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Course Syllabus

Catalog Description:     
Prerequisites: Willingness to inquire and be challenged.

Ambition is the drive to excel. For some individuals, the goal is to beat other people. For 
others, it’s to exceed a personal best. And for some, it’s to advance a great cause. 
Through much of human history, ambition focused primarily on demonstrating physical 
prowess and attaining power. It was a spur to conquest and court intrigues and 
considered a sin by the Christian Church. Today, many more fields of endeavor offer 
scope for ambitious people. Ambition inspires art and science, business ventures and 
athletic achievements. Ambition also has a dark side. It can tempt the ambitious to 

mailto:scrockett@chapman.edu
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cheat, to abuse other people, to win at any cost, and to unfairly block the ambitions of 
others. And ambition can disappoint. To be ambitious is to constantly risk—and 
experience—failure. 

In this course, we will explore the many manifestations of ambition; the contested and 
contradictory definitions of success; the contrast between personal merit and economic 
value; the economic and social barriers to ambition and upward mobility; and the moral 
questions raised by the conflicts between pursuing excellence and fostering human 
relationships. When is ambition good for individuals? For societies? When is it 
destructive?

Humanomics classes (like this one) adopt a distinctively interdisciplinary approach. 
Throughout the term, we will address these questions through the lenses of economics, 
philosophy, and art. We will not just ask what these disciplines have to say about our 
topic independently of one another; we will also ask how these disciplines interact, 
enrich each other, and have unique ways of capturing parts of reality. The overarching 
idea is that there are many ways of expressing important ideas and that focusing on any 
one form of expression (social scientific, philosophical, artistic) in isolation is bound to 
leave important aspects of those ideas unstated, or incompletely expressed. By working 
with media situated in a variety of historical contexts, we will ask why certain ideas have 
been expressed in different ways in different times and places, and how this form of 
expression affects what’s being said.

Humanomics classes emphasize critical thinking and active engagement with the 
assignments and fellow students. Thinking critically means, first of all, seeking to 
understand what an author means—on his or her own terms—and how the work 
conveys that meaning. To think critically about a subject or issue you must be objective. 
This means you need to be aware of your attitudes and ideas about the subject or issue 
and avoid simply imposing those attitudes and ideas. Your existing attitudes and ideas 
can help you formulate questions, but you should keep an open mind. Thinking critically 
requires research, discussion, analysis, and evaluation before you form a judgment, and 
your judgment should remain open to change when you encounter new information.

(Offered fall semester.) 3 credits.

FFC Program Learning Outcome:
Students will be able to critically analyze and communicate complex issues and ideas.

Course Objectives:
Upon completion of the course, students will be able to:

1. Understand how ambition has been defined, judged, and expressed in different 
cultural and historical contexts.

2. Articulate ethical, psychological, and economic critiques of ambition.
3. Ask cogent, thought-provoking questions based upon critical reading of texts and 

analysis of films.



Humanomics Ambition/Fall 2022, p. 3

4. Present, explain, and evaluate economic- and humanities-based arguments 
orally and in essay format.

5. Challenge and deconstruct the perceived tension between economics and the 
humanities.

Required Texts:
Copies of the following books will be required.

Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark

Allegra Goodman, Intuition

Jay-Z, Decoded

William Shakespeare, Macbeth

James Watson, The Double Helix

We will also watch the following films. We will hold optional showings of the films in an 
evening beforehand in Wilkinson 221. Students can also watch them independently (or 
both). Links below are to IMDB listings.

The Tragedy of Macbeth (2021)
Minari (2020)
Jiro Dreams of Sushi (2011)
Sunset Blvd. (1950)

Other required readings will be available at the links in the syllabus.

Students are expected to bring the assigned texts for each class to the discussion.

Essential Facility:
Seminar setting.

Instructional Methods:
This course uses a combination of hands-on learning in Socratic roundtable discussions 
of readings, discussion questions submitted before class, four papers, and a creative 
assignment.

Evaluation:                                                                         
1.     Participation in Class Discussions [15%]
Through this shared inquiry, students gain experience thinking reflectively about the 
works they read, as well as supporting and testing their idea through dialogue with 
peers. Class discussion fosters the flexibility of mind to consider problems from multiple 
perspectives and the ability to analyze ideas critically. Students must enter the 
discussion with specific questions generated by all of our texts as well as a desire to 

https://amzn.to/3uJTeE0
https://amzn.to/3KXh4Br
https://amzn.to/3hYGO4a
https://amzn.to/3Cvfl3y
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt10095582/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt10633456/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1772925/?ref_=nv_sr_srsg_0
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0043014/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
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probe and reevaluate ideas. It is essential that students bring texts and questions to 
each class session.
 
2.     Written Questions [15%]
Shared inquiry is a process for exploring the central ideas of the course. This means 
students must read for meaning, identifying possible interpretative problems they would 
like to address in discussion. For each class period with an assignment, students will 
post a discussion question on Canvas. Your question due by 8:00 a.m. the day of 
class. Asking a good question is harder than providing a good answer. The student’s 
task is to delve into a claim or idea they find puzzling, exploring what has unsettled 
them. A good question is not purely factual and cannot be answered with a yes or no. 
Here are some guidelines for writing good questions.
 
3.     Papers and Creative Assignment [5 x 12% = 60%)
Students will write four papers (~750 words each) over the course of the semester and 
complete a creative assignment using the artistic medium of the student’s choice, with 
prior approval of the professors.
 
4.     Oral Final Examination [10%]
In lieu of a traditional final exam, we will instead meet as a group during the assigned 
final examination period for an oral final examination. During the examination each 
student will be asked to respond to questions posed by the professors. Questions will 
be developed over the course of the semester and will draw on questions raised during 
class discussion and submitted by students before class.

Because of the interactive nature of the class, attendance is an essential component.  
Excessive tardies constitute absences; six absences may result in failure 
(Undergraduate Catalog 2017-2018, “Academic Policies and Procedures”). Please keep 
this in mind. Missed in-class work cannot be made up.

Grading Scale:
A: 93-100
A-: 90-92
B+: 87-89
B: 83-86
B-: 80-82
C+: 77-79
C: 73-76
C-: 70-72
D: 65-70
F: 0-64 

Students with Disabilities
In compliance with ADA guidelines, students who have any condition, either permanent 
or temporary, that might affect their ability to perform in this class are encouraged to 
contact the Office of Disability Services.  If you will need to utilize your approved 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/upum3ilm7eiy0xx/Guidelines%20for%20Questions.E.E.357.S2018.docx?dl=0
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accommodations in this class, please follow the proper notification procedure for 
informing your professor(s). This notification process must occur more than a week 
before any accommodation can be utilized. Please contact Disability Services at (714) 
516-4520 or (www.chapman.edu/students/student-health-services/disability-services) if 
you have questions regarding this procedure, or for information and to make an 
appointment to discuss and/or request potential accommodations based on 
documentation of your disability. Once formal approval of your need for an 
accommodation has been granted, you are encouraged to talk with your professor(s) 
about your accommodation options.  The granting of any accommodation will not be 
retroactive and cannot jeopardize the academic standards or integrity of the course.

Chapman University Academic Integrity Policy
Chapman University is a community of scholars, which emphasizes the mutual 
responsibility of all members to seek knowledge honestly and in good faith. Students 
are responsible for doing their own work, and academic dishonesty of any kind will not 
be tolerated anywhere in the university. All written work will be automatically 
submitted to Turnitin. Sanctions against plagiarism will be strictly enforced on all 
assignments.

Tentative Course Schedule

Class 1: August 30
Noreen Malone, “The Age of Anti-Ambition”

Virginia Postrel, “It’s a Healthy Sign When Americans Fail the ‘Happiness Test’”

Class 2: September 1
Cicero, De Officiis, 1.8 on ambition (1.25-27, three webpages)

Niccolò Machiavelli, “Tercets on Ambition”

Francis Bacon, “Of Parents and Children,” “Of Marriage and Single Life,” “Of Ambition”

Class 3: September 6
The Tragedy of Macbeth

William Shakespeare, Macbeth

Class 4: September 8
The Tragedy of Macbeth

William Shakespeare, Macbeth

Extra credit opportunity: Memorize and recite the “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and 
tomorrow” monologue, from line 20 to line 30. Worth 2 extra points on class 

https://exchange.chapman.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=8e4d797b235f40aa83dfa375e35ae0b7&URL=http://www.chapman.edu/students/student-health-services/disability-services
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/15/magazine/anti-ambition-age.html?unlocked_article_code=AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAACEIPuomT1JKd6J17Vw1cRCfTTMQmqxCdw_PIxftm3iWka3DPDm8fiOEcDIGS-kHAIqNle9p21jGRRcNAN7lqTfN_iO9DOkgnAy-Znqy5orVXaSMktdD0GWosw5PGWb1_rWO7MjfjIbw6m7TltVfbbGbhRKyOhiU-Iw1m85Y2dg39iyMI1b6FRrAuoqR22fgqBpF_TTwSNmLd77SzVUIIaJjRZQrc6wI2R-heRTnR-NeY4L8Gew9RYknUGDI9uS1vrYMBZ65Eefr3PBUie8HhgLoOC2wOLYihApA5RYC8hKwngg06nK4UQwTeigIg7hF_&smid=url-share
https://vpostrel.com/articles/its-a-healthy-sign-when-americans-fail-the-happiness-test
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:2007.01.0048:book=1:section=25
https://www.dropbox.com/s/47n40xhxud9tkud/Machiavelli%20on%20Ambition.pdf?dl=0
http://www.authorama.com/essays-of-francis-bacon-8.html
http://www.authorama.com/essays-of-francis-bacon-9.html
http://www.authorama.com/essays-of-francis-bacon-37.html
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participation. See Prof. Postrel to make arrangements. You can do this any time during 
the term.

Class 5: September 13
First paper due

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Ulysses”

Rafael Euba, Why ambition won't make you happy

Leslie Garrett, “You can do it, baby!”

Extra credit opportunity: Memorize and recite “Ulysses.” Worth 2 extra points on class 
participation. See Prof. Postrel to make arrangements. You can do this any time during 
the term.

Class 6: September 15
James Madison, Federalist 51

Alexis de Tocqueville, “Why the Americans Are So Restless in the Midst of Their 
Prosperity” and “Why So Many Ambitious Men and So Little Lofty Ambition Are to Be 
Found in the United States of America”

Class 7: September 20
Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark, part I

Class 8: September 22
Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark, parts II and III

Class 9: September 27
Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark, parts IV, and V

Class 10: September 29
Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark, parts VI and Epilogue

Class 11: October 4
Second paper due

Minari

Class 12: October 6
Oprah Winfrey, Howard University Commencement Address, 2007

Bill Zehme, “It Came from Chicago” in Spy, December 1986 (issue downloadable at the 
link)

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45392/ulysses
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200305-happiness-why-contentment-is-better-than-ambition-and-goals
https://aeon.co/essays/how-feeding-children-s-ambition-only-sets-them-up-to-fail
https://billofrightsinstitute.org/primary-sources/federalist-no-51
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~Hyper/DETOC/ch2_13.htm
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~Hyper/DETOC/ch2_13.htm
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~Hyper/DETOC/ch3_19.htm
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~Hyper/DETOC/ch3_19.htm
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~Hyper/DETOC/ch3_19.htm
https://amzn.to/3uJTeE0
http://www.apple.com
https://amzn.to/3uJTeE0
https://amzn.to/3uJTeE0
https://awpc.cattcenter.iastate.edu/2021/06/07/howard-univesity-commencement-address-may-12-2007/
https://ia903107.us.archive.org/31/items/SpyMagazine/Spy%20Magazine%201986-1998/1986/1986-12-DEC.pdf
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Caitlin Flanagan, “The Glory of Oprah”

Class 13: October 11
In-class economic experiment. No assignment. Use this time to work on your paper.

Class 14: October 13
Third paper due
Jay-Z, Decoded, parts 1 and 2
 
Class 15: October 18
Jay-Z, Decoded, parts 3 and 4

Class 16: October 20
Jiro Dreams of Sushi

Class 17: October 25
F. A. Hayek, “Equality, Value, and Merit”

Class 18: October 27
Sunset Blvd.

Class 19: November 1
Creative assignment due

James Watson, The Double Helix, chapters 1–14, including Preface and introductions

Class 20: November 3
James Watson, The Double Helix, chapters 15–Epilogue

Class 21: November 7
Allegra Goodman, Intuition, parts I and II

Class 22: November 10
Allegra Goodman, Intuition, parts III and IV

Class 23: November 15
Allegra Goodman, Intuition, parts V and VI

Class 24: November 17
Steve Jobs, Stanford University Commencement Address, 2005

Ben Austen, “The Story of Steve Jobs: An Inspiration or a Cautionary Tale”

Steven Levy, “Steve Jobs, 1955–2011” and “Remembering Steve Jobs 10 Years After 
His Death”

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/12/the-glory-of-oprah/308725/
https://amzn.to/3hYGO4a
https://amzn.to/3hYGO4a
https://www.woldww.net/classes/General_Philosophy/Hayek-equality.htm
https://amzn.to/3Cvfl3y
https://amzn.to/3Cvfl3y
https://amzn.to/3KXh4Br
https://amzn.to/3KXh4Br
https://amzn.to/3KXh4Br
https://news.stanford.edu/2005/06/14/jobs-061505/
https://www.wired.com/2012/07/ff_stevejobs/
https://www.wired.com/2011/10/steve-jobs-1955-2011/
https://www.wired.com/story/remembering-steve-jobs-10-years-after-his-death/
https://www.wired.com/story/remembering-steve-jobs-10-years-after-his-death/
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Class 25: December 6
Fourth paper due

FINAL EXAMINATION
The final examination will be conducted orally, with each student responding to 
questions from the professors in a ten-minute block of time. 


