  There is no such thing as an “act in general.”  Every act occurs in a time, place, and context.  Thus, both personalism and pragmatism are contextualist and historicist.

Unlike pragmatism, however, which reacts against systems of philosophy, abstract reasoning, and religion, personal idealism tends to be systematic and rigorous, and not overly distrustful of reason and religion.  Where pragmatists tend to reject Kant and Hegel, and accept the death of God, personal idealists tend to reform Kant and Hegel and also feel free to rework the concept of God.  Whereas pragmatism tends to see freedom as something human cultures can and should create as a value, personalists see it as basic to the structure of existence, and if it were not so, it could never be created even as a temporary illusion.  Whereas pragmatism became in the second half of the twentieth century, a form of edifying academic discourse that made little difference in the world of academia, and mattered still less in the world beyond academia, personal idealism has tended to live outside the academy during that same period and has changed the world by means of the American civil rights movement, the American anti-war movement in the 60’s and 70’s, the demand for economic justice as a human right, and the restructuring of the idea of human rights around the dignity of the human person.  All of these were projects of Martin Luther King, Jr., but he is only the most visible among many personalists who became activists.  For example, the idea of a universal declaration of human rights is based on a personalist philosophy, not a pragmatic philosophy.  And the motives behind the various movements that take human rights and human dignity to be politically, morally and/or religiouisly basic were not pragmatic, and were not secular, but were idealistic in philosophical outlook and broadly religious.  In the last twenty years of the 20th century, European personalism, of the phenomenological and Schelerian variety, and as championed by John Paul II, has come to surpass American personal idealism in its effective role in forming world consciousness, but that is a recent development and is as much a confluence of the traditions of American and European personalism as an eclipse of one by the other.

When one studies American personal idealism, one might think one would be generally well served to learn its metaphysics and epistemology and philosophy of religion first.  However, we will focus in this course on personalist moral philosophy and ethics, and indeed, for personalists, ethics is “First Philosophy” and epistemology and metaphysics are descriptive details.  The systematic study of value, axiology, is the beginning of thinking about the universe, and whatever may be discovered in that activity will prove to be bidning upon all other realms of human activity and discourse, including the activity of philosophizing.  We will follow the development of personalist moral philosophy from its systematic inception in the thought Borden Parker Bowne, through its development as a normative axiology in the thought of Brightman, to its breakthrough into world activism by means of the synthesis effected by Martin Luther King, Jr.  King took the conceptions of non-violence he found in Gandhi and synthesized them with Brightman’s axiology and pacifism, and Thoreau’s civil disobedience to create the philosophy that informed the most visible and effective part of the American civil rights movement, and further fulled the anti-war sentiment in America and abroad, and ended with an identification in King’s thought of depersonalization as the root of economic injustice, violence, racism, and all forms of oppression.  

Yet, King’s philosophical perspective represents only one direction personalist moral philosophy and ethics can go. King sees the origins of personhood as residing in the other, in an intersubjectivity of mutual recognition.  King holds that in insisting first upon the full personhood of the other, my own dignity and value as a person is made possible, and in the response of the other, whether he be violent or not, I attain my personhood.  Following Hocking, King holds that any response at all from the other wins me my personhood, so long as I insist first upon the personhood and value and dignity of him who responds rather than upon my own personhood, worth and dignity.  King understands this to be the core teaching of Jesus on agape, but he gives it both a philosophical and a religious defense that synthesizes Hocking, Brightman, and Gandhi.  This viewpoint is summed up in King’s statement, “the streets may run with blood, but it must be our blood.”  The only solution is to learn to live with one another.  King was, unsurprisingly, an internationalist and an integrationist.

Malcolm X, also a personalist but an Islamic rather than Christian personalist, represents a contrasting view of the origins of the personhood, and its dignity and value.  X holds also a view based on the primacy of intersubjectivity, but its structure is reversed from that defended by King.  X holds that I attain my personhood in the political and social world by demanding of the other that he acknowledge it (and all that goes with that), and that wherever he fails to do so, he dehumanizes and depersonalizes, even demonizes himself and oppresses me.  While the other can never truly rob me of my personhood, which for X comes from my relation to God, the other can forsake his own personhood and make the world miserable for me and for other persons thereby.  The only solution is to separate oneself from such “devils,” and to defend oneself and one’s community from them, by any means necessary, whenever full segregation from such self-debased persons cannot be had.  X understands this view to be in keeping with the teachings of Prophet Muhammed, although the tone of this view did change in X’s development.  His defense of this conception of personhood in the social world tends to be more historical than philosophical, but is also theological at bottom.  Unsurprisingly, X was a segregationist and advocated racial nationalism.

Both of these personalist philosophies are, to a great extent, consistent with the personalist philosophy Brightman articulated, although they represent profoundly contrary ways of bringing this philosophy into practice.  In this course we will study Bowne and Brightman for the purpose on understanding these two approaches, and others that follow from the personalist presuppositions and principles that remain active in forming our moral lives.

Objectives:

By the end of the course students should be able to explain in detail what axiology is and how it works.  Students will be able to grasp the philosophical foundations of the most important ethical movements in the second half of the 20th century.  Students will be able to distinguish the philosophical from the religious motives of these movements.  Students will be able to grasp the sense in which figures like King and X may be regarded as philosophers.  Students will have a clear sense of how post-Kantian ethics can be descriptive and critical while still begetting activism.

Requirements:

Attendance: 10% Since this seminar meets only once per week, attendance in every session is extremely important.  If you have to miss for any reason, inform the instructor by phone or e-mail before class.  If you miss more than one class without being excused, you will forfeit the attendance portion of the course grade.

Presentation: 30% This is a seminar.  Each student will be expected to give a 20-30 minute presentation on one of the figures from the list at the end of this syllabus.  The presentation will be like a book review, but special attention will be paid to whatever facets of the figure’s thought bear directly upon our course content, especially the issues about the being, worth, dignity and value of persons, and about the structure of intersubjectivity.  Ideally presentations will be assigned to students who already have some knowledge of the thinker upon whom the presentation is given so that a general sense of how to address the central questions will be more easily obtained.  In any case it should be understood that research for the presentation may stretch into reading several books and looking for secondary literature.  The presentation should be geared to an audience that has not read the figure being presented.

Final Paper: 30% Each student will prepare a final research paper of not less than 12 pp. on a topic approved by the instructor.  Students should meet with the instructor during office hours before November 1 to discuss the topic for the final paper.  All papers are to use Chicago style documentation.  Ideally the presentation can be used as research and work towards the final paper.

Weekly Questions: 30% To facilitate discussion, students will be responsible for formulating questions from the reading each week.  Since the enrollment for the course is fairly large, you will be divided into two groups, an A Group and a B Group.  Each week the students in one of these groups will be responsible for sending me their questions for that evening’s class meeting no later than Monday at noon.  The address to post to is personalist61@yahoo.com.  Students should also bring a printed copy of their questions to the class meeting, and be prepared to read it if called upon.  Questions must be formulated according to the following guidelines:

All questions must begin with a context summary of two or three sentences (including explicit reference to the relevant pages), and must be formulated as one of the following four types of questions: internal, external, practical or comparative.  Internal questions aim at simply understanding the theory we are studying.  External questions analyze and criticize the bases, assumptions, and philosophical implications of that theory.  Practical questions deal with the consequences, theoretical and practical, of proceeding upon the assumed truth of a given theory.  Examples of these three types are provided below:

I. Internal Questions:


1. What is good according to this theory?


2. What is the world according to this theory?


3. What is the theorist's method?


4. How does a claim made in one part of this theorist’s text relate to a claim made 


in another place?

II. External Questions:

1. Is the theorist's method self-consistent?  Does the theorist always employ in his own thinking and reasoning the method he advocates?


2. According to what principles and assumptions is this theorist's method justified


as “knowledge”?


3. What is assumed to be real and unreal in this theorist’s worldview?


4. What criteria can we use to determine the truth or falsity of this theory?


5. Does this theorist employ his technical terminology consistently?

III. Practical Questions:

1. If this theorist’s view is correct, then how would we explain a 

phenomenon like communication of moral ideals?


2. How would culture and politics be different if this theorist's view of 


the universe came  to be accepted as true?

IV. Comparative questions bring together two or more views by comparing the answers to internal, external, or practical questions in two different theorists.  For example: “What is the relationship between Bowne’s and Brightman’s respective methods?” is a comparative internal question.  Or, “Given Brightman’s and Bowne’s respective accounts of the starting point of knowledge, which of them is more self consistent in applying it?” is a comparative external question.  Or, “Does Bowne’s view of the universe provide a better basis for ethical philosophy than Brightman’s?”  This is a comparative practical question.

Tentative Schedule:

Aug. 20: Introduction and Course Mechanics.  The Franciscan Interpretation of the Person.  Read Luca Parisoli, “The Anthropology of Freedom and the Nature of the Human Person,” forthcoming in The Personalist Forum (e-mailed to participants).

Aug. 27: Bowne, PE, Preface (pp. iii-viii), Introduction, Chs. I & II (pp. 1-75). Questions from Group A.

Sept. 3: Bowne, PE, Chs III-V (pp. 76-163).  Questions from Group B.

Sept. 10: Bowne, PE, Chs. VI-VIII (pp. 164-230).  Questions from Group A.

Sept. 17: Bowne, PE, Chs. IX-X, & Conclusion (pp. 231-309). Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Bowen.

Sept. 24: Brightman, ML, Preface, Chs. I-III (pp. 9-80).   Questions from Group A.  Student Presentation: Nygren.

Oct. 1: Brightman, ML, Chs. IV-VI (pp. 81-124).  Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Niebuhr.
Oct. 8: Brightman, ML, Chs. VII-XII (pp. 125-203).  Questions from Group A.  Student Presentation: DeWolf.
Oct. 15: Brightman, ML, Chs. XII-XVI (pp. 204-287).  Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Muelder.
Oct. 22: Burrow, 200-225; Cone, 1-9, 19-37; Ansbro, pp. 71-86; Branch, 90-94; Ivory, 46-55.  Questions from Group A.  Student Presentations: DuBois, Washington.
Oct. 29: King, from Collected Papers, Vol. II: “Letter to Brightman, Dec. 6, 1951,” and “A Comparison and Evaluation of McTaggart, Hocking and Brightman,” pp. 76-92, exam answers, pp. 107-113; Sermon on “Rediscovering Lost Values,” pp. 248-256; “The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr,” pp. 269-279.  Questions from Group B.  Student Presentations: Bertocci, Thurman.
Nov. 5: King, from A Testament of Hope, pp. 5-20; 31-61, 117-125; 201-220; Cone 58-88.  Questions from Group A.  Student Presentations: Gandhi; Thoreau.
Nov. 12: King, from A Testament of Hope, pp. 245-286; 303-338; 635-653.  Cone, 120-150, 213-243.  Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Ellison; Lincoln.
Nov. 19: Epps, from The Speeches of Malcolm X at Harvard, pp. 7-112; Cone, pp. 38-57, 89-119.  Questions from Group A.  Student Presentations: Garvey; Iqbal.
Nov. 26: Thansgiving break.

Dec. 3: Malcolm X, from The Speeches of Malcolm X at Harvard, pp. 115-182, 188-191; Cone, 181-212, 244-287. Questions from Group B.  Student Presentations: Carmichael and Lewis; Cone. 

Dec. 10: Papers due.

Figures for Presentation

Bertocci, Peter A.  King’s teacher.  Suggested reading: Religion as Creative Insecurity; Personality and the Good.

Bowen, John Wesley Edward.  The first African American ever to earn a Ph.D. from an American university (dissertation directed by Borden Parker Bowne).  Suggested writings: “A Psychological Principle in Revelation” (1891); “What Shall the harvest Be?” (1892); “An Apology for the Higher Education of the Negro” (1897); “An Appeal to the King” (1895).  See White and Burrow in annotated bibliography for information on Bowen.

Carmichael, Stokley, and Lewis, John.  The struggle for control of SNCC in many ways epitomizes the differences between MLK and Malcolm X.  Research and present this dispute between Carmichael, who converted to X’s view, and Lewis, who defended King’s.  Suggested writings: Carmichael, Black Power; Lewis, Walking with the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement.

Cone, James H. Suggested reading: Black Theology and Black Power; Speaking the Truth.

DeWolf, Harold.  King’s dissertation director.  Suggested reading: A Theology of the Living Church; The Religious Revolt against Reason; “Martin Luther King, Jr., as Theologian” Journal of the Interdenominational Center 4 (spring 1977), 1-11; 

DuBois, W.E.B.  Suggested books: The Souls of Black Folk, Darkwater (especially essay on “The Souls of White Folk”), and The Negro (in contrast and comparison with the history of African people in North America according to Malcolm X).

Ellison, Ralph.  Suggested book: Invisible Man.

Gandhi, Mohandis K.  Suggested reading: Gandhi: Selected Writings (ed. Duncan); Non-violent Resistance (Schocken Books, 1961); An Autobiography or the Story of My Experiments with Truth. 

Garvey, Marcus.  Dominant early influence on Malcolm X through his father.  Suggested readings: The Philosophy and Opinions of Marcus Garvey, or Africa for the Africans; and Marcus Garvey: Life and Lessons.

Iqbal, Allama Muhammad.  Suggested reading: The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (Kashmiri Bazar: Javid Iqbal, 1971).

Lincoln, C. Eric.  Suggested reading: Martin Luther King, Jr.: A Profile; The Black Experience in Religion; Race, Religion and the Continuing American Dilemma.

Muelder, Walter G.  Suggested books: Moral Law in Christian Social Ethics, and Foundations of the Responsible Society.  (One of King’s teachers.)

Niebuhr, Reinhold.  Suggested books: An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (look for sense of prophetic stance), and Moral Man and Immoral Society (look for personalism).

Nygren, Anders.  Suggested reading: Agape and Eros.

Thoreau, Henry David. Whoever handles the “Thoreau assignment,” must read “Civil Disobedience,” “Walking,” and Gandhi’s and King’s writings on Thoreau, those parts of Walden that affect Thoreau’s view of personhood, as well as the special issue of The Personalist Forum (14:1) on “Walking.”

Thurman, Howard. Suggested reading: Jesus and the Disinherited; The Luminous Darkness; For the Inward Journey.

Washington, Booker T.  Suggested reading: Up from Slavery.

Additional Annotated Bibliography

These works, in addition to the works assigned in class, will lead you to other relevant works in reference to all our major figures for this course.

Auxier, Randall E.  “Bowne on Time, Evolution, and History,” in The Journal of Speculative Philosophy, 12:3 (1998), 181-203.  Probably the most comprehensive and up-to-date discussion of the operation of Bowne’s method, especially as it brings personalism into dialogue with phenomenology and process thought.  This is the fast way of learning Bowne’s metaphysics.

Auxier, Randall E. and Mark Y.A. Davies, eds.  Hartshorne and Brightman on God Process and Persons: The Correspondence, 1922-1945 (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2001).  The fast way to learn Brightman’s metaphysics is to read this book. Also there is an essay by Davies on Brightman and Hartshorne’s views of pacifism that uses King’s work as a synthesis of the two positions.

Breitman, George.  Malcolm X Speaks: Selected Speeches and Statements (New York: Grove Press, 1965).  This is a fairly comprehensive collection of speeches, conversations, and transcripts of dialogues from the last two years of Malcolm X’s life, published immediately after his assassination.  It retains the feeling of radicalism sometimes missing from later collections.

Burrow, Rufus, Jr.  Personalism: A Critical Introduction (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1999).  The updated comprehensive history of the development in personalist thought.  Pays special attention to Bowne and Brightman as well as to King.  Traces development of personalist ethics in one chapter, and the development of moral laws in another.

Carter, Lawrence Edward, et al.  Global Ethical Options in the Tradition of Gandhi, King, and Ikeda (New York: Weatherhill, 2001).  Uses personalist axiology, essentially Brightman’s, in an up-to-date and applied global setting.  This is a textbook for introductory college ethics, but is also a new take in personalist ethics itself.  In many ways this book brings the story of “moral laws” as told in Burrow’s book (above) up to the present.  Has a valuable bibliography.

Deats, Paul and Carol Robb.  The Boston Personalist Tradition in Philosophy, Social Ethics and Theology (Macon, GA Mercer University Press, 1986).  A comprehensive collection of essays from the best personalist scholars on key figures in the development of personalist philosophy, especially Brightman and Bowne.

DeCaro, Louis A.  On the Side of My People: A Religious Life of Malcolm X (New York: New York University Press, 1996).  Presses the thesis that a proper understanding of Malcolm X’s life and thought must not neglect the primacy of his religiousness.  Author tends to get sidetracked in specialized and uninteresting debates, but he is essentially on target.

Gacka, Bogumil.  Bibliography of American Personalism (Lublin: Oficyna Wydawnicza “Czas,” 1994).  Exhaustive bibliography of the published writings of Bowne, Brightman and other personalists.  Not annotated.

Jenkins, Robert L. ed. The Malcolm X Encyclopedia (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002).  Has many articles, both long and short on aspects of X’s life and thought and context.  Reliable source, great index, massive bibliography.

Knudson, Albert C.  The Philosophy of Personalism: A Study in the Metaphysics of Religion (New York: Abingdon Press, 1927).  The best overall summary of the personalist viewpoint from the second generation’s standpoint.  Concentrates on epistemology, metaphysics, philosophy of religion, and the personalist critique of its competitors, notably pragmatism.  Provides the useful standard categories and vocabulary of personalism in summary form.

Perry, Bruce.  Malcolm X: The Last Speeches (New York: Pathfinder, 1989).  Contains extra information that will supplement the Harvard speeches and contextualize them.  Pathfinder has numerous books on Malcolm X and collections of his speeches, interviews and writings.

Perry, Theresa, ed. Teaching Malcolm X (New York, Routledge, 1996).  First part of book really devoted to issues of teaching Malcolm X in primary and secondary school settings.  Second part of book is a collection of scholarly articles and thought pieces by some of the very best scholars of the present, including Cornel West, Patricia Hill Collins, and Michael Eric Dyson.

White, Ronald C.  Liberty and Justice for All: Racial Reform and the Social Gospel, 1877-1925 (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990).  Scholarly and balanced history of the relationship between and among many of the black intellectuals who laid the groundwork for the later civil rights movement, especially the contest between W.E.B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington.

X, Malcolm, with Alex Haley.  The Autobiography of Malcolm X (New York: Grove Press, 1965).  Exhaustive and detailed account of X’s life from the horse’s mouth.  Surprisingly candid.

