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Middlebury College NEH Enduring Questions Course Proposal Narrative

WHAT IS THE GOOD LIFE AND HOW DO I LIVE IT?

Introduction Faculty and staff at Middlebury College have begun a new initiative that
focuses attention on the academic experience of sophomores to ensure that they receive
appropriate support when selecting majors and setting a course of study for the second half of
their undergraduate education. A semester long (12 week), full-credit course—centered on the
question, “What is the good life and how do I live it?”—is designed to support this broader
institutional initiative. The funding that we are requesting will enable us to bring faculty together
who rarely have the opportunity to collaborate in course development, provide support for events
that reinforce the academic goals of the course, and ensure that the sophomore initiative is
grounded in rigorous intellectual work. Our goal is to provide a unique intellectual space for
students to engage a question that Aristotle explored over two millennia ago in the Nicomachean
Ethics and that Eva Brann (1979) has argued, in Paradoxes of Education in a Republic, remains
the central inquiry of a liberal arts education.

Intellectual Rationale and Teaching Value There is currently no place in our academic
curriculum where students are able to “pull back the lens” and critique the very assumptions of
the education they are experiencing. Small, residential, liberal arts colleges such as Middlebury
offer students an array of courses and extra-curricular activities from which they may choose—
or not choose—to fill their days. The assumption is that students will make their way through the
thicket of choices in a manner that integrates and reflects the type of critical thinking that they
are developing in individual courses. However, as academic faculty who share particular
responsibilities related to residential student life, it has become increasingly clear to us that while
some students make choices in a reflective manner, many others are instead inclined to collect

the courses required for their respective majors, and engage in college-endorsed, extra-curricular
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Middlebury College Narrative 2

activities, without pausing to ask why they are choosing this activity and not that one.
Furthermore, students are barraged 24/7 with emails, tweets, and text messages that place a
premium on quick reactions rather than slower reflection, thus exacerbating the tendency to keep
mindlessly churning away.

Yet, how can we fault our students for not taking a more thoughtful, integrated approach
to their lives at our residential college if we do not provide the intellectual space in which they
might consider how to do this? If the process of integrating academic and non-academic life lies
at the heart of why it is worth being at a residential liberal arts college, as opposed to staying at
home and taking courses online, why are we as faculty not creating the academic spaces where
students can examine the nature of that integration? We believe that by critically examining the
assumptions that have structured the education they are being offered and asking students to
explore what it means, and how to live a ‘good life,” we might create a course in which students
can think holistically about the choices they are making. To be clear, this is not an effort in
social engineering. We want to create a course that encourages students and faculty to live more
thoughtfully and make choices more deliberately in college, and in life. We welcome students
who might argue that the very question, “What is the good life and how do I live it?” is naive and
narcissistic.

The sophomore year is an ideal time for such a course. By then, students are familiar with
college life, but have not yet made some important academic decisions: In what field should I
major? What do [ want to learn at this institution? During the first year of college, students are
generally focused on mastering the location of dining halls and the college’s academic
expectations. By junior year, students have chosen a major and many are enrolled in programs

abroad. Seniors are focused on their theses, and while an opportunity to think back and reflect
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on one’s experience could be enormously useful, we believe that this course would be most
helpful to sophomores who can still act on what we hope would be their more informed
understanding of the context in which their education is taking place.
Envisioned Course Design Given that this elective course is being designed within the
context of a larger institutional initiative around the sophomore year, enrollment will be limited
to sophomores during the grant period. Classes will meet for 3.5 hours a week, in seminar
format and in distinct sections of 14-16 students. Course readings will draw from a variety of
genres and cultures and reflect the standards of a reading-intensive course at Middlebury.
Assignments will include written essays and significant opportunities for public speaking.
Students will be asked to present short, oral presentations in response to readings as the catalyst
for a class discussion. They will also be asked to facilitate class discussion with carefully
selected passages and thoughtful questions to engage their peers. With the support of grant funds,
we plan on organizing four events each semester in which separately taught sections of the
course would come together: Two invited speakers (prominent scholars such as Professor () (6)
and Professor (b) (6) ) and two film showings such as Iris (the biography of

Iris Murdoch) and The Best of Youth (an Italian film exploring the challenges of choice over the
course of a life). A facilitated discussion will follow each event. At the conclusion of the course,
students will be asked to offer their responses to the course question in both a written essay and a
public presentation open to the larger college community and available online.

We envision that the course will be organized into four units. Unit One (two weeks) will
introduce students to the contested nature of the idea of a liberal arts education. By engaging
essays by Eva Brann, John Dewey, Robert Maynard Hutchins, Gloria Ladsen-Billings, and

Michael Oakeshott students will be exposed to both a vigorous defense and biting critiques of
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this enterprise. In Unit Two (four weeks) students will read a selection of “Eastern” and
“Western” authors who have offered particular responses to the question, “What is the good life?”
We begin with chapter ten of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics as a foundational treatment of the
question. We will then read, “The Sermon on the Mount,” and excerpts from the Torah, the

Book of Job, the Qur’an, the Analects of Confucius, the Ayurveda, and the Bhagavad-Gita. Our
intent is to introduce a range of responses from different cultural traditions. In this unit, students
will also read Voltaire’s Candide, excerpts from Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments, as
well as excerpts from the writings of Max Weber and Rousseau to examine how an individual’s
relationship to the community affects the ability to live a good life. What choices does an
individual really have given our individual circumstances?

In Unit Three (three weeks), we will examine our enduring question through different
disciplinary lenses. The geographer, Robert Fishman, for example, might introduce the question
of scale: What is the good life for a community? Suburbs that were once thought to be an
innovative solution to individual and community happiness are now blamed for fostering
isolation and an over-reliance on the automobile that, in turn, has led to unhealthy lifestyles. The
architect Yi-Fu Tuan might suggest that our question cannot be answered without attending to
the structures that we create and the materials we use to build them. Neuroscience research
suggests that human beings are hardwired to be social beings and members of communities:
Should I even be asking how I can live a good life, if I have not first ensured that you can do so
too? Through this introduction to the kinds of questions that different disciplines ask, we hope
that sophomores will gain a better understanding of what the liberal arts are and, thereby, be

better able to link their own questions to the discipline that best informs their inquiry.
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In the final unit of the course (three weeks), students will read from biographies and
autobiographies of individuals who have consciously sought to live an examined life. For
example: Henry David Thoreau’s Walden; My Life by 1sadora Duncan; My Experiments With
Truth by Mahatma Gandbhi; Ethics for a New Millennium, by the Dalai Lama; The Scientist as
Rebel by Freeman Dyson; Madam Curie: An Autobiography; bell hooks, Where We Stand: Class
Matters. What can we learn from those who have come before us about how to live our own
lives more thoughtfully? Or, are such insights from the past so limited to a particular time and
place that we must treat them solely as the rich stories they are and seek no further counsel from
them? In addition, students will engage online columns and blogs such as those published on the
New York Times website, in which the relationship between education and living the good life is
explored; online forums on the meaning and purpose of a liberal arts education facilitated by the
Chronicle of Higher Education; online transcripts from conferences such as the one that took

place at Lafayette College on the future of the Liberal Arts in April 2012; and Elizabeth

Coleman’s talk in February 2009, at a TED conference, where she vigorously defended the need

for a liberal arts education. Our goal is for students to engage these contemporary debates from a
deepened understanding as a result of their newfound familiarity with a rich variety of thinkers.
By spending time together in small, intense intellectual communities at our residential college,
we also seek to prepare students to thoughtfully engage the ever-growing online community in
which we all live. Finally, to assess the effectiveness of this initiative, we will incorporate
longitudinal assessments that explore the impact of the course on student decision-making.
Course Preparation & Timeline The faculty members developing this course come
from both the Humanities and Social Sciences, have been or are currently Faculty Heads of a

residential ‘Commons,” and collectively represent over 70 years of teaching experience at
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Middlebury College: Patricia Zupan, the Charles A. Dana Professor of Italian; Brett Millier, the
Reginald Cook Professor of American Literature; Deborah Evans, Visiting Assistant Professor of
American Studies; and Jonathan Miller-Lane, Associate Professor of Education. During the
three-year grant period, we expect to offer the course a minimum of twice each semester. Each of
the four faculty members listed above will teach it at least two times during that period.

Plan of Work

* 2012-2013 academic year: Monthly reading seminars among the planning group.

* May 1, 2013: Grant period begins.

*  Summer 2013: Intensive syllabus development.

* 2013-2014 Academic year: Initial course offering.

*  Summer 2014: Follow-up assessment. We consider these meetings after the first year to
be critical: Do student papers, oral presentations, formal course evaluations (college
required) and informal discussions provide evidence that the course helped sophomores
to make more thoughtful academic decisions? Was text selection effective or does
feedback suggest that replacements are in order? The grant support we are seeking will
provide the time and resources to not only develop the first course offering, but to also
reflect and revise as appropriate in subsequent years.

* 2014-2015 Academic year: Second year of course offering.

* June 2015: Review of curriculum and follow-up assessment of the course impact on
student decision-making.

* September 2015: Begin third year of course offering.

* May 2016: End of grant period and ongoing development of course. Does the evidence

suggest keeping the course limited to sophomores or opening it to others?

MCDANT11210RR2 __ Attarhmante_ATT1_.122A_Nlarrativia nAf



Core Reading List

Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. Book One, Chapter Ten. W.D. Ross, trans. The Internet

Classics Archive. Web Atomic and Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1994-2009. Web. 7
Sept 2012. <http://classics.mit.edu/>.

The Bhagavad-Gita: Krishna's Counsel in Time of War. B. Stoler, trans. New York: Quality
Book , 1998.

Blakeslee, S., Blakeslee, M. The Body Has A Mind of Its Own. New York: Random House, 2008.

Brann, E.. Paradoxes of Education in a Republic. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,

1979.

Confucius. The Analects. Trans. R. Dawson. Oxford: Oxford University, 2008.

Curie, E. Madame Curie: A Biography. V. Sheehan, trans. Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 2001.

Sri Punarvasu Atreya. Charaka Samhita. 200 B.C. 4 vols. Sharma, P.V., trans. Varanasi, India:
Chowkhambha Orientalia Publishers, 1981.

The Dalai Lama. Ethics for a New Millenium. New York: Riverhead Press, 1999.

Dewey, J. “The Problem of the Liberal Arts College.” The American Scholar, 13(4) 391-393..

Duncan, I. My Life. 1927. New York: Liveright, 2012.

Dyson, F. The Scientist as Rebel. New York: New York Review Books, 2008.

Fishman, R. Bourgeois Utopias. New Y ork: Basic Books, 1987.

Gandhi, M. The Story of My Experiments with Truth. 1925-28. Mahdev Desai, trans. Erie, PA.:
Beacon Books.

Gazzaniga, M., Ivry, R.B., Mangun, G.R. Cognitive Neuroscience: The Biology of the Mind, 3"
ed. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2008.

Graham, C.L. The Pursuit of Happiness: An Economy of Well-Being. Washington, D.C.: The
Brookings Institution, 2011.

hooks, bell. Where We Stand: Class Matters. New York and London: Routledge, 2000.

Hutchins, R. M. Education for Freedom. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1947.

Ladsen-Billings, G., Tate, W. “Toward a Critical Race Theory of Education.” Teachers College
Record 97(1995): 47-65.

Lessig, L. The Future of Ideas: The Fate of The Commons in A Connected World. New York:
Vintage, 2002.

Oakeshott, M. The Voice of Liberal Learning. Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund, 2001.

The Qu’ran. M.A. Abdel Haleem, ed. New York: Oxford World Classics, 2008.

The Revised English Bible. UK: Oxford and Cambridge University Presses, 1989.

Rousseau, J.J. “Rousseau’s Letter to Voltaire. Aug. 18, 1956.” R. Spang, trans. R. Spang, History
J-300: Enlightenment? Culture and Knowledge in Eighteenth-Century Europe. Indiana
University. Web. Sept. 7, 2012. <www.indiana.edu/~enltnmt/texts/JJrletter.htm]>

Thoreau, H. D. Walden. 1854. Ed. Jeffrey Cramer. New Haven: Yale, 2004.

Smith, A. The Theory of Moral Sentiments. 1756. Part VI. “Of the character of virtue.” Library
of Economics and Liberty. Liberty Fund, 2000. Web. Sept. 7, 2012.
<http://www.econlib.org/library/Smith/smM56.htmI>

Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures. New York: Jewish Publication Society, 1985.

Voltaire. Candide. 1759. T. Cuffe, trans. New York: Penguin Classics, 2009.

Weber, M.. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. 1904-1905. P. Baehr et. al., trans
and ed. New York: Penguin, 2002.

Tuan, Y. F. Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perceptions, Attitudes, and Values. New
York: Columbia University Press, 1990.

MCDANT11210RR2 __ Attarhmante_,ATT2_122R_DRaadinnc nAf



Bibliography

Biography and Autobiography

Bayley, J. Elegy for Iris. New York: Picador, 1999.

Dylan, B. Chronicles. Vol. 1. 2004. Simon and Schuster, 2005.

Dyson, F. Disturbing the Universe. New York: Basic Books, 1981.

Dyson, M. E. Can You Hear Me Now? New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2011.

Greene, Meg. Jane Goodall: A Biography. 2005. Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2008.

Kimball, K. The Dirty Life: A Memoir of Farming, Food & Love. 2010. New York: Scribner, 2011.

Lawrence-Lightfoot, S. I've Known Rivers: Lives of Loss and Liberation. New York: Penguin, 1995.

Malcolm X. The Autobiography of Malcolm X. New York: Penguin, 1965/2010.

Mandela, N. Long Walk to Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela. Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1994.

McCullough, D. John Adams. 2008. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001.

Merton, T. The Seven Storey Mountain. 1948. New York and London: Mariner Books, 1998.

. The Asian Journals. Norfolk, CT: New Directions, 1975.

Nearing, H. Wise Words for the Good Life. White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green, 2008.

Nearing, S. The Good Life: Helen and Scott Nearing’s Sixty Years of Self-Sufficient Living. New
York: Schocken Books, 1990

Film

The Best of Youth (La meglio gioventu). Dir. Marco Tullio Giordano. Perf. Luigi LoCascio, Alessio
Boni, Jasmine Trinca, Sonia Bergamasco, and Maya Sansa. Rai Cinemafiction, 2003

Iris. Dir. Richard Eyre . Perf. Judi Dench, Kate Winslet, and Jim Broadbent. Miramax, 2001.

John Adams. Dir. Tom Hooper. Perf. Paul Giamatti, Laura Linney, and John Dossett, HBO
miniseries, 2008.

Agora. Dir. Alejandro Amendbar. Perf. Rachel Weitz, Max Minghella, Oscar Issac. Focus, 2009.

Gandhi, Dir. Richard Attenborough. Perf. Ben Kingsley, John Gielgud, and Candace Bergen. Ind.,
1982.

Malcolm X. Dir. Spike Lee. Perf. Denzel Washington, Angela Bassett, and Delroy Lindo. Ind,
1992.

I’'m Not There. Dir. Todd Haynes. Perf. Christian Bale, Cate Blanchette, Marcus Carl Franklin,
Richard Gere, Heath Ledger, and Ben Whishaw. Ind., 2007.

Liberal Arts

Chopp, R., et. al. “The Future of the Liberal Arts College in America and its Leadership Role in
Education Around the World.” Conference, Lafayette College, Apr. 9-11, 2012. Web. Sept.
7, 2012. <http://sites.lafayette.edu/liberal-arts-conference/>

Coleman, E. “Liz Coleman’s Call to Reinvent Liberal Arts Education.” TED Ideas Worth Spreading.
TED Confs LLC. Video. Filmed 02/09. Posted 06/09. Web. 9/07/2012.

Emerson, R. W. The American Scholar. 1837. Ralph Waldo Emerson Texts. Jone Johnson Lewis,
ed. 1996-2001. Web. Sept. 7, 2012 <http://www.emersoncentral.com/amscholar.htm>

Guignon, C., The Good Life. Ed. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 2003.

Hooks, b. All About Love: New Visions. New York: Perennial, 2001.

Johnson, M. The Body in the Mind. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996.

Kimball, B. The Liberal Arts Tradition: A Documentary History. Lanham: University Press of
America, 2010.

Levine, D. Powers of the Mind: The Reinvention of Liberal Learning in America. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2006.

CDANT11210RR2 __ Attarhmante_ATT2.122A_RihlinAaranhyv nAf



Lewis, H. R. Excellence Without A Soul: How A Great University Forgot Education. New Y ork:
Public Affairs, 2006.

Menand, L. The Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas in America. New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2001.

. Reform and Resistance in The American University. New York: Norton and Company,
2011.

Newmann, J. C. The Idea of a University. 1891. South Bend: University of Notre Dame

Press, 1990.

Nussbaum, M. Cultivating Humanity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1998.

. Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities. 2010. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2012.

Novels

Calvino, 1. Invisible Cities (Le citta invisibili). 1972. William Weaver, trans. New York: Harcourt,
1974.

Coetzee, J. M. Waiting for the Barbarians. 1980. New York: Penguin, 1982.

Diaz, J. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. New York: Riverhead Books, 2007.

Eugenides, J. Middlesex. New York: Picador, 2007.

Ishiguro, K. Never Let Me Go. New York: Knopf, 2005.

Johnson, C. Oxherding Tale. 1982. New York: Penguin, 1995.

Jones, E. P. The Known World. New York: Amistad, 2003.

Marteal Yann. Life of Pi. New York: Harcourt, 2001.

Robinson, M. L. Housekeeping. 1980. New Y ork: Picador, 2004.

Winterson, J. Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal. New York: Grove Press, 2012.

Social & Natural Sciences

Dewey, J. The Quest for Certainty. New York: Capricorn, 1929.

Goleman, D. Emotional Intelligence, 10" anniversary edition. New York: Bantam Books, 2006.

Gould, S. J. The Mismeasure of Man. New York: Norton, 1996.

Gump, S. E. “Classroom Research in a General Education Course: Exploring Implications through
an Investigation of the Sophomore Slump.” The Journal of General Education 56.2 105-125,
2007.

Hunter, A. S., Tobolowsky, B. F., Gardner, J. N., Evenbeck, S. E., Pattengale, J. A., Schaller, M. A.,
Schreiner, A. A. and Associates Helping Sophomores Succeed: Understanding and
improving the second year experience. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010.

Knox, P. Metroburbia, USA. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2008.

Levinson, B.A., Foley, D.E., Holland, D.C. The Cultural Production of the Educated Person:
Critical Ethnographies of Schooling and Local Practice. Albany, NY: The State university
of New York Press, 1996.

Putnam, R. D. (2001). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New
York: Simon and Schuster, 2001.

Relph, E. C. Place and Placelessness. London: Pion, 1976.

Restak, R.R. The New Brain: How the Modern Age is Rewiring Your Mind. Rodale.com, 2004.

Simmel. G. The Philosophy of Money. 1900. T. Bottomore and D. Frisby, trans. London and New
York: Routledge, 2004.

Tuan, Yi-Fu. Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. Minneapolis: The University of
Minnesota Press, 1977.

CDANT11210RR2 __ Attarhmante_ATT2.122A_RihlinAaranhyv nAf





