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Humanities 4: Critical Evaluation in the Humanities 
Shimer College 

Spring 2014 

Hutchins Classroom 

Section A: 8:30-9:50, MWF 

Section B: 10:00-11:20, MWF 

 

Instructor: Adam Kotsko 

Office:  Across the open lounge from Infinity classroom; shared with Ann Dolinko 

E-mail: a.kotsko@shimer.edu 

Phone:  312-235-3547 

 

Course Description 

As both a continuation and a culmination of the Humanities sequence of the core curriculum, this 

course aims to introduce students to the critical assessment of the humanities while continuing to 

broaden and deepen students’ knowledge of the fine arts, literature, philosophy, and religious thought. 

A guiding thread throughout is a focus on works that are critical or reflective, both within and across 

disciplines. Students should be prepared for readings in this course to be in dialogue with readings from 

previous humanities courses and with each other. In this iteration of the class, we will be focusing on 

three key schools of thought from among the proliferation of critical approaches in the 20th century: 

phenomenology, modernism, and postmodernism.  

 

Learning Outcomes 

After completing this course, students will be able to 

 give an account of the distinctive perspective, approach, and contribution of Kant, Nietzsche, 

Heidegger, and other major modern thinkers in the humanities. 

 distinguish among hermeneutical approaches and intellectual movements in the modern period. 

 identify and assess the formal innovations attempted by challenging works of visual art, music, 

and literature. 

 assess works of criticism and use the arguments therein to refine their own ideas, both orally 

and in writing. 

 engage seriously and respectfully with works that actively challenge accepted norms of 

argumentation and presentation. 

 

Required Texts 

Simone de Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity (Citadel) 

Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed. Arendt, trans. Zohn (Schocken) 

Marin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Kaufmann (Touchstone) 

Judith Butler, Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death (Columbia UP) 

James Cone, God of the Oppressed (Orbis) 

Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, trans. Johnson (U Chicago) 

T. S. Eliot, “The Waste Land” (available in Norton Anthology of Poetry from Hum 2 or as a handout) 

Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (Cambridge UP) 

Martin Heidegger, Basic Writings, ed. Krell (Harper Collins) 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. Kaufmann (Modern Library) 

Rainer Maria Rilke, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, trans. Mitchell (Vintage) 
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Arnold Schoenberg, “How to Compose With Twelve Tones” (handout) 

 

Access to Fine Art Materials 

To have easy access to the fine arts materials discussed in class, students will need to use two free 

online services: Google Drive (included in your Shimer Google account) and Spotify (a music 

streaming service). I will share a Google Drive folder containing the visual artworks and Spotify 

playlists containing the music. In addition, there will be a film showing toward the end of the semester; 

the DVD will be available on reserve in the library for students who are unable to join us for the film 

showing. I will also arrange multiple visits to the Modern Wing of the Art Institute of Chicago to 

provide everyone with an opportunity to attend. 

 

Student Assessment 

The student’s grade depends on demonstrating the qualities listed in the learning outcomes above. Class 

discussion and written work will serve as the means of demonstrating progress toward those outcomes: 

 

Discussion: 50% of final grade. Two papers: 50% of final grade (25% each). 

 

Discussion assumes conscientious preparation for and prompt attendance at each class.  Bring 

questions to class, and come ready to listen to others and share your ideas with one another in a 

respectful, attentive, and caring way. You should read all texts thoroughly, annotating or taking notes. 

This course will follow the standard Shimer attendance policy—more than three absences will put you 

in danger of failing the course, and each absence will result in a reduction of your participation grade.  

 

For discussions of music, I recommend that students get in the habit of listening to the shared Spotify 

playlists in order to gain a general familiarity and comfort with the music; then, closer to the day they 

will be discussed, students should listen to them at least twice in a concentrated, distraction-free way, 

taking notes so that they can give some kind of narrative account of what happens in the piece using the 

basic vocabulary gained in Humanities 1 (for example: “it starts very quietly, then suddenly swells into 

a strange, dissonant chord,” or “it begins with a solo flute playing a kind of hypnotic melody,” etc.).  

 

Papers will be in two formats: 

• Comparative: Students must choose two works that are in significantly different genres or 

disciplines from among those covered in the Shimer Humanities sequence (visual art, music, 

film, poetry, drama, fiction, philosophy, or theology) but share some clear commonality in 

topic, theme, or outlook and compare and contrast them. Students should give particular 

attention to the contribution of the works’ respective forms to their treatment of their subject 

matter and what this might tell us about the possibilities and limitations inherent to their 

respective genres or disciplines. 

• Critical: Students must choose a work from the Shimer Humanities sequence and engage with 

some segment of the scholarly literature surrounding that work. Acceptable sources include 

peer-reviewed journal articles and academic books; if you are unclear about whether a given 

source is appropriate, check with me or with the librarian. (Online sources other than open-

access scholarly journals are generally not appropriate for this assignment.) Students should 

address at least three appropriate sources in their paper, assessing some aspect of their 

arguments and their particular contributions to the understanding of the work at hand. 

According to each student's needs and interests, these papers may be argumentative in nature or 

they may function as surveys of the literature. In the latter case, significantly more sources 
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should be consulted and discussed. 

 

Both papers must follow a recognized documentation style in the humanities—preferably University 

of Chicago or MLA—and be between six and eight pages in length, double-spaced, in a standard font. 

Students are urged to discuss their topics with me beforehand, though this is not strictly required.  

 

These papers may be submitted in the order of the student's choosing. One paper is due around the 

middle of the semester (as indicated on the class schedule) and the other is due at the end of the 

semester. Completed papers that are submitted on time may be rewritten for an improved grade. 

Students who turn in a paper after the due date lose the opportunity to rewrite it.  No work will be 

accepted after the last day of classes. Students who wish to have a chance to rewrite their second paper 

must turn it in two weeks early (as indicated on the class schedule).  

 

All papers must be submitted via e-mail, using a Microsoft Word or LibreOffice-compatible 

format (.doc, .docx, .rtf, .odt) or Google Drive. Please do not submit papers in PDF or Pages formats.  

 

Class and Reading Schedule 

 Part I: Phenomenology, Existentialism, and Ethics 
Wednesday January 15 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, Preface, §§1-13 

(skip notes after 13) (pp. 5-38) 

Friday January 17 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, §§14-21, 40-56 

(pp. 47-56, 81-104) 

   

Monday January 20 NO CLASSES—Martin Luther King Day 
Wednesday January 22 Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, §§57-60, Solution 

(pp. 104-125) 

Friday January 24 Heidegger, “Introduction to Being and Time,” sections 1-6 (Basic 

Writings, pp. 38-71) 

   

Monday January 27 Heidegger, Intro to Being and Time, section 7 (Basic Writings, pp. 

71-86); “What is Metaphysics”? (pp. 90-110) 

Wednesday January 29 Heidegger, “On the Essence of Truth” (pp. 112-138) 

Friday January 31 Buber, I and Thou, First Part (pp. 53-85) 

   

Monday February 3 Buber, I and Thou, Second Part (pp. 87-122) 

Wednesday February 5 Buber, I and Thou, Third Part, Afterword (pp. 123-182) 

Friday February 7 Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, chs. 1 and 2 (pp. 7-73) 

   

Monday February 10 Beauvoir, Ethics, ch. 3, §§1-3 (pp. 74-114) 

Wednesday February 12 Beauvoir, Ethics, ch. 3, §§4-5, conclusion (pp. 114-160) 

Friday February 14 NO CLASSES—Dean's Break 
   

 Part II: Modernism in Music, Art, and Literature 
Monday February 17 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (Basic Writings, pp. 31-52); 

Wagner, “Prelude to Tristan and Isolde” (music) 

Wednesday February 19 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (Basic Writings, pp. 52-76); 

Debussy, “Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun” (music) 
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Friday February 21 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (Basic Writings, pp. 76-98); 

Schoenberg, Pierrot Lunaire (music; lyrics and translation in 

Google Drive) 

   

Monday February 24 Schoenberg, “How to Compose With Twelve Tones” (handout); 

selected piano pieces (music) 

Wednesday February 26 Stravinsky, Rite of Spring (music) 

Friday February 28 Stravinsky, Symphony of Psalms (music; Latin texts of psalms with 

translation in Google Drive). 

   

Monday March 3 Heidegger, “Origin of the Work of Art” (Basic Writings, pp. 140-

165); visual artworks in Google Drive folder under “Art Day 1” 

Wednesday March 5 Heidegger, “Origin of the Work of Art” (Basic Writings, pp. 165-

182); visual artworks in Google Drive folder under “Art Day 2” 

Friday March 7  Heidegger, “Origin of the Work of Art” (Basic Writings, pp. 182-

206); visual artworks in Google Drive folder under “Art Day 3” 

   

Monday March 10 Rilke, Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, pp. 3-130 

Wednesday March 12 Rilke, Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, pp. 131-260 

Friday March 14 Eliot, “The Waste Land” (Norton Anthology of Poetry, 1344-1356) 

First paper due via e-mail by class time.  
   

Monday March 17 NO CLASSES—Spring Break 
Wednesday March 19 NO CLASSES—Spring Break 
Friday March 21 NO CLASSES—Spring Break 
   

 Part III: Critical Deconstruction and Creative Reappropriation in 

Modernity and Postmodernity 
Monday March 24 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, Preface, “On the Prejudices of 

the Philosophers” (Basic Writings, pp. 192-222)  

Wednesday March 26 Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, Preface, Essay 1 (Basic Writings, 

pp. 451-492) 

Friday March 28 Nietzsche, Genealogy, Essay 2 (Basic Writings, pp. 492-532) 

   

Monday March 31 Cone, God of the Oppressed, chs. 1 through 4 (pp. 1-76) 

Wednesday April 2 Cone, God of the Oppressed, chs. 5 through 7 (pp. 77-149) 

Friday April 4 Cone, God of the Oppressed, chs. 8 through 10 (pp. 150-225) 

   

Monday April 7 Review of Plato's Phaedrus; Derrida, “Plato's Pharmacy” 

(Dissemination, pp. 63-84) 

Wednesday April 9 Derrida, “Plato's Pharmacy” (Dissemination, pp. 84-128) 

Friday April 11 Derrida, “Plato's Pharmacy” (Dissemination, pp. 128-171) 

Draft of second paper due via e-mail by class time if planning 

to rewrite 
   

Monday April 14 Review of Sophocles' Antigone; Butler, Antigone’s Claim, ch. 1 

(pp. 1-25) 
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Wednesday April 16 Butler, Antigone’s Claim, chs. 2-3 (pp. 27-82) 

Friday April 18 Film: Melancholia (Lars von Trier) 

   

Monday April 21 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction” (Illuminations, pp. 217-251) 

Wednesday April 23 Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (Illuminations, 

pp. 253-264) 

Friday April 25 NO CLASS—All course work due by The Absolute Deadline 
 


