
PHIL 151: Philosophical Dimensions of Personal Decisions 

The Philosophy of Friendship 

 

 

 

Instructor: Adam Waggoner (he/him/his)   Contact: adamaw@umich.edu 

Class Meetings: Tues. & Thurs., 2-4pm, Angell G127 Office Hours: Thursday, 11am-1pm, Angell 1156  

 

Course Description 

Our friends are at the center of many of our most difficult personal decisions. We often face difficult decisions 

about our friends; we often make difficult decisions with our friends. In this course, we will focus on 

philosophical dimensions of friendship like the following: What is friendship, and why is it valuable? Should 

we be biased toward our friends? If so, how? How should friendship intersect with politics? Students will learn 

to critically engage with philosophical arguments and ideas, to construct and defend their own arguments 

(verbally and in writing), and to reflect on the significance of these topics in their own lives. 

 

To pursue these questions, we will draw from the history of philosophy, contemporary philosophy, discussions 

of friendship in popular media, and insights we have gathered in our own experiences of friendship. 

 

Course Goals 

In this course, you will 

1) explore, articulate, and critically evaluate your own views on friendship 

2) integrate philosophical ideas to your experiences of friendship and draw on experiences of friendship to 

make philosophical progress 

3) develop further understanding of some historical and contemporary views on friendship 

You will also develop and improve the following general skills: 

4) noticing puzzling phenomena in everyday personal decisions and relationships 

5) charitably interpreting, summarizing, and collaboratively discussing others’ views 

6) effectively communicating complex ideas in writing 

 

Course Materials 

All readings will be available on Canvas. 

 

Assignments 

Friendship Survey  (3%): The friendship survey aims to understand your views on friendship before taking 

this course. It’s designed to get your initial reaction without requiring any research or time spent polishing 

the answers. The survey is graded based entirely on completion, so everyone who submits it will receive full 

credit. The survey is due before class on Tuesday, May 2, but there will be a 24-hour grace period. 

 

Participation (12%): This course is heavily discussion-based. Your contributions are a key part—they make 

the course more interesting, fun, and help others develop collaborative philosophical skills. The participation 

grade is designed to recognize your contributions to our course community. There are various ways to 

contribute: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdMreWgvndmiIkVHXEqOgKrntRCM_gRVX3ZQTAvSZlu8PDcHA/viewform


❖ large-group discussion (e.g. by raising questions, providing examples, asking for a definition or 

clarification, summarizing what’s been discussed, or any of these examples) 

❖ small-group discussions (e.g. any of the above examples, facilitating, drawing others into the 

conversation, bringing insights from small-groups to the large-group) 

❖ coming to class prepared (e.g. doing the readings, coming with questions) 

❖ sharing resources and insights outside of class time (e.g. sharing discussions of friendship in 

popular media on Canvas or in office hours, raising helpful questions and offering feedback about 

the course) 

Note: The quality of your participation (respectful, considerate, thoughtful, engaged with the readings and other people 

in the course) is more important than the quantity. 

There will be a brief midterm (due 5/21) and final (due 6/21) self-assessment of your participation. The 

purpose of these assessments is (a) to prompt reflection on your own participation in the course and (b) to 

help me understand how you have contributed to the course. I will have final say on the participation grade, 

but the grade will be heavily informed by your self-assessments. See the Assignments tab on Canvas for the 

participation rubric and self-assessments. 

In-Class Activities (10%, 2% each): These activities, due at the end of class, are responses to in-class prompts 

designed to promote small-group and large-group discussions. There will be seven opportunities, with dates 

marked on Canvas, to submit an in-class activity. Guidelines, including assessment, will be posted on Canvas 

and discussed in class. 

 

Reading Responses (10% 2% each): Reading responses are designed to get your input on what we discuss in 

class, so they are due by 12pm on day the reading will be discussed. There will be five opportunities to 

submit reading responses, with dates marked on Canvas, to submit a reading response. Guidelines, 

including assessment, will be posted on Canvas and discussed in class. 

 

Writing Skills Assignment #1 (17.5%): This assignment is designed to develop skills of summarizing and 

explaining other views. The assignment will focus on Week 2’s article “Friendship and the Self” and will be 

due by 11:59pm, 5/13. More details will be posted on Canvas and discussed in class. 

 

Writing Skills Assignment #2 (17.5%): This assignment is designed to develop skills of posing objections to 

other views. The assignment will focus on Week 4’s article “Friendship and Belief” and will be due by 

11:59pm, 5/28. More details will be posted on Canvas and discussed in class. 

 

Final Project (30%): The final project has three steps: (i) an outline of your idea for the project (5%, due by 

11:59pm, 6/5); (ii) a flash talk (5%, presented in class week 7); (iii) a final paper (20%, due by 11:59pm, 6/23). 

The topic will focus on some element of friendship you have changed your mind about over the course. More 

details will be posted on Canvas and discussed in class. 

 

Grading 

A+: [99-100]  B+: [87, 90)  C+: [77, 80)  D+: [67, 70)  F: [0, 60) 

A: [94, 99)   B: [83, 87)  C: [73, 77)  D: [63, 67) 

A-: [90, 94)  B-: [80, 83)  C-: [70, 77)  D-: [60, 63) 

 

https://obailey.weebly.com/uploads/1/0/5/6/105611057/but_how_do_i_participate_.pdf


 

 

Extensions 

The friendship survey, participation reflections, and writing skills assignments all have a 24-hour grace period. 

If you need additional time, please reach out to me. There will not be extensions for the in-class activities or 

reading responses, but you can miss two in-class activities and one reading response and still receive full credit. 

The final project is due as late as I can push it back, so there will be no extensions on this assignment. 

 

Communication 

All class announcements will be made over Canvas, so please be sure your settings are adjusted to receive 

notifications. The best way to contact me is by email, and I’ll aim to respond within 24 hours during weekdays 

(I’m generally off email on weekends). If you haven’t heard back from me within 24 hours, please feel free to 

follow up. You are welcome to request a meeting time outside of normal office hours. 

 

Accommodations 

If you are experiencing or anticipating disability-related barriers to the course, please let me know at your 

earliest convenience and contact Services for Students with Disabilities. I am happy to adjust things wherever 

possible to ensure that the course is accessible to all students. 

 

Academic Integrity 

Plagiarism is representing someone else’s ideas or words as your own without proper acknowledgement or 

citation. It is a serious form of academic misconduct. You are responsible for making sure none of your work is 

plagiarized. Using the ideas or organization of a source without citing – even if you change the words – also 

counts as plagiarism. Be sure to cite work that you use, both direct quotations and paraphrased ideas.  

 

Technology in Class 

Laptops are permitted if you are using them to access readings or take notes. Please be mindful how using 

technology for non-class related purposes impacts not only your learning experience, but also those around you. 

 

Course Schedule 

 

**This is a tentative schedule and may be adjusted as we go to meet the needs of the course.** 

 

Date Readings (to complete before class) Deadlines 

Tuesday 

5/2 

None—Introduction to the Course Due Tuesday before class: Friendship 

Survey 

Thursday 

5/4 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics Book VIII (selections)  

Tuesday 

5/9 

Cocking & Kennett, “Friendship and the Self”  

Thursday 

5/11 

Tsai, “Vulnerability in Intimate Relationships” Due Sunday at 11:59pm: Writing Skills 

Assignment #1 

Tuesday 

5/16 

Wolf, “Moral Saints” 

 

 

https://ssd.umich.edu/


Optional: Reread Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics Book VIII 

on Virtuous Friendship 

Thursday 

5/18 

Yao, “Grace and Alienation” Due Sunday at 11:59pm: Participation 

Reflection#1 

Tuesday 

5/23 

Keller, “Friendship and Belief”  

Thursday 

5/25 

None—Writing Workshop Due Sunday at 11:59pm: Writing Skills 

Assignment #2 

Tuesday 

5/30 

Christ and Kauff, “Intergroup Contact Theory”  

Thursday 

6/1 

Schwarzenbach, “Civic Friendship”  

Tuesday 

6/6 

Nguyen, “How Twitter Gamifies Communication” Due Wednesday at 11:59pm: Final 

Project Outline 

Thursday 

6/8 

Bae Brandtzaeg et. al, “My AI Friend”  

Tuesday 

6/13 

None—Flash Talks Presentations  

Thursday 

6/15 

None—Flash Talk Presentation Due Sunday at 11:59pm: Participation 

Reflection #2 

  Due Friday, 6/23 at 11:59pm: Final 

Project 

 

 


