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Materials: 

Thich Nhat Hanh, “Interbeing” 

Robert Solomon, “Gratitude: The Idea of Life as a Gift” 

Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” 

Marilyn Friedman, “Autonomy, Social Disruption, and Women” 

(Video) Annie Leonard, “The Story of Stuff” 

 

Rationale and Learning Outcomes: 

Students will work with the materials to demonstrate an understanding of: (1) the 

interrelatedness of human beings, the environment, and (material) stuff; (2) the emotion of 

gratitude as the appropriate response to life (Solomon) and our continued existence in these 

interrelated systems; and (3) gratitude entails an ethical and practical responsibility to enact 

sustainable practices that enable the interrelated systems that provide our goods of life to be 

maintained in a peaceful and just way.   

Summary: 

Lecture  

 Solomon argues that gratitude is the best approach to life.  It does not mean that we 

should think of ourselves as passive participants in life with no responsibilities.  The 

opposite is true—being born with talents and opportunities poses a heavy duty…to use 

them!  He claims that, “it‟s unfortunate and odd to take the blessings of life for granted, 

or insist that we deserve them, and then take special offense at the bad things in life as if 

we could not possibly deserve those.”  Solomon also points out that there is a general 

suspicion of the word amongst “self-creators,” because it requires us to acknowledge that 

“self-creation” is a myth.  Many other factors go into making an individual successful: 

family/ care takers, opportunities, education, etc.  All of these are (largely) out of one‟s 

control.  A study found that American men found gratitude to be the most discomforting 

and humiliating emotions, worse than fear, likely because of the implications the emotion 

brings.  Solomon claims that we need to learn to be grateful since it is the appropriate 

response to life.  To reinforce the point, he asks you to engage in the following thought 

experiment: Imagine the abstract possibility of suddenly becoming any one or another of 



the many human beings on Earth at the moment…the odds are that you would be born 

impoverished, raised malnourished and ignorant, and be living in famine, civil war, under 

a harsh dictatorship, without real hope or possibilities.  Now, shouldn‟t you be grateful 

for the lot you have? 

 

 If the class is face-to-face (not blended) and time allows, we can also discuss the 

connections of this to feminist philosophical views on autonomy.  That we are not “self-

made,” but our autonomy is, necessarily, relational to others.  Marilyn Freidman argues 

for this idea and I would use her work if time allows. 

 

 

 Interbeing relates to the concepts of gratitude and relational autonomy.  The story of the 

logger and the sheet of paper will help students understand the many “invisible” players 

that it takes to get that sheet of paper: clouds, rain, trees, sunlight, loggers, etc.  It requires 

that we take focus off the individual (sheet of paper) and look for the systems responsible 

for the item.  Interbeing also urges us to think about our own place in that system and 

how we can help or harm the inner workings.  It‟s not that we, humans, exist outside of or 

as ruler over the systems; we are within them.  This then implies that we ought to give 

credit to the many different players in the system, using Solomon‟s idea, in the form of 

gratitude.  That gratitude, I will argue using Leopold‟s The Land Ethic, ought to be 

expressed by acknowledging the right of each member of the system to a continued 

existence in a natural state.    In other words, we ought to develop and practice 

sustainable systems of consumption.   

 

 After the lecture periods, I will give the following writing assignment: How do the ideas 

of „interbeing‟ relate to your life?  How does the concept apply to the „stuff‟ in your life 

(clothes, cell phone, burger you ate for lunch)?  The next class we will talk about their 

answers and then watch Annie Lenard‟s “Story of Stuff” to show the „interbeing‟ of all 

their material goods.   

  

Assessment: 

In addition to the writing assignment, I would include an essay exam question on the final exam 

requiring students to explain the perspectives of Solomon, Thich Nhat Hanh, Leopold and 

Leonard, as well as the three learning outcomes listed in the rationale.   

I would dedicate at least three 50 minute classes to this unit, maybe more depending on the depth 

of discussion.   


