
 

March 16, 2010 

TO:  SLA Curriculum and Standards Committee, Chair,  Dr. Karnick 

         Associate Dean, Dr. Wokeck 

 

The SLA Curriculum and Standards Committee indicated that it was not persuaded by our 
request that PHST P105 – Giving and Volunteering in America be included as one of the courses 
that fulfills the “Arts and Humanities” requirement in Area II of the SLA Core Course 
Requirements.  The Committee had some specific concerns: (1) that we show that P105 “provide 
students with adequate and substantive introductions to the humanities” and that P105 result in “ 
a satisfactory introduction to the breadth and depth of the humanities,” (2) whether P105 (rather 
than PHST P211 – Philanthropy and the Humanities) is the best introduction to the humanities, 
(3) how P105 connects with literature, history, and philosophy, and (4) that “the course be taught 
successfully a few more times.”  We would like to expand upon our request and ask that the 
Committee reconsider our request in light of our revisions. 

(1) P105 certainly grounds its work in the humanities in its course description, its course 
outcomes, its focus, and its approach to its subject.  The syllabus identifies history, literature, and 
philosophy as the disciplines that provide access to giving and volunteering in America and the 
course organizes it semester in sections titled “History of American Philanthropy,” 
“Philosophical Approaches to Philanthropy,” and “Literary Representations of Philanthropy.”  
Furthermore the assignments and the pedagogy – read, write, discuss – approximates that 
approaches to texts in humanities disciplines. Students in P105 are engaged in work that 
approximates work in humanities courses and  emerge from the course with a rich and deep 
sense of how the humanities shape our sense of the world in which we live.  The course learning 
outcomes identify engagement with and critical pursuit of key concepts in philanthropy as well 
as the historical, literary, and philosophical forces that shape our sense of giving and 
volunteering in America.  These aspects of the course certainly meet the requirements announced 
at the head of Area II – “This area [A&H] presents insights into aesthetics, ideas, and systems of 
values” and will indeed provide students with a broad and deep understanding of what the 
humanities do. 

PHST P105 introduces students to the depth and breadth of the humanities by examining 
American philanthropy through the lens of three distinct disciplines:  history, philosophy, and 
literature.   In all three sections, the readings and written assignments are utilized to develop 
students’ higher-level thinking and communication skills.   This discussion-based course 
develops students’ reading, interpretive, critical thinking, writing, and oral communication skills 
by making them the central focus of class time and the objective of all written work.  The design 



of this course was informed by the work of the prominent literary critic, Gerald Graf, who 
proposes that we “teach the conflicts” and thereby invite students to situate themselves within the 
debates, cultivate their abilities to communicate their ideas orally and in writing, and develop 
their argumentative skills through written work and class discussions. 

The history section highlights the distinctive aspects of American philanthropy, including its 
origins in British legal and political thought and colonial culture, the ethos of individualism and 
concern for limited government, and the role of voluntary associations in American civic life.  
The Settlement House movement is examined as exemplary in its perception of a growing 
problem of urban poverty and its innovative approach to resolving it.  Attention is given to the 
ways in which the giving exchange often involves a power disparity, and students will be 
introduced to the frameworks of race, class, and gender as ways in which to interpret society and 
culture.   

The philosophy section involves students in some of the philosophical debates about giving and 
philanthropy. Students are asked to consider whether or not civil disobedience constitutes 
philanthropy and invited into the discussion initiated by Leon Kass regarding whether or not we 
should consider ourselves our “foolish brother’s keeper.”   The contradiction between 
individualism and community is explored, along with the challenging ethical questions regarding 
giving and helping that arise from it   In addition, students are also introduced to a utilitarian 
argument for helping others and then exposed to a compelling ethical challenge to the notion of 
“the greatest happiness for the greatest number.” 

The literature section applies and integrates many of the themes introduced in the history and 
philosophy sections of the course.  Students are introduced to the power of representation and 
invited to examine both the positive and negative representations of charity and philanthropy.   
Many of the readings demonstrate how the categories of race, class, and gender affect one’s 
practice and experience of giving and volunteering, and others explore the implications of moral 
dilemmas presented by philanthropy.  The course ends on a humorous note, with a Canadian 
author who reveals an ironic amusement at the North American philanthropic tradition and its 
practitioners. 

We have attached a section from an article by Richard Turner, a member of the Philanthropic 
Studies faculty, that argues that Philanthropic Studies is most properly regarded as a humanities 
discipline. 

 (2) P105 has been taught as a general introduction to the subject of philanthropy with a special 
focus on giving and volunteering. The almost universal connections people have with giving and 
volunteering ensure that the course brings together a wide range of interests.  P105 provides an 
introduction to its subject and encourages its students to value its broad academic approach to the 
subject.  PHST P211 – Philanthropy and the Humanities addresses students who already have 
some sense of the value and connections philanthropy has to their lives and who enroll to pursue 



the precise perspectives brought to bear by humanities approaches.  A student could very well 
use P211 to fulfill the “A&H” requirements in Liberal Arts, but P105 is more explicitly designed 
to offer the broad approach usually anticipated in distribution requirements.  

P105 is distinct from P211.  P105 is organized around three humanities disciplines and offers a 
broad overview of some of the conflicts that those disciplines bring to bear on the question of 
giving and volunteering.  By contrast, P211 takes a single question – what is responsible action? 
– and draws on many disciplines within the humanities to answer it.  In addressing how we can 
intervene in the lives of others for their benefit without ultimately doing them harm, P211 is 
organized around four entities to which or to whom we might hold ourselves responsible:  the 
state, the self, the family, and the community.  Whereas P105 is introductory in nature, P211 
demonstrates how an interdisciplinary approach to the humanities can be utilized to prevent and 
solve problems in the actual world. 

(3) The discussion in #1 about the humanities aspects of P105 has covered the central place that 
history, literature, and philosophy occupy in the course.   

(4) “Giving and Volunteering” has been offered at Indiana University since 1991 when President 
Ehrlich and Robin Gibboney first taught the freshman-level course.  Dr. Gibboney taught the 
course annually at IUB and IUPUI through 1998.  It has been taught at IUPUI every other year 
from 1998 through 2005 and has been offered annually since then.  This course has been taught 
successfully long enough to assure the Committee that it has the experience and the permanency 
to be useful to Liberal Arts majors as a fulfillment of the A&H requirement. 

The acceptance of P105 as meeting the A&H requirement in the Core Course Requirements in 
Liberal Arts is an important part of the School’s development of the undergraduate program in 
Philanthropic Studies.  We appreciate the Committee’s willingness to invest such care and 
reflection in this important initiative.     


