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Ethics: Happiness and 				Fall 2012
Philosophical Inquiry		         MWF 10:50-11:50		    	 
                        PHIL 125-02                                                            MAIN 003

Professor Diane Michelfelder	           
Office hours:  Wed. 3:30-5:30;
other times by appointment
                        Office:  MAIN 110  Phone:  696-6197
E-mail:  michelfelder@macalester.edu

Writing assistant:  Sam Eklund ’13
Office hours: TTR 7-8 pm Campus Center upper floor
Phone: 651-304-0744
E-mail: seklund@macalester.edu
 

What this course is about  

This course aspires to do three things. The first is to provide you with an opportunity to reflect on what philosophers and other philosophically-minded thinkers have had to say about happiness, ethics, and the relationship between the two. The second is to give you a sense of the general dimensions of philosophy as an activity—or what it is to “do philosophy” beginning with the formation of a philosophical question and arriving at the structured presentation of philosophical ideas--and to give you the opportunity to do philosophy yourself. The third is to better your skills at close reading, innovative and critical thinking, analytic writing, and the use of library and internet resources to support your research and thinking about philosophical questions.

Because we will be immersing ourselves during this course in a broad span of philosophical work about happiness, these questions will be numerous and deep. Centuries ago, the Greek philosopher Aristotle defined happiness as the best and ultimate goal of human existence. But is this definition right? What role does happiness play in the good life? Is there a relationship between happiness and ethical action, between being happy and being good? What are some reasons for thinking there might not be such a relationship? Is it possible to design one’s life so as to maximize one’s chances for being happy? Is happiness even attainable? And what do we mean when we talk about “happiness” anyway?  At the center of our exploration of these questions will be three approaches to normative ethical theory that have played a key role in the development of ethics within the Western philosophical tradition: virtue-based ethics (as represented by Aristotle), consequentialism (as represented by Bentham and Mill), and deontological ethics (as represented by Kant). Complementing our exploration will be contemporary work on theories of happiness both by and influenced by philosophers, including work drawn from the emerging interdisciplinary field of happiness studies. 
	

Course learning goals

The learning goals for this course are organized around three themes: substance, skills, and self-awareness.

With respect to substance, this course is designed to help you acquire a critical understanding of: (a) philosophical Q&A—questions and answers/arguments—related to happiness; (b) three major traditions within normative ethical theory: virtue ethics, consequentialism, and deontological ethics; and (c) contemporary work on happiness both by philosophers and influenced by them.

This course is also intended to help you develop key skills associated with philosophy in particular and the liberal arts in general. By the end of this semester, you should (a) be able to read and analyze philosophical writing with an inquisitive and thoughtful mind; (b) be more experienced in “doing” philosophy, including forming philosophical questions and constructing philosophical lines of thought; (c) be more adept in analytic writing; and (d) be more familiar with the philosophy resources of the library, both in print and online.

Self-awareness as a philosophical learning goal has its roots in Socrates’ dictum that “the unexamined life is not worth living.”  By participating in this course, I hope you will be able to expand your own capacities for (a) ethical reasoning; (b) recognizing the assumptions and predispositions you bring to the consideration of ethical questions; (c) respecting well-reasoned views even when they disagree with your own; and (d) understanding the positive value of being confused.



What you’ll be reading

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics. 2nd  Edition. Translated by Terence Irwin. Hackett Press, 1999.

Bok, Sissela. Exploring Happiness: From Aristotle to Brain Science. Yale University Press, 2010.

Cahn, S. and Vitrano, C. Happiness: Classic and Contemporary Readings in Philosophy. Oxford University Press, 2008. 

.Heybron, D. The Pursuit of Unhappiness: The Elusive Psychology of Well-Being. Oxford University Press, 2008. 

Plus articles and selections from book chapters to be posted on Moodle.

 
What you’ll be creating

In this course, you’ll have the opportunity to think about a variety of philosophical questions related to happiness, and to express, in both written and oral forms, your own views on some of them. By the end of this course, you will have written three papers, given an oral presentation with one of your classmates, and have made the transition to college-level writing.

In the first paper (3-5 pages long), you’ll be asked to respond to the question of whether you need to have a life-plan, as some philosophers have suggested, for the life you live to be a happy one.

For the second paper (5-7 pages long), you’ll be asked to present and defend your own view on a happiness-related topic of your choice, connected to course readings on ethical theory

For your third and final paper (7-9 pages long), you can write either a critical analysis of one of the theories of happiness we  will consider in class or, drawing upon the resources considered in class, argue for what you take to be the life that yields the greatest well-being.

You will initially write your first two papers as rough drafts. While both drafts will come back to you with comments on content and expression, only the second first draft will be graded. The final version of both these papers will be due one week after you get back the comments on your draft. 

A late paper will be accepted without penalty if you have a good reason for turning it in late and you let me know in advance of the due date that you will not be turning it in on time. Unexcused late papers will be accepted up to one week after the due date, but you will lose half a grade (eg your grade will go from A- to B+) on the first day your paper is late, and every two days thereafter. 

In addition, you’ll be making a group oral presentation.  At the present moment, the US does not have a “happiness index,” but a national panel is working on the question of how the happiness of its residents can best be measured. If you could advise this panel, what factors do you think should be taken into account in measuring happiness, and how would you justify these factors philosophically?  You’ll work in small groups to do the research and to develop a response to these questions, which you will present in class toward the end of the semester. 

Course and classroom integrity

In this class it is anticipated that the work you do will be honestly presented. That’s not simply because this is an ethics course; any course at Mac would have the same expectation. In writing a paper or in preparing your oral presentation, if you draw upon sources other than your own, original ideas it is anticipated that you will cite these contributions, not only as a matter of good academic style but more importantly as a matter of academic integrity. We will go over in class some options for citing the work of others in your own work. Please also take a moment to familiarize yourself with the College’s Academic Integrity Policy as published in the Student Handbook. I will adhere to this policy in my grading for this class.

Through the gift of your attention, you also help support the integrity of the academic environment. For everyone’s sake, when we are in class together please refrain from texting, tweeting, googling, and the like. You do not need to turn off your cell phones, but please set them so they do not ring and try to pretend you do not have them with you for the time we are together. If you are aware that you will need to take a call because of an emergency situation, please let me know before class begins.

How your work will be evaluated    Your final grade for this class will be based 
on the following percentages:
          
  		First paper, final version		15%
		Second paper, first draft		15%
		Second paper, final version		15%
		Third paper				25%  
          		Group research project            	15% (including 5% for bibliography)
		Class participation                   	15%					
            								     				
Because this is a philosophy course, there will be ample opportunity for you to contribute to class discussions. Your class participation grade will be based primarily on the quality of your contributions to these discussions. Regular attendance will also be taken into account. I will expect that each of you will come to class having done the readings for that day, and be prepared to participate by raising questions, commenting on the readings, responding to points brought up by others, and the like.

     
Schedule of Readings and Assignments

This schedule is subject to change. Any changes will be announced in class and e-mailed to the class distribution list.

Week One

5 September	Where to start (and maybe even end) in thinking about happiness?
			Cahn and Vitrano (CV), pp. 236-237; Bok, pp.11-34.

7 September     	Aristotle on happiness as the greatest good
Begin reading the Nichomachean Ethics (NE) in CV, pp.19-23; also Bok, pp. 35-49.
		
Week Two           		
		
10 September       	Book I, NE, pp. 1-18.
		
12 September	Book II, NE, in CV, pp. 23-27 (to the middle of the page); Book III, NE, from 1115a4 on p.40 to the end of the chapter on p.49.
 
                         14 September	No reading assignment for today. We will talk about what’s involved in writing a philosophy paper
           
Week Three		
		
17 September		Book IV, NE, pp. 49-67.
	
19 September	 Today we will meet in the library’s instruction room (2nd floor) for an introductory session in library research.

21 September	Books VIII and IX, NE, pp. 119-129 (to 1159b24), p. 148 
					(at 1169b3) to p.153.


Week Four
				
24 September		A change of pace
Daniel Heybron, The Pursuit of Unhappiness, pp. 199-224
Book X in NE, pp. 74-81, 241-254.
	
26 September	Back to Aristotle for an abundance of questions that bring the NE to a close. Book X, pp.153-171.

28 September           	No reading assignment today. We will consider a sample of work drawn from the emerging field of happiness studies.
First Paper Draft Due.
			
Week Five	
	
1 October	Peter S. Wenz, “Synergistic Environmental Virtues: Consumerism and Human Flourishing” 

3 October	Richard Taylor, “Virtue Ethics,” CV, pp. 222-235
					
5 October      	Transition to Kant: David Hume, CV, pp.86-99.			
Week Six			

  8 October	The Kantian divorce of happiness from ethics
Introduction to Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (GMM). Today’s reading will be from the preface to that work.

10 October	Immanuel Kant, GMM Part I in CV, pp. 103-108; Bok, pp. 49-54. 

12 October	No reading assignment. We’ll preview our upcoming discussion about the relationship of happiness and pleasure, including a brief look at laughter meditation. 
		
Week Seven

15 October		Kant,  remainder of GMM Part I	

17 October		Kant, GMM Part II, in CV, pp. 108-112.
		
19 October	Philippa Foot, “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives”


 		Week Eight	

22 October	We turn now to the “felicific calculus” and Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, CV, pp.99-103; Bok, pp.83-106.
			             
24 October	John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, CV, Chapter II, pp.121-133
					Second Paper Draft Due

26 October		Fall break—no class meeting		

Week Nine		
	
29 October	Mill, CV, Chapter III, pp.134-139

31 October		Mill, CV,  Chapter IV, pp.139-143.

2  November	No class meeting today. Your assignment is to work in the library on your group presentation and by the end of the day to turn in your general thesis as well as a brief bibliography (three sources).

Week Ten	

5 November	Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” 

7  November		Bernard Williams, “A Critique of Utilitarianism”

9  November	Today we’ll talk my work on the good life and a recent 
	paper, “Web 2.0: Community as Commodity?” that appeared in The Good Life in a Technological Age. 
			

Week Eleven                
		
12 November		An example of contemporary philosophical scholarship
			on happiness
			Heybron, The Pursuit of Unhappiness, pp. 3-42
						
14 November		Heybron, pp. pp. 79-91; 142-151

16 November		Haybron, pp. 225-251	
		
			
Week Twelve    	

19 November   	Review the passages from last week. Prof. Haybron will
			visit class via Skype to lead a discussion about his book 
       		
21 November		Haybron, Part IV, pp.253-279	
			
23 November		Thanksgiving break--no class meeting	


Week Thirteen	   	

26 November		Happiness, personality, and disposition
			Bok, pp. 107-131
					Ted Talks, Matthieu Ricard, “The Habits of Happiness”

28 November	The hedonic treadmill: can happiness last over time?
	Bok, pp. 132-154

30 November	Contrasting eudaimonistic with subjective-state views of happiness
	Julie Annas, “Happiness as Achievement,” CV, pp.238-259.
					

Week Fourteen    

3 December		Group project oral presentations  

		5 December		Group project oral presentations

		6 December		Philosophy Department Colloquium 4:45-6:00
					Guest speaker: Professor Shannon Vallor
					Santa Clara University				
		
7 December	Prof. Vallor will visit our class to speak on modern technology and the pursuit of happiness. Our reading will be her paper “On Knowing What to Wish For” 

Week Fifteen

10 December	We will wrap up the course by continuing our discussion about happiness over coffee and dessert!

			~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

		14 December		Third Papers Due
					Final papers may be turned in to me in my office		
					during our final exam time, 10:30am-12:30 pm






		



	


	
	
image1.jpeg




