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Hi everyone, and welcome to our live Philosophy Department chat with faculty and students! 
My name is Derek, and I'm an Admission Officer here at Whitman. In a few minutes we'll get 
started with introductions and Q&A. This chat will go from noon to 1 pm. 

Hi everyone, and welcome to the philosophy department chat, and thanks to Derek for getting us 
started. I'm Patrick Frierson. I've been a philosophy professor at Whitman for almost 20 years.
 I work primarily in the history of philosophy. 

Hi everyone! I've been at Whitman since 2001, teaching philosophy and also the first-year 
seminar (currently Encounters, and then the new program that's starting next year). My 
interests are all in contemporary philosophy. 

Hi everyone! My name is Jesse, and I'm a current sophomore philosophy major. On campus, I 
give tours for admissions, play on our ultimate frisbee team, and live in the French interest 
house! I've taken philosophy classes in every semester I've been here at Whitman. 
Without further ado, let's get this Q&A started. If you have any questions about the Philosophy 
Department or academic life at Whitman, send them in now! 

To get us started, I've asked our virtual panelists to share either a favorite memory from this 
past year in the department or something they're looking forward to about the 2020-21 
academic year. 

I can talk about one lasting experience that has really stuck with me. Several years back, I had a 
biology major in one of my classes who got really into philosophy. She and I agreed to do a 
1-on-1 independent study in the philosophy of biology together. 

One of my favorite memories from this past year was in a class called Case Studies in Applied 
Ethics that I took with Mitch. The class was taught at the Washington State Penitentiary, and 
half of the students were from the penitentiary, while half were from Whitman. 

And what I'm most looking forward to for the coming year is teaching a new class at the 
Penitentiary, about the ideas and practices of "restorative justice," which is a different 
model of how to respond to wrongdoing. 

More recently, last semester I tried a new text in my Modern Philosophy course, a poem by the 
Mexican philosophy Sor Juana de la Cruz. This was a really hard text, hard even for me, but 
the class totally rose to the challenge. 

Why is philosophy important to students? 

To me, philosophy is important for several reasons. Most notably, I think of philosophy as the 
discipline that allows us to continue to ask "why?" questions about literally everything. This lets curiosity blossom. 

I'll also say, since I teach a lot of the history of philospohy, that I find history of philosophy to be 
a context where one encounters ideas that are far from anything familiar or mainstream, and 
reading hard texts from different cultures and contexts. 

One reason I love philosophy, and why I thought it would be a great major, is that it is 
constantly pushing me to always seek more knowledge - to always keep asking questions.
 It's the major that most supported my curiosity about the world. 
How often are traditional philosophical texts examined in philosophy classes, as opposed to 
poems and other, more nontraditional texts? 

Great question, Sylvia. The philosophy major requires taking two courses that primarily focus 
on classic texts in ancient greek and roman and modern european philosophy (Plato, Aristotle, 
Descartes, Hume). That said, the philosophical canon of texts is not closed, so philosophers 
are continually finding that narrow ways of construing what and who counts as a philosopher 
doesn't make much sense of how human beings actually pursue philosophy. 
Sylvia: I think that our classes are really varied in those ways. We have some that are focused 
exclusively on texts that are recognizable as philosophy -- both historical and contemporary. 
But we also have classes that link philosophy to other fields. 
Are the classes mainly discussion based? 
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Great question, Lauren. My classes are almost all discussion based, though I often end up 
dominating some parts of those discussions, which leads to little lecturettes on topics 
relevant to what we are working on. 

Great question, Lauren! I would say that most classes are indeed discussion based. Most 
classes have a rhythm of reading outside of class for homework and devoting class time 
to discussing our ideas and reflections from the reading. 

Lauren: I think I can safely say that all of the faculty in the philosophy department think that 
discussion is really at the heart of what philosophy is. We're not (just) trying to help students 
understand what others have thought. 

My favorite classes (and this speaks to both Sylvia and Lauren) are classes of 6-8 
students reading through a really hard, usually classic, philosophical text together. 
Recently I taught a course on Hegel's Moral and Political Theory. 

How can adopting a philosophy minor help to develop a non-philosophy major? 

Great question, Sylvia. Philosophy actually has a lot of double-majors and minor-major 
combinations, in fields like art, biology, economics, psychology, and others. My own sense, 
having been a philospohy physics double major, is that philosophy helps on the underlying 
questions of other disciplines. For instnace, in my philosophy of science course, we get to 
ask about what science is and how it is practiced in ways that one typically does not get to 
ask in science classes. Another student did an independent study with me in the philosophy 
of dance, to think about dance from a more philosophical perspective. At the same time, 
other disciplines can enrich philosophical thinking in significant ways. For instance, many 
psychology-philosophy double majors draw on psychological studies to elucidate important 
claims in the philosophy of mind, moral psychology, etc. 

From my experience, the scope of philosophy ends up being much more far-reaching than 
the classes I've taken in other departments. I knew coming into Whitman that I wanted to 
learn about people - I tried any class I thought would answer some of my biggest questions. 

Sylvia: I'd add that we have a number of classes that clearly connect to other areas (like the 
philosophy of science class Patrick just mentioned), and it's not uncommon for students to 
arrange an independent study to help explore those links further. 

Can students take philosophy classes without being a major or minor? 

Absolutely!! Most philosophy courses do not have prerequisites, so students can take courses 
that interest them at just about any level. Psychology majors are required to take at least on 
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As we are coming to the halfway mark of our time together, I wanted to invite our virtual 
panelists to share a little more about the department in general. 
The philosophy department has seven members, and I personally see it as an amazingly 
balanced, pluralist department. In terms of requirements, students are required to take 
32 credits of philosophy, which amounts to 8 philosophy courses, including two courses 
in the history of philosophy that give a general overview of philosophy. 

What philosophy majors go on to do after graduation: lots of different things! There's a page 
on our department's website that lists the career-paths of our recent alums -- including 
therapist, web developer, video editor, judge, professor, journalist, and more. 

One of my favorite things to do while I sit outside my professor's office before a meeting is to 
read the wall with all these different paths and professions philosophy majors have ended 
up with. They range from comedian to professional football player! 

Have any of you prospective students ever taken a philosophy course before? 

I am a parent enjoying the various chats. I have a senior working on a philosophy IA now so I 
was tuning in on the word hard texts and wondering what are popular classes for non majors. 
Also how many papers/essays are typical in a semester?Kathleen 



WC: Patrick Frierson 

Many of our classes are popular with non-majors. Our intro courses (philosophy of sci fi, intro 
to east asian philosophy, radical thoughtlessness, etc) are generally popular. Other courses 
attract students with particular interests. "Hard texts" can be hard, particularly in some of the 
more advanced courses, but one of the things about Whitman is that students are challenged 
to do hard work while being given all the support that they need to excel at that hard work. 
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On the typical amount of papers and essays: it definitely depends on the level of the class and 
the curriculum that each professor designs. Writing is the most common way of being 
assessed in a class though, so you'll almost always write often in each class. 

WC: Patrick Frierson 
My current syllabi and most of my past syllabi are all publicly available on my web page, so you 
can see specific course requirements. (just google 'patrick frierson' and click on the course links.) 

WC: Mitch Clearfield My syllabi are also available online, through the department's web page. 

Sylvia 
If anyone can go into more detail about programs with the penitentiary, I'd love to learn more about 
what those classes entail. 
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Sylvia: I'll say a few quick things, but feel free to ask follow-up Qs. And Jesse was in the class, so 
she can also offer her perspective. The class was about applied ethics, focusing on specific 
contemporary cases (adapted from Ethics Bowl, which is similar to debate). There are 16 
students from campus, and 16 incarcerated students. They're put in mixed groups of 4, to try 
to reach consensus. At the end of the semester, there was a "public forum," with about 50 guests 
able to come in to hear the groups' presentations about the cases. 
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I was in Mitch's Case Studies in Applied Ethics this past fall, which ended up being one of the most 
meaningful experiences I've ever had. As Mitch said with his description of the class setup, it was 
heavily discussion based, and we got to work closely with the incarcerated students. 

WC: Mitch Clearfield 

We're expecting to be able to offer 1 class per semester on that model, not always about ethics 
(and not always in philosophy). Besides those classes, there are a number of classes (in 
philosophy, sociology, economics) that are about criminal justice. 
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What's really valuable about the classes that take place inside the penitentiary is the ways in 
which your environment influences your learning. While our differences in background were 
not the central focus of our learning, it was impossible to avoid how they impacted us. 

Lauren Are there any study abroad programs related to philosophy? 
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Lauren, there are some study abroad programs that work particularly well with philosophy. 
Recent students have gone to Munich, Oxford, and St. Andrews and had great experiences 
there where they were able to study aspects of philospohy that they couldn't have elsewhere. 

WC: Derek Kennedy 
As we head to the end of our time together, I want to thank folks for attending this chat, and for 
our phenomenal virtual panelists. We will be putting our emails and possibly other links below. 

WC: Mitch Clearfield clearfms@whitman.edu -- I'm happy to answer any questions! 

WC: Mitch Clearfield 
and here's the department's website, with info about faculty, the major, alumni careers, etc. --
https://www.whitman.edu/academics/departments-and-programs/philosophy 
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If you have any more questions about my experience in the philosophy department (or just 
about Whitman!), my email is: zaslovjr@whitman.edu 
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Thanks to everyone who participated. You can ask me further questions at frierpsr@whitman.edu 
and you can find my webpage (not always 100% current, but close) at 
http://people.whitman.edu/~frierspr/ 


