
 
 

Course Title: Ancient Greek Philosophies of Happiness 
Course Code: GREA PHAN 341 
Subject: Philosophy 
Credits: 3 
Semester/Term: ☒ Semester  

☐ J-Term  
☐ Summer  

  
Course Description: Everyone wishes to be happy, but all too often people live miserable lives filled with 

desires and choices that they come to regret. For the Greeks, happiness is not 
“what happens to you” and it is definitely not a feeling.  Among their epic and 
archaic poets, we find the view that the pains and misery that people suffer are 
often the result of their flawed character. To this, Greek philosophy posed the 
question: are such flaws avoidable? Is happiness attainable as a personal and as a 
collective pursuit? In their queries they peered into human psychology. They 
explored the spiritual possibilities of the erotic as well as love’s potential for 
dragging persons down into a moral abyss. They tried to understand why and how 
we unknowingly become addicted to habits that subvert our happiness. They 
examined common-day problems such as the relationships between work-business 
and leisure-play and how society crafts values and psychological traits that favor 
one over the other. Unlike our culture in which happiness is often taken to be 
something that “happens” to us, the Greek philosophers conceived of it as the 
result of a studied aim and thus raised happiness to the highest pedestal of human 
purpose.  How they conceived of this aim and the causes and conditions required 
for its realization are the themes of the course.  
To bring the ideas of the course to life, we will take advantage of sites in which 
these ideas were born or articulated. Onsite lectures and discussions will take place 
in the Athenian Agora, Aristotle’s Lyceum, Plato’s Academy, and the Pnyx.  There 
will be an academic field excursion to Thessaloniki, Greece’s second largest city, and 
from there to Stageira, Aristotle’s birthplace. Logistics permitting, the course will 
also travel to Mieza, the site where Aristotle was said to have lectured the young 
Alexander. 

Course 
Requirements: 

Required Text 
 
Aristotle. (2001). The Basic Works of Aristotle (Modern Library Classics). R. McKeon            
(Ed.). New York: Modern Library. ISBN-13: 978-03-75757-99-0; Cost: To Be          
Determined. 
 
Plato. (2005). The Collected Dialogues of Plato: Including the Letters (Bollingen           
Series LXXI). Hamilton, E., Cairns, H. & Cooper L. (Eds.). Princeton: Princeton            
University Press. ISBN-13: 978-06-91097-18-3, Cost: To Be Determined. 
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Assignments 
 

Course Requirements Percentages 

1. Class Presentations & Contributions to     
Class Discussion 

20% 

2. Journal 20% 

3. Essays 60% 

Total  100% 

 
The requirements for the course are class presentations (see more below) &            
contributions to class discussions, maintaining a response journal with weekly          
entries and two essays (3500 words each) on selected topics. Journal entries and             
papers must be submitted on their due dates.  

● Class Presentations: Each student will be required to prepare a brief           
presentation organized around questions on selected passages taken        
directly from the assigned readings. Students will gain a better ability to see             
the conceptual threads that that they otherwise might have missed in their            
cursory reading of the text. 

Learning Outcomes 
and/or Expected 
Student 
Competencies and 
Assessment 
Measures: 

On completion of the course, students should be able to: 
 

Learning Outcomes 
Course Requirement that will be 

used to assess the student’s 
achievement of this outcome 

1. Discuss and compare Plato’s and 
Aristotle’s philosophical theories 
of Eudaimonia and the role their 
concept of Happiness played in 
their political and ethical 
philosophies. 

 

Class Presentations & Contributions to 
Class Discussion 

2. Analyze primary sources without 
the aid of secondary sources. 

 

Class Presentations & Contributions to 
Class Discussion 

3. Discern those concepts of the 
‘good life’ that continue to play a 
role in our contemporary world. 

 

Class Presentations & Contributions to 
Class Discussion; Journal 

4. Analyze concepts that may still 
shed light on the crises of values 
that have become a feature of our 
unsettled age. 

Class Presentations & Contributions to 
Class Discussion; Journal; Essays 
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Course Outline:  

Session Topic 

Sessions 
1 and 2   

A survey of common Greek notions of Happiness; The Socratic 
concept of the soul as the center of human identity. Taking care of 
one’s soul.   
Readings: Selections from Homer and the poets and Alcibiades I   

Sessions 
3 and 4 

Socrates’ personal and political mission:  Knowledge of ‘great 
matters’ as the precondition for happiness.  
Readings: Apology 

Sessions 
5 and 6 

Socrates states that health is to the body as justice is to the soul. To 
be happy one must be just – so what does he mean by justice? Is it 
subjective, contextual, or can it be defined and can each of us live a 
just life, and if so how?  
(There will also be special assignments for each student for the field 
trip.)  
Readings: Crito  

Sessions 
7 and 8 

Can virtue be taught? Is it possible to acquire the knowledge for 
happiness?  What does it mean to “know” how to be happy? Is 
there an art for living a happy life, and if so who teaches it and 
where do we go in order to learn it?  
Readings:  Protagoras 

Sessions 
9 and 10 

Love (erôs ) and Happiness.  This madness we call love – is it vital to 
being happy or is it a dangerous mania? Many exult it and many 
have been ruined by it. We turn to Plato to examine his view of why 
education in love is essential to the good life.  But what type of 
education is this?  
Readings: Symposium 

Sessions 
11 and 12 

Aristotle and the hunt for a definition of Happiness (eudaimonia). 
What are the requirements for Happiness; how would we recognize 
them? What does Aristotle mean when he says that it is an ‘activity 
of the soul’?  
Readings: Nicomachean Ethics (Book 1) 

Sessions 
13 and 14 

If Happiness is an activity of the soul, then we have to understand 
what Aristotle means by “soul”. What is the soul and what are its 
capacities, and how are they to be developed so as to bring them to 
fruition in order to live the Good Life?  
Readings: De Anima  

Sessions 
15-17  

What is “moral virtue” and what is its role for Living Well? In ancient 
Greek, “moral virtue” means “excellent in habits.” Our question is: 
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what habits are necessary for living the good life? How are these to 
be acquired?  
Readings: Nicomachean Ethics, Book 2 (on virtue), 
Are friends required, and if so who is a true friend? Are there 
different types and different degrees of friendship? Is there such a 
thing as political friendship? What do all friendships contribute to 
our well-being, and how do we recognize, select and maintain, or 
break off these bonds?  
Readings: Book 8 (on friendship), Book 10 on Happiness  

 
Other Policies: Expectations 

Professional behavior is expected of all students. This includes preparation for 
classes, on-time attendance at classes, attendance at all group sessions and 
appropriate participation in the form of attentiveness and contributions to the 
course.  Respect for the academic process is the major guiding principle for 
professional behavior and extends to all communications, including e-mail.  
 
Attendance/Participation 
Prompt attendance, full preparation, and active participation in class discussions are 
expected from every student in every class session. 
 
Course Policies 
For e-mail communications, students must use their Arcadia University e-mail          
account. Students are responsible for any information provided by e-mail or           
through Intranet postings. 
 
Plagiarism 
Representation of another’s work or ideas as one’s own in academic submissions is             
plagiarism, and is cause for disciplinary action. Cheating is actual or attempted use             
of resources not authorized by the instructor(s) for academic submissions. Students           
caught cheating in this course will receive a failing grade. Fabrication is the             
falsification or creation of data, research or resources to support academic           
submissions, and cause for disciplinary action. 
 
Late or Missed Assignments  
Will not be accepted for grading. 
 
Students with Disabilities 
Persons with documented disabilities requiring accommodations to meet the         
expectations of this course should disclose this information while enrolling into the            
program, and before leaving the United States so that appropriate arrangements           
can be made.  
 
Title IX Statement 
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Arcadia University is committed to assuring a safe and productive educational 
environment for all students. In order to meet this commitment and to comply with 
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 and guidance from the Office for Civil 
Rights, the University requires faculty members to report incidents of sexual 
violence shared by students to the University's Title IX Coordinator. The only 
exceptions a faculty member's reporting obligation are when incidents of sexual 
violence are communicated by a student during a classroom discussion, in a writing 
assignment for a class, or as part of a University-approved research project. 

Information regarding the reporting of sexual violence and the resources that are 
available to victims of sexual violence is set forth at 
https://www.arcadia.edu/university/policies-guidelines/title-ix. 

Prerequisites: None. 
Country and 
Program 
Connection: 

The student will be introduced to concepts about Happiness and Virtue that are at 
the foundation of Western Culture. The student will come to discern concepts of 
the ‘good life’ that continue to play a role in our contemporary world, but also 
explore concepts which, though abandoned, may still have great value for shedding 
light on the crises of values that have become a feature of our unsettled age. 
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https://www.arcadia.edu/university/policies-guidelines/title-ix



