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Syllabus: Philosophy as a Way of Life  
 

Instructor: Jacob Stump • Contact: jacob.stump@utoronto.ca 
Class: Th 7-10pm, HL #010  

Office hours: Th 4:30-6pm, Office #113 in Philosophy Hall (= Portable #102) 
 

Overview 
 
There is a long tradition of conceiving of philosophy as a way of life—a tradition that, 
in large part, is out of vogue today. Most often philosophy is taught as a skillset (e.g., 
the skill of analyzing arguments) or the study of certain topics (e.g., ethics, metaphysics, 
epistemology), but rarely is it taught as the sort of thing that could distinguish an 
entire life. Indeed, what would it even mean to live the life of philosophy? It doesn’t 
seem to be sufficient to count as living the philosophical life simply that one thinks a lot 
(hedge fund managers do that), nor to think a lot about abstract concepts (economists 
do that). In fact, it wouldn’t seem to be sufficient even that one teaches philosophy as a 
career; there’s no guarantee that what one teaches informs how one lives. So, what 
would the life of philosophy look like? What is required to live it? Is it still viable 
today? Is it still attractive today? 
 Our course begins from these questions. We’ll start by trying to figure out on our 
own what it would mean to relate to philosophy as a way of life. Then we’ll consider 
some of the major Eastern and Western intellectual traditions that have developed 
philosophical ways of living.  
 It is a presupposition of this course that, to best understand and evaluate a way of 
life, one must live it, at least for a time. Thus, with each tradition we consider, we will 
be concerned not only to analyze whether the arguments support its central tenets: we 
will be concerned also to live according to those tenets, testing them by the trial of 
experience. When studying Confucianism, e.g., we will live as Confucians, prioritizing 
the duties prescribed to us by our social roles; when studying Skepticism, we will live as 
Skeptics, striving for tranquility by suspending belief; when studying Existentialism, we 
will live as Existentialists, looking our mortality in the eye and embracing the radical 
freedom and creativity that results from that. In this way, we will learn not just how to 
think about philosophy as a way of life, but also how to live it.  
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Texts 
 
All texts will be made available online. If you would prefer to have books instead of 
PDFs, the following will cover a lot of our material:  
 
 Mengzi, Mengzi (Hackett 2008) 
 Zhu Xi, Learning to Be a Sage (University of California 1990)  
 Siderits, Buddhism as Philosophy (Hackett 2007) 
 Epictetus, Discourses, Fragments, Handbook (Oxford 2014) or A.A. Long, How to  
 be Free: An Ancient Guide to the Stoic Life (Princeton 2018) 
 Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Skepticism (Cambridge 2000)  
 Cicero, On Moral Ends (Cambridge 2001) 
 

Class 
 
Class will be divided into three parts. In the first, we’ll discuss our experiences of living 
philosophically according to the tenets of some particular school over the past week (see 
“Reflections” below). In the second, we’ll become acquainted with a new philosophical 
school: we’ll discuss the assigned reading on it, and we’ll analyze and evaluate its main 
arguments. In the third, we’ll brainstorm exercises that we can do over the coming week 
to gain understanding of what it is like to live as a member of that school.  
 In order to participate in class meaningfully, you should arrive having completed 
the exercises assigned for the previous week and read and thought about the day’s text. 
You should also bring the text to class. Note: Reading philosophy is difficult, and you 
should be prepared to read the assignments more than once. You will often be 
confused—that is okay! Try to figure out why you are confused, and come to class 
prepared with questions to help you understand.  	
 Class discussion. Learning how to discuss philosophy is an important part of your 
education. Discussion helps to clarify ideas quickly and deepen understanding. I will be 
modeling how to ‘talk philosophy’ during class, and you are encouraged to join in: if you 
have a question or comment, please share it. As in any discussion, some behaviors are 
counterproductive. Two of the most common problems in philosophy classrooms are 
talking too often and rambling. If you find yourself talking too often, hold back and give 
others a chance to talk. If, after a pause, no one volunteers, then you can fill the gap. 
To avoid rambling, clarify your question or comment in your mind before speaking. 
Make it concise. Finally, note that there will be disagreement in class. This is good—it 
is often the source of progress and clarification—so long as it is civil.   
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 Devices. In Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus, knowing that he could not resist the 
alluring call of the Sirens, ordered his sailors to plug their ears with beeswax and to tie 
him to the ship mast, so that, whenever they passed the Sirens, they would not be lured 
to shipwreck. One moral is this: whenever you know that some temptation in the future 
will be too strong to resist—some temptation that threatens to interfere with your 
achieving a goal that you care about—take steps now so that you’ll be prevented from 
being led astray by it. Accordingly, there will be no laptops allowed in class (with few 
exceptions; if you think that you have a good reason to use a laptop in class, do come 
talk to me). 
 

Evaluation 
 
Evaluation will consist of four components: reflections (30%), acting as a scribe for one 
class (5%), self-assessment of your engagement with the course (10%), participation in 
the in-class game on March 21 and 28 (5% per day for a total of 10%), and one paper 
(22.5/45%).  
 Reflections. 30% of your final grade will consist in submitting reflections (three per 
week). As noted above, a major part of the course is actually living the life of 
philosophy, as each tradition conceives of it. To that end, there will be daily exercises 
(three per week from Jan. 17 to March 7, with reading week excepted) to lead you to 
adjust parts of your life so that they are informed and guided by some philosophical 
tradition. The reflections are your reports on how those exercises went. Did they make 
your life better or worse? Did they make you see the world in a new way? Did you find 
them easy or challenging? Note that you are welcome to communicate your reflections 
in whichever media format you prefer: you may submit written reflections, but you may 
also submit voice recordings, video diaries, a blog, a Twitter feed, visual art—anything 
really! Your reflections may either chronicle your experiences throughout the day as 
they occur, or present a retrospective of the day’s events. Each reflection will be worth 
1.5% points, allowing you not to do one reflection and still receive full credit. The 
reflections will be graded based on completion, so long as they are taken seriously. To 
take a reflection seriously, your response needs to be thoughtful, and it needs to be 
obvious that you have in fact done the daily exercises.  
 Scribe. It will be useful for us to keep a record of our inquiries in class: the 
arguments that we think are successful, the objections left outstanding, the problems 
that we uncover, the results that we secure, and so on. Thus, 5% of your grade will 
consist in your acting as a scribe for one class between Class 2 (Jan. 17) and Class 8 
(March 7). Think of this as “taking the minutes” of our philosophical discussions. See the 
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“Scribe Document” on Quercus for more instructions. Note that you will need to sign up 
at the start of the term for the day you will act as a class scribe.  
 Self-assessments. Participation increases learning. However, rather than grading for 
verbal, in-class participation—which can be exclusionary and imprecise to grade—we 
will use self-assessments to explore and communicate how we have engaged with the 
course in general, how we have tried to support others, and how these can or should 
change as the course develops. We will keep the definition of “engagement” or 
“participation” broad to allow for the diverse ways in which people learn, and we will 
continue to explore and challenge what these words mean for us over the term. When 
thinking about how we support others, we can be similarly broad and critical (should 
‘others’ just be limited to members of our course community?). Four self-assessments 
are due in the term: Jan. 31, Feb. 28, March 15, and April 6. The highest you can assess 
yourself on each one is 3%, and the self-assessments in total will count for 10% of your 
final grade; thus, you are able to receive full credit even without engaging with the 
course at the highest level over the whole term. It may help to provide some specific 
examples of how one can engage with the course. These included (but are certainly not 
limited to) the following: contributing to class discussions in person or online; engaging 
with the contributions of others in a charitable manner; posting your reflections to 
Quercus; talking about course material with family or friends or others who may be 
interested outside the class; learning from articles, podcasts, lectures, blogs, etc. that 
aren’t assigned and sharing your findings with others where appropriate (such as in class 
or on Quercus); sharing your learning and research strategies, skills, and habits with 
other people in the course; creating and sharing zines, comics, poems, videos, paintings, 
podcasts, or other artistic engagements; asking, answering, and reflecting on questions 
on the course discussion boards or other spaces; raising conversations on social media 
like Twitter or Facebook; sharing relevant news or examples with classmates; 
translating or simplifying course materials so they can be more accessible to non-
academics or people in other disciplines who can’t always access the materials we can; 
suggesting and discussing ways to improve the course with the instructor at any point in 
the term. Et cetera. This list is certainly not exhaustive!  
 In-class Game. 10% of your grade will consist in participating in a two-week in-
class game (5% per class). The game will take place on March 21 and 28. I will be giving 
you more details about the game during class on March 14.    
 Paper (1750-2250 words). Your paper will be on a topic of your own choosing. Any 
topic relevant to the course is fair game, though you are advised to take up topics we 
cover in class. No outside reading is necessary, though you are welcome to do so if you 
wish (note, however, that it will not necessarily help you). I will provide guidance on 
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paper topics if needed. Note: Writing your long paper will consist of the following 
stages.  
  Stage 1: Peer review. One class will be used for peer review. To  participate, 
 you must send a finished, polished draft of your paper to me via e-mail by March  
 12. You will also need to read the papers of two of your peers prior to class, make 
 comments, and show up to the peer review session with your comments available. I  
 will provide more information about this later in the term. Note: Failing to  
 participate in the peer review will result in a subtraction of 10 points from your  
 paper grade.   
  Stage 2: Final draft. You will submit a final draft of your paper, revised in  
  light of the peer review. This is due on March 20.   
  Stage 3: Rewrite. If you are satisfied with the grade of your final draft, you 
 can choose to double it by not submitting a rewrite. In that case, your original 
 grade will count for 45% instead of 22.5% of your final grade. But you may also 
 submit a rewrite (a revision) of your paper. If you choose this option, you must 
 submit (i) a summary of how you have responded in your revised paper to each of 
 my comments (format: copy-and-paste each of my comments into a new document, 
 number them, and below each one explain how you have responded to it), and (ii) 
 the rewritten paper. If you do not make substantive improvements or do not 
 respond to my comments, I will not change your grade (i.e., your original grade 
 will be doubled, per above). If you do a successful rewrite, the grade of your 
 original paper will count for 22.5% of your final grade, and the grade of your 
 rewritten paper will also count for 22.5%.  
 Extra credit. Some classes include optional readings (as marked on the reading 
list). You have the option to write a short report on one of these readings for 3% extra 
credit. The report should be at least 400 words, and it should primarily do two things: 
briefly summarize the main point of the article, and briefly philosophically consider 
something that you thought was exciting, wrong, promising, useful, or confusing (etc.) 
in the article. If you wish to take this option, the report must be submitted before the 
relevant class. Part of my incentive in offering this opportunity is to have you read 
extra material that may be helpful for us to consider during class. Thus, if you do take 
this option, please also show up to class ready to use the extra reading to help us solve 
any problems or confusions that arise.     
 

Due dates. Reflections: before each class. Scribe document: by midnight on the 
day of the class you sign up for. Full, polished draft of long paper for peer review, e-
mailed to me: March 12. Final draft of long paper: March 20. Rewrite (optional): TBA. 
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Self-assessments: Jan. 31, Feb. 28, March 15, and April 6. Extra credit: before the 
relevant class.  

 
 Plagiarism. Don’t do it (it’s really easy to catch). If you do, the university’s 
disciplinary measures will be taken. If you have questions about what counts as 
plagiarism, visit www.artsci.utoronto.ca/osai/students, or ask me.  
 
 Accessibility. Students with diverse learning styles are welcome in this course. 
Please feel free to approach me or Accessibility Services so that we can assist you in 
achieving academic success. 
 

In-class Game 
 
We will be conducting a game during class on March 21 and 28. I will be explaining the 
game during class on March 14, but for now I can tell you the following: most of you 
will be placed in teams; the best way to prepare yourself to perform well during the 
game is to ensure that you understand each philosophical school that we cover as best 
as you can; you will be graded based both on your individual performance during the 
game and on a short report that you write after the game is completed; the game of 
course is not just a game—in fact, it may well happen that, more than anything else in 
the course, the game will teach us what living philosophically today might look like.  
 

Contact 
 
If you e-mail me, put the course code (PHLD05) in the subject line; otherwise your e-
mail may get lost. I will try to respond to e-mails within two days. However, e-mail is 
not the right format for philosophical questions; please come to my office hours to 
discuss philosophical material, or stay after class, or e-mail me to set up a meeting. Note 
that my responses to your e-mails may be terse. Don’t be offended—it’s simply the 
effect of having a flooded inbox.  


