Standard Syllabus
The Nature of Culture and Civilization 

PHIL 188

This course examines the nature, causes, and possible future development of human culture and civilization, asking such questions as: In what way does civilization enhance and/or restrict basic desires and “instincts”? How does the emergence of culture and civilization relate to distinctively human cognitive abilities? Do the various forms of civilized culture, such as art, religion, philosophy, politics and science share some common aim, and if so, is this aim consistent with enlightenment and progress or might it conceal a less progressive, more hidden, motivation? Finally, how shall we attain a more humanized and fulfilling form of culture and civilization and what respective roles shall political and personal/psychological factors play in this transformation? Authors whose views are relevant to these questions include philosophers such as Plato, Kant, Marx and Nietzsche as well as non-philosophers such as Darwin and Freud.
	Knowledge Area(s) satisfied:
	Societal and Cultural Knowledge, Philosophical Knowledge

	Skill(s) Developed:
	Critical Thinking Skills and Dispositions

	Values Requirement(s) satisfied:
	Understanding and Promoting Justice, Understanding Spirituality or Faith in Action in the World


Learning Objectives:  
Knowledge Area (Societal and Cultural Knowledge):

By way of example, Loyola graduates should be able to:

 (a) "Demonstrate an understanding of the relationships among cultural, economic, political, and social forces, and their impact on human behavior": 

By raising the most fundamental questions about the nature and causes of human culture and civilization themselves, this course will naturally examine how human beings both cause and are affected by these forces. The perspectives of Marx, Darwin, Freud, and many older world-views, both religious and sectarian, for example, have worked their way into various socio‑political philosophies; this course will examine and criticize such influences at a very basic level.

(d) "Demonstrate an awareness that human values and behavior, ideas of justice, and methods of interpretation are influenced by culture and time":

This course will examine how human culture and civilization have evolved from pre‑historic times and primitive religious consciousness, through the beginnings of art, philosophy, science and more mature political formations, through the Age of Reason and beyond to a time when Reason itself came into question. This historical perspective is of fundamental importance to our understanding of our present culture and its possible transformation.

(e) "Differentiate among historical and contemporary perspectives about the world with a view to fashioning a humane and just world": 

As described in the outline, this course will pose the very concrete and normative question: "What sort of culture/civilization should we be aiming for?" 

(f) "Demonstrate an understanding of how our individual self concepts form as a complex interaction of the biological, familial, societal, and cultural contexts in which we develop":

One component of this course will explore how human cognition is distinctive and what various concepts of the human "self" have been implicit in the major views (e.g., religious, Marxist, Dawinian, Freudian) this course will examine. 

Note: please see a more complete account under the "values" section ("understanding & promoting justice").

Knowledge Area (Philosophical Knowledge):

By way of example, Loyola graduates should be able to:

(a) "Demonstrate an understanding of major philosophical questions with careful attention to the historical and conceptual development of these questions and to the contributions they make to human understanding."

This course will provide an historical overview of the development of various theories of the nature and causes of human culture and civilization, and of how these theories themselves may reflect the cultural milieu in which they were fashioned.

(b) "Articulate some of the major problems and responses central to philosophical inquiry, including questions concerning truth and knowledge, reality, and moral values and social justice."

The proposed course raises questions in all three areas: it examines issues concerning the "reality" of human culture and civilization, the nature of our "knowledge" of that reality, and the more normative questions that surround our efforts in attaining a more humanized state of civilized society, including matters relating to "social justice" and personal transformation.

(c) "Demonstrate an understanding of the importance of philosophical inquiry for examining and assessing the theoretical foundations and assumptions underlying major disciplines of knowledge (such as, for example, in the areas of philosophy of science, philosophy of religion, and social and political philosophy)." 

This course focuses squarely on questions in the area of "social and political philosophy."

(d) "Demonstrate the ability to provide reasoned argument in support of their ideas, to assess judiciously the underlying assumptions of their positions, and to provide fair and reasonable evaluations of alternative positions."

This competency outlines the "critical thinking" central to every philosophy course. It is best addressed under the "skills" section.

Skills (Critical Thinking Skills and Dispositions):
The following six competencies correspond to the six singled out under "Critical Thinking" in the Core document:

Students will be able to

(a) read and interpret philosophical texts, demonstrating their comprehension by their ability to explain them when asked to do so, either in examinations, essays or other format.

(b) analyze relationships among concepts and claims made in these philosophical texts (or among philosophical ideas and positions developed in class) and distinguish among even subtly differing philosophical positions.

(c) evaluate the strengths and weaknesses among the varying points of view they will encounter. It is of the essence of philosophical inquiry, of course, that such diversity of viewpoint be developed within the context of every philosophy course and be presented to students precisely as a means of enhancing their ability to evaluate in this way.

(d) not only grasp the concepts, positions and arguments of the viewpoints they encounter, but to develop their own points of view‑‑a process that encourages the exercise of their own imagination, resources and creativity by requiring them to strike out on their own.

(e) examine both their own philosophical positions and those of others with balance and a critical eye, weighing reasons for and against, examining them and defending them with arguments of their own devising. 

(f) examine not only the arguments they put forward in this way, but also be aware of the motivation behind those arguments through critical self‑reflection.

Values Area (Understanding and Promoting Justice):

By way of example, Loyola graduates should be able to:

(a) "Demonstrate an understanding of diverse fields of intellectual thought regarding ideal and actual societies and the goals, values, virtues, and conceptions of justice."

The contrast between "actual" and "ideal" societies is the focus of this course. We will not be able to distinguish between what we ARE and what we OUGHT to be if we do not understand the nature of society, human culture & civilization and, most importantly, of what it is that we CAN become. 

(b) "Analyze and appraise the functions and impacts of specific social practices, organizations, and policies established in the name of social justice." 

What is "just" will differ for a capitalist, a socialist, a Freudian, a Darwinian, a Nietzschean or an adherent of a particular religious tradition precisely because of their divergent views of human nature and culture. Specific "social practices" and "policies" follow from such specific theoretical commitments. This course will get at the root of these "practices" and "policies" by assisting students to articulate better what "social justice" may mean in a world in which religious, Marxist, Darwinian and Freudian conceptions must all be factored in, and also to avoid the kind of narrow perspectives that may cause efforts to promote social justice to backfire.

(c) "Articulate a personal philosophy of responsibility to promote a more just and humane society within a sustainable global environment."

Students in this course will be required to formulate their own "philosophy of responsibility" with regard to how we may transform society and civilization‑‑and do so in part by examining radically different alternatives and interpretations regarding what a more "humane society" may mean. For example, students would be challenged to address the following two fundamental questions: (i) "Do we create culture and civilization in spite of basic primitive instincts, or do we civilize because of some 'drive' to do so? That is, must society and authority always act as a guard against certain human tendencies that oppose it, or should it act as a facilitator, allowing our basic desires to be fully expressed?" and (ii) "Which is more important in transforming our present state of culture and society: political change that would establish personal and economic justice for all? Or spiritual/psychological change that would affect both the nature of our basic desires and the way we seek to satisfy them?"

(d) "Recognize the challenges and opportunities offered by scientific, technological, and industrial developments, as well as population trends, and their implications for us as engaged national and global citizens."

This course will discuss the nature and impact of scientific knowledge, both on the physical nature of our lives and on the way we understand our potentialities for change. It will also explore how we may integrate a scientific world‑view that often embraces materialism with the possibility of spiritual/psychological change. 

 (e) "Develop a broad understanding of the origins and characteristics of issues relating to economic, political, and social injustice and their effects on humanity and the environment."

The question of "injustice" arises (again) within the context of our understanding of human nature and of the nature of civilization. In order to address the question of how human rights can be secured in societies with fundamental economic inequalities, for example, we would need to evaluate the phenomenon of "competition": Is it to be acknowledged as (i) a productive property of our biology (as in Darwinian theories), or (ii) as a necessary but unfortunate consequence of some internal conflict (as in Freudian theories), or (iii) as a vice derived from a destructive individualism (as in some Marxist theories), or as something else? From these three points of view, "competition" may be (i) just and healthy, (ii) unjust but unavoidable, or (iii) unjust and unnecessary.

Values Area (Understanding Spirituality or Faith in Action in the World):

"Spiritual formation," mentioned in this learning outcome, is not confined to those perspectives offered by faith and religious traditions. Our students are often spiritually inquisitive outside of any specific faith tradition. We also "serve the human spirit" by encouraging in them a commitment to a search for ultimate meaning and a desire for personal growth. 

By way of example, Loyola graduates should be able to:

(a) "Demonstrate knowledge of and capacity to articulate the foundations of one's own and others' beliefs or faith traditions."

As described in the previous Value‑Competency ("Promoting Social Justice"), students in this course will be required to formulate their own "philosophy of responsibility" with regard to how we may transform ourselves and our society for the better. A critical question that arises here is the relation/balance/tension between political change that would establish personal and economic justice for all and spiritual/psychological change that would affect both the nature of our basic desires and the way we seek to satisfy them." 

(b) "Demonstrate how faith traditions or belief systems have been or can be related to intellectual and cultural life.  

A central question of this course is how various forms of culture, including religion, philosophy, science, art and  politics may each express essential human needs and aspirations. 

(c) "Develop an ability to reflect upon the applications of one's beliefs or faith traditions to decisions in one's personal, professional, and civic life." 

This course approaches the question "what is it that may lie beyond our present state of human culture?" not only as an intellectual inquiry, but also as the basis for a formulating a program (both individual and social) of spiritual and political transformation. It should also be clear that such a program, even if it is not allied with a specific faith tradition, is not thereby automatically secular, for there are "transcendental" dimensions of experience that are not confined to any specific faith tradition.

Learning Activities:
Possible array of texts: 




· M. Eliade’s The Myth of the Eternal Return 

· Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals

· Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents

· H. Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization

· N. Brown’s Life Against Death


Note: (Instructors may vary the textbooks.)

Possible evaluation methods:

· Lecture
· Discussion

· Readings

· In-class Assignments

· Essays

Note: (Instructors may vary the evaluation categories.)
Sample Topics Schedule:
I. The beginnings of culture and civilization:


the transition from pre-human to human cognition;


the origins and function of the earliest forms of human culture, such as language, art and 
religion; the development of religious forms of human culture into non-religious forms 
(e.g., philosophy, science); their similarities and differences

II. Enlightenment views and post-Enlightenment revisions:


human history and human reason and rationality;


Romantic eschatology;


the “debunkers” of progressive historical views: Darwin, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud

III. The Road to the Future:


the political solution to human liberation and the transformation of society;


the spiritual/psychological solution;


the biological solution

Note: (Instructors may vary the presentation of topics to some degree, but the material covered will remain the same.)
