
PSC 338; CPL 212     Jim Block 
Great Ideas, Individual and Society   990 Fullerton, Rm. 2218  
Spring Quarter, 2016     Of. Hrs: by appt. 
       jblock@condor.depaul.edu     
 
     SYLLABUS 
 
This course is the third of three courses devoted to the exploration of the culture of 
Western civilization between antiquity and modern times.  The guiding premise of this 
sequence is that cultural development and change occurs not through the evolution of 
narrow disciplinary, sectarian, formal or genre-specific languages but by means of the 
reflective interchange through history across the many traditions of discourse which 
collectively constitute civilization.  Thus, the texts to be considered in this sequence will 
be drawn from the writings of major philosophers, playwrights, novelists, poets, political 
theorists, religious seekers, artists, historians and others. 
 
The goal of reanimating the internal record of Western culture leads us to the most subtle, 
complex and inclusive expressions of cultural and civilizational life and thus typically in 
“great books” courses to the few, most powerful writers in each age.  At the same time, 
the relationship of these writers to, and indeed the inspiration they draw or fail to draw 
from, the events and patterns of life within their societies ought to be emphasized.  For, to 
some extent the power of these writings is measured by their impact upon the subsequent 
collective life within their society.  The nature and measurement of that impact is rightly 
one of the matters to be pondered in our consideration of these texts. 
 
The first course covers the period from the origins of Western civilization through the 
late Middle Ages.  The second course covers the early modern and modern periods 
through the age of the French Revolution.  This last course in the sequence focuses upon 
the modern period. 
 
Format: 
This course is a discussion course from beginning to end.  There are no lectures, no 
quizzes, no mid-term examinations.  Because class discussions are at the heart of the 
course, materials for each class must be read and pondered prior to the day’s discussion.  
But this means that, no matter how frustrating the work, class participation is essential, 
and the failure to prepare for class is treated as an absence (even if one has missed the 
previous class).  Students with three unexcused absences in a term may be asked to drop 
the class or will not pass the course.   
 
More than this, the specific direction of the course is not defined in advance.  Rather, a 
set of books which reflect many different perspectives and situations on a field of 
problems is selected from which the class discussion will in time evolve the core 
concerns for that quarter.  This process requires a high tolerance for ambiguity, both in 
the struggle to define the concerns within each reading and in the collective effort to 
locate the focus of the course itself.  This does not mean, however, that the members of 
the class must arrive at a common perspective or even common set of concerns. Each 
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member is encouraged to locate their own thread of themes through the reading, and to 
bring those into the discussion as well as write about them in their essays. 
 
The most important feature to note at the outset is that the course is reading intensive.  
There are about 150 pages per class, which must not only be read but thought about 
before coming to class.  This workload means that one can fall far behind by missing 
only one assignment, and even when missing it is expected that the reading will be 
completed on time.  Consider this carefully when deciding whether to take the 
course.  Beyond this, the principal requirements will be two substantial papers, including 
a final integrative paper at the end of the quarter (see below).  There may be the 
requirement of at least one extra class to cover the material which would be announced 
well in advance, either on a Friday afternoon or during finals week. 
 
Writing: 
The writing requirement in the course will involve the production of two papers, both of 
which will require a precis in advance.  The first assignment will be a thematic paper 
developing a specific, carefully defined theme to be chosen by the student in consultation 
with me.  The goal will be to take a theme relating two or more texts in the course and 
develop how this theme is treated in the larger arguments of each text.  Essential to this 
paper is an ability to compare and contrast treatments of a particular topic as well as their 
textual role and function using a group of quite diverse writers.  It is important for this 
paper to examine specific textual sections for their internal meanings, coherence and 
contradictions, tensions and resolutions, and to relate the place or role of each section in 
the structure and argument of the text as a whole.  I will ask members of the class to 
submit a one page summary of the theme and how they will use their texts some time 
before the paper is due for me to comment upon and return. 
 
The final paper in the course will be an integrative paper.  Out of our interchanges and 
the course work each class member will be expected to develop a final paper topic which 
pulls together several of the course readings in a way which reflects your specific 
interests and concerns.  The precis, which is a one page summary of the proposed topic, 
is due in writing early in the last week of the quarter.  The paper itself is due during exam 
week. 
 
Where these papers in your view focus on issues which resonate with other courses or 
ideas in your life, these writings and reflections are meant to provide an opportunity to 
expand on the intellectual narrative you are developing.  They will hopefully be regarded 
as a forum for the process of educational synthesis. In my experience, members of the 
course do not fully appreciate the length and detail in terms of probing and 
reflection that both papers require – and papers that are not well developed in 
terms of the fullness of the analysis will be returned for further development. 
 
Grading:   
Rather than lay out a specific set of percentages which do not do adequate justice to the 
many forms of achievement this course stresses, I would instead suggest that an intense 
and probing engagement with the texts, the class discussion, and the papers will all be 
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carefully assessed in determining the final grade.  Certainly, not all members of the class 
will achieve equally in all phases of the course, but the overall level of commitment and 
achievement as well as the ability to come to terms with the materials will be 
determinative. 
 
Texts and Topic Outline: 
 
Each year the selection of texts varies widely, and the course had never been taught the 
same way twice.  I am interested in all the ways that the cultural expressions of the post-
French Revolutionary age both highlight the unique problems of modernity and reframe 
issues that form enduring struggles in the creation of Western culture and its relation to 
the rest of the world.  While there are certain themes that have guided the choice of 
reading materials, many of the themes will emerge from the class and from the 
discussion.  Rather than outline the topics, then, I list the readings I have chosen and 
leave open the possibility of adding other materials which the members of the course 
believe will enhance our discussion of the themes that emerge. 
 
At the same time, I want -- in keeping with truth-in-advertising -- to at least suggest to 
you what guided my choice of works. This year the course will focus on a range of 
concerns having to do with the emergence of the individual as a distinctive cultural 
explorer and voice. The individual as a conception is generally regarded as emerging in 
the early modern period with the rise of the Protestant Reformation and English (later 
Anglo-American) liberalism. But these early forms of individualism were highly 
circumscribed by the demands of social class, national cohesion, and socio-religious 
norms. It was after the French Revolution and the transformative role of Rousseu’s work 
that individualism began to emerge as the personal expression of the individual’s relation 
to these larger social forces and of their own desire to frame lives of distinctive meaning. 
While this has always been a “great books” course in which all the realms of creative of 
expression and thought have a significant place, during the years I have taught the third 
sequence on the modern period I have focused on literature. My reasoning is that 
modernity poses a number of issues largely involved with the deconstruction of 
traditional ways of thinking, living, and being and efforts or explorations to discover new 
ways of orienting oneself and one’s society in and to the world. In this process, given the 
absence of clear markers or conceptions, literature and the allied fictional fields have 
most fully and deeply probed the nature of modern ambiguity and ambivalence and 
considered the nature of the reconstruction that has to be undertaken in the search for new 
guidelines and forms of meaning. 
 
With the American and French Revolutions decisively transforming the West and 
creating the modern world with its fluid national boundaries and geographic mobility, 
individuals were cut loose from traditional ties and networks to make lives on their own 
terms or at least using their own resources. This gave rise to the complex effort of 
individuals – reflected in the literature and culture of the modern and late modern ages – 
to locate themselves amid the shifting settings and global migrations and geo-political 
inundations and to undertake the process of defining the worlds they inhabit and their 
own identities in new ways. We shall encounter a range of these journeys toward self-
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discovery and value/priority clarification as the characters attempt to forge moral, 
political, and personal frameworks of meaning and identity.  Each of these works in very 
different ways integrates these themes with the other many urgent questions of the 
modern and post-modern world. Moreover, these texts are chosen (in part given the 
history of this course as part of a Great Books interdisciplinary sequence) for the depth of 
their inquiry into their imagined and situated world as well as their complex and nuanced 
understanding of the individual engagement with that world.  
 
These are challenging books to grasp. At the same time, these are among the significant 
writers of the modern world, and the encounter with their worlds will be amply rewarded. 
It is important to reiterate that this theme guided only the choice of works to be 
considered. What we do with them is entirely in our hands as individuals and as a class.  
The class discussions can – and ought – to move in any direction, and the essays for the 
course should by all means follow the class member’s interests as gathered during the 
course of the term. The following readings will be books to be purchased from the 
DePaul U. bookstore (or online), and we should try to use the same edition for purposes 
of class referencing.  
 
TEXTS: 
 
There are no dates attached to the books because that will depend on the pacing of the 
discussions and our engagement with each text. The reading for each class will be 
announced at the end of the prior class, and one is responsible for the reading whether or 
not one has been in class: 
 
     Dostoyevski, Notes from the Underground 
  Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway     
  Cather, The Professor’s House 
  Forster, Passage to India 
  Sartre, Les Mots 
  Camus, The Fall 
  Salih, Seasons of Migration to the North  
  (Chinodye, Harvest of Thorns) 
  Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians 
  Coetzee, Age of Iron 
  Tao Lin, Taipei 
   
      
In addition, in the first class meeting we will read a selection from Michael Jackson’s 
book Harmattan. 
   
 
   
 


