
V55.0404.001 Conversations of the West: Antiquity and the Nineteenth Century 
Fall 2009 

Mondays and Wednesdays 9:30 a.m.–10:45 a.m., Silver 207 
  

Professor Cyrus R. K. Patell   
Department of English   
New York University  
13 University Place, Room 504 

Phone: 998-8827 
E-mail: cyrus.patell@nyu.edu 

Office Hours: Mondays and Thursdays 
 11:30 a.m. – 1:00 p.m.  

 

 
The course website is available through Blackboard. Go to http://home.nyu.edu, enter your netid 
and password, and click on the “Academics” tab in the right-hand corner of your NYUHome 
page. Notes and questions for further thought will be posted to the site after each lecture. 
 
 

Course Description 
 

Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick is widely thought to be one of the greatest masterpieces of 
American, and indeed Western, literature. This genre-defying book mixes comic, tragic, and epic 
modes as it wrestles with questions about the relationship between free will and fate that have 
tantalized humankind from antiquity to the present. By studying Melville’s engagement with his 
classical and biblical inheritances, we seek to understand the sources of the cosmopolitan vision 
from which his novel springs. If Moby-Dick is “the Great American Novel,” then what does that 
tell us about the nature of “America”? From what kind of “America” does Moby-Dick arise, and 
how different is that “America” from the one that the novel seeks to promote? What might we 
learn about what is valuable in Western intellectual traditions from Melville’s critical 
engagement with them? 
 

Texts Ordered for the Course 
 

Please use the editions listed below. All texts are available at the NYU Book Center. Additional 
readings will be posted to the Blackboard site. Please bring the assigned readings to each lecture 
and section meeting. 
 

Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (Norton) 
Aristotle, Poetics (Penguin) 
The Bible, King James Version with Apocrypha, ed. David Norton (Penguin) 
Paul Kriwaczek, In Search of Zarathustra (Orion Paperback) 
Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (Norton Critical Edition; 2nd ed.) 
Plato, Symposium and Phaedrus, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff (Hackett) 
Shakespeare, Hamlet (Washington Square Press, Folger Shakespeare Library) 
Shakespeare, Macbeth (Washington Square Press, Folger Shakespeare Library) 
Shakespeare, Othello (Washington Square Press, Folger Shakespeare Library) 
Sophocles, Oedipus Tyrannus (Hackett) 
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Course Requirements 

 
Attendance at lecture, participation in section, and performance on in-class exercises (25%); 
midterm (15%); short papers (15%); final paper (20%); final exam (25%). You must complete 
all assigned coursework in order to pass the course. 
 
Papers and topic proposals must be submitted both on hard copy and electronically to the 
Blackboard site’s digital dropbox. No extensions will be given on assignments or papers without 
sufficient extenuating circumstances and prior approval by Professor Patell. 
 
In-class exercises will be conducted in lecture and section without previous notice. If you are 
absent when an in-class exercise is given and do not have a written doctor’s excuse, you will 
receive a failing mark for that exercise. We will drop your worst exercise grade when tabulating 
your semester grade. 
 
 

Teaching Assistants 
 

Johanna Devereaux  
johanna.devereaux@nyu.edu 
 

 

Laurie Lambert 
laurie.lambert@nyu.edu 

 

Joseph Napolitano  
jdn257@nyu.edu 

 
 

Discussion Sections 
 
Discussion sections (sometimes called “recitations”) meet once per week. You must enroll in a 
section when you enroll in the course. Attendance is required. The following sections times are 
scheduled:   
 

002 Thurs. 8:00 a.m.–9:15 a.m. Tisch LC 7 
003 Thurs. 9:30 a.m.–10:45 a.m. Kimmel 803 
004 Fri. 8:00 a.m.–9:15 a.m.    Goddard B07 
005 Fri. 9:30–10:45 a.m.   Bobst LL146 
006 Fri. 9:30–10:45 a.m.   Goddard B07 
007 Fri. 11:00 a.m.–12:15 p.m. Bobst LL142 

Napolitano 
Napolitano 
Deveraux 
Lambert 
Devereaux 
Lambert 

 
 

Schedule of Readings and Assignments 
 
Wed. 9/9 Introduction. 
 
Thurs. 9/10 Reading for Section Meetings: Raymond Williams, “Dominant, Residual,  
Fri. 9/11 and Emergent” (Blackboard); Bender, “New York as a Center of Difference”  
  (Blackboard). 
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COSMOPOLITANISM 
 
Mon. 9/14 Appiah, Cosmopolitanism (read entire book); George Lakoff, “Frames and 

Brains” (Blackboard). 
Wed. 9/16 Melville, “Hawthorne and His Mosses” (Norton 517–32); Letters to Dana and 

Bentley (Norton 532– 34); Moby-Dick: Etymology, Extracts, Chapter 1. 
Thurs. 9/17 Reading for Section Meetings: Moby-Dick, Chapter 2, “The Carpet Bag.” 
Fri. 9/18   
 
 
ZOROASTRIANISM 
 
Mon. 9/21 Kriwaczek, In Search of Zarathustra (read entire book); Boyce, Zoroastrians, 

chapters 1–2 (Blackboard); Nigosian, The Zoroastrian Faith, chapter 1 
(Blackboard). 

Wed. 9/22 Zoroastrian Texts: Malandra, An Introduction to Ancient Iranian Religion 
“Introduction”; excerpts from the Gathas (Blackboard). 

 
 
THE BIBLICAL TRADITION 
 
Mon. 9/28 Introduction, pp. vii-xxii; notes to the Pentateuch, p. 1870; Genesis, plus notes, 

pp. 1871-72 (pay particular attention to the story of Noah in Genesis 6-9); Ezra, 
plus notes, pp. 1881-82; Job, plus notes, pp. 1885-86.  

Wed. 9/30 Isaiah.40-55, plus notes, pp. 1891-92; Jonah, plus notes, p. 1897. 
Mon. 10/5 Matthew (all), Mark (1, 4, 14–16), Luke (1–2, 6, 22–24), John (1–2, 18–21), plus 

notes for each gospel.  
Wed. 10/7  Romans, 1 Corinthians, Revelation (1, 12–22), plus notes for each book. 
 
Fri. 10/9 FIRST PAPER ASSIGNMENT DUE 
 
Mon. 10/12 John Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity” (Blackboard); Bruce Kuklick, 

“Calvinism in America” (Blackboard); Bill McKibben, “The Christian Paradox” 
(Blackboard); George Lakoff, Excerpts from Moral Politics (Blackboard). 

Wed. 10/14 Moby-Dick, Chapters 3–9 
 
 
REVIEW AND EXAM 
 
Mon. 10/19 Review Session 
Wed. 10/21 MIDTERM EXAMINATION 
 
Thurs. 10/22 Reading for Section Meetings: Moby-Dick, Chapters 10–13. 
Fri. 10/23 
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TRAGEDY 
 
Mon. 10/26 Aristotle, Poetics.  
Wed. 10/28 Sophocles, Oedipus Tyrannus.  
Mon. 11/2 Shakespeare, Macbeth. 
Wed. 11/4 Shakespeare, Othello. 
Mon. 11/9 Shakespeare, Hamlet; Laura Bohannan, “Shakespeare in the Bush” (Blackboard). 
Wed. 11/11 Moby-Dick, 14–23. 
 
Fri. 11/13 Second Paper Assignment Due. 
 
MOBY-DICK 
 
Mon. 11/16 Moby-Dick, 24–50; Plato, Excerpts from the Republic. 
Wed. 11/18 Moby-Dick, 51–60. 
 
Mon. 11/23 Moby-Dick, 60–93. 
Wed. 11/25 Moby-Dick, 94–99. 
 
Thurs. 11/26 Thanksgiving 
 
Mon. 11/30 Moby-Dick, Chapter 100 to end.   
Wed. 12/2 Paper Proposals Due in Lecture. 
 
Mon. 12/7 Plato, Symposium.  
Wed. 12/9 Moby-Dick and Plato. 
 
Mon. 12/14 Conclusion. Final Paper Due in Lecture. 
 
Mon. 12/21 Final Examination – 8:00 a.m. 
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Classroom Decorum and Disciplinary Policies 

 
Your section-leaders and I are committed to creating a classroom environment in which the 
pursuit of knowledge can thrive. It is crucial to respect the ideas of others, to listen carefully to 
their arguments about readings and intellectual concepts, and to recognize that we are all 
engaged in a collaborative learning enterprise. 
 
To help create a collegial atmosphere, we ask that you: 
 

• Arrive on time to lectures and section meetings and stay for the duration of each class 
(barring any emergency); 

• Turn off and put away any cell phones and pagers for the duration of each class; if, 
because of an emergency situation, you must keep one of these devices turned on, you 
must get permission from the lecturer or section-leader before the class begins; 

• Do not engage in text-messaging, writing e-mail, or any disruptive activities during class; 
violation of this policy will result in your being asked to leave the class and your 
receiving a grade-penalty; 

• Sign the attendance sheet at each class. 
 
Students are encouraged to take notes in lecture and section, but you may not make audio or 
visual recordings of any kind in class. Students who are caught taking notes in exchange for 
remuneration will receive a failing grade in the class. 
 
You are responsible for understanding the concept of plagiarism and for knowing what is 
contained in this syllabus and in the attached “Academic Guidelines for Students” and 
“Statement of Academic Integrity.” 
 
Students who plagiarize or cheat in any way will receive a failing grade in the course and 
will be reported to their school’s academic dean. 

 
  

Advice from the Professor 
 

This class meets in a lecture-discussion format that is typical of university courses but rather 
different from the kinds of classes you had in high school. A course like this one requires you to 
synthesize material from a variety of sources – readings, lectures, discussion sections, and 
independent research – and to take responsibility for making sure that you grasp the course’s key 
concepts and arguments. The course’s assignments – in-class exercises, exams, and papers – are 
intended, in part, to help you pace yourself as you navigate your way through the syllabus. 
  
This course has a relatively heavy reading load. To stay on top of it all, please make sure to read 
the assigned texts before the lectures and sections in which they will be discussed. In-class 
exercises about the reading will be given without prior notice both in lecture and in section. 
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Listen closely to the conclusions of lectures, when I will recapitulate the day’s arguments and 
offer advice about how to approach the next set of readings. 
 
Be an active participant in your discussion sections. The discussion sections complement the 
lectures and are crucial to the course: they are your chance to talk about your ideas, to ask 
questions, and to test out interpretations that you may want to use in your writing. It is in section 
that you will hone the skills of argumentation that will enable you to write successful papers for 
this and other courses. You will be graded on your participation in section – not on the basis of 
whether you always have the “right” answer, but on the basis of being an intellectually engaged 
participant who respects the ideas of others and is committed to the pursuit of knowledge. 
 
Your section-leaders are not simply teaching assistants, but in fact are instructors who work 
closely with me to plan every aspect of the course. Your section-leader will have primary 
responsibility for grading your work and is your main contact if you find that you are having 
difficulty with the course. You should, however, feel free to visit me in office hours or contact 
me by e-mail to discuss any aspect of the course.  
 
“Computer failure” will not be accepted as an extenuating circumstance for a late or missing 
paper. You are strongly advised, therefore, to make online backups of your papers as you draft 
them. An excellent method is to use the “Dropbox” service, available for free for both Windows 
and Mac computers, at http://www.getdropbox.com/. By registering for the service, you receive 
2 GB of free online storage that is synced to a folder that you designate on your computer. (You 
can have one such folder on each of your computers.) When you save files to that folder, they are 
automatically synced to your online Dropbox account, and therefore available online (useful if 
you plan to make use of computer labs). You can also use NYU’s files.nyu.edu service (available 
on the Files tab of your NYUHome page) to store files online, but I find Dropbox easier to use 
because it keeps local and remote copies automatically, syncs files among different computers, 
and – best of all – keeps a month’s worth of previous versions, in the event that you happen to 
save the wrong version or make changes that you later regret. 
 
 



Statement on Academic Integrity
Morse Academic Plan, College of Arts and Science

As a student at New York University, you have been admitted to a community of scholars who
value free and open inquiry.  Our work depends on honest assessment of ideas and their
sources; and we expect you, as a member of our community, likewise to maintain the highest
integrity in your academic work.  Because of the central importance of these values to our
intellectual life together, those who fail to maintain them will be subject to severe sanction,
which may include dismissal from the University.

Plagiarism consists in presenting ideas and words without acknowledging their source and is
an offense against academic integrity.  Any of the following acts constitutes a crime of plagiarism.

• Using a phrase, sentence, or passage from another person’s work without quotation marks
and attribution of the source.

• Paraphrasing words or ideas from another’s work without attribution.
• Reporting as your own research or knowledge any data or facts gathered or reported by

another person.
• Submitting in your own name papers or reports completed by another.
• Submitting your own original work toward requirements in more than one class without

the prior permission of the instructors.

Other offenses against academic integrity include the following.

• Collaborating with other students on assignments without the express permission of the
instructor.

• Giving your work to another student to submit as his or her own.
• Copying answers from other students during examinations.
• Using notes or other sources to answer exam questions without the instructor’s permission.
• Secreting or destroying library or reference materials.
• Submitting as your own work a paper or results of research that you have purchased from

a commercial firm or another person.

Particular emphasis is placed on the use of papers and other materials to be found on
the World-Wide Web, whether purchased or freely available.  In addition to having
access to the same search engines as students, faculty also have at their disposal a
number of special websites devoted to detecting plagiarism from the web.

Plagiarism and other cases of academic fraud are matters of fact, not intention.  It is therefore
crucial that you be diligent in assuring the integrity of your work.

• Use quotation marks to set off words that are not your own.
• Learn to use proper forms of attribution for source materials.
• Do your own original work in each class, without collaboration, unless otherwise instructed.
• Don’t use published sources, the work of others, or material from the web without attribution.
• For further information, consult the Bulletin of the College of Arts and Science, the CAS

Academic Handbook, and the Student’s Guide to NYU.

revised 11/2005


