
PHI 300    Human Nature  MWF 12-12:50, MAK D-1-233 
Prof. David Vessey     Office Hours: MF 11-12, 1-2 
Office: MAK B-3-201            and by appointment 
vesseyd@gvsu.edu        (616) 331-3158 
        
Course Texts:  
Euripides, Bacchae (Ecco, trans. Robertson) 
Kupperman (ed.) Human Nature: A Reader (Hackett) 
Shelly, Original Frankenstein (Vintage, Ed. Robinson) 
Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals (Vintage, trans. Kaufmann) 
Dick, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (Del Ray) 
 
Course Description: 

“Human nature is not simple and any classification that roughly divides men into good and 
bad, superior and inferior, slave and free, is and must ever be ludicrously untrue and 
universally dangerous as a permanent exhaustive classification.” W.E.B. Dubois 

 
One of the eternal questions is: What makes humans human? Is there something that essentially 
differentiates us from other creatures? Something if we lost we would no longer be human? Are 
there changes that would make us more than human? Or is there no human essence, only a common 
human situation in which we find ourselves? Or is that saying too much? Perhaps we have no nature 
at all, merely a set of common properties and practices that distinguish us but don’t define us? And 
if there are no permanent species, does it make any sense to speak of a human species? Could there 
be more than one answer, and could different disciplines conceive of human nature differently? 
These are the kinds of questions we will address in this class.   
 
Course Method: 
Philosophy is best done in conversation. The greater variety of ideas we can draw on the better we 
will be able as a class to come to some reliable insights on philosophical questions. Therefore 
although there will be some lectures to set the stage for the discussion, the majority of the class time 
will be spent in discussion. This means that students must come to class ready to discuss—having 
read carefully the material, at least once, and being prepared to raise and address issues found in the 
text. Since discussions cannot be made up, attendance and participation are important parts of the 
grade. The daily attendance/participation grade is: F-not in class; D-in class but unprepared; C-in 
class, prepared, not participating in discussion; B-in class, prepared, participating in discussion; A-
in class, prepared, significantly contributing to the discussion. It is assumed all absences are 
excused absences; over six absences (two weeks) will result in the final grade divided in half (so the 
highest final grade would be a C). Computers and cell phones are not allowed on the desks as they 
tend to take the focus away from the discussion. 
 
Course Assignments: 
In addition to the reading and participation requirements, there will be one, 3-4-page paper, one 4-5 
page paper, and a final 7-8 page paper. The papers should be submitted through Safe Assign in 
Blackboard. A minimal requirement for university level papers is that they are typed, double-
spaced, 12 pt Times or Times/New Roman font, with 1 inch margins. They should also be proofread 
carefully for typos. A typo policy applies to all papers: the grade on the papers will be lowered one 



grade (for example, from an A to an A-) for every four typos. Typos include grammatical errors, 
spelling errors, improper use of gendered pronouns, and failure to properly cite a quotation. Failure 
to cite differs from plagiarism. Plagiarism is a sign that the student has lost his or her sense for the 
point of going to college. The student will, at least, get a zero for the assignment and the violation 
will be reported to the Dean of Students Office. The expectation is that the student will drop the 
class. 
 
Group Projects: 
The first two papers will come out of the group work. The class will be divided into 7 groups with 
4-5 students in each group. For the first project the group of students will either have similar majors 
or the same major. Each student needs to interview a faculty member in his or her major to find out, 
(1) what conception of human nature is presupposed by the discipline? And (2) what reading best 
expresses that view of human nature? They will then meet as a group, read and discuss the readings, 
and decide together how to best explain the view of human nature in the discipline. Students will 
write up individual 3-4 page papers on the topic. For the second project 7 new groups will be 
formed, again with 4-5 students in each group, but from different majors. They will read each 
other’s primary sources and papers, and then work together to come up with an integrated theory of 
human nature informed by the various disciplines represented in the group. Students will write up 
individual 4-5 page papers on the topic of the integrated conception of human nature. For the final 
paper, students will take one of the thinkers we have studied (Plato, Aristotle, Confucius, 
Augustine, Pascal, Hobbes, Rousseau, Marx, Kierkegaard, Darwin, Nietzsche, Perkins Gilman, 
Sartre, Beauvoir, Wilson, Pinker, Noë) and put that thinker’s view in dialogue with the view 
developed in second paper.  
 
 
WEEK 1: 
1. Jan 11 Introductions 
2. Jan 13 Stenmark, “Theories of Human Nature” (Blackboard) 
3. Jan 15 Bacchae pp. 1-38 
 
 
WEEK 2: 
Jan 18   No Class 
4. Jan 20 Bacchae pp. 38-78 
5. Jan 22 Plato from The Republic (Blackboard) 
 
WEEK 3: 
6. Jan 25 Aristotle from the Nicomachaen Ethics (in Kupperman) 
7. Jan 27 Confucius (in Kupperman) 
8. Jan 29  Mengzi/Xunzi (in Kupperman) 
 
WEEK 4: 
9. Feb. 1 Upanishads (in Kupperman) 
10. Feb. 3 Dharmapada (in Kupperman) 
11. Feb. 5 Bible (in Kupperman) 
 



WEEK 5: 
12. Feb. 8 Augustine (in Kupperman) 
13. Feb. 10 Pico “On the Dignity of Man” (Blackboard) 
14. Feb. 12  Pascal from the Pensées (Blackboard) 
 
WEEK 6: 
15. Feb. 15 Hobbes (in Kupperman) / Paper #1 Due 
16. Feb. 17 Rousseau (Blackboard) 
17. Feb. 19 Wollstonecraft (Blackboard) 
 
WEEK 7: 
18. Feb. 22 Frankenstein 
19. Feb. 24 Frankenstein 
20. Feb. 26 Frankenstein 
 
WEEK 8: 
21. Feb 29 Marx (in Kupperman) 
22. Mar 2 Kierkegaard (in Kupperman) 
23. Mar 4 No Class 
 
Spring Break 
 
WEEK 9: 
24. Mar 14 Darwin (Blackboard) 
25. Mar 16 Hull (Blackboard) 
16. Mar 18  Nietzsche On the Genealogy of Morals 
 
WEEK 10: 
27. Mar 21 Nietzsche On the Genealogy of Morals 
28. Mar 23 Nietzsche On the Genealogy of Morals 
29. Mar 25 Perkins Gilman (Blackboard) 
 
WEEK 11: 
30. Mar 28 Sartre (Blackboard)/ Paper #2 Due 
31. Mar 30 Beauvoir (Blackboard) 
32. Apr 1 Beauvoir (Blackboard) 
 
WEEK 12: 
33. Apr 4 Beauvoir (Blackboard) 
34. Apr 6 E.O. Wilson (Blackboard) 
35. Apr 8 Pinker (Backbord) 
 
WEEK 13: 
36. Apr 11 Pinker (Blackboard) 
37. Apr 13 Noë Art and Human Nature (Blackboard) 
38. Apr 15  Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 



 
WEEK 14: 
39. Apr 18 Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
40. Apr 20    Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
41. Apr 22 Evaluations/Review for final exam 
 
FINAL EXAM/ Final Paper Due 
 


