HON 172:  THE HUMAN EVENT

Instructor:  Elizabeth McManus

Office:  Irish 218

Office hours: Mondays and Wednesdays 245-430 and by appointment

Office phone:  480-727-7152

Email:  elizabeth.mcmanus@asu.edu
HON 172 is the second-semester part of a two-semester interdisciplinary seminar entitled “The Human Event.”  This course deals with some fundamental concerns of human existence:  evil, suffering, morality, the (perceived) death of God.  One of the central questions of the class:  what do we owe to each other (if anything) as members of the human community?  We will examine literary, historical, philosophical, and religious texts in the hope of seeing how different historical periods and cultures approached these issues.  The reading list for this course already points to the interdisciplinary perspective of the works, and one of the central goals of this course is to help us gain an understanding as to how all knowledge is inherently interrelated.  HON 172 focuses on texts from the 17th century to the present day.

Academic Integrity:

As is the case with most colleges and universities, Arizona State University assumes that you will approach your educational opportunities with a certain level of mature responsibility.  I want you to know that I take academic integrity very seriously, and I demand that you do so as well.  PLAGIARISM is presenting the words or ideas of another author as your own.  If you get an idea from another source, you MUST cite it.  Failure to do so constitutes plagiarism.  While I certainly do not expect any problems on this front, I want to make it perfectly clear that ANYONE CAUGHT CHEATING WILL FAIL BOTH THE ASSIGNMENT AND THE COURSE.  In addition to failing the course, the violation may be reported to the Dean of the Honors College for further action.

Grievance Procedure:
For information on what to do if you are feeling aggrieved, please go to:  www.asu.edu/honors.  Under “Forms and Documents,” you will find information on the formal grievance procedures for the Barrett Honors College.

Course Requirements:

1. Attendance and ACTIVE participation are required.  You may have THREE unexcused absences during the semester.  For every additional unexcused absence, you will lose 1/3 of a grade off of your participation grade.  If you are late to class three times, it counts as an unexcused absence.  Excused absences include participation in a University-sanctioned academic or athletic event (provided I am notified before the event) and illness (with a doctor’s note).  Any other type of absence is considered unexcused.  


Because this course is designed as a seminar, it is essential that you provide thoughtful, active participation.  There are no right or wrong answers in this course; you will be graded on your grasp of the material and your ability to communicate your thoughts and ideas.  If you make little or no effort to engage the material and your classmates, your participation grade will suffer.  PHYSICAL PRESENCE IN THE CLASSROOM DOES NOT CONSTITUTE PARTICIPATION. While I do not plan to give quizzes on the readings, I reserve the right to do so should I perceive the need.


Participation counts for 30% of your final course grade.

2. Discussion board—I am looking for quality over quantity; therefore, there is no “magic number” with regard to posts. Your participation in the webboard discussion is intended to supplement rather than to replace in-class discussion. Just as your classroom participation should be thoughtful, analytical, and textually engaged, so too should your online participation.

Keep roundtable coffee shop talk to a minimum. While questions such as “What is the meaning of existence?” and “Is organized religion inevitably misogynistic?” are inherently interesting, they also tend to devolve into “I think/I believe” sorts of debates. The only subsequent responses are “Well, I don’t believe that” or “Hey, I think that too; well met, soulmate!”

Make your responses genuine responses. In other words, just as in class, when you respond to, interrogate, and analyze the text(s), you should adopt the same approach with the discussion board. Both in class and online you should be engaging and sharpening your analytical and critical thinking skills.

Lastly, a word on discussion board etiquette…when I say “critical thinking skills,” I do not mean (as I am sure you know) your abilities to criticize. The webboard is not an occasion for you to perform a public, metaphorical vivisection on your classmates. Be respectful and, just as importantly, be aware of what you are saying, not merely of what you are intending to say. In this sense, your writing on the discussion board is no different from the more formal writing you do for this course.

Webboard participation counts for 10% of your overall course grade.  

3. Three 5-6 page papers—PLEASE NOTE: NO LATE PAPERS WILL BE ACCEPTED WITHOUT MY PRIOR APPROVAL.  Grading will be based on both content and style/grammar, so pay as much attention to how you say something as you do to what you are saying.  Each paper counts for 20% of your final course grade.

How to write a paper for this course:
I evaluate you papers with emphasis on three key qualities: a well-defined thesis, logical progression, and textual evidence that supports your arguments.  This is not to say that other aspects (e.g., grammar, style, etc.) do not figure in, but these three are the most important.

First of all, title your paper.  Ideally, your title should reflect the topic, though not necessarily the thesis, of your paper, e.g., “Aristotle’s Understanding of Happiness.”  If you wish to give some clue to the argument in your title, so much the better.  Do not title your paper “Essay #1.”  Remember that the title is the first thing that your reader sees.

INTRODUCTION.  The introduction sets the context for your argument.  You should let the reader know what work(s) you are discussing, the aspect of the work(s) on which you’ll focus (your topic), and what point you intend to make about your topic (your thesis or argument).  Your argument needs to be analytical; it must prove something.

What constitutes a well-defined thesis?  A well-defined thesis is one that indicates an interesting and abstract idea that you wish to explore in some depth.  For this reason, it should not be an impossibly large idea, e.g., “Aristotle is a better philosopher than Plato.”  Firstly, such a topic depends upon a largely subjective judgment implying such questions as “better for whom?” and “better in what way?”  Secondly, such an assertion cannot possibly be proven in a short paper, if at all.

BAD THESIS STATEMENT.  “In this paper I will discuss how Socrates was treated by the Athenian court and possible reasons for this treatment.”  Not only is this boring (a cardinal sin in critical writing), but it also doesn’t really say anything (the closest thing to a capital crime in an analytical paper).

GOOD THESIS STATEMENT.  “Socrates was martyred by members of the Athenian court motivated by personal petty jealousies and political expediency.”  Of course, such an argument requires some definitional unpacking (e.g., what do you mean by “political expediency”? and how do you know that his accusers were motivated by personal rather than public concerns?).  This type of thesis, however, does set a good (and aggressive, which is generally good) tone for the rest of the paper.  Furthermore, it is arguable (in both senses of the word), meaning both that it can be argued effectively and that there are counter-arguments to your position.

BODY OF THE ESSAY.  Each of the paragraphs must be a distinct argument in defence of your thesis, that is, subordinate arguments that prove the main argument of your paper.  Each paragraph should be able to stand on its own as a clearly articulated idea about the work(s) in question.

LOGICAL PROGRESSION.  Your argument must move from point to point, building a case to support your main argument.  Avoid summarizing at all costs, except briefly and specifically in the introduction to set the context for your argument.  Any descriptions of and from the text(s) must pertain specifically to your argument and must be used to establish a context for your evidence.  Each paragraph must build logically from the previous one and set the stage for the one following.  Your paragraphs should flow both logically and elegantly from one to another.  Try to avoid creating in your reader a feeling of “and then…and then…and then.”

Some paragraphs in the body of the paper should anticipate potential objections to your own thesis that an imaginary reader might raise against a point you just made.  Then refute these objections by showing why they are not sound.  Don’t, however, set up “straw men” who advance ludicrous positions that could not possibly be supported by a reasonable reading of the text(s).

TEXTUAL EVIDENCE.  It is not enough to assert something; you must prove it.  And you must use evidence from the text(s) in each and every paragraph.  Most importantly, don’t generalize; be specific.  Choose one quotation to emphasize a particular point.  Don’t pile on quotations just for the sake of using them.  Quotations, like everything else in your paper, should contribute to proving your thesis.  Cite examples from the text(s) to illustrate your points.

Within each paragraph, you must support your statements using specific evidence from the text(s).  You must introduce your quotations:  who said it, to whom (and/or to what) is the speaker responding.  In other words, you need to contextualize your quotation.  It is not always necessary to quote directly; if the exact words are not important for your argument, you may paraphrase.  If you do quote exactly, however, you must “unpack” the quotation, looking at its specific language.

A FEW WORDS ABOUT FORMAT…  Your paper should be the assigned length, double-spaced, and typed.  If your paper is shorter than the assigned length, your grade will suffer.  If it is significantly longer than the assigned length, you will suffer.  If you use quotations longer than 4 sentences, indent the quotation (you shouldn’t have too many of these; the paper is, after all, your work and not Plato’s).  It is certainly permissible to quote a single word or phrase from the text provided that it is specifically important for a point you wish to make, but be careful not to quote out of context.

Although you may use secondary sources, you are not required to do so.  Keep in mind that the papers you write for this course are intended to be analytical essays, so the voice should be yours and not that of a more established scholar.  IF YOU GET AN IDEA FROM A SECONDARY SOURCE (EVEN IF YOU DON’T QUOTE DIRECTLY), YOU MUST CITE IT.  FAILURE TO DO SO CONSTITUTES PLAGIARISM.

GRAMMAR AND STYLE.  If your writing is muddled or unclear, your argument will be as well.  Pay attention to sentence structure, punctuation, verb tense and subject agreement, and, above all, spelling.  Excessive grammatical and spelling errors will adversely affect your grade.  Bill Gates has made avoiding such mistakes relatively easy, so spell check your papers.  Bill Gates is less useful in helping you catch grammatical mistakes, so use the grammar check but don’t be slavishly devoted to it.  

Proofread your papers—repeatedly.  When you complete your paper, outline it.  Ask yourself such questions as:  what is the topic of each paragraph?  do several different paragraphs serve the same function, arguing the same point?  does one paragraph have several different topics?  If you answer “yes” to either of these last questions, your essay has organizational problems that need to be addressed.

Lastly, PLEASE use gender-inclusive language (e.g., “humanity” for “man,” etc.)  You may find this a bit awkward at first but, as Aristotle says of the virtues, we learn by doing.  And it is always advisable to avoid relegating half the population to a secondary and derivative status.

Required texts.
Course packet from Alternative Copy, 204 E. University (near Forest), 480-829-7992

Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals
Georg Büchner, Danton’s Death
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
Simon Wiesenthal, The Sunflower
Martin Buber, The Way of Man
Arthur Miller, The Crucible
22 January
Class introduction and expectations


THE RENAISSANCE LEGACY AND THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION

24 January
Milton, Paradise Lost (X)

27 January    
Galileo, “Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems” (X)


MORAL AND POLITICAL DEMOCRACY

29 January 
Rousseau, “On Education” (X)

31 January 
de Tocqueville, “Democracy in America” (X)

3 February 
Thoreau, “Civil Disobedience” (X)

5 February 
Gandhi, “Ahimsa or the Way of Nonviolence” (X)


THE JOYS OF VIRTUALLY IMPENETRABLE PHILOSOPHY

7 February
Descartes, Meditations (X)



10 February
Kant, from the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (X)



12 February
Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto (X)

14 February
Nietzsche, First Essay of the Genealogy
17 February
Nietzsche, Second Essay of the Genealogy
19 February
Mill, from The Subjection of Women (X)

21 February
PEER REVIEW OF FIRST PAPER


IS RELIGION DESTRUCTIVE TO MENTAL AND SPIRITUAL HEALTH?

24 February
George Eliot, “The Lifted Veil” (X)

26 February
Darwin, from The Descent of Man (X)

28 February
Bertrand Russell, “Ideas That Have Harmed Mankind” (X)

3 March
FIRST PAPER DUE and Freud, from The Future of an Illusion (X)

5 March
Büchner, Danton’s Death
7 March
Danton’s Death cont

10 March
Percy Shelley, “A Defence of Poetry” (X)

12 March
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
14 March
Frankenstein cont

17-21 March
SPRING BREAK

24 March 
Rhetorical persuasion in political speechmaking: Martin Luther King and Malcolm X


EXISTENTIALISM

26 March
Dostoevsky, “The Rebellion” and “The Grand Inquisitor” from The Brothers Karamazov (X)

28 March
Kafka, “In the Penal Colony” (X)

31 March
Camus, “The Guest” (X)

2 April
Sartre, “Existentialism” (X)

4 April
SECOND PAPER DUE


THE HOLOCAUST AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

7 April

Hitler, from Mein Kampf; Hoess, from his Autobiography (X) 

9 April
Wiesenthal, The Sunflower
11 April
Wiesenthal cont

14 April
Arendt, from Eichmann in Jerusalem (X)

16 April
Buber, The Way of Man

PERCEPTION AND SUBJECTIVITY

18 April
Hawthorne, “Young Goodman Brown” and “Ethan Brand” (X)

21 April
Miller, The Crucible
23 April
Musical expression as political action: Billie Holiday, Woody Guthrie

25 April
Harlem Renaissance writings

28 April
Toni Morrison, TBA

30 April
Sachedina, from The Islamic Roots of Democratic Pluralism (X)

2 May

Sachedina cont (X)

5 May

Wrap up

9 May

FINAL PAPER DUE

