
 
Syllabus: Theories of Decision (PHIL 411) 

Dr. Erik Angner, Fall 2014 
 

 
The very masterpiece of philosophy would be to develop the means Providence employs 

to arrive at the ends she designs for man, and from this construction to deduce some 
rules of conduct acquainting this wretched two-footed individual with the manner where-
in he must proceed along life’s thorny way, forewarned of the strange caprices of that fa-

tality they denominate by twenty different titles, and all unavailingly, for it has not yet 
been scanned nor defined. – Marquis de Sade, Justine 

General information 

Instructor:  Dr. Erik Angner  
Office location:  Robinson Hall B 439A  
Office phone:  703-993-5602  
Email:  eangner@gmu.edu  
Twitter: @ErikAngner – please use hashtag #PHIL411 
Office hours:  Mondays and Wednesdays 3–4 pm and by appt. 
Course title:  Theories of Decision: Rational and Behavioral 
Course number: PHIL 411 
Credit hours: 3 
Meeting days and times: Monday and Wednesday 12–1:15 pm 
Building and room: Enterprise Hall 173  
Prerequisites: Two previous courses in either Philosophy, Psychology, or Econom-

ics, or permission of instructor. No previous acquaintance with deci-
sion theory is necessary. 

About the course 

Course description: This course examines from a philosophical perspective descriptive and 
normative theories of individual decision, with particular focus on the strengths and weakness-
es of theories of rational choice, and attempts to incorporate insights from psychology into 
theories of decision. The course explores both theoretical developments and a variety of appli-
cations. Among other things, we will study how contemporary decision theorists explain a 
range of psychological and social phenomena, and how those explanations differ from ortho-
dox economic ones. Likely topics include drug use, sex, crime, gambling, over-eating, overcon-
fidence and procrastination. In particular, we will study various ways in which (apparent) irra-
tionality influences people’s judgment and decision making.  

Course goals and objectives: This course will help increase students’ capacity for critical, ana-
lytical, and imaginative thinking and to make well-founded rational decisions.  It will also help 
students see how philosophy illuminates other areas of discourse, in particular economics and 
psychology. 
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For whom intended: This is an upper level Philosophy elective open to all students who meet 
the prerequisites. Decision theory is invaluable to anyone with an interest in human behavior. It 
is particularly relevant to those with an interest in contemporary ethics and theories of justice, 
economics, management, marketing, industrial organization, public policy, and the psychology 
of judgment and decision-making. 

Required readings: Angner, Erik (2012) A Course in Behavioral Economics (Basingstoke: Pal-
grave Macmillan). For more about this book, feel free to visit its Facebook page at 
http://www.facebook.com/BehavioralEconomics. Additional readings might be distributed in 
due course.  

Recommended readings: Ken Binmore, Rational Decisions (Princeton University Press, 2011) 
and Dan Ariely, Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces that Shape our Decisions (HarperCol-
lins, 2008).  

Online resources: Various electronic resources will be used regularly in this course. You’re re-
sponsible for figuring out, in a timely manner, how they work. It is a good idea to log into and 
familiarize yourself with these resources as soon as possible. You’re also responsible for moni-
toring them regularly. 
 Blackboard <http://mymason.gmu.edu/> will be used, among other things, to post 
readings, to provide links to multimedia resources and simulation software, and to administer 
weekly quizzes and midterm exams. Blackboard can be accessed using a variety of devices, 
including computers in on-campus computer labs. The Blackboard App is very helpful if you 
have a phone that will run it. Among other things, it can notify you when new materials have 
been posted online and when assignments are due. 
 Twitter <http://twitter.com> may be used to keep the discussion going outside of class. 
Whenever posting something relevant to this course, please use hashtag #PHIL411.  

Grading and course requirements 

Grades: Final grades will be based on three midterm exams, one final exam, and weekly quiz-
zes. Quizzes will count for 15% of the final grade, the midterms for 15% each, and the final for 
40%. 

Quizzes: Quizzes will be administered electronically using Blackboard. Details will be posted 
on Blackboard about a week before quizzes are due. No late quizzes will be accepted, so it is 
in your best interest to start early. However, the two lowest quiz grades will be dropped when 
calculating the final grade. 

Exams: Exams will be held in class on the dates specified in the schedule below. Midterms are 
not cumulative. The final exam is cumulative. Make-up exams are given only in exceptional cir-
cumstances; a doctor’s note or similar will be required. If you do have legitimate reason to miss 
an exam, please notify the instructor as soon as practicable. 

Schedule with readings from A Course in Behavioral Economics 

August 25 Introduction   
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1.2 The origins of behavioral economics  
1.3 Methods 

 27 Rational Choice under Certainty  
2.2 Preferences 
2.3 Rational preferences 

 

September 1 Labor Day – No Class  

 3 Rational Choice under Certainty, cont.  
2.4 Indifference and strict preference 

 

 8 Rational Choice under Certainty, cont.  
2.5 Preference orderings  
2.6 Choice under certainty  
2.7 Utility 

 

 10 Decision-Making under Certainty  
3.2 Opportunity costs  
3.3 Sunk costs 

 

 15 Decision-Making under Certainty, cont.  
3.4 Menu dependence 

 

 17 Decision-Making under Certainty, cont.  
3.5 Loss aversion 

 

 22 Decision-Making under Certainty, cont.  
3.5 Loss aversion, cont. 
3.6 Anchoring and adjustment 

 

 24 MIDTERM I  

 29 Probability 
4.2 Fundamentals of probability theory 
4.3 Unconditional probability 

 

October 1  Judgment Under Risk And Uncertainty 
5.2 The gambler's fallacy 
5.3 Conjunction and disjunction fallacies 

 

 6 Probability, cont. 
4.4 Conditional probability 

 

 8 Probability, cont. 
4.5 Total probability and Bayes's rule 

 

 13 Columbus Day – No Class  

 14 Judgment Under Risk And Uncertainty, cont. 
5.4 Base-rate neglect 

Note the date! 
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 15 Probability, cont. 
4.6 Bayesian updating 

 

 20 Judgment Under Risk And Uncertainty, cont. 
5.5 Confirmation bias   
5.6 Availability 

 

 22 MIDTERM II  

 27 Rational Choice Under Risk 
6.2 Uncertainty 
6.3 Expected value 

 

 29 Rational Choice Under Risk, cont. 
6.4 Expected utility 

 

November 3 Rational Choice Under Risk, cont. 
6.5 Attitudes toward risk 

 

 5 Decision-Making under Risk and Uncertainty 
7.2 Framing effects 

 

 10 Decision-Making under Risk and Uncertainty, cont. 
7.3 Bundling and mental accounting 

 

 12 Decision-Making under Risk and Uncertainty, cont. 
7.4 The Allais problem  
7.5 The Ellsberg problem   

 

 17 Decision-Making under Risk and Uncertainty, cont. 
7.6 Probability weighting 

 

 19 MIDTERM III  

 24 Happiness – Instructions to follow  

 26 Thanksgiving Break – No Class   

December 1 Intertemporal Choice 
8.2 Interest rates 
8.3 Exponential discounting 

 

 3 Intertemporal Choice, cont. 
9.2 Hyperbolic discounting 

 

 15 FINAL EXAM 10:30 am – 1:15 pm  

Course policies 

Reading: Be prepared to spend a lot of time reading the text and working through the in-text 
exercises. Make it a habit to read through the text before class. The better prepared you are, 
the more useful you can expect to find the time in class and the more fun you’ll have.  
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Assistance: You are more than welcome to meet with the instructor, during regular office hours 
or by appointment, whenever you have questions or concerns. If you find the material overly 
challenging, there is help. But do get in touch as soon as possible, when there is still time to do 
something about it.  

Attendance: Attendance is strongly recommended. Caution: Many students think they can get 
good grades without attending class, doing exercises, etc. Few actually can.  

Incompletes: The grade of IN (incomplete) may be given to a student who is passing a course 
but who may be unable to complete scheduled course work for a cause beyond reasonable 
control. The student must then complete all the requirements by the end of the ninth week of 
the next semester (not including Summer Term).  

Electronic devices: Electronic devices other than calculators and pacemakers are not allowed 
in class. Please turn them powered off (not just in quiet mode) and keep them stowed away 
and out of sight for the duration. If you have reason to keep your gadgets on, please come see 
me before class.  

Dishonesty: Cheating and plagiarism are serious offenses, which constitute grounds for dis-
missal from the University (see “Academic Integrity” below). Just don’t do it. Collaboration with 
other students in the class is encouraged, however, but make sure the words you use in your 
submission are your own.  

University requirements 

University policies: The central resource for university policies affecting student, faculty, and 
staff conduct in university academic affairs is the University Catalog <http://catalog.gmu.edu>. 
Current versions of all university policies are available at http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu.  

Academic Integrity: The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual 
choices made by each of us. GMU has an Honor Code, available at 
http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/honorcode/, with clear guidelines regarding academic integ-
rity. Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are that: (1) all work 
submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or ideas of others, including fellow students, 
give full credit through accurate citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules 
on a particular assignment, ask for clarification. No grade is important enough to justify aca-
demic misconduct. Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information 
from another person without giving the person credit. Writers give credit through accepted 
documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. Paraphrased ma-
terial must also be cited, using proper format. A simple listing of books or articles is not suffi-
cient. Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the aca-
demic setting. If you have any doubts about what constitutes plagiarism, please see the instruc-
tor.  

Disability accommodations: If you have a disability, you are not at a disadvantage. If you have 
a learning or physical difference that may affect your academic work, you will need to furnish 
appropriate documentation to the Office of Disability Services (ODS). If you qualify for accom-
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modation, the ODS staff will give you a form detailing appropriate accommodations for your 
instructor. In addition to providing your professors with the appropriate form, please take the 
initiative to discuss accommodation with them at the beginning of the semester and as needed 
during the term. Because of the range of learning differences, faculty members need to learn 
from you the most effective ways to assist you. If you have contacted the ODS and are waiting 
to hear from a counselor, please inform the instructor. 

Diversity statement: George Mason University promotes a living and learning environment for 
outstanding growth and productivity among its students, faculty and staff. Through its curricu-
lum, programs, policies, procedures, services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a quali-
ty environment for work, study and personal growth. An emphasis upon diversity and inclusion 
throughout the campus community is essential to achieve these goals. Diversity is broadly de-
fined to include such characteristics as, but not limited to, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, age, 
disability, and sexual orientation. Diversity also entails different viewpoints, philosophies, and 
perspectives. Attention to these aspects of diversity will help promote a culture of inclusion 
and belonging, and an environment where diverse opinions, backgrounds and practices have 
the opportunity to be voiced, heard and respected. The reflection of Mason’s commitment to 
diversity and inclusion goes beyond policies and procedures to focus on behavior at the indi-
vidual, group and organizational level. The implementation of this commitment to diversity and 
inclusion is found in all settings, including individual work units and groups, student organiza-
tions and groups, and classroom settings; it is also found with the delivery of services and activ-
ities, including, but not limited to, curriculum, teaching, events, advising, research, service, and 
community outreach. Acknowledging that the attainment of diversity and inclusion are dynamic 
and continuous processes, and that the larger societal setting has an evolving socio-cultural 
understanding of diversity and inclusion, Mason seeks to continuously improve its environment. 
To this end, the University promotes continuous monitoring and self-assessment regarding di-
versity. The aim is to incorporate diversity and inclusion within the philosophies and actions of 
the individual, group and organization, and to make improvements as needed. 

Religious holidays: The instructor will make every effort to help minimize difficulties for stu-
dents of different faiths in terms of scheduling course assignments. It is the student's responsi-
bility to speak to the instructor in advance should their religious observances affect their partic-
ipation in class activities and assignments.  

Privacy: Students must use their MasonLive email account to receive important University in-
formation, including messages related to this class. For more information see 
http://masonlive.gmu.edu.  


