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“Lazy, Stupid, and Mean” 
 
(This is an in class writing prompt in preparation for the first major writing assignment of an 
introductory course.  That assignment appears to be short answer, take-home quiz, but when you 
answer all of the questions you have completed the major components of a normal philosophy 
paper.  The purpose of this prompt is to have students free-write a draft of the answer to one of 
the first two questions in the assignment, and critique each other’s drafts.  The “lazy, stupid, and 
mean” trope is drawn from philosopher Jim Pryor’s “Guidelines on Writing a Philosophy Paper,” 
available at http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html.) 
 
Assignment 
 
Spend 5 minutes writing a provisional answer to the question that matches your number. 
 

(1) Explain what hedonism is. What do hedonists think makes someone’s life a good life?  
Give examples.  Contrast hedonism with at least one other theory of well-being that we 
studied. 

 
(2) Explain what utilitarianism (i.e., hedonistic consequentialism) is in your own words.  

What is the central utilitarian idea?  What do utilitarians think that morality requires us to 
do?  Give an example of what a utilitarian would say about a particular issue. 

 
Then take turns reading your paragraphs out loud.  As you listen to your partner, pretend to be 
lazy, stupid and mean: 
 

- Lazy, in that you don’t want to have to do any work to understand complicated sentences. 
- Stupid, in that you need big ideas broken down into small pieces before you understand 

them. 
- Mean, in that if the author says anything even slightly ambiguous, you will interpret it in 

the silliest way possible. 
 

How well does the author’s paragraph succeed at communicating with someone who is lazy, 
stupid, and mean?  Are there complicated sentences such a listener wouldn’t understand?  Are 
complex ideas broken down into small pieces?  Are there ambiguous claims that would be 
interpreted in silly ways?   
 
Work together to make both paragraphs communicate effectively with even the laziest, stupidest, 
and meanest audience.  (Then feel free to use this as the appropriate paragraph in your 
assignment.) 


