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A note:  The syllabus I have sketched out below is intended to serve as a blueprint for my own 
institution’s  (Hiram College, in northeast Ohio) First-Year Colloquium, which students take during 
their first semester in college.  From Hiram’s College Catalog, the course description is below.    
 

FRCL 10101: FIRST-YEAR COLLOQUIUM (FRCL) 
 
The Colloquium provides an exposure to college-level intellectual inquiry and the liberal arts 
through an engagement with interesting and important ideas.  Each course is centered on some 
idea or series of ideas fundamental to understanding and living.  Through the careful and 
considerate examination of the course topic, the student will learn that ideas have complexity 
and generality, that knowledge is interdisciplinary in nature, that much goes into understanding 
something well, that histories and traditions of systematic inquiry can guide (and obscure) insight 
and understanding, and that ideas inform various spheres of students' own lives—the personal, 
the vocational, and the public.  Students in the FRCL are required to complete assigned 
readings, give at least one presentation, participate in class discussion, and to write two 3-5 
page short essays and one 5-page essay with research. 
 

There are typically about two dozen different instantiations of the First-Year Colloquium in a given fall 
semester (with diverse themes and titles like:  Elements of the Kitchen, Music in a Changing World; 
Pros and Cons of Immortality, Anarchy, and the Colloquium I recently taught: What is a Life Well-
Lived?)  However, the basic plan contained in this syllabus could also serve a number of other general 
courses to be found in institutions of higher education, including Ethics, Interdisciplinary Studies, and 
Special Topics courses across the curriculum.   
 
The only teacher qualifications necessary are wide ranging curiosity, a capacity for integrative thought, 
and a willingness to explore these and related readings in advance to prime one’s thinking about the 
connections among these topics and the many diverse writings about them.   
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Mind, Morality, and the Human Condition 
First Year Colloquium 

 

 
Matthias Weinberger, “Quantum Entanglement”  

https://www.flickr.com/photos/51035610542@N01/58525360/in/photostream/ 
 
Course Description     Where do mind and morality meet?  For as far back as we can see into human 
history, questions and beliefs about what constitutes right and wrong, good and bad, and proper ethical 
conduct in society have preoccupied people, and still do.  While it is tremendously satisfying (and great 
fun) to contemplate the role of the divine in human morality, the conversation is not restricted to this 
mysterious realm alone.   A confluence of physical, biological, and social phenomena over long periods 
of time produced human beings—social organisms who are inherently dependent on one another for 
survival, learning, and overall becoming.  Human ethics stem from this basic facet of our nature, and 
morality can be fruitfully explored via scientific knowledge about the processes underlying it and 
relevant expressions of wisdom in existing religious, philosophical, and literary texts.  Drawing on these 
and our capacity for critical reason, we can more clearly grasp the most fundamental of human 
conditions:  interdependence.  Through the phenomenon of interdependence, we will examine the 
intersection of mind and morality and gain insights into how to create the circumstances that lead to 
more ethical societies and lives. 

College-Wide Objectives for ALL Colloquia:  (From the Hiram College Catalog)  The Colloquium 
does not merely tell students about ideas. Rather, students are challenged to be actively engaged in 
thinking their way into the ideas and traditions, and students are guided in developing their abilities at 
reasoned critical reflection about those ideas and traditions. Through the examination of the content of 
the Colloquium course, students will be challenged to develop their: 

1. Ability to read and interpret important material 
2. Ability to think critically 
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3. Ability to write: students will write to learn 
4. Ability to communicate orally: students will speak, participate in discussion, and present ideas 
5. Ability to identify, evaluate, and use information appropriate for scholarly research 
6. Ability to take advantage of the curricular and co-curricular opportunities at Hiram College 

Objectives for THIS particular course:  As a result of their active participation in Mind, 
Morality, and the Human Condition, students will be able to: 

1. Understand the origins of human sociality and universal human needs 

2. Explain the traits of the human brain which give rise to the distinctively human mind 
3. Appreciate the biophysical conditions on which we depend for survival, health, and quality of 

life 
4. Reason through the implications of all of the above for human social life and for discerning the 

general ethicality and morality of particular human activities 
5. Examine current patterns of  social interdependence and their socio-environmental impacts, 

and imagine modifications to them that would create more ethical societies and lives 

Resources 

All of the assigned readings for the course will come from a reading packet containing a variety of 
excerpts, articles, and essays.  Most weeks, a brief online essay (on the general the theme of mind and 
morality from http://www.humansandnature.org/mind-and-morality--where-do-they-meet--
question-14.php) will frame our approach to, and discussion of, the other assigned reading.  

Approximate Course Schedule 

The course is divided into general themes.  Under each theme is a set of readings, as well as a note (in 
italics) about the overall purpose of and particular objectives for the readings selected.   

Please note: 1) The readings listed here represent only one example of many possible 
combinations.  2) At Hiram, semesters are divided into a 12-week session and a 3-week 
intensive session; this course is intended to fit into the 12-week session, but its basic design 
can be modified to fit any schedule.   

-------------------------- 

 

WHAT IS MORALITY AND WHERE DOES IT LIVE? 
Week 1 

 Excerpts from scriptures and other writings about ethics and right livelihood in the major 
religious traditions (from, for example, the Hindu Upanishads, on the Buddhist 8-fold path, the 
Judeo-Christian Decalogue, on the Christian Golden Rule and other teachings of Jesus, and the 
“Al-Israa" ("The Night Journey") verses in the Koran).   
 

 Excerpts from classic western treatments of ethics (e.g., Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and 
Hume’s A Treatise on Human Nature) 
 

 Nicolas Baumard  “Morality Is in Our Brain, in Our Genes, and Even in the Structure of the 
Universe” 

http://www.humansandnature.org/mind-and-morality--where-do-they-meet--question-14.php
http://www.humansandnature.org/mind-and-morality--where-do-they-meet--question-14.php
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These readings provide an initial way into examining differences among the world’s most prominent 
ethical systems and common ground among them, as well as more secular and critical analyses of 
ethics and their origins.  This is also an opportunity to introduce students to the notion of the particular 
and the universal—especially regarding specific rules and cultures, and their functionality in certain 
places and times, against the backdrop of identifiable general moral precepts. 

 
Week 2 

 Gary Marcus   “Copernicus’ Revenge” 67-87 in The Birth of the Mind 
 

 V. S. Ramachandran  “Mirror Neurons and Imitation Learning as the Driving Force Behind ‘The 
Great Leap Forward’ in Human Evolution” from The Third Culture/edge.org 
 

 Norman Doidge “More Than the Sum of Her Parts” and “The Culturally Modified Brain” 258-
311 in The Brain That Changes Itself 

In providing a glimpse into contemporary knowledge about how the human brain works, the 
mechanisms of empathy, and the brain’s inherently dynamic nature, students will gain new insights 
into how an empirical view of our brains does NOT imply that they are in any way fixed or 
determined.  In fact, it reveals the opposite!  Scientific knowledge about the brain sheds light on the 
bases of its (and our) changeability and on the interdependent nature of human development.  (In 
order to better appreciate this insight, we follow it with an examination of the longstanding tension 
between the ideas of reduction vs. holism, or analysis vs. synthesis.) 

 
REDUCTIONISM/HOLISM, ANALYSIS/SYNTHESIS 

 
Week 3 

 Hester Oberman “The Matter of the Moral Mind”    
 

 John Monterosso and Barry Schwartz   “Did Your Brain Make You Do It?” NYT JULY 27, 2012  
 

 E.O. Wilson “Ethics and Religion” 260-290 in Consilience 

With these readings we prompt thinking and open discussion about notions of dualism, the mind as 
“merely” matter, free will versus determinism, and the continued mysteries of consciousness and 
morality—but we do so with reference to modern science.  The Wilson reading takes us through the 
basic arguments for a reductionist and empirical take on human morality. 
 
 
Week 4 

 Stephen Jay Gould “The Ultimate Inadequacy of Reduction in the Sciences” 216-232 and 241-
246 in The Hedgehog, the Fox, and the Magister’s Pox 
 

 Jan Smuts “The Reform of Fundamental Concepts” 1-21 and “General Concept of Holism” 85-
117 in Holism and Evolution 
 

 Arthur Zajonc  “Love as Ethical Insight” 

Gould’s reading takes us through a rebuttal of reductionism in general and an argument about why, 
despite its value for understanding the origins of ethics and the anthropology of morals, a reductionist 
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approach can’t tell us anything about the morality of morals or how we ought to live.  For that, we 
need a different, more holistic, perspective.  Smuts helps us understand the enduring need for synthesis 
and holism to supplement the prominent reductionist and analytical approach, and what such an 
approach means. Zajonc gives us a highly accessible way to think about the contemporary and 
personal relevance of all this.  He argues that morality, ethics, and love cannot be reduced to biological 
and physical phenomena alone, and that we need to examine these things at a higher level of synthesis: 
from human experience.  It is in understanding ourselves as empathic beings that we can gain insights 
into the freedom we have over our actions. 
 

Essay 1: Is Your Mind Free to be Moral? 
With reference to the readings and class discussions, summarize the basic arguments for an 
“empiricist” view of the mind and a “holistic” view of the mind, highlighting their main 
differences and any similarities you identify.  Then, based on the themes and readings we’ve 
covered so far, devise your own argument about the extent to which we are “free” to think and 
act in moral ways and what “freedom” in this sense means.  Support your argument with 
evidence from the texts. 

 
 

BECOMING HUMAN 
Week 5 

 Doug Massey “Foraging as a Way of Life” 23-58 in Strangers in a Strange Land 
 

 Doug Massey “Human Nature and Social Organization” 59-99 in Strangers in a Strange Land 

This overview of human evolution (in terms of physiology, the brain, and social organization), and 
what that has meant for human social life along the way and still, provides a wonderful empirical 
basis for understanding universal human needs and our inherently emotional nature.   In this way, 
students can get beyond the rudimentary assumptions of total relativism and gain solid footing for 
appreciating our shared and enduring humanity underneath all those layers of dazzling diversity.  
This is key for grasping not only the possibility of a real basis for human morality, but also for 
establishing criteria to help us discern ethicality when we see it. 

 
THE HUMAN CONDITION: INTERDEPENDENCE 

Week 6 

 Brief and fun excerpts about interdependence at the physical level (e.g., quantum entanglement, 
actions and reactions, chemistry) 
 

 Daniel Siegel  “Mind, Brain, and Relationships” 1-45 in The Developing Mind  
 

 V. S. Ramachandran TED talk video “The Neurons that Shaped Civilization” 

By looking at entanglement at the physical level, the inherent interdependence of humans at the levels 
of their brains and minds, and the fact (from Ramachandran’s video) that humans are literally 
connected to each other all the time—despite the illusory boundary that our skin provides—via the 
ongoing outreach of our empathic tendencies, we gain solid footing for grasping interdependence as 
the inescapable condition of humanity. 
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Week 7 

 Norbert Elias  “Universal Features of Human Society” 104-133 in What is Sociology? 
 

 Norbert Elias  The Society of Individuals 3-33 

Equipped with a basic understanding of interdependence at multiple levels, we now explore what that 
means at a social level.  To do this, we have to get away from the conventional but inadequate concepts 
of “individual” opposed to “society.”  Elias’ readings give us new ways of thinking about humans as 
inherently relational and processual beings, and societies as dynamic patterns of bonds of 
interdependence. 

 
Week 8   

 Debbie Kasper  “Second Nature” (on the concept of habitus—the society-specific “second nature” 
people develop living within particular configurations of social relations) Chapter from 
Synthesis: A Theoretical Framework for Understanding, Studying, and Guiding Socio-
Environmental Processes and Social Change (in process)  
 

 Debbie Kasper “The Human Address”  (on the concept of figurations—patterns of relations of 
interdependence—and on how they are at the heart of many of many of our most pressing social 
and environmental problems) Chapter from Synthesis: A Theoretical Framework for 
Understanding, Studying, and Guiding Socio-Environmental Processes and Social Change (in 
process)  
 

 Joan Halifax “Reflections on the Entanglement of Principled Compassion, Morality, and Mind” 
 

 Excerpts from readings and/or websites on complex global supply chains for common goods 

Synthesizing the best of existing work on these topics, the first two readings introduce students to new 
ways of thinking and talking about ourselves as humans (via the alternative concepts of habitus and 
figurations).  Habitus refers to the continually open and changeable “second nature” people develop 
within particular social and environmental conditions; the concept of figurations refers to the social 
conditions themselves, the dynamic patterns of bonds of functional interdependence within which 
humans are necessarily embedded.  These concepts are brought to life with real world examples, and 
students explore them further through the examination of the supply chains (as one form of 
interdependent bonds) that bring various goods or services to them.  The idea is to make visible the 
complex and far-reaching chains that connect us to others around the world today—connections 
which are typically invisible to us, but which have profound impacts on other people and the world.  
In order to examine the ethical nature of these impacts, we need to first “see” the linkages and trace 
them backwards and forwards through space and time. 

Essay 2:  Know Thyself  

With reference to what you have learned about the interdependent nature of how our brains and 
minds develop, about universal human needs, and about how we form (and are shaped by) 
particular patterns of interdependent bonds to meet those needs, summarize—in your own 
words—what it means to be a human person.  Then contrast this with the dominant 
understanding in American society of what it means to be “an individual.”  What are the social 
consequences of this latter notion of human individuality?  Offer specific examples to 
demonstrate. 
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Week 9 

 Excerpts from ecology readings (conveying our interdependence with ecosystems)  
 

 Paul Crutzen and Christian Schwägerl “Living in the Anthropocene: Toward a New Global 
Ethos” from Environment360.yale.edu 
  

 Elizabeth Kolbert   “The Thing With Feathers”  259-271 in The Sixth Extinction  
 

 Kathleen Dean Moore   Excerpts from  Moral Ground: Ethical Action for a Planet in Peril 

Zooming out even further, we now attend to our interdependence at the ecological level and the socio-
environmental impacts of our figurations—as well as the kinds of propensities and “normal” everyday 
life that we develop while developing within them.  Knowledge of universal human needs (both 
physical and emotional) provide the beginnings of some criteria for discerning the ethicality of certain 
human systems, activities, and outcomes.   

 
Week 10 

 Aldo Leopold   “The Land Ethic” 201-226 in A Sand County Almanac   
 

 Jennifer Jacquet “We Are Not Not Evolved to Respond to Climate Change” 

These readings focus our attention on the changeability of human ethics and morals.  Leopold offers 
examples to demonstrate the “evolutionary” nature of ethical systems and the need to direct their 
development in ways that broaden our sense of community to include “the land” (waters, soils, plants, 
and animals), as we have done in the past with other human groups.  Jacquet extends this logic, 
focusing on the absence of limitations to what we can care about and what problems we can solve.  
Rather than wondering which problems we are “built” to solve, she encourages us to ask what 
problems we need to solve, and then to get to work.  

 
MAKING CHANGE 

Week 11   

 Frances Moore Lappé  “Growing Up as a Species: Accepting the Worst, Realizing the Best” 
 

 Sharon Salzberg  “Self and Other: A Brief Manual for Training Compassion” 
 

 Jon Kabat-Zinn   Excerpts from Coming to Our Senses  (including lots of poetry) 
 
This section focuses on the idea that we can realize our best selves and “train” compassion  in 
people by training our attention.  Being oblivious renders us unable to see our 
interdependence, and awareness of that is what rouses compassion and our ability to care 
about ourselves and others without feeling depleted or overcome by whatever suffering we 
encounter.  Overall, it leads us toward the possibility of making informed and intentional 
change. 
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Week 12  

 H. H. Dalai Lama  “Our Common Humanity” 21-30 and “Ethical Mindfulness in Everyday Life” 
103-112 in  Beyond Religion: Ethics for a Whole World 
 

 Exploration of student-selected examples of social change and how the modification of human 
relationships were at the heart of them 
 

 Work on Presentation and Essay 3  

In this concluding segment, we review and reinforce our understanding of human interdependence 
(at multiple levels) and what that means for mind, morality, and optimal ways of organizing social 
life.  Students identify real examples of ethical social changes with an eye toward the re-arrangement 
of human relations, the effects of that on the development of people within those new configurations—
how they see the world, think, and act—and far-reaching, long-term impacts on other people and the 
world.   

Essay 3: Connect the Dots 

Based on class readings and discussions, devise a list of key criteria for determining whether a 
given activity is ethical or not (considering its projected impacts on multiple interrelated levels—
the development of individual persons, on social organization, and on the environment). Explain 
and justify your criteria.    

Then, pick a particular object, one that is commonly seen/used in the contemporary society you 
live in.  With careful research, you will trace that object back to its material origins and forward 
to its eventual fate (e.g., disposal, degradation), identifying as many linkages to other people and 
processes along the way as you can.  In doing so, you will create a map, of sorts, that will allow 
you to better see its socio-environmental impacts across spacetime.  Identify some of the impacts 
you deem most important and use the criteria you’ve established to determine their 
ethicality/morality (in either direction).  Discuss.   

Based on these initial observations, conclude with a few recommendations about ways to modify 
our social relations of interdependence (i.e., cutting, adding, re-arranging) to minimize 
unethical conditions and maximize the social conditions which lend themselves to more ethical 
people and practices.   

 

Presentation:  Making Other Arrangements 
 
In this 10 minute presentation, you will concisely summarize your findings and suggestions from 
Essay 3, using graphic representations to convey them.  Follow this with specific 
recommendations—informed especially by the last two weeks of readings and discussion—for 
how to cultivate the kind of awareness that promotes ethicality.  Your specific recommendations 
must address two levels: what individuals can do on their own and ways that this institution 
could more systematically foster and develop this kind of awareness in its students.  Your ideas 
should be appropriate for the particular context of Hiram College.  Students with the most well-
supported, viable, and promising recommendations will have an opportunity to present their 
work to the President, her Cabinet, and select members of the Board of Trustees. 
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Assessment 

In addition to in-class exercises and class discussion, formal assignments will serve as a means of 
assessing the degree to which course objectives are achieved.  Particular associations between 
assignments and objectives are indicated below.   

Please note: the achievement of general Colloquium objectives is also assessed through these 
assignments and through a variety of other means in class. 

Essay 1   Is Your Mind Free to Be Moral? — Objective 2 

Essay 2   Know Thyself — Objectives 1, 3 

Essay 3   Connecting the Dots — Objective 4 

Presentation    Making Other Arrangements — Objective 4 


