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Introduction to Philosophy: 
Life, Death, and Happiness 

U.S.!Naval!Academy!
Fall!2015!
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Professor:!! Dr.!Marcus!Hedahl!
Office:!!! LUCE!225!!
Hours:!!! M!11D12,!TH!11:15D12,!

!!!!!!! [Or!by!appointment!almost!any!time!
!!!!!!! Please!don’t!hesitate!to!reach!out]!

Email:!!!! hedahl@usna.edu!
Phone:!! 703D731D5997!
 
The point of the Matter 
Philosophy deals with foundational questions. Some of these questions impact the 
lives of most of us tangentially, if at all. Other questions, such as "what makes life 
worth living," fundamentally impact our lives even if we never pause to consider 
them. These questions become particularly salient once we realize that this world is 
full of piss and shit, death and suffering. Yet, the world is more interesting and 
complicated than is often believed by those who fixate on these negative features. 
This dusty world is, in fact, simultaneously rich and lush, sexy and beautiful. 



 
So, in this course, we will consider some of these foundational and fundamentally 
important questions: questions about life and happiness and the meaning of death. 
The objective of the course is to introduce students to the human experience of 
questioning in order to better understand the meaning of our existence as human 
beings. 
 
Objectives 
Through participation in this, you will be able to engage in a philosophic 
discussion about foundational issues. This includes but is not limited to: 

• interpreting philosophical texts 
• understanding philosophical arguments 
•  critically evaluating philosophical positions and arguments 
• developing philosophical positions and argument 

 
 
Books 
Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus and other Essays, Translated by Justin O’Brien, Vintage 

Books, 1991. 
Daodejing: Making this life significant, Translated and with Commentary by Roger Ames and 

David Hall, Ballantine Books, 2003. 
Plato. Plato's Symposium: A Translation by Seth Benardete with Commentaries by Allan Bloom 

and Seth Benardet, University of Chicago Press, 2001.  
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. A Discourse on the Nature on Inequality, Penguin Classics, 1985.  
Victor E Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, Pocket Books, Revised and Updated Version,1984. 
 
Assessment 
Mid-Term Exam  20% 
Final Exam   20% 
Paper 1   10 % 
Paper 1 Rev2   10 % 
Paper 2   10 % 
Paper 2 Rev2    10 % 
Dao Presentations  10% 
Questions /    10% 
Participation   
 
 
 
 
 



Schedule: 
Introduction  
Aug 25 – Why are we here?   Aug 27 – Are we happy? Are we sure? 
Introduction     “Story of Kirk Baines” – Groopman (BB) 
       

What can we know? Are you sure? 
Sept 1 - Ethics of Belief   Sep 3–Nature of Belief  
“Ethics of Belief” (Sel.)  – Clifford (BB) “The Cave” – Plato (BB)  
“Will to Believe” (Sel.) – James (BB)  On Certainty  (Sel.)  – Wittgenstein (BB) 
 
Knowledge, Identity, and Suffering  
Sept  8– I know one thing:   Sep 10 – Facing Death in Athens   
No Class Today– Monday Schedule  Phaedo – Plato 

57-61e4, 65a10-69e5, 84d9-86d4,  
95b5-100e4, 114d1-end 

           

Who am I? Part I – The Philosophical Problem 
Sept  15 -  Who am I?   Sept  17 – My Choices & My Impulses 
“Where Am I?” –  Dennet (BB)  “Way of the Wanton” – Velleman (BB)  
 
Sept  22- There is no ‘I’ – in anything   
“Non-Self: Empty Persons” – Siderits (BB)    
 

Who am I? Part II – The Role of Gender & Race   
      Sep 24 –Colorblind is Blind …   
      “Implicit Bias” – Greenwald (BB) 
      “Future of Culture Wars” – Wagner (BB) 
 
Sept  29 -… To Oppression …    Oct 1 –  & To Identity … 
“Five Faces of Oppression”   “Killing Rage” – Hooks (BB) 

– Young (BB)              ** Paper 1 due FRI COB** 

Oct 6 – … in America Today  Oct 8 – Taking Stock 
“Between the World & Me”   Midterm 
 – Coates (BB)      
 
 



Why aren’t more of us (who live like kings) happy? 
Oct 13 - The origin of inequality Oct 15 … is the origin of unhappiness  
Discourse … Inequality  – Rousseau  Discourse … Inequality – Rousseau  
pp. 67-68, 77-79, 84-86, 97-107   pp. 109-122, 125-128, 134-137  
  
Oct 20 - The origin of despair  Oct 22 … is the origin of unhappiness 
The Myth of Sisyphus - Camus   The Myth of Sisyphus - Camus 
pp. 3-12, 16-22, 28-41, 51-53   pp. 53-60, 64-65, 66-72, 77-78,  82-89, 199-123  
    

Meaning – In Spite of it all  
Oct 27 – Meaning anywhere  Oct 29  –… Is meaning everywhere 
Man’s Search for Meaning – Frankl   Man’s Search for Meaning  – Frankl   
pp. 8-27, 36-41, 44-49, 65-84   pp. 86-118, 133-140 
              ** Paper 1 Rev 2 due FRI COB** 

Joy – In spite of it all  
Nov 3  – The Stoic life    Nov 5 –  … Is a joyful life 
“On Joy” – Seneca (BB)   Meditations, Book II, Ch. 2 – Marcus Aurelius (BB) 
Letter LXXVIII  – Seneca  (BB)  Discourses Book I Ch. 28 – Epictetus (BB) 
Discourses Book II Ch. 2 – Epictetus (BB) “On the Happy Life” – Seneca (BB) 
 

Transcendence – In spite of it all  
Nov 10 – Love     Nov 12 – … is Transcendence  
Symposium, Plato    Symposium, Plato  
172a-179, 189c-193e, 197c-206b  206b-end  

 

[    ] – In spite of it all    
Nov 17  – [  ]    Nov 19  – … is [    ]  
Chapters 1-2, 4-5, 8, 11-15, 23-24,   Chapters 38, 41, 44-46, 48, 50, 55, 57, 63,  
28, 31, 33-34,37    67-69, 77-78, 81 
                **Paper 2 due FRI COB ** 
 



Tranquility – In spite of it all  
Nov 24  – Tranquility    Nov 26 – Of our own  
 “Ariyapariyesana Sutra”    No Class Today– Thanksgiving 

(Noble Search) (BB)              
“Samannphala Sutra”  

(Ascetic Life) (BB) 
 

Leading without leaders 
Dec 1 – [    ]     Dec 3 – & [    ]     
Dao$Discussions$ $ $ $ Dao$Discussions$
 
Brining it together  
Dec8 – Time, Identity, and Gender Dec 10 – This too must pass  
Watch Predestination    No new reading  

**Paper 2 Rev 2 due in class ** 
 
 



Classroom Expectation 
Discussion!is!a!fundamental!part!of!philosophy.!!Some,!like!Plato,!might!go!so!far!as!to!say!it!is!the!
constitutive!element!of!philosophy.!Don’t!just!sit!there!–!say!something.!!Remember!that!good!
questions!are!more!important!than!good!answers.!!And!good!arguments!are!more!important!than!
simply!remembering!the!facts.!!I!expect!every!student!to!contribute!to!class!every!day.!Therefore,!I!
expect!that!you!will!I!expect!you!to!come!to!class!prepared!to!have!a!vigorous!discussion!about!the!
texts,!the!arguments!within!them,!and!most!importantly!the!ideas!they!present.!This!means!that!I!will!
expect!you!to:!
!

1)!Have!completed!the!assigned!reading!
2)!Have!thought!about!themes!raised!
3)!Be!openDmindedly!opinionated!
4)!Come!with!questions!and!ideas!
5)!Come!on!time!
6)!Turn!off!any!distractions!!(in!other!words,!all!electronic!devices!are!to!be!!
Turned!off!and!stowed!away!prior!to!the!beginning!of!class.)!
7)!Be!in!a!mindset!to!discuss!class!material!after!attention!is!called!!
8)!Treat!everyone!(myself!and!your!fellow!classmates)!with!respect.!All!of!us!must!help!create!
and!sustain!an!atmosphere!that!respects!the!rights,!safety,!dignity!and!worth!of!every!individual!
in!the!class.!This!includes,!but!is!not!limited!to!being!aware!of!the!impact!that!your!
communications,!practices!and!behaviors!have!on!others,!acknowledging!and!respecting!the!
diversity!of!ideas,!opinions!and!backgrounds!that!exist!between!and!among!us,!and!rejecting!
bigotry!and!intimidation!of!any!kind.!!!!!
9)!Stay!awake!
10)!Refrain!from!food!or!tobacco!during!class!
11)!Exit!and!enter!the!classroom!only!when!necessary,!in!the!least!disruptive!!
manner!possible,!and!make!the!time!out!of!class!as!minimal!as!possible.!!

 
Exams 
Each student will take a mid-term and a final exam consisting of essays and short answers. The 
final exam will not be cumulative. Make-up exams will not be given, unless there are 
extraordinary circumstances warranting such as severe illness or death in the family. In such 
cases documentation will have to be provided to the professor.  

Other Assignments 
These will be descried in detail closer to their respective due dates 

Due Dates 
10/2 COB:     Paper 1  
10/8:     Mid-Term Exam  
10/23 COB:    Paper 1 Rev 2   
11/20 COB:    Paper 2  
12/1 or 12/3:   Dao Presentations 
12/10:   Paper 2 Rev 2  
Registrar     
Final Period:    Final 



 
Written Discussion Posts 
You!should!always!come!to!class!with!questions.!!However,!on!18!occasions,!you!are!required!to!post!2!
written!questions!on!Blackboard.!These!questions!are!meant!to!critically!engage!a!specific!point!of!the!

text,!not!to!summarize!the!text.!You!need!not!understand!the!text!completely,!that’s!what!class!is!for.!In!

fact,!these!questions!can!be!a!great!way!to!express!your!uncertainty!about!the!class,!but!the!question!

ought!to!demonstrate!engagement!with!the!text.!In!general,!you!will!be!better!served!by!writing!them!

as!issues!that!might!be!concerns!or!specific!questions!of!understanding!(I’m!worried/wondering!whether!

…)!than!objections.!

If!you!do!more!than!18,!I!will!count!your!best!18!entries!for!this!portion!of!the!grade.!You!can!pick!any!21!
with!one!restriction:!questions!must!be!posted!by!0900!the!morning!of!class!for!the!This!structure!gives!
you!3!days!off.!You!can!earn!more!days!off!by!completing!extra!credit!(There!will!be!many!opportunities!
for!extra!credit).!Any!extra!credit!completed!will!be!counted!as!100%!on!that!days!questions.!!

Examples!of!Outstanding!questions/topics:!(A)!

• In the handbook Epictetus tells us on page 3 that when one kisses a wife or child, one should 
remember “that you are kissing a human being; for when it dies you will not be upset.” I worry about 
how this can be reconciled with what we’ve read earlier about how the number of and meaning of 
one’s relationships play a pivotal role in one’s happiness.   – Considers a specific point, ties it to 
earlier material, and raises a potential concern.  

• In Aristotle's view, the highest happiness achievable for humans is the act of performing excellent 
rational activity (p. 343-350). Yet I wonder about the possibility of choices that aren't fully rational 
and whether they too can be an essential element of a flourishing human life? Might spontaneous, 
impulsive even irrational – actions be an element of what completes the human experience if so can 
Aristotle’s view could account for them.                – Considers a specific point and raises a 
question about it.  

• I’m confused by Hobbes example of the fool on p. 547. If in the State of Nature, Hobbes believes 
we should do whatever is in our interests (p.540-545). Why would that principle not continue to hold 
once a state has been established? Why would we not flaunt the laws that are not in our interest once 
within the state? 
–Raises a question of understanding based on a specific issue and considers how to understand that 
issue in the light of previous  

!

!“Examples!of!acceptable!questions/topics:!!(B!range)!

• The Happiness Hypothesis, Haidt talks about the emotion of "elevation." Haidt even considered 
how merely seeing others do deeds that would lead to elevation could cause a similar reaction in 
others conducting studies that revealed that people witnessing someone else do a really good deed 
made them feel good and want to do good deeds as well (199). This past weekend I went to see The 
Blind Side (which I totally recommend to anyone and everyone), and me, being the softy that I am, 
experienced these "tears of celebration/elevation" during all scene in which Sandra Bullock's role, 
Leigh Anne, did something incredible for Michael Oher. It was an incredibly moving story and it 
really did evoke the emotion of elevation because what the Touhy family did for Michael Oher was 
truly unbelievable.  



–Raises a specific issue and applies it, but doesn’t critically engage it.  
• “Hobbes makes the argument that the only way to avoid turmoil and civil war is to have all political 

and religious authority centered in one man.  I was wondering what people’s reactions are to this 
argument of  Hobbes’s argument for an absolute sovereign.”               – This is the start to a 
good question, but it needs more development.  What are you wondering about?  Is there a particular 
aspect of the argument that is strong or weak? 

!

Examples!of!Unsatisfactory!Questions!(C!range)!

• “What does Aristotle mean by ‘virtue’?”—questions that are too vague/large generally 
• “By definition, a symposium is “a meeting or conference for the discussion of some subject, esp. a 

meeting at which several speakers talk on or discuss a topic before an audience”.  Plato’s book has 
around seven other speakers who contribute to this symposium (Phaedrus, Pausanias, Aristophanes, 
Agathon, Alcibiades, and Socrates). I think that they are more intrigued with the “nature” of love, 
rather than just the notion of love. Love can take on many forms that are attributes of passions. 
Socrates talks about the “Love of Wisdom”. So love doesn’t have to be equated as affection. I 
enjoyed this reading                                         – Merely a summery of the reading and a statement of 
preference.   

• The authors of In Search of Happiness and Flow operate under the basic premise that Western 
society today is so commercial and materialistic that its inhabitants have largely lost sight of true 
fulfillment. Their arguments, however, lack a balanced approach and a nuanced perception of 
humanity. With these weaknesses they come off as stubborn and self-righteous. Schumaker in 
particular presents his argument in such a patronizing manner that it is hard to focus on the merits of 
his points.                   – A summery of the and a very broad 
critique 

• “Isn’t Aristotle just talking about the inherent metaphysical fallibility of the human condition”  
                     – Be clear, not obtuse  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


