Course Syllabus for Honors 131: Contemporary Society in Multiple Perspectives
Scott Beaulier

URL: www.scottbeaulier.com
sbeauli1@gmu.edu
HNRS 131

Fall, 2003

Course Meeting Time: Monday and Wednesday, 1:30-2:45 pm

Location: Fairfax Campus, Innovation Hall 133

Office Hours: I promise to be available every Wednesday from 3 pm until 5:15 pm.  My office is on the third floor of Enterprise Hall.  The room number is 338.  The best way to schedule a meeting with me is to e-mail me at sbeauli1@gmu.edu.  If my office hours do not work for you, I’m more than willing to arrange a meeting at an alternative time and/or location. 

Overview: This course will explore the intimate relationship between the humanities and the social sciences. Our exploration will be focused on the post-modern turn in the way we do social science. Many social scientists have come to realize that large, cross-sectional data sets aiming to explain everything about the world have, in fact, succeeded in explaining nothing. In response to these limitations, the social sciences are experiencing a movement away from traditional scientific approaches towards more unorthodox methodologies of case studies, "analytical narratives," and "thick" description. Many would go so far as to say that, to a large extent, we are currently experiencing a merger of the humanities and the social sciences.
The best way to understand this movement is to look at how the humanities and social sciences answer real world questions. The main question we will explore throughout the semester presents itself to us today as, "Why are some nations rich and other nations poor?" For most economists, this question represents the most important question of social science. We will examine whether social scientists are any closer to answering this question today than they were more than 200 years ago when Adam Smith claimed that all a country needed to be prosperous was "low taxes, an openness to trade, and a system of natural liberty." If we now understand why some nations are rich and others are poor, what is the value added of reading the humanities when trying to answer this question?
The answers to these questions are not unambiguous and free from controversy. A common theme in the material we will cover is that modernity comes to us full of paradoxes. People are often made immeasurably better off in terms of material well-being, but at the cost of their previous way of life and the social bonds they earlier relied upon. In dealing with these paradoxes, we will also survey issues related to colonialism, capitalism, ethnic strife, and socialism. In particular, how do these systems of social organization and conflict affect our understanding of ourselves and our plight in the world today? 
 Required Texts: 

Tadeusz Borowski This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen
Joseph Conrad Heart of Darkness
William Easterly The Elusive Quest for Growth
Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman Time on the Cross
Milan Kundera The Unbearable Lightness of Being
Ayn Rand Atlas Shrugged

B.F. Skinner Walden Two
In addition to these required texts, there will be additional reading materials handed out in class.  As you can see on the schedule, the first of these will be Rudyard Kipling’s famous poem “The White Man’s Burden.”    

Grading, Quizzes, and Exams: Your grade will be based on quizzes, papers and a Final Exam.  My grading policy is probably different from anything you have ever seen before.  You will get an overall quiz grade, an overall paper grade, and a Final Exam grade.  I will not combine these three scores.  Instead, here’s what I’ll do.

I will first drop the lowest of your three scores.  Then, I will look at your two remaining grades.  Your final grade for the course will be the lower grade of these two remaining grades.


Let me illustrate with an example.  Suppose your overall score on the quizzes is a C, your overall score on the paper(s) is a B, and your overall score on the Final Exam is an A-.  I will first drop your C score.  Then, I will look at your two remaining scores and your final grade will be the lower score of these two.  In this case, your semester grade would be a B.

As you can see, the only way for you to get an A in this class is for you to get an A in at least two of the three areas where I grade.  There will be no extra credit.

Let me briefly discuss each of the areas where you’ll earn a grade.

Quizzes: There will be 25 quizzes this semester.  Each quiz will be worth five points.  I will drop the five lowest quizzes for each of you.  A quiz will be given on every day that you were supposed to read.  The quizzes will take no more than two minutes, and they will be used to check whether you have been doing the reading.  

Papers: You have a choice here.  You can choose to write two short papers (7-10 double-spaced pages) or one long paper (15-20 double-spaced pages).  The due dates for the papers are listed below.  The paper should focus on one of the major themes being discussed in the class, and you should try to link this theme to the material we have been reading.  I don’t want to read a summary of what you know.  Instead, I want you to show me that you’re passionate about an idea, and that you can make a strong argument and point out the weaknesses of that argument.

We’ll talk more about the papers in Week 3 or 4 of the semester, and I’ll give you a list of a few suitable paper topics.  

Final Exam: There will be an all-essay Final Exam held on December 10th.  The essay questions will be very open-ended, and I look forward to getting 25 unique answers.

Expectations: You are some of the best undergraduate students at George Mason University.  I expect nothing less than your best effort in this class.  You were chosen because you are all very talented individuals.  I look forward to seeing a lot of this talent shine through over the course of the semester.

I expect you to do all of the reading before each class, to participate in class discussions, to approach me and talk to me outside of class, and to complete all assignments on time.  There will be a lot of reading in this class.  I know there are many other demands on your time, but I feel confident that each and every one of you can keep up with the workload in this class.  These are my expectations for you.

You can expect me to be prepared and excited about each lecture.  I promise to go out of my way to give you a solid training in the social sciences in general.  You will learn a lot about economics, history, literature, philosophy, and politics in this class.  I will do all I can to keep this course fun, interesting, and relevant to your daily lives.

Attendance and “Fairness”: I believe in the freedom of individual choice.  You are free to choose between attending class and not attending class.  There will be no penalty for skipping, nor will there be any monitoring or “mark-up” for those of you who attend regularly.  In sum, this class is a record of what you did do; it is not about what you could have, should have, or would have done had circumstances been different.  People learn in hundreds of different ways, so you are free to approach this class in any way you desire.  

Schedule, Reading Assignments, and Paper Deadlines

	DATE
	READING ASSIGNMENT

	
	

	Monday, August 25th
	Introductions, Syllabus; NO READING

	Wednesday, August 27th
	Main Themes of Course; NO READING

	
	

	Monday, September 1st
	Labor Day—NO CLASS

	Wednesday, September 3rd
	Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, pp. 1-92

	
	

	Monday, September 8th
	Heart of Darkness, pp. 92-132

Rudyard Kipling’s “White Man’s Burden”

	Wednesday, September 10th
	Easterly’s Elusive Quest for Growth,

Prologue, pp. 1-139 (Sections 1 and 2)

	
	

	Monday, September 15th
	Lecture on Globalization, Colonialism, and Development—NO READING

	Wednesday, September 17th
	Elusive Quest for Growth, pp. 143-291

	
	

	Monday, September 22nd
	Skinner’s Walden Two, pp. 1-85

	Wednesday, September 24th 
	Walden Two, pp. 86-166

	
	

	Monday, September 29th
	Walden Two, pp. 167-235

	Wednesday, October 1st
	Walden Two, pp. 235-301

	
	

	Monday, October 6th
	Borowski, pp. 11-97

	Wednesday, October 8th
	Borowski, pp. 98-180

PAPER 1 DUE (IF APPLICABLE)!!!

	
	

	Tuesday, October 14th
	Time on the Cross, pp. 3-67

	Wednesday, October 15th
	Time on the Cross, pp. 67-158

	
	

	Monday, October 20th
	Time on the Cross, pp. 158-223

	Wednesday, October 22nd
	Time on the Cross, pp. 223-275

	
	

	Monday, October 27th
	Kundera, pp. 3-78

	Wednesday, October 29th
	Kundera, pp. 81-171

	
	

	Monday, November 3rd
	Kundera, pp. 175-240

	Wednesday, November 5th
	Kundera, pp. 243-314

	
	

	Monday, November 10th
	Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, pp. 11-122

	Wednesday, November 12th
	Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, pp. 122-273

	
	

	Monday, November 17th
	Atlas Shrugged, pp. 273-392

	Wednesday, November 19th
	Atlas Shrugged, pp. 392-523

	
	

	Monday, November 24th
	Atlas Shrugged, pp. 523-747

PAPER 2/SEMESTER PAPER DUE!!!

	Wednesday, November 26th
	NO CLASS—THANKSGIVING BREAK!

	
	

	Monday, December 1st
	Atlas Shrugged, pp. 747-915

	Wednesday, December 3rd
	Atlas Shrugged, pp. 915-1069

	
	

	Monday, December 8th
	NO CLASS—READING DAY

	Wednesday, December 10th
	FINAL EXAM, 1:30-4:15 pm


