
On the Meaning of Life – Fall 2014 
Course Syllabus 

 
Course and Instructor Information: 
Instructor: Michael Ashooh  
 e-mail: Michael.Ashooh@uvm.edu 

phone: 656-4042 

Office Hours: (by appointment) 
Office Location: Philosophy Department, 
 70 South Williams Street, Room 203

 
Course Description: 
What is the meaning of life?  This is supposed to be one of the most important and enduring of 
philosophical questions.  But what exactly is the question asking?   Is it even a question that can be 
meaningfully posed?  Philosophers have wondered about this as much as they have wondered about the 
meaning of life.  We will begin the course by trying to get a clearer sense of what the question is asking.  
We will frame the question in terms of traditional philosophical inquiry and we will model some methods 
for meaningfully considering the question.  We will then consider a range of possible responses, based on 
a variety of assumptions about “the human condition”.  We will consider the question of life’s meaning in 
terms of theistic and atheistic assumptions, and their related naturalistic and supernatural answers.  We 
will explore both optimistic and pessimistic approaches to the question.  We will conclude by considering 
how we should think about and approach death and dying, a fact about our existence that motivates most 
of the question: “what is the meaning of life?”  We will look at some famous arguments and 
contemporary debates regarding the Epicurean view that “death is nothing to us”, and so not something 
we should fear or be anxious about. 
 
Course Texts: 
Life, Death, and Meaning: Key Philosophical Readings on the Big Questions, (2nd Edition), Edited by 
David Benatar. ISBN: 978-1-4422-0170-5 
Additional material for the course will be available online through the course Blackboard site.  I 
recommend that you download and make copies of these additional texts and keep them in a binder. 
 
Class Assignments and Grading: 
800 points -- Philosophical writing assignments: These assignments will be explained more fully with a 

separate handout.  They will be due at roughly the first, second, third and fourth quarter of 
the semester.  I will give you one week notice of the due dates. 
Analysis (400 pts):  You will pick 2 of the readings assigned in the course readings section 
and analyze the piece with a short 500-750 word analysis paper (about 3-4 pages).  You can 
only analyze the piece after we have discussed it in class. Your analysis must focus on one 
of the main arguments of the piece, the conclusion reached and the reasons put forward by 
the author for their conclusion.  Each analysis will be worth 200 points. 
Reflection (400pts): You will pick 2 of the readings assigned in the course readings section 
and write a philosophical reflection piece also 500-750 words in length (about 3-4 pages).  
This piece will be a personal response to a reading that we have already discussed in class.  
Do you agree with the author and the conclusions for which they argue?  Do they contradict 
your own beliefs? Would you change any of your own views in light of the article? Each 
piece will be worth 200 points. 

200 points --  Participation and Attendance.  I expect students to ask questions, seek clarifications and 
offer answers and responses to questions.  I do ask that you think about your questions 
before asking them and consider other’s comments carefully as well.  Everyone should 
come to class prepared and ready to actively involve yourself in the material, the discussion, 
and the ideas.  Additionally, during the online portion of the course, you will be required to 
post to the discussion forums of the Blackboard site.  Instructions and requirements are 



posted on the Blackboard site.  A grade will be calculated for all participation and the 
percentage for this grade will be applied to the 200 points.  Attendance is required.   
 

Total Possible Class Points =  1000 points 
 
Grading scale: (The same percentages apply to individual item grades) 
A  = 1000 – 920 points (100% - 92%) 
A-  = 920 – 900 points (92% - 90%) 
B+ = 880 – 900 points  (88% - 90%) 
B  = 820 – 880 points (82% - 88%) 
B-  = 800 – 820 points (80% - 82%) 
C+ = 780 – 800 points (78% - 80%) 

C  = 720 – 780 points (72% - 78%)  
C-  = 700 – 720 points (70% - 72%)  
D+ = 680 -- 700 points (68% - 70%) 
D  = 620 – 680 points (62% - 68%) 
D-  = 600 – 620 points (60% - 62%) 
F  = Less than 600 points (Below 60%) 

 
Some Class Policies (or principles for success):   
☯ Attendance in this class is part of the grade.  I expect everyone to attend class and to participate.  I 
will not only students to make-up quizzes or other assignments unless they can demonstrate reasonable 
circumstances for having missed the class.  
☯ Please try to be on time.  If you are late, be courteous and minimize distractions.  Chronic tardiness is 
unacceptable and will not allow you into the class. 
☯ Come to class with the assigned reading completed and questions or notes for discussion, and be 
prepared to discuss the material.   
☯ If I am not in class after 15 minutes, you can assume that something unforeseen came up and we will 
consider the class cancelled.    
� Do not come to class if you are going to be more than 15 minutes late. 
� If a quiz or exam has begun, you may not take the quiz or exam. 
� Do not sleep in this class!!  This is incredibly rude and annoying and I take it personally.  If you need 
to get up, use the restroom and walk around, please do this instead.  Otherwise, I will ask you to leave. 
☯  I expect you to exhibit behavior appropriate for students in a classroom setting (i.e., attentive, alert, 
involved, polite, respectful, etc.) 
� Incompletes are only granted by the Dean of Arts and Sciences 
☯ I don’t mind food or drinks in class, but please don’t make a scene and if you spill it, you clean it up. 
☯  Religious Holidays:  Students have the right to practice the religion of their choice. Each semester 
students should submit in writing to their instructors by the end of the second full week of classes their 
documented religious holiday schedule for the semester. Faculty must permit students who miss work 
for the purpose of religious observance to make up this work. 
� Plagiarism of any sort in this class will result in an automatic “F” and full prosecution under UVM 
policies!  I am absolutely intolerant of any sort of plagiarism.  There are many opportunities to copy work 
off the internet or other places.  There will be opportunities to use the work of other students.  Do not do 
it!  It is easy to catch and I am unforgiving of plagiarism.   
� If a cell phone goes off during class I will confiscate it and repeatedly make hour long calls to my 
friends in Europe and Asia.  Make sure your cell phones are off. 
� Please don’t talk when others are talking, including me.   
� I do not offer extra-credit work .  The only way to improve a weak grade is to work harder! 
� I do not accept late work or offer makeup work, unless there is a legitimate reason for having 
failed to turn in the assignment.  I don’t consider failure to plan ahead a legitimate reason for not turning 
in an assignment; for example, if your printer runs out of ink right before class or your computer crashes 
the night before an assignment is due.  If you feel that you have a legitimate reason for missing an 
assignment, we can always talk it over. You can always email me an assignment. 



� If you are given the opportunity to make up missed assignments, this must be completed as 
soon as possible.  I will not give “indefinite extensions” and it is the student’s responsibility to follow 
through on make up assignments.  
� No computers are allowed in the classroom.  If you have a special need for a computer, feel free to 
discuss this with me. 

Reading Schedule  
 
TBD 

How to do well in this Philosophy Class 

• Do the Readings!!:  Do the assigned reading before class, not afterwards. Not only will this make 
the class discussions much more interesting, but it will help your participation grade. Trying to 
participate without proper preparation is not useful to you or your classmates – and it’s obvious! 

• Bring the text to class: Always bring the book or article we are reading to class so that you can 
refer to the text as we read.  I often read sections aloud or have students do this. This is part of 
proper preparation for and participation in our class. 

• Read Carefully: Philosophy, like most things worth reading, demands close and careful attention to 
the text. Read slowly. Most philosophical texts require several careful readings in order to simply 
grasp the main ideas. You cannot read these the way you might read a light novel, textbook, 
magazine or newspaper. If your eyes are passing over the text without your brain working through 
the ideas, you need to slow down. 

• Think about what you are reading. Develop the habit of thinking, seriously thinking, about what 
you are reading. These are dense, abstract, complicated ideas; sometimes the writing is dense, 
complicated and abstract, sometimes not, but the ideas often are.  In any case, don’t allow yourself to 
get into the habit of reading just to pluck out a few words or concepts; don’t read merely for “the 
main ideas”.  If you do not understand something, read it again, and again, and again.  If you still do 
not understand it, write a note to yourself explaining what you do not understand.  Importantly, 
philosophy is built up from arguments.  If you can identify the main thread of an argument, you will 
be much closer to understanding the reading.  Try to identify conclusions of arguments.  What’s the 
point being made and why?  Try to understand how these points are being supported with reasons 
or evidence.  Try to understand how the author argues for his/her position.  Finally, after we have 
discussed the material, you should review the reading and your own notes to sharpen and solidify 
your own understanding.  Then: Reflect.  Think about what you’re reading, not just while you’re 
reading it, but after.  It sounds simple, but sometimes we forget to reflect on these ideas and 
concepts in an ordinary, everyday way. Try to relate them to everyday situations; try to explain 
them or what they mean to other people (anyone who will listen).  And talk it out in class! Talk to 
each other about what you do and what you don’t understand: ask questions in class, offer 
suggestions, and work it out.  Understanding philosophy is a process.  Remember that it is difficult.  
Do not get frustrated.  Invest the time in the beginning of the course to develop a philosophy 
reading skill and it will pay dividends later.  Reflect on what you have read, wonder about it, 
question it, think about what it means, curse it if you have to, but engage the material. Make it your 
own and it will be easier. 

• Write in your books. Read with a pencil or pen in hand and actively take notes.  I would avoid 
highlighters.  Write reminders and notes in the margins, underline, circle and mark (with stars, 
check marks, etc,) the important points.  Note the steps in the argument and note interesting 
correlations. Write the notes in the margins, which is generally more helpful than underlining or 
highlighting. The physical text in front of you is not sacred, except insofar as it a tree sacrificed so 
you could think about philosophical issues. The ideas in the text are what are important. If you do 
not own the book, make a personal copy and mark that up. 



• Use a dictionary. Get in the habit of looking up unfamiliar words. Do not assume that the meaning 
of a single word is unimportant or that you can glean its meaning from context. An author may use a 
word in a manner other than, even contrary to, its dictionary definition, but a dictionary is the 
logical place to begin if you don’t know what a word means. 

• Write down questions. If reading more slowly and rereading problematic passages still leaves you 
at a loss, mark the troubling passage with a note to your self (like: “huh!?!”) and move on. Sometimes 
the meaning of a difficult passage will become clear from what follows. Barring such illumination, 
you can always discuss your difficulties with your classmates and with me to help discover or 
interpret what a given passage means. 

• Summarize what you have read (in writing). Your comprehension of a text will be greatly 
enhanced if you take the time to summarize, in writing, what you have read. Depending on the 
length and difficulty of the reading, you might summarize each paragraph (with a sentence or two), 
each section (with a paragraph) or each chapter (with several paragraphs). 

• Read Charitably. Although you (or I) may agree or disagree with them, the authors that we are 
reading are all very intelligent. It is extremely unlikely that you will find something in their work 
that is obviously stupid or false. If you find yourself thinking, "That's insane" or "That makes no 
sense at all," chances are that you have failed to understand the argument.  Sometimes, also, very 
clever, good or even profound ideas strike us as ridiculous even when we have understood them, 
simply because they are so far from our ordinary ways of thinking.  Just because it’s strange or 
crazy, doesn’t make it false. And if you can accept this simple truth, so much of what you read will 
fill you with wonder and excitement! 

• Read Critically. Although the previous point suggests that your reading of these authors should be 
charitable, your reading should also be critical.  The authors we read may be wrong.  I may be 
wrong.  Do not be shy about challenging a point that you think demands challenge; just be sure that 
you have understood the point before you challenge it.  

• Remember: Philosophy is hard. It is abstract, conceptual, and often bizarre.  Sometimes it will 
seem pointless and absurd.  This class may seem hard for the same reasons.  Try to be open to 
different ideas and strange possibilities and you may find it easier.  Be prepared for a challenge.  If 
you do the work and follow the outline on the syllabus and reading list, you will do well, but you 
will not do well if you fail to put in the required time and effort.   

• Remember: Philosophy requires courage and honesty.  One common way to respond to the 
issues mentioned in the above paragraph is to run away (intellectually, emotionally, psychologically, 
but even physically).  Don’t do it.  Have the courage to entertain and consider ideas; ideas which may 
conflict with your own and may make you feel uncomfortable or annoyed.  You may get so lost or 
confused that you feel stupid: fight that feeling.  Notice that I did not say that philosophy requires 
intelligence; it does not.  Philosophers have long recognized a difference between intelligence and 
wisdom.  Don’t get discouraged; don’t be afraid.  Have the courage to keep your head open and your 
mind engaged and you will gain something valuable an important.   

• Have a good sense of humor.  Laughing and having fun (even when it’s hard) is good for you and 
me and makes class much better.  So, enjoy yourselves!    


