An Introduction to Philosophy: Risk and the Good Life
Overview: This course introduces philosophy through the ideas of risk, value, and choice. Simple basics of risk analysis, risk perception, and risk culture are introduced and illustrated by risks such as climate change, AIDS, and various pollutions. Selected philosophical problems are then explained through our ways of coping with a dangerous and uncertain world. These philosophical ideas include dealing with: cause and effect; uncertain knowledge; defining human values; measuring values; experts; the role of science in society; the role of judgment in human affairs. Readings include mainstream risk articles from the last ten years or so; philosophical selections range from Plato and Aristotle to 20th century philosophers including Karl Popper and Richard Rorty. This is a course for those who: don’t care about disciplinary boundaries; want some useful tools for dealing with environmental or other public policy controversies; and want to quickly get a handle on some basic philosophical concepts that matter in our lives. 

Texts: T. Glickman and M. Gough (eds.), Readings in Risk (RR); R. Cavalier, Plato for Beginners; other philosophy and risk selections. Recommended: L. Menand, The Metaphysical Club; R. Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope. 

	Lectures
	Topics
	Readings (mostly selections or articles; some recommended only)

	PART I: Course Introduction

	1-2
	Who am I? Who are you? Introductions.
What is philosophy? What’s it good for? How do you learn it? Doing versus study. Some big shots from the past. Some useful philosophical ideas. Why Plato? Philosophical vocabulary. Philosophy in America today. Why a course about risk and values is philosophy. 
Course plan and expectations. 
	Plato for Beginners

	PART II: Danger and Uncertainty

	3-4
	What is risk? Listing risks. Plato complains that lists are not knowledge. Homer and the Greek world before Plato. Plato turns mathematics into philosophy. Does philosophy need a method? The story of Ludwig Wittgenstein. 
	Theaetetus 
RR 

	5-6
	A definition of risk: adverse consequences under uncertainty. Examples using our list. The ideas of uncertain knowledge and value. Uncertain knowledge not what Plato wanted. Many values or one? Plato’s theory of Forms in Republic. Plato and elitism. The idea of an open society. 
Where we are headed: risk is a tool. 
	Popper on error and science, and open vs. closed societies. 

	7-8
	Cause and effect in risk: source(transport( exposure (consequence. Examples from human health, safety and the environment. Population and individual risk. Can anything be a danger? “The first law of toxicology.” Relational thinking. Causality and superstition. Manias and phantom risks. Risk in ancient Greece. 
	RR 
Dewey on relational thinking

	9-10
	Is Plato satisfied? What are probabilities? Quantifying the uncertainty in risk. Examples: carcinogen risk, earthquake likelihoods, accident rates, etc. 
	RR

	11
	Two challenges to risk analysis. 
1. How is causality demonstrated? What is a cause? Examples of smoking and advertising. 
2. Is uncertainty always the same as probability? Example of climate change, other risks not handled well by probability. How probability arose in history. “Taming chance.” The role of science in society. T. Kuhn et al and contemporary philosophy. 
	Hume on causality.
Hacking on statistics
Kuhn or similar on science. 

	12-13
	Another approach: Risk perception. “All risk is perceived risk.” Perception versus reality? The role of experts in society. Improving our ideas about danger. Superstition revisited. 
	RR, Theaetetus

	14
	The last approach: risk culture. Risk and blame. What is a scapegoat? Socrates. Examples of AIDS, voodoo; Don DeLillo’s White Noise. Post-normal science. Mary Douglas: Purity and Danger. 
	Social Theories of Risk; White Noise

	15
	Review: risk is a tool for coping with danger and uncertainty. 
Rules for risk radicals. 
	L. Menand, The Metaphysical Club; Rorty 

	PART III: Values and the Good Life

	16-17
	Introduction: Thinking about values and choice. Examples from our lives. What are values? Are they many or one? Plato in the Republic. Stakeholders and tradeoffs. Nietzsche on value. 
	

	18-19
	Values-focused thinking. Aristotle’s reaction against Plato. What is practical reason? Are values found in nature? Darwin on progress. How to derive ought from is. Can virtues be taught? 
	R. Keeney on values; M. Nussbaum on Aristotle;
Aristotle on Plato. 

	20-21
	Measuring value. 
Examples of ecological quality, human morbidity and mortality, quality of life. Constructed measures. United Nations development reports. Amartya Sen on capabilities. The concept of utility. Bentham and Mill. Utility versus consequences. Can measures of value be separated from personal choices?

Bounded rationality. The limits of measurement. Aristotle on measurement. Idealized comparisons. Proxies and negotiation. The role of judgment in human affairs. The views of Oliver Wendell Holmes. 
	U.N. Development reports; 
2002 development report on Saudi Arabia. 

Metaphysical Club 
Gigerenzer on heuristics

	22
	Rights versus consequences. Harder choices: abortion, capital punishment, war, bioengineering, assisted suicide; personal freedoms and civil liberties. Aristotle on justice. Environmental justice. Political economy of fairness. MacIntyre’s views. 
	A. MacIntyre, After Virtue

	23
	Review: Understanding values. The role of process. 
	

	24-26.
	Time allocated for discussion, exams, videos, guests, workgroups. 
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