
UHON 121:24- Material Culture: the Story of our Stuff 
The University of New Mexico, Honors College, 3 credits, Fall 2017 
 
Meeting Time:  Tuesday/Thursday from 12:30-1:45 pm 
Location:    Honors Center Room 9 
Professor:   Associate Professor Megan Jacobs, MFA 
Email:    mejacobs@unm.edu, the best way to reach me                             
Phone:                      505.277.4211    
Office &                   Honors Center Room 19a 
Office Hours:       Tuesday: 10-11 am, 2:30-4, Thursday: 2-3:30 pm 
    and by appointment 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
How much stuff do you need to be happy? The material goods we purchase fill 
our homes, impact our bank accounts and have vast environmental 
ramifications on the planet. The average American has more than 300,000 
possession and current homes in the U.S. are three times as large as in the 
1950’s (while the personal storage industry is a 22 billion dollar a year industry).   
 
We aren’t the first to wonder what part “things” play in the good life.  As early as 
340 BC Aristotle argues that one must have the “furniture of the good life” in 
order to truly flourish.  He believed that material good play a role in 
happiness.  We cannot live up to our potential as humans if we have nothing, 
but how much and what kinds of things do we need to be happy? 
 
We will explore the role of possessions in detail, asking questions such as: Why 
do we buy things and what role does media take in shaping our material 
desires? What does the consumption and inevitable disposal of these goods do 
to the planet? How do material goods express our identities, informing others of 
our gender, socioeconomic and racial backgrounds?  How do our possessions 
serve as markers of personal or collective memory?  
 
We will read a range of historic and contemporary thinkers--Aristotle, Marx, 
Ruskin, and de Botton--who explore the effect of stuff in our live as we try to 
answer the fundamental question:  what role does material culture play in the 
good life? 
   
The course schedule: visit https://unmhonorsart.wordpress.com and then 
navigate to Material Culture  
 
STUDENT LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
       

1. Analyze, critically interpret, and evaluate primary works within the 
humanities.   



2. Evaluate how some key works in the humanities reflect, either a historical 
period or national,  cultural, ethnic, or gender issues.   

3. Compare how these key works invoke shared human experiences that 
may relate to readers  and the world today.   

4. Construct persuasive arguments and increase writing proficiency through 
analytical essays  characterized by original and insightful theses, 
supported by logically integrated and sound subordinate ideas, 
appropriate and pertinent evidence, and good sentence structure, diction, 
grammar, punctuation, and spelling.   

 
REQUIRED TEXT 

1. de Botton, Alain.  Status Anxiety.  New York: Pantheon Books, 2004. 
Print. 

 
Additional readings are available on the course website. You are required to 
download and print the readings by the first class period for which they are 
listed on the course schedule: https://unmhonorsart.wordpress.com Some of 
these readings are quite dense and may need to be read multiple times.  Please 
plan ahead and start reading early.  Please be prepared to share your findings 
with the class. 
 
FILMS  

Capitalism A Love Story, Director: Michael Moore  
Minimalism: A Documentary About the Important Things, Director: Matt D’Avella 
People Like Us, Director: Alex Kurtzman 
Story of Stuff, Director: Luis Fox 
 
You are required to have read weekly readings by the first class period for 
which they are listed. Some of these readings are quite dense and may need to 
be read multiple times. Please plan ahead and start reading early. Please be 
prepared to share your findings with the class.  
 
STUDENT REQUIREMENTS  

Course requirements will earn up to 1000 points distributed as follows:  

Class attendance and participation     75 points 

Legacy Lecture Reflection Writing     25 points 

  



Written observations       100 points  

Oral Presentation        100 points  

Aristotle’s Good Life: Paper #1      100 points 

Argumentative Paper, Paper #2      200 points    

Final Proposal, Paper & Bibliography, Paper #3     350 points  

Source of Wonderment Presentation      50 points 

EVALUATION   

At minimum, you will be expected to spend 7+ hours a week outside of class for 
this course. I will give you a one-page overview of the objectives and what is 
expected creatively, technically, and conceptually on the day the assignment is 
presented. Assignments are due at the beginning of class on the date listed on 
the schedule in printed form.  They must be submitted at the start of class. Work 
that is turned in late will be docked 10% per day.  If the work is submitted on 
the same day as the due date, but after class the work will be docked 5%.    

An Honors student can earn one of three possible grades—"A", “Credit”, or “No 
Credit”. The departmental policy encourages students to take demanding 
coursework without harm to one's grade point average. The overall grade you 
earn, will be an evaluation of the merit of the following:  

Grading scale: A = 900-1000 points  

Absolutely no doubt of superior performance, effort, teamwork and 
accomplishment. Clear evidence of talent, imagination and commitment.  

CR = 700-899 points  

Good work with consistent effort and participation.  

NC = 0-699 points  

Poor work and/or effort.  

HOW ARE YOU DOING?  

Feel free at any time to stop by during my office hours to discuss your 
performance in the class. You will receive written evaluations on each graded 
project. Additionally, I will have individual meetings with you after midterm to let 
you know your class average.  



ABSENCES  

Since this course requires active engagement and hands on projects, your 
attendance is crucial to your success.  Attendance requires that you be at class 
on time, are prepared to work and contribute to discussions—anything else is 
not considered full participation! Should an emergency arise, contact me in 
advance and I will make arrangements for make-up work. Absences will 
significantly affect your final grade.  Any more than 3 absences (excused or not) 
will automatically drop your final grade to a CR.   

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY POLICY  

Because academic dishonesty in any form compromises the university’s 
reputation and thus devalues the UNM degree, it will not be tolerated. Academic 
dishonesty means any behavior that misrepresents or falsifies the student’s 
knowledge, skills or ability and includes cheating, plagiarism and falsification of 
records. Students who engage in academic dishonesty will be subject to 
disciplinary action as defined in the UNM Student Handbook.  

ACCOMMODATIONS FOR DISABILITIES  

Students with special needs are encouraged to contact me as early as possible 
to discuss accommodations. If you believe that you have a physical, learning, or 
psychological disability that requires an academic accommodation, more 
information can be found at the Accessibility Resource Center.  Accessibility 
Services (Mesa Vista Hall 2021, 277-3506) provides academic support to 
students who have disabilities. If you think you need alternative accessible 
formats for undertaking and completing coursework, you should contact this 
service right away to assure your needs are met in a timely manner.  
 
CIVILITY  

All students are expected to communicate in a civil respectful manner in all 
academic interactions. Comments or actions that discriminate or single out 
someone based on race, gender, religious beliefs, disability or sexual orientation 
are illegal and will not be tolerated. Any such actions may result in disciplinary 
actions as described in the Student Handbook.  

Title IX 
In an effort to meet obligations under Title IX, UNM faculty, Teaching Assistants, 
and Graduate Assistants are considered ‘responsible employees’ by the 
Department of Education (see page 15 -
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/qa-201404-title-ix.pdf).   This 
designation requires that any report of gender discrimination which includes 
sexual harassment, sexual misconduct and sexual violence made to a faculty 
member, TA, or GA must be reported to the Title IX Coordinator at the Office of 



Equal Opportunity (oeo.unm.edu). If you tell me about such an occurrence I 
must report it, even if you tell me you don’t want me to say anything.  For more 
information on the campus policy regarding sexual misconduct, see: 
https://policy.unm.edu/university-policies/2000/2740.html." 
For more information please visit UNM's Student Handbook, The Pathfinder, 
http://pathfinder.unm.edu/. 
 
What this means: If you tell me about any instances of gender discrimination 
(sexual harassment, sexual misconduct, or sexual violence), I am required by 
law and UNM policy to report it, even if you don’t want me to say anything. The 
UNM Women’s Resource Center, LGBTQ Resource Center, and Lobo Respect 
Advocacy Center are not mandatory reporters. 
 
Agreement With Syllabus Content, Course Requirements and Expectations 
This syllabus is a contact between the professor and student to respectively 
provide and complete a worthy learning experience. By remaining a registered 
student in this course, the student has identified their understanding of the 
obligations set-forth in this syllabus for satisfactory completion of the course.  

  
  


