COLQ-21: Catastrophic Communities

Prof. Ravit Reichman

Spring 2011 • Thursdays 2-4 • Conv 207


Office Hours: Thursday 12:30-1:45 & by appt.
Email: Ravit_Reichman@Brown.edu • Phone: 401.863.3562
What becomes of communities and individuals in a catastrophe?  How are they destroyed, rebuilt, transformed, challenged and imagined?  What does it mean to grasp an event as catastrophic in the first place? This seminar approaches these questions from multiple vantage points in order to explore how a catastrophic event makes and unmakes the world.  Over the course of the semester, we will examine a number of catastrophes—natural and man-made, sudden and gradual. We will consider the different kinds of social formations that arise or are destroyed in disaster, and think critically about what it means to be both an individual and part of a collective in times of unprecedented upheaval.
Book List:

Aharon Appelfeld, Badenheim 1939

Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster
Albert Camus, The Plague

David Eggers, Zeitoun

P. D. James, The Children of Men
Jonathan Lear, Radical Hope
V. S. Naipaul, A Bend in the River
The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry, ed. Jon Silkin

Georges Perec, W or the Memory of Childhood
W. G. Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction
Books are available at Amherst Books and on reserve in the Amherst College Library.

Additional readings will be available on e-reserves, and will be indicated in the schedule with †.

Films:

“Judgment at Nuremberg” (1961, dir. Stanley Kramer)

“Man on Wire” (2008, dir. James Marsh) 

“Fahrenheit 9/11” (2004, dir. Michael Moore) 

“9/11” (2002, dir. Jules and Gédéon Naudet)
“Children of Men” (2006, dir. Alfonso Cuarón)

Requirements:

Attendance and Active participation (25%)

You are expected to come to class with the reading completed, ready to participate in discussion. Two unexcused absences will lower your final grade by a full letter grade. Four unexcused absences and you will be asked to withdraw from the course.

Additionally, you will be asked to give occasional presentations in groups of two (sign up sheet will be circulated on the second meeting of class).

Graded Writing Assignments (75%)

Midterm paper (7 pages) – Due on Thursday, March 10 (e-mail by 11:00 PM) (25%)

Final paper (12-15 pages) – Due Friday, May 13 (e-mail by 11:00 PM) (50%)

Schedule of readings

1/27
Introduction


W.H. Auden, “September 1, 1939” (handout)

2/3
Conceiving of Catastrophe

· Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” †
· Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster (we will be reading this work throughout the semester)
· Rebecca Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell (Prelude + “A Millennial Good Fellowship: The San Francisco Earthquake”) †
2/10
Catastrophe & Allegory
Camus, The Plague 
2/17
 The Moment
· Brown and Kulik, “Flashbulb Memories” †
· Hannah Arendt, from Men in Dark Times (Preface + “On Humanity in Dark Times”) †
· Joseph Conrad, “First News” †

· Virginia Woolf, “Thoughts on Peace in an Air-Raid” †
· Don DeLillo, “In the Ruins of the Future” †
2/24
Cultural Devastation and the Fate of Leadership
· Jonathan Lear, Radical Hope
· Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831) †

· Alexis de Tocqueville, from Democracy in America: Ch. 18, “The Present and Probable Future Condition of the Three Races that Inhabit the Territory of the United States” (pp. 331-355) †

3/3 
The War to End All Wars  


· World War I Poetry: Brooke, Grenfell, McCrae, Thomas, Sassoon, Kipling, Owen, Rosenberg. In The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry, ed. Jon Silkin
· Robert Graves, from Goodbye to All That (Ch. 15, pp. 141-65) †
· Vera Brittain, from Testament of Youth (Ch. 6, pp. 239-253) †
· Geoff Dyer, from The Missing of the Somme (pp. 2-35 & 120-131) †
3/10
 No class

***Midterm paper due (e-mail by 11:00 PM)***
3/17 
 No class (Spring break)

3/24
The Holocaust: Intuitions and Ignorance

Aharon Appelfeld, Badenheim 1939
3/31
The Holocaust: Between I and we

Georges Perec, W or the Memory of Childhood
4/7
Crimes Against Humanity in Hindsight

W. G. Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction
 “Judgment at Nuremberg” (1961, dir. Stanley Kramer)

4/14
Africa and the Colonial Legacy

V. S. Naipaul, A Bend in the River
4/21
September 11, 2001

“Man on Wire” (2008, dir. James Marsh) 

“Fahrenheit 9/11” (2004, dir. Michael Moore) 

-or-

“9/11” (2002, dir. Jules and Gédéon Naudet)

Judith Butler, from Precarious Life (“Violence, Mourning, Politics”) †
4/28
Hurricane Katrina

David Eggers, Zeitoun
5/5
Dystopia as Background

“Children of Men” (2006, dir. Alfonso Cuarón)


P. D. James, The Children of Men (1992)
Final paper due Friday, 5/13/11
