
The Free Minds Project 
 a course in the humanities 

Spring 2014 Syllabus 
 

Theme: Who do we think we are? 
 

NOTES: All readings are due on the date listed. This syllabus is just an overview. Please consult the  
individual subject syllabi for reading questions and unit descriptions. 

 
 A written reading response is due each class period. 

 

Date Subject Reading Assignment Due 

Thursday, 
January 9 

ALL FACULTY Opening Class of Spring Semester 
• Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, excerpt 

Monday, 
January 13 

LITERATURE Women and Fiction 
• Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, Chapters 1 and 2 

Thursday,  
January 16 

LITERATURE Shakespeare’s Sister 
• Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, Chapters 3 and 4 

Monday, 
January 20 

 NO CLASS — Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday 

Thursday,  
January 23 

LITERATURE The Androgynous Mind 
• Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, Chapters 5 and 6 

Monday, 
January 27 

WRITING Finding Your Argument 
• Bring to class Woolf, Cisneros, and They Say/I Say 

Thursday, 
January 30 

LITERATURE From a Room to a Home 
• Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street, see unit 

syllabus 

Monday, 
February 3 

LITERATURE The Lives of the Women 
• Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street, see unit 

syllabus 

Thursday, 
February 6 

LITERATURE A Room for Esperanza 
• Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street, see unit 

syllabus 

Monday, 
February 10 

WRITING Developing Your Argument With Examples 
• Bring to class Woolf, Cisneros, and They Say/I Say 
 

                    DUE: Essay, draft one 

Thursday, 
February 13 

WRITING Developing Your Argument By Explaining Examples 
• Bring to class Woolf, Cisneros, and They Say/I Say 

Monday, 
February 17 

WRITING Citations and MLA Works Cited 
• Bring to class Woolf, Cisneros, and They Say/I Say 

 
                        DUE: Essay, draft two 

Thursday, 
February 20 

ANTHROPOLOGY Exploring Subcultures 
• Fieldworking, Chapter 1 selection, plus Box 1 

Monday, 
February 24 

ANTHROPOLOGY Exploring Social Positioning and Its Impact on Research 
and Writing 
• Fieldworking, Chapter 1 selection, plus Box 10 

Thursday, 
February 27 

       COLLEGE FAIR – all are welcome 
 
                     DUE: Essay, final draft 

   



 2 

Monday, 
March 3 

ANTHROPOLOGY Exploring the Sense of Place 
• Fieldworking, Chapter 4 selection, plus Box 16 or 17 

Thursday, 
March 6 

ANTHROPOLOGY Exploring Ethnographic Dialogues 
• Fieldworking, Chapter 5 selection, plus Box 21 

Monday, 
March 10 

 
SPRING BREAK — NO CLASS 

Thursday, 
March 13 

 
SPRING BREAK — NO CLASS 

Monday, 
March 17 

ANTHROPOLOGY Exploring Family Stories and Oral Histories 
• Fieldworking, Chapter 5 selection, plus Box 23 or 24 

Thursday, 
March 20 

ANTHROPOLOGY Exploring Language and Verbal Art 
• Fieldworking, Chapter 7 selection, plus Box 27, 28, or 29 

Monday, 
March 24 

CREATIVE WRITING Honoring Our Stories 
• Anne Lamott, Bird By Bird, pp. 3-43. Review Chapter 8 of 

Fieldworking                           

Thursday, 
March 27 

CREATIVE WRITING More Thoughts on Detail 
• Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird, pp. 97-144; Alice Walker, 

“Becoming What We’re Called” (course packet)        

Monday, 
March 31 

CREATIVE WRITING How a Story Begins 
• Memoir beginnings by Strayed, Child, Didion, Flynn, 

Gilbert, and Obama (course packet) 

Thursday,  
April  3 

CREATIVE WRITING Creating Scene 
• Dagoberto Gilb, “I Knew She Was Beautiful” (course 

packet) 

Monday,  
April 7 

CREATIVE WRITING Bringing Place to Life 
• Colson Whitehead, “Lost and Found” and E.B. White, 

“Once More to the Lake” (course packet) 

Thursday, 
 April 10 

WRITING Writing Your Portfolio Essay 
• Assignment to be announced 
 
                    DUE: Personal Essay 

Monday, 
 April 14 

PHILOSOPHY What Can a Philosopher Know? 
• Plato, Republic, Book VI 

Thursday,  
April 17 

 Blanton Museum Field Trip 

Monday,  
April 21 

PHILOSOPHY What Can a Philosopher Know? Part II 
• Plato, Republic, Book VII 

Thursday,  
April 24 

PHILOSOPHY How Bad Can Things Get? 
• Plato, Republic, Book VIII 

Monday,  
April 28 

PHILOSOPHY Are You Happy Now, Thrasymachus? 
• Plato, Republic, Book IX 

Thursday,  
May 1 

PHILOSOPHY Impersonating Poetry: Imitator, Maker, or User? 
• Plato, Republic, Book X 

Monday, 
May 5 

PHILOSOPHY Er – The Last Word 
• Plato,  Republic, Book X 

Thursday, 
 May 8 

CREATIVE WRITING Writing Our Futures 
• Assignment to be announced 

Monday, 
 May 12 

ALL FACULTY Portfolio Conferences 

Graduation is tentatively scheduled for Monday, May 19 
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Free Minds Project 
Literature Unit Curriculum, Spring 2014 

Dr. Patricia M. García 
 

Semester Theme:  Who do we think we are? 
 

 
Cover Image, The House on Mango Street 

Nivia González 

 
“Indeed, I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing 

them, was often a woman.” 
--Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own 

 
“I would like to baptize myself under a new name, a name more like the real me, the one 

nobody sees.” 
--Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street 

 
 Our personal identity is closely connected to our individual life stories, to whom we 
think we are.  Connected to this is our need to share our stories with others.  This, I believe, 
is one of the key questions that literature asks and answers.  The two works we will read 
this semester, Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own and Sandra Cisneros’ novel The 
House on Mango Street, explore such questions of identity and one’s search for it, especially 
as it relates to issues of class, gender, and opportunity.  The narrators of the two works 
might seem at first glance to be very different.  The unnamed narrator of A Room is an 
older, wealthy, British woman who has already established herself as a writer and lecturer 
even though she was unable to attend college in her youth because women were not 
allowed to do so.  She questions why such barriers existed and, now that they have been 
removed, what are the lasting effects for women of being kept out and of now being 
allowed to enter into institutions of learning.  Esperanza, the narrator of Mango Street, is a 
young Mexican American girl living in the barrio of Chicago who longs for the American 
dream as symbolized by the perfect dream house, not the house on Mango Street.  
Education, reading, and writing are for Esperanza the means by which she will leave Mango 
Street and, hopefully, discover ways to change it.  As we read about these women, we will 
consider how their search for identity leads us to consider the obstacles and opportunities 
we each face in crafting our own stories. 
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Spring 2014 Syllabus 
 

Class 1: Women and Fiction 
1/13/14 

 
Things to consider before reading:  Virginia Woolf (British, 1882-1941) was born into a 
wealthy and literate family of the Victorian era.  Unlike her brothers, however, she and her 
sisters were not allowed to go to college as this was not deemed appropriate for women.  
Educating herself through her own reading, Woolf became an important novelist, critic, and 
publisher.  She suffered from mental illness throughout her life and, believing another 
depression was forthcoming, committed suicide in 1941.  The origin of A Room of One’s 
Own  was a series of lectures Woolf gave to students at women’s colleges in England in 
1928.  The essay begins with her speaking to this college audience, although she 
fictionalizes the situation.  The speaker is not Woolf specifically, although she is similar to 
Woolf in intelligence, education, and opinion.  The college setting is Oxbridge, an imaginary 
college similar to Oxford and Cambridge.  Finally, her topic of the lecture is “women and 
fiction.”  She is going to address the topic by exploring what women would need in order to 
write fiction.  Her answer is quite blunt:  money and a room of one’s own.  What follows is 
how the speaker came to such conclusions.  Stylistically, this is a modernist text.  What that 
means for us as readers is that the narrative is not necessarily straightforward but moves 
from action to thoughtful reflection as the narrator tells us her thoughts.  It also means that 
she will play with names and events in ways not meant to confuse us, but to challenge us to 
consider how literature works.   
 
Reading assignment:  A Room of One’s Own, Chapters 1 and 2 
 
Journal Prompt/Discussion Questions (choose one to answer for your journal 
assignment): 
 

1. A few events in chapter 1 push the narrator to consider ways in which we think, 
converse, and eventually, to create.  For example, walking along the river or having a 
wonderful meal in the dorms leads the narrator to make some important 
observations.  Describe a situation or experience that helps you to think, such as a 
walk, spending time with family, meditating, praying, etc.. Or, you might also 
describe a situation that makes it difficult for you to think, such as trying to do your 
homework while watching your kids! 

2. The narrator makes a blunt observation in chapter 2:  “England is under the role of a 
patriarchy.”  What evidence does she offer to show this in either Chapter 1 or 2?  If 
you had to consider this statement today, could the same be said about the United 
States?  Why or why not?  As you answer this question, consider the narrator’s 
comments in chapter 1 about the highly controversial topic of sex and her 
comments in chapter 2 about the tone of such writing. 
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Class 2: Shakespeare’s Sister 
1/16/14 

 
Things to consider before reading:  What Woolf calls for in these chapters is for women 
to begin not only writing, but to begin researching as well.  Why not have women writing 
about women?  Woolf’s call is one that feminist criticism of the 20th century sought to 
answer in recovering the work of female authors and in analyzing women’s roles 
themselves.  Another topic that the narrator addresses is what makes good writing.  She 
likes Shakespeare and Jane Austen, but is not as fond of Charlotte Brontë.  Look for places 
in the text in which she reveals some of her standards for these writers, and consider 
whether or not this essay would meet such standards. 
 
Reading assignment:  A Room of One’s Own, Chapters 3 and 4. 
 
Journal Prompt/Discussion Questions (choose one to answer for your journal 
assignment): 
 

1. Why does the narrator argue that “Anon” (anonymous) was often a woman?  What 
protection might anonymity provide her?  Why would she need protection in the 
first place?  Why might anonymity be risky or even destructive to a writer’s sense of 
identity? 

2. Why does the narrator argue that women are more likely to write fiction than other 
genres?  What sort of fiction do they write and why? 

 
 
 
 

Class 3: The Androgynous Mind 
1/23/14 

 
Things to consider before reading:  If you recall our discussion about Emilia and 
Desdemona’s friendship in Othello, you might consider exactly what sort of friendship they 
have.  Emilia serves Desdemona, and all of their conversations are about men or about 
women and men.  The narrator has been questioning such portrayals of women in fiction. 
In looking at the novels of Mary Carmichael, a fictional writer, she examines how modern 
fiction might challenge such portrayals.  In the conclusion of the essay, the narrator returns 
to the lecture and to her audience, asking them to consider all that she has said and what it 
might mean for their lives as women students and professionals.  At the same time, she 
questions what it might mean to move beyond issues of gender difference altogether.  This 
is what she describes as the androgynous mind, and if you recall her metaphor for thought 
and ideas (a fish caught on a line) in chapter 1, it should give you some insight into the 
narrator’s conclusions. 
 
Reading assignment:  A Room of One’s Own, Chapters 5 and 6 
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Journal Prompt/Discussion Questions (choose one to answer for your journal 
assignment): 
 

1. The narrator makes some beautiful observations throughout the essay, including 
one of my favorites from chapter 5:  “For there is a spot the size of a shilling at the 
back of the head which one can never see for oneself. It is one of the good offices 
that sex can discharge for sex—to describe that spot . . . .”  I love this line because it 
illustrates our need for companionship in order to know ourselves truly.  Choose a 
line from anywhere in the book that you love.  Describe what it means and why it is 
important to you and to your understanding of A Room of One’s Own. 

2. What does the narrator mean by the androgynous mind, and how does the image of 
the man, the woman, and the taxi help illustrate this idea?  Are you surprised by this 
conclusion, considering the tone and theme of the overall essay?  Why or why not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Class 4:  From a Room to a Home 
1/30/14 

 
Things to consider before reading:  Sandra Cisneros (American, 1954) published The 
House on Mango Street in 1984, a time when many Mexican American and Latina women 
writers begin publishing as a result of and in response to the Chicano political and literary 
movement of the 1960’s and 70’s.  While this earlier movement had given voice to the 
Chicano/a community, many of its most vocal members were male.  Writers such as 
Cisneros began to examine ethnic identity in terms of gender. In other words, how does the 
experience of being Mexican American in the US differ for men and women?  This is an 
important question in the novel that also addresses more universal questions of gender 
and class.  Cisneros is also a poet, so pay attention to her use of language.  Do you notice 
any poetic lines or images?  This is a good time to recall your own poetry from the creative 
writing classes.  Finally, this is a novel written in a child’s voice and told in vignettes, short 
passages or chapters.  The chapters don’t present a straight narrative but rather glimpses 
into Esperanza’s life on Mango Street.  It does tell a story, so look at how Esperanza 
responds and reacts to the world around here.  We are witnessing her growing up.  Finally, 
Esperanza is not Cisneros, but rather a character that speaks from Cisneros’ own 
experience and her experiences with others.  Esperanza is a young girl, but she makes some 
very grown-up observations about the world. 
 
Reading assignment:  The House on Mango Street, from beginning (“The House on Mango 
Street”) through “Darius and the Clouds” 
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Journal Prompt/Discussion Questions (choose one to answer for your journal 
assignment): 
 

1. How would you describe Esperanza?  In what ways does she fit in with her family 
and friends, and in what ways does she not?  Support your answer with direct 
references to the text. 

2. How does Esperanza describe her dream house, especially as compared to the house 
on Mango Street? While Mango Street is a difficult environment to live in, what 
aspects of it and/or her life with her family offer comfort and security to Esperanza? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Class 5 :  The Lives of the Women 
2/3/14 

 
Things to consider before reading:  Esperanza spends time with many girls and women 
who are older than her such as Marin, Alicia, Ruthie, and Rafaela.  What do their 
experiences teach Esperanza about the lives of women on Mango Street?  A re-occurring 
motif in the novel is fairy tales.  For example, how might “The Family of Little Feet” remind 
us of Cinderella, or Rafaela of Rapunzel?  What lessons do fairy tales teach women about 
the world, especially how to handle difficult situations?   What sort of alternatives does the 
novel offer? 
 
Reading assignment:  The House on Mango Street, from “And some more” through “Rafaela 
who drinks coconut and papaya juice on Tuesday” 
 
Journal Prompt/Discussion Questions (choose one to answer for your journal 
assignment): 
 

1. In addition to memorable characters, Cisneros also creates beautiful and powerful 
symbols in the book, such as the house on Mango Street itself.  It’s a place that 
Esperanza rejects, and yet it becomes a part of who she is.  Choose another symbol 
from the novel and discuss what you think it means in relation to the novel’s theme.  
Some possible symbols would be shoes (shoes show up a lot in the novel!), the 
music box in “Gil’s Furniture,” a red balloon, or the four trees.   

2. What images of poverty are especially striking to you in the novel?  Why?  How does 
the economic situation complicate the lives of the women in the novel? 
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Class 6:  A Room for Esperanza 
2/6/14 

 
Things to consider before reading:  The storyline about Sally is one of the most powerful 
in the novel.  Esperanza is drawn to her because, like her, she is an outsider.  How would 
you compare Sally to the to other women in the novel?  How does Esperanza’s relationship 
with Sally change Esperanza?  As you read the end of the novel, consider what issues 
Esperanza has resolved regarding her idea of a house, her neighborhood, and her own 
identity. 
 
Reading assignment:  The House on Mango Street, from “Sally” to end of the novel. 
 
Journal Prompt/Discussion Questions (choose one to answer for your journal 
assignment): 
 

1. “The Monkey Garden” is a beautiful and scary place.  Why would Esperanza and her 
friends want to play here?  How might this setting work symbolically, especially at 
this point in the novel? 

2. Of all the chapters in the novel, which is your favorite and why?  How does this 
particular chapter relate to the theme of the overall novel? 
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Free Minds: Writing 

Spring 2014 

Instructor: Michael Noll 

 

DATE    WHAT WE WILL COVER 

  

Writing Class 1  Finding Your Argument 

Monday, January 27 Bring Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, Cisneros’ The House on 

Mango Street, and They Say/I Say 

 

Writing Class 2  Developing Your Argument with Examples 

Monday, February 10 Bring Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, Cisneros’ The House on 

Mango Street, and They Say/I Say 

 First Draft Due at the beginning of class 

 

Writing Class 3  Developing Your Argument by Explaining Examples 

Thursday, February 13 Bring Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, Cisneros’ The House on 

Mango Street, and They Say/I Say 

 

Writing Class 4  Citations and MLA Works Cited  

Monday, February 17 Bring Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, Cisneros’ The House on 

Mango Street, and the MLA Guide 

 Second Draft Due at the beginning of class 

 

Thursday, February 27  Final Draft Due 

 

Writing Class 5  Writing Your Portfolio Essay 

Thursday, April 10 
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Free Minds Project 

Anthropology Unit, Spring 2014 

Dr. Pauline Strong 

 

 

Semester Theme: Who Do We Think We Are? 

 

 

Unit description:  

This unit is an introduction to a style of research and representation known as ethnography.  

Literally meaning “writing about culture,” an ethnography is a narrative about an aspect of 

culture based on the combination of participation and observation called ethnographic fieldwork. 

Ethnographic research is employed by certain journalists and documentary filmmakers as well as 

by anthropologists and sociologists.  In this unit you will read short ethnographic selections 

written by others and also produce ethnographic accounts of some aspect of your own 

experience. The objectives of the unit are to learn new forms of research and writing as well as to 

deepen your understanding of the significance of the following concepts that we considered in 

the fall: culture, subculture, social positioning, cultural representation, ethnography, auto-

ethnography. We will also be exploring new concepts, including research ethics, rapport, and 

verbal art. 

 

 

Textbook: 

Chiseri-Strater, Elizabeth and Bonnie Stone Sunstein.  FieldWorking: Reading and Writing 

Research.  Fourth edition.  Boston and New York: Bedford/St. Martin's, 2012. 

 

 

Course format:   
Before each session you will be asked to read portions of the textbook and to prepare one brief 

piece of ethnographic writing (called “boxes”).  The box assignment for each class should be 

written in your journal, and will take the place of your journal entry. During class we will discuss 

the basic concepts in the readings and share portions of your ethnographic writing.  Although the 

textbook exercises suggest focusing on a subculture other than your own, because of time 

limitations you will be writing auto-ethnographies about your own subcultures. By the end of the 

unit you will have a portfolio of ethnographic writings about your subculture.  

 

A note about recording technologies: Contemporary ethnographers use audio and visual 

recording technologies, but previous generations of ethnographers relied on field notes. Feel free 

to take research notes in any form that is possible for you; the textbook suggests a variety of 

ways of recording your ethnographic observations. Regardless of what form of recording you 

use, attain the permission of the members of the subculture you are observing or conversing 

with. This is central to ethnographic research ethics. 
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Class 1: Exploring Subcultures 

February 20, 2014 

 

Read: Fieldworking, chapter 1, pp. 1-38. 

 

Assignment: Complete Box 1. Remember that each person belongs to numerous subcultures. 

Please use this exercise to choose a subculture you would like to explore over the course of the 

unit, and that you are willing to share with other members of the class. 

 

 

 

 

Class 2: Exploring Social Positioning and Its Impact on Research and Writing 

February 24, 2014 

 

Read: Fieldworking, chapter 1, pp. 44-52; chapter 3, pp. 101-115, 129-137. 

 

Assignment: Complete Box 10. In class we will discuss the relationship between social 

positioning and our biases and perspectives. We will also discuss how being aware of social 

positioning can help us attain greater objectivity. Keep in mind that each person has various 

forms of social positioning (involving kinship, gender, age, race, class, sexuality, occupation, 

etc.); some of these may be significant for the subculture you are investigating; some may not be.    

 

 

 

 

Class 3: Exploring The Sense of Place 

March 3, 2014 

 

Read: Fieldworking, chapter 4, pp. 165-194. 

 

Assignment: Complete either Box 16 or 17, depending on whether you wish to recall a place 

from your past or describe a place in your contemporary world. In either case, keep in mind the 

importance of capturing sensory detail. 
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Class 4: Exploring Ethnographic Dialogues 

March 6, 2014 

 

Read: Fieldworking, chapter 5, pp. 220-244. 

 

Assignment: Box 21. This exercise is about establishing rapport in an ethnographic interview, 

but also concerns the skills central to good listening in everyday life. Keep in mind that an 

ethnographer listens for what is unsaid as well as what is said, for what is implicit as well as 

what is explicit. 

 

 

 

Class 5: Exploring Family Stories and Oral Histories 

March 17, 2014 

 

Read: Fieldworking, chapter 5, pp. 244-263. 

 

Assignment: Box 23 or 24. In this exercise you will narrate a brief piece of a family or personal 

narrative. For the purposes of the class, be sure to choose a story or oral history that is 

manageable in the time you have for this assignment.  You may find that you record a longer 

narrative than you are able to analyze; that’s fine.  

 

 

 

Class 6: Exploring Language and Verbal Art 

March 20, 2014 

 

Read: Fieldworking, chapter 7, pp. 271-305. 

 

Assignment: Complete Box 27, 28, or 29. This assignment is about some aspect of language 

employed by members of your subculture (jargon, occupational terms, or verbal art).  Verbal art 

(jokes, proverbs, performances) may be the most fun to analyze, but the jargon or occupational 

terms used by members of a subculture are also quite revealing.   
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Free Minds Project 
Creative Writing Unit 

Spring 2014 
Taught by Vivé Griffith 

 
Theme: Who Do We Think We Are? 

 
In our creative writing unit this semester, we will focus on telling the stories of our lives. And in 
keeping with work you did in the anthropology unit recording the a subculture of your life, we’ll 
consider the stories of our lives within the context of the broader world we live in. Ultimately, 
we’ll use the writing you’ve already done as source material for a personal narrative set within 
a place or a culture, exploring both the self and the world. 
 
When telling our stories, our focus will not solely be on the stories themselves, but on how they 
are told.  What language do we use?  What forms?  What pictures do we paint for the reader?  
What links are we able to make? How can we get someone else to care about our story? How 
many different ways can we communicate the same thing? 
 
Just as we discovered in poetry, good writing strikes a balance between the expression of the 
work and the craft of the work.  A piece of writing that is all expression may have energy, but it 
is unlikely to have the means to reach out and communicate with someone.  At the same time, 
a piece of writing that is all craft, that does everything efficiently with great attention to form, 
may impress us, but it’s unlikely to move us.  The good writer learns how to use both 
expression and craft to shape a work that has resonance for the reader. 
 
To begin with we will review the writing you did in anthropology and we will use freewriting 
and other exercises to get the words out.  Then we’ll work through elements of craft and work 
toward creating a final, polished personal narrative that explores our lives and the world we live 
in. Your specific writing assignments will be handed out at the beginning of this unit so that 
they can respond to the work you’ve done across the semester. 
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Class 1: Honoring Our Stories 
Monday, March 24 

 
This semester will we focus in the creative writing unit on the components of a good story, 
which means we’ll be telling a lot of our own stories, the stories of our lives, our families, our 
history, our particular place in the world. In order to do this, we have to begin with believing 
our stories are worth telling.  We have to honor them. 
 
Telling our stories requires a balance of self-reflection and a fair amount of chutzpah, a 
wonderful Yiddish word reflecting a mixture of guts, audacity, courage, and brazenness. The 
self-reflection enables us to see your stories from the outside, as belonging to us and outside of 
us at the same time.  The chutzpah encourages us to bring bravery to the process. 
Anne Lamott’s Bird By Bird captures that pairing of self-reflection and chutzpah.  Both Lamott’s 
tone and subject matter make writing accessible.  She reminds us that writing is hard, but 
important work. 
 
Anne Lamott was born in San Francisco in 1954.  She writes both novels and books of nonfiction 
centered on spirituality, parenthood, alcoholism, and, of course, writing.  You can find a lot of 
her essays on the internet.   
 
Here’s a quote from her about her work: "I try to write the books I would love to come upon, 
that are honest, concerned with real lives, human hearts, spiritual transformation, families, 
secrets, wonder, craziness—and that can make me laugh. When I am reading a book like this, I 
feel rich and profoundly relieved to be in the presence of someone who will share the truth 
with me, and throw the lights on a little, and I try to write these kinds of books. Books, for me, 
are medicine." 
 
 
Read: Anne Lamott, Bird By Bird, Introduction and pages 3-43; review Chapter 8 of Fieldworking 
 
Write:  Assignment to be announced. Please bring the writing you did in the anthropology unit 
to class with you. 

 
Class 2: More Thoughts on Detail 

Thursday, March 27 
 
We begin our second class with the most basic reminder about good writing: Show. Don’t Tell. 
When we show the reader how something was, we enable him or her to enter that experience 
with us. When we tell them, we keep them apart from the experience. 
 
We talked about this in the poetry unit, but it bears repeating.  Our writing must be geared 
toward engaging the reader, taking him or her into the scene or setting or experience we want 
to render on the page.  The best way to do this is to include the five senses in our writing, give 
our reader things to see, hear, smell, touch, and taste.  We’ll spend our class period playing 
with these possibilities. 
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Read: Bird By Bird by Anne Lamott, Part 2, pp. 97-144 (if you are enjoying this book, I encourage 
you to read the entire thing) 
 
“Becoming What We’re Called” by Alice Walker (course reader).  
 
Write:  Assignment to be announced. 

 

 

 

Class 3: How a Story Begins 

Monday, March 31 

 
How do we make someone care about our story?  How do we draw someone in and get them 
to keep reading?  How do we decide where to begin? 
 
All of these questions sit at the core of the writing experience, and they can either halt us from 
writing or make us dive in.  Today we’ll look at how a number of successful memoirs (true life 
stories) begin.  As you read, consider the following: 

 How does the writer invite the reader in? 

 What is consistent across all of these opening sections?  What is different? 

 What clues do we get that the writer is aware of his or her reader.  In other words,, how 
do we know that he or she has considered the audience? 

 
The memoirs you’ll be reading from are: 
 
Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail by Cheryl Strayed. At the time that this 
syllabus was put together, this book was the best-selling nonfiction book in America, in part 
because Oprah chose it as the first pick in her new book club. Strayed, born in 1968, recounts 
her 1000-mile solo hike taken after her mother died and her marriage fell apart. 
 
My Life in France by Julia Child.  Julia Child (1912-2004) is an author and television personality 
who is largely responsible for introducing French cuisine to American cooks.  My Life in France 
documents the years she and her husband, Paul Child, spent living in France, a time that led to 
her new career as chef and writer.  The recent film Julie and Julia was partly based on this 
memoir. 
 
The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion.  Joan Didion (born in Sacramento, CA in1934) is a 
novelist and journalist and the author of more than a dozen books.  The Year of Magical 
Thinking was published in 2005 and won the National Book Award. 
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Another Bullshit Night in Suck City by Nick Flynn.  Nick Flynn (born in Massachusetts in 1960) is 
a poet and memoirist who teaches at the University of Houston.  Another Bullshit Night in Suck 
City is a very personal and frank memoir recounting, in part, the years he spent working at a 
Boston homeless shelter while his own father was homeless. 
 
Eat, Pray, Love by Elizabeth Gilbert.  Elizabeth Gilbert (born in Connecticut in 1969) is the 
author of  a short story collection, a novel, a biography, and two memoirs.  Eat, Pray, Love, 
published in 2006, is about the  year she spent traveling in Italy, India, and Indonesia after a 
painful divorce.  The book was a runaway bestseller and is the basis for the Julia Roberts film 
that came out in August. 
 
Dreams From My Father by Barack Obama.  Barack Obama (born in Hawaii in 1961) wrote this 
book in the mid-1990s, before he began his political career.  It recounts his childhood, his 
college years, and his move to Chicago, where he was a community organizer.  At the core of 
the book are questions of race and his own struggle to reconcile his heritage as the son of both 
a Kenyan man and a white woman from Kansas. 
 
 
Read: all the memoir openings listed above (in the course packet) 
 
Write:  Assignment to be announced. 
 

 
Class 4: Creating Scene 

Thursday, April 3 
 
Today’s class will focus on scene, one of the basic building blocks of both fiction and nonfiction.  
Learning to create effective and evocative scenes will be critical to writing strong essays. Our 
goal in this assignment is to start moving away from exposition and start moving toward scene. 
 
Exposition means a simple summary of an experience without an attempt to re-create the 
experience for the person reading it. Scene, on the other hand, does attempt to re- create the 
experience for the reader. It includes location, action, a sense of time, and possibly dialogue. 
You might think of scene as a film unreeling before you. You see it. And if you feel something 
emotionally, itʼs because the experience enabled you to feel it, not because you were told to 
feel it. 
 
The essay we’ll read today uses scene to good effect. Note the places where you could pick up a 
movie camera and film it.  
 
Dagoberto Gilb was born in Los Angeles (in the 1950s) but lived here in Austin before relocating 
to East Texas to be writer-in-residence at the University of Houston-Victoria .  He’s the author 
of eight books, mostly novels, and numerous essays and short stories.  “I Knew She Was 
Beautiful” is an essay that appeared in The New Yorker in 2001.   
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Read: “I Knew She Was Beautiful” by Dagoberto Gilb [course reader]  
 
Write: Assignment to be announced. 
 
 

Class 5: Bringing Place to Life 
Monday, April 7 

 
 
Another way to bring your writing to life is to place is firmly in a place and time. Today we’ll 
focus our class on thoughtfully evoking place, offering the reader a gateway into the world that 
you and your characters inhabit. We’ll look at how place is a rendering of physical space but 
also much more, how it includes memory, expectations, and history as well. 
 
For our reading, we’ll look at two essays rich in place, written at very different times and from 
very different vantage points. We’ll consider the ways they both bring place to life and what 
they do similarly and differently. 
 
Colson Whitehead (born 1969) is a contemporary African American novelist, author of the 
books The Intuitionist and Sag Harbor. One of the more esteemed writers of his generation, 
he’s won numerous awards, including the MacArthur Fellowship, known as the “genius award.” 
You can read more about him on his website: colsonwhitehead.com. The essay we’re reading 
appeared in the New York Times on 11/11/01. 
 
E.B. White (1899-1985) is best known as the author of the children’s books Charlotte’s Web and 
Stuart Little, but he was also a prolific essayist, writing for The New Yorker magazine for 
decades, as well as the author of the classic guide on style, The Elements of Style. The essay 
we’re reading is from White’s collection One Man’s Meat. I’ve included the introduction to that 
essay collection for your review. 
 
Read:  “Lost and Found” by Colson Whitehead and “Once More to the Lake” by E.B. White 
(both in the course reader). The introduction to the White essay collection is optional reading. 
 
Write: Assignment to be announced. 
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Class 6: Writing Our Futures 
Thursday, May 8 

 
 

It’s our last night of class!  So often poetry in our culture is reserved for the big events—
weddings, funerals, inaugural celebrations.  And just as we opened the year with a poem—
Mary Oliver’s “The Summer Day”—poems will see us out of the classroom as well. 
 
Tonight we’ll use writing to set our course for the future.  And we’ll use our class time to 
celebrate our shared accomplishments and each other. 
 
Read: Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken” in the Seagull Reader 
 
Write: Your final writing assignment of the year asks you to be reflective and daring.  

You are to write a letter to your future self, a letter in which you reflect on the 
experience of the last nine months in Free Minds and you tell yourself what 
pieces of this experience you want to take with you into the future.  

 
 Write a letter to yourself one year from today. Remind that self what you think is 

important and what you want to remember from this experience.  Praise 
yourself, challenge yourself, include things only you would understand. 

 
 What road do you want to take over the next year?  How are you going to make 

sure you stay on the path that is right for you? 
 
 I will supply you with envelopes and stamps, and you will seal these letters into 

the envelopes and address them to yourself.  I will mail them to you a year from 
now.  Consider this an opportunity to bring to your future self some of the 
excitement, pride, and motivation you feel on this very momentous and 
celebratory day. 
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Free Minds Philosophy Unit 

Spring 2014 

Instructor: Matthew Daude Laurents 

 

We will continue reading the Republic this spring. For your journal assignment, consider both of 

the study questions for each class period, but write on just one of them. A journal response will 

be due each class period. 

 

Date Topic/Reading 

Class 1 

Monday, 4/14 

What can a Philosopher know? 

Read: Republic, Book VI. Concentrate on 507a-511e 

Does Socrates think that philosophers are “worthless” to the city? What are 

“true philosophers”? What must someone “know” to be a philosopher?  

What is the point of the Sun analogy? The Line analogy? (What is an 

analogy?) How do these analogies shed light on what a philosopher knows? 

Class 2 

Monday, 4/21 

What can a Philosopher know?  Part II 

Read: Republic, Book VII. Concentrate on 514a-519e and 535a-536d 

Why does Socrates tell the story about the Cave? What does this story tell us 

about the proper education of the philosopher? Why do we call this story an 

allegory? 

 

Is the city ruled by philosophers complete? 

Class 3 

Thursday, 4/24 

How bad can things get? 

Read: Republic, Book VIII. Concentrate on 544d-546c and 561a-b 

Why does Socrates think that the ideal city will decline? Into what will the 

city degenerate? How is the explanation of this decline based on the big 

letters/small letters argument?  

What, according to Socrates, is democracy? Where does democracy fall in 

the degeneration of the ideal city? Why? (Hint: What are the five types of 

“rule” or constitutions by which people might govern themselves?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Class 4 

Monday, 4/28 

 

 

Are you happy now, Thrasymachus? 

Read: Republic, Book IX. Concentrate on 580a-c and 583b-588b 

Which ruler has the best life? Which has the worst? Why? 

How does Socrates answer Thrasymachus’ claim about justice and power? 

Why does he bring up the idea of pleasure? What are the types of pleasures 

that correspond to the types of ruler? Is a particular sort of pleasure superior 

to the others? Why? 

 

Class 5 

Thursday, 5/1 

Impersonating Poetry: imitator, maker, or user? 

Read: Republic, Book X. Concentrate on 595a-608b 

Who are the users, makers, and imitators? Who is closest to the truth? Why? 

Do poets write about the truth? In what way? Do poets have to know what 

they’re talking about? Could a poet teach you about virtue? 

Think: Why does Plato leave the door open to the possibility that poetry 

might be rehabilitated (607b-608b)? 

Class 6 

Monday, 5/5 

Er—the Last Word 

 

Read: Republic, Book X 

 

Why does Socrates introduce Er at the end of the Republic? Who is Er? What 

is Er’s story? How does the story of Er complete the argument that Socrates 

makes against Thrasymachus? 

And now: Are you convinced? Is justice more than just the “advantage of the 

stronger”?  

 


