Course: Risk and the Good Life

Description: A course on philosophical issues associated with several contemporary concepts of risk and value, and their intellectual and historical antecedents.  Approaches to be studied include risk analysis and assessment, theories of risk perception, cultural studies of risk, economic metrics of value, cognitive research on constructive aspects of human choice, and normative decision theories. The course is intended for students with overlapping interests in philosophy, decision-making, risk, and the environment.  Course ideas will be illustrated and examined using particular risks of interest such as ecological protection and valuation, AIDS, pesticides, nuclear waste, climate change, electromagnetic field exposure, etc. The course is analogous in design to a philosophy of science course combining philosophical and methodological analysis with case study materials.  

Students are invited throughout the course to challenge or defend that:

· Modern conceptions of risk provide similar or identical epistemological, cultural, social, and political functions as “classic” conceptions of pollution and danger.

· Contemporary debates on the multiplicity of human values, and means for making them operative in public choice, recapitulate classical debates on practical reason and conceptions of goodness or value.

· Contemporary discourse on risk and/or values needs to be, and can be, significantly improved by pursuing approaches discussed in the course.

A book list follows. Only selections from the books and longer pieces listed will be assigned and read in common, but students will be encouraged to develop their own pathways through the course and pursue them in depth.  Shorter complete articles will often be provided to substitute for many of the books, often from the edited anthologies below. 

An Ancient Confrontation about Knowledge and Value

Plato, Republic; Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics; M. Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy. 

Risk, Pollution, and Danger

T. Glickman and M. Gough (eds.), Readings in Risk;  M. Douglas, Purity and Danger;  B. Wilson (ed.) Rationality; P. Rabinow and W. Sullivan (eds.), Interpretive Social Science; Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky (eds.), Judgment Under Uncertainty; National Research Council, Understanding Risk; S. Functowicz and J. Ravetz, Uncertainty and Quality in Science for Policy; S. Jasanoff, The Fifth Branch; I. Hacking, The Taming of Chance; H. Trevor-Roper, The European Witch-Craze of the 16th and 17th Centuries; D. DeLillo, White Noise. 

The Good Life

A. MacIntyre, After Virtue;  M. Nussbaum and A. Sen (eds.), The Quality of Life; A. Sen, “Rational Fools”; P. Howard, The Death of Common Sense; R. Keeney, Value-Focused Thinking; B. Fischhoff, “Value Elicitation: Is There Anything in There?”; M. Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to Be Good”; United Nations, Human Development Report 1996; L. Katz, Ill Gotten Gains; E. Zajac, Political Economy of Fairness. 

