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Course Catalogue Description:

A survey of selected works of fiction, which focus on philosophically controversial questions, e.g., basic moral dilemmas, the meaning of life, alienation, nihilism, and the existence of God.  Prerequisite:  Passing score on the WPE.

Course Description:

Literature and art provide some of the best examples of philosophy in action, in life.  In literature you not only have thoughts, but also the thinker, the doer, the actor, the agent.  In discursive prose you have only the thought and its argumentative dress.  In poetry, in novels, in drama, in scripts, the idea is incarnated and exemplified.  Ideas are actions and actions have consequences.  Literature creates a stage on which humankind can display all its qualities from the most sublime to the most base.  It’s all there in its beauty and horror.  The world of theater, of fiction, of poetry mirrors the world itself.  This similarity prompted Shakespeare to pen the immortal analogy:  “All the world’s a stage and all the men and women merely players; they have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts.”  We exist in the presence of an audience.  Each action, however subtle or gross, is observed and judged by those around us and hopefully, by ourselves.  We’re players, exercising our imaginations, indulging our fantasies, cavorting and gamboling in make-believe universes.  And as Kurt Vonnegut says in Mother Night, “We are what we pretend to be, so we’d better be damn careful about what we pretend to be.”  As players we move in and out of others’ lives as well as life itself.  Each of us leaves distinct traces in the world.  Each of us plays multiple parts as we create joy and suffering, tragedy and 

transcendence, freedom and enslavement, certainty and doubt, harmony and chaos, love and hate, belonging and loneliness, clarity and confusion, truth and falsity.

Course Objectives:

This course introduces students to major literary works and the significant philosophical themes embedded in them.  This is course is intended to heighten awareness of poetic, dramatic, and fictional literature as well as the literary mode of discourse as a medium for philosophical reflection, exploration, and analysis.  As a result students begin to appreciate literature to which they have not been exposed previously.  They also move into an understanding of imaginative expression as a vehicle for penetrating philosophical insight in the human condition.  One additional goal is to improve student writing by focussing continually on the need for clear thinking, incisive conceptualization, and precise articulation.

Assignments:

You will be expected to read each of the five books assigned for the course. One take-home essay assignment will be given for each book. Each essay must be a minimum of 1500 words.  You will be expected to undertake an in-depth, critical analysis of the major philosophical themes in each book/script with a special emphasis on how the work responds to the three most fundamental philosophical questions:  (1) What is there?  (2)  How do we know it?  (3) How do we fit in?

Texts:

Required texts:  

Lying Awake by Mark Salzman 

Animal Dreams by Barbara Kingsolver

Ten Poems To Change Your Life  by Roger Housden

Constance by Jane Kenyon; In the Name of Salome by Julia Alvarez.

Salome by Julia Alvarez Madison

Recommended Reading:  High Tide In Tucson by Barbara Kingsolver; In The Time of the Butterflies by Julia Alvarez;  Orlando by Virginia Wolf; Orlando, a film by Sally Potter; The Laughing Sutra by Mark Salzman
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Attendance:  

You are allowed a maximum of three absences.  For each absence over three your final grade will be reduced by 5 points (5%).  You are late if you come to class after I take roll.  If you are late you must tell me on that day or it will be counted as an absence.  Three times late is equal to one absence.  Special arrangements are possible for students who encounter extreme circumstances, e.g., death in the family, long-term illness, etc.  However, it is the student' responsibility to notify me of these circumstances immediately.  No after-the-fact explanations of serial absences will be accepted under any circumstances.

Preparation:

You must keep up with the reading.  Philosophy In Literature can be very demanding of your time and attention.  Most students find they need to read the material several times before they have understood it.  After the first week there will be daily interrogations of randomly selected students on the reading material to determine currency in preparation.  Failure to be prepared will result in deductions of 2 points per incident.

Collaboration Policy:

You are free to work together on questions and essays outside of class.  Be advised, that if multiple students’ (past and present) work exhibit striking 

similarities, they will all be failed in the course.  Use each other as a source of ideas, but do your writing by yourself.

Form of Submitted Work:

Each essay must be typed, double-spaced in 14-point type with one-inch margins.  Essays may be submitted by E-Mail only when there is a request to do so attended by a good reason.  If the submission is by email, the essay  

must reach me before or on the due date.  Submit to either email address.  E-mail submissions must also be in 14-point type. 

Due Dates and Late Policy:
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Essays will be due on announced due date.  Essays will be downgraded 10% for every late day.

Grading:

Essays will graded on the basis of two criteria:  Form and content.  Matters of form include grammar, spelling, punctuation, clarity, and organization.  Matters of content include:  Textual accuracy, thoroughness and overall quality of thought.  Each essay will be worth 20 points.  Five essays for a total of 100 points.  Your final grade will be determined by the essay scores.  Final letter grades are assigned on a standard scale:  92 and above = A, 90-91 = A-, 88-89 = B+, 82-87 = B, 80-81 = B, etc.

Writing Component:

This is an Advanced Study Course.  Hence, your writing will be evaluated and graded.  Up to 5 points collectively will be deducted for writing errors in each essay.  Fractional points will be used where appropriate.  I will note errors as they occur in the text of the essay.  ESL students will be granted some leeway on the first essay.  After that, essays must be read, proofed, and correction by someone who has mastered Standard English.

Weekly Course Outline:

Week 1
Lying Awake


Week 2
Lying Awake

Week 3
Lying Awake

Week 4
Lying Awake

Week 5
Constance/Ten Poems

Week 6
Constance/Ten Poems

Week 7
Constance/Ten Poems

Week 8
Constance/Ten Poems

Week 9
Animal Dreams

Week 10
Animal Dreams

Week 11
Animal Dreams

Week 12
Animal Dreams

Week 13
In The Name of Salome


Week 14
In The Name of Salome
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Week 15
In The Name of Salome

Caveat:

This syllabus is subject to change at the instructor’s discretion.

EXERCISES IN DISCERNMENT OR SEEING IS FORGETTING THE NAME OF THE THING SEEN

AMIR’S FABLE
There is an old fable, which tells that Truth and Falsehood went for

A swim together, leaving their clothes on shore.  Falsehood 

Coming out of the water first, puts on Truth’s clothes.

Truth, being what it is, absolutely refused to wear

Falsehood’s clothes, thus remained naked.

Ever since then, Falsehood, appearing

As Truth, has been accepted as

Truth, while Truth still

Awaits to be seen.

CHUANG TZU’S TALE

At the Gorge of Lu, the great waterfall plunges for thousands of feet, its spray 

 Visible for miles.  In the churning waters below, no living creature can be seen.

  One day Confucius was standing at a distance from the pool’s edge, when he saw 

    An old man being tossed about in the turbulent water.  He called to his disciples

      And together they ran to rescue the victim.  But by the time they reached the

Water, the old man had come out onto the bank and was walking along, 

         Singing to himself.  Confucius hurried up to him.  ‘You would have to be a

Ghost to survive that,’ he said, ‘but you seem to be a man, instead.  What 

            Secret power do you have?’  ‘Nothing special,’ the old man replied.  ‘I  

             Began to learn while young, and grew up practicing it.  Now I am certain


    Of success.  I go down with the water and come up with water.  I follow


     It and forget myself.  I survive because I don’t struggle against the 


      Water’s superior power.  That’s all.’
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