
What a piece of work is man.	 	  
	 	 	 — Hamlet

How has the human condition been re-
defined throughout history from Plato and 
Aristotle through Ovid and Shakespeare to 
Michel de Montaigne, Mary Shelley, Franz 
Kafka, and science fiction?  

As AI tools provoke rethinking of 
creativity and the human condition, it is all 
the more important to examine what it 
entails to be human, to construct the social 
spaces of humanity, and how we envision 
the relationships between human and non-
human entities such as the machine, 
environment, animals, and objects.  

This course examines how imaginative 
literature bears witness to the limits of the 
human, how literature depicts otherness 
through human and non-human entities 
such as monsters, machines, animals, and 
fungible objects, and why virtuality triggers 
anxiety. 

Required Texts 

• Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 
• Plato, The Republic  
• Ovid, Metamorphoses 
• Michel de Montaigne, Essays 
• The Travels of Sir John Mandeville 

• Mary Shelley, Frankenstein 
• Franz Kafka, Metamorphosis 
• Em Liu, The Death I Gave Him 
• Joubin’s open access Introduction to Critical 

Theory, https://criticaltheory.info 

Films  

• The Matrix 
• Barbie 
• Companion 

Requirements 

• Weekly discussion posts  
• Formulate open-ended and effective 

research questions 
• Share your own speculative answers 
• “Designer” final project that is the best of its 

kind — in a format and on a topic that are 
personalized and approved 

• The project could be a traditional research 
paper, web-based curated digital exhibit, 
video, podcast, research poster, 
stakeholder interviews, practice as 
research (such as a piece of creative 
writing with a critical introduction), etc. 

English 6120 

Fall 2025 

3 credits 

Monroe Hall 
Tuesdays 
5:10-7:00 pm 
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Office Hours:  
Tuesdays 3:00-3:30 pm 
and by appointment 

ajoubin @ gwu.edu 

https://criticaltheory.info
https://criticaltheory.info
https://criticaltheory.info


Tuesday, August 26     (New) Humanism, Anthropocentrism, Anthropomorphism 
·    Nicomachean Ethics by Aristotle, humanity and rationality in Book I (335-322 BCE) 
·    The Republic by Plato, cave allegory in Book 7 (375 BCE) 

  
Tuesday, Sept 2           Field trip to Folger Library to explore, during a guided tour, how book 

culture “defines” humanity 
  
Tue, Sept 9                  “Pygmalion,” Metamorphoses by Ovid book 10 (8 AD) 
·    Starks, Introduction to Violence, Trauma, and Virtus (Palgrave, 2014), read only pp. 1-18 
·    Starks, Intro to Ovid and Adaptation (Edinburgh, 2019), read only up to section 3 (page 8) 
·    Optional: Starks, Lisa. “Ovid’s Ghosts,” Ovid and Adaptation, ed. Starks (Edinburgh, 2019), 

95-112 
·    Optional: Starks. “Myth and/as Knowledge,” Routledge Encyclopedia of the Renaissance 

World (2024)  
  

Guest speaker: Dr. Lisa S. Starks, Professor of Literature, and Associate Chair at the 
University of South Florida. Zoom link https://mit.zoom.us/j/99886157597 

  
Tue, Sept 16                Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” (1967); Michel Foucault, “What 

is an Author?” (1969); Michael Griffiths, “Roland Barthes declared the death of the author, but 
postcolonial critics have begged to differ” (2025) 

  
Tue, Sept 23    The Tempest by Shakespeare (1610-1611) focus on discourses about Caliban as 

a “monster” in act 1 scene 2 and act 2 scene 2; The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, excerpt 
(1356); “Of Cannibals” and story of “Marie Germain” by Michel de Montaigne (1580) 

  
Tue Sept 30     Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus by Mary Shelley (1818), read this 

excerpt; for reference, not required: Frankenstein, dir. Kenneth Branagh (1994) 
Check out Synetic Theatre’s production in Arlington, Oct 31 – Nov 23  

  
Tue, Oct 7       Fall Break 

Synetic Theatre stages Frankenstein 
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https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/fv5x6ijlwq0cw0jkyia79/Aristotle-Nichomachean-Ethics-trans-Peters-Bk1.pdf?rlkey=x99bdtsbarudw6hmkcx7dwufe&st=6g4b6cak&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/61mm0bfkw8u2fy7qqdia1/Plato-Republic-Reeve-Bk-7-cave-allegory.pdf?rlkey=cwbl3uycdpe755ezqvd1r6dl9&st=qbvuikqe&dl=0
https://www.folger.edu/visit/exhibitions/
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/t1f6n5chucmsekp8502vq/Ovid-Metamorphoses-Bk-10-Pygmalion.pdf?rlkey=cgk5caidfcii4xg8pjwjh3tze&st=c24pig86&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/rtc2yoy6uxzxbq9swgxyw/Starks-Ovid-Trauma-Intro-1-18.pdf?rlkey=uyxcefeoxh06ajz1xc1x4hv3e&st=325948mm&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/30h7afikx369e6t6cpm1m/Starks-Ovid-Adaptation-Intro-sec-1-3.pdf?rlkey=k9qm3nvzvc6vcxnpdu4dfwyd3&st=ndh6z2qv&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/055djom1tn07w0qpn78ga/Starks-Ovid-Ghost.pdf?rlkey=90cub6t2bh6rvzwqal5wl5fr9&st=s9dgpivu&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/wav2t6gmgblz4jrnupf4z/Starks-myth-knowledge.pdf?rlkey=6ixml3pncfqjyt460fl2jaq5p&st=17izzpzn&dl=0
https://www.usf.edu/arts-sciences/departments/english/people/bios/lisa-starks.aspx
https://mit.zoom.us/j/99886157597
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/m9xnfbv7hxghwvnrqfn7q/Barthes-Author-Dead.pdf?rlkey=bsrggyu5pxlm73a5d72mm4kae&st=a3iy9yi8&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/a6mi7ogvt3p5o698o1fky/Foucault-Author-What-trans-Marsh.pdf?rlkey=dvr85oohnzismjo9hzq96cypk&st=cql32fid&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/a6mi7ogvt3p5o698o1fky/Foucault-Author-What-trans-Marsh.pdf?rlkey=dvr85oohnzismjo9hzq96cypk&st=cql32fid&dl=0
https://theconversation.com/roland-barthes-declared-the-death-of-the-author-but-postcolonial-critics-have-begged-to-differ-256093
https://theconversation.com/roland-barthes-declared-the-death-of-the-author-but-postcolonial-critics-have-begged-to-differ-256093
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/the-tempest/read/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/the-tempest/read/1/2/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/the-tempest/read/2/2/
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/h6nzqhoo49x55ee6f0n2j/Mandeville-Travels-trans-Bale-India.pdf?rlkey=mcvud6jw1cfjfthqu7bhjn6qy&st=xoi9gljd&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/f7hwk4djznvxxwt3h3xe6/Montaigne-Essays-Knopf-trans-Frame-Cannibals.pdf?rlkey=5d685t7akny2bldyp3j4ctpp2&st=0uoego7r&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/rajlensgmj2rknu6z44ig/Montaigne-trans-stories.pdf?rlkey=xl4actjf3tky6lsofmsq0a18j&st=rx95cmmh&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/npl1f670sy63se5vg8u3r/Shelley-Frankenstein-for-scientists-Guston-vo-1-ch4.pdf?rlkey=9atnie2y9yoqjbysptsfyx6qy&st=x05tncge&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/ng1zjz1rzfune4l8sapnr/Frankenstein-Branagh-1994.mp4?rlkey=r5spxhfe9gp1vuolnhveyl08e&st=4shq1u8n&dl=0
https://synetictheater.my.salesforce-sites.com/ticket/#/events/a0SVS0000052YCP2A2


Tue, Oct 14     The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka (1915); Donna Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs” 
(1985); optional: Jasbir Puar, “I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess” 

  
Tue, Oct 21     The Matrix, dir. Lana and Lilly Wachowski (1999); Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and 

Simulation chapter 1; for reference, not required: similarities between The Matrix and Dark City 
  
Tue, Oct 28     Barbie, dir. Greta Gerwig (2023) 
  
Tue, Nov 4      The Death I Gave Him by Em X. Liu (2024; full text); Hamlet by Shakespeare 

(1599-1601), focus on the ghost scenes of act 1 scene 5 and act 3 scene 4; Joubin, “Specters of 
Hamlet and AI as RenAIssance Technology” (watch video of Prof Joubin's talk here)  

  
Tues, Nov 11   Companion, dir. Drew Hancock (2025) 
  
Tues, Nov 18  Final project draft presentation 
  
Tue, Nov 25    Thanksgiving 
  
Tue, Dec 2      No class, final project due 

For reference, not required: 
  

Metropolis, dir. Fritz Lang (1927). YouTube 
Modern Times, dir. Charles Chaplin (1936) 
Frankenstein, dir. Kenneth Branagh (1994) 
Dark City, dir. Alex Proyas (1998) 
A.I. Artificial Intelligence, dir. Steven Spielberg (2001) 
The Stepford Wives, dir. Franz Oz (2004) 
Air Doll, dir. Hirokazu Koreeda (2009) 
Moon, dir. Duncan Jones (2009) 
Her, dir. Spike Jonze (2013) 
Ex Machina, dir. Alex Garland (2014) 
Humans television series, Channel 4 (2015-2018) 
Okja, dir. Bong Joon Ho (2017) 
Blade Runner 2049, dir. Denis Villeneuve (2017) 
Ghost in a Shell, dir. Rupert Sanders (2017) 
Years and Years, mini-series by Russell T. Davies (2019), Apple TV 
Finch, dir. Miguel Sapochnik (2021) 
Ich bin dein Mensch (I’m Your Man), dir. Maria Schrader (2021) 
Don't Worry Darling, dir. Olivia Wilde (2022) 
Guillermo del Toro's Pinocchio (2022) 
Poor Things, dir. Yorgos Lanthimos (2023) 

Fall 2025

https://www.owleyes.org/text/metamorphosis/read/chapter-i
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/jmtj1sebwn1xlpuqf19bt/Haraway-Cyborg-Manifesto.pdf?rlkey=yj4ldl9c554issga9h522jpdm&st=gh75kuqs&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/mcf7d944rxnk1v8nem3av/Puar-rather-be-cyborg-assemblage.pdf?rlkey=8h0ecygt3do72mwprlak6w44t&st=2bk5v3j1&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/xvxltunqhpf1qt4hmyp38/Matrix-1999.mp4?rlkey=3t8bcdx7wv0hoqtd60yap13r3&st=0lelxv3i&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/9vfrjch2q2pep0g167084/Baudrillard-Simulacra-Ch1.pdf?rlkey=ltnbnffyxy76pf0inchtyze0b&st=j6cr823s&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/9vfrjch2q2pep0g167084/Baudrillard-Simulacra-Ch1.pdf?rlkey=ltnbnffyxy76pf0inchtyze0b&st=j6cr823s&dl=0
https://youtu.be/pSJRVAHmdRQ
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/t9t0091affa5lctx3ua11/Barbie-Gerwig.mp4?rlkey=j7piwkjkmdgrpfzs56yb5svn5&st=1g4wvcmx&dl=0
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Death-I-Gave-Him/Em-X-Liu/9781837860012
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/dzjvyktcsp9ahll5fjqig/Liu-Death-Gave-Him.pdf?rlkey=o89pyv2ze5vu4kf877k847tk0&st=fsqthnor&dl=0
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/read/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/read/1/5/
https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/hamlet/read/3/4/
https://www.folger.edu/blogs/folger-spotlight/collection-connections-specters-of-hamlet-and-ai-as-renaissance-technology/
https://www.folger.edu/blogs/folger-spotlight/collection-connections-specters-of-hamlet-and-ai-as-renaissance-technology/
https://youtu.be/6qZoHZpmpS8?feature=shared
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/4m42mwnnmo4qhlom1e6cj/Companion-Hancock-2025.mp4?rlkey=b6m1vcgb2vkern7z4m00qw5f2&st=x9cb3xog&dl=0
https://youtu.be/X-S5v4UwhAE?feature=shared
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/lpwposxa5auumrx8hgtf0/Modern-Times.mp4?rlkey=r42qoyg67is3y2mnp5j10w344&st=zrzz7u9z&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/ng1zjz1rzfune4l8sapnr/Frankenstein-Branagh-1994.mp4?rlkey=r5spxhfe9gp1vuolnhveyl08e&st=0che3byw&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/vpx0t85y3sadka51i5ks4/Dark-City-1998-Proyas.mp4?rlkey=k7yibhi48bi4iuadwp2b4rd8e&st=t2gj5fru&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/jgyvtxx5l103n5trrvjw1/AI-Spielberg-2001.mp4?rlkey=gycsd2pzi5svwcxhv60bf4os9&st=p0j3qn6u&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/g7v6zt48ey7zros6fskdc/Stepford-Wives-2004.mp4?rlkey=lzlsn5n7p4xut87o5uo6557yu&st=x2bp4u70&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/u7hgc55qhe1tko09xa782/Air-Doll-2009-Koreeda.mp4?rlkey=fpp0b9dwx8hnimct0tcmq2avx&st=g0ksq89b&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/0q47hdytx12sohjch6zlb/Moon-2009.mp4?rlkey=c12hb7p1rb9vp1dr5bpmc4o3m&st=7e6k3hrr&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/aqn74hwx3gccg4lpdsoyd/Her-2013.mp4?rlkey=hg4mac6g2oxy1uy59krwibnwy&st=6af128cn&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/n2gd2yt2aofrchir3epev/Ex-Machina-2015.mp4?rlkey=ngh3puywpbhdl02w3hfvlj1zr&st=vgmry147&dl=0
https://www.channel4.com/programmes/humans
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/lxze3s4gtnv4fhditglja/Okja-2017.mp4?rlkey=j50j222ap8c67zkl2bp19r7et&st=l5gd5k1i&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/vgnsd2l6bsc0153d0kk03/Blade-Runner-2049-2017.mp4?rlkey=qw46wvl0sxg8ujxolhwoda44q&st=opk7p6mx&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/cbojja21o9zfy98da5p6q/Ghost-in-the-Shell-2017.mp4?rlkey=na7u8zdd9b6m7eow2on0zj4g9&st=uoobunt5&dl=0
https://tv.apple.com/us/show/years-and-years/umc.cmc.25jgn02fsa74mp5ewrxmmns0v
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/yf0s3d77oo8j7yebopuli/Finch-Sapochnik-2021.mp4?rlkey=in4w320af2it0zhue98k71o5e&st=iogk9sw5&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/86s2nd3flx7en85z79lm2/Ich-bin-dein-Mensch-2021-Im-Your-Man.mp4?rlkey=bea36576l8p7mwdkr4dpkwh6l&st=n6jvhux7&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/e6o0znyzq15zftwt1fnrp/Don-t-Worry-Darling-2022.mp4?rlkey=9l831dkc10aodfuxz93tr6l49&st=eencki42&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/5h1hub6e6ed1x4w9gcz3d/Pinocchio-Guillermo-del-Toro-2022.mp4?rlkey=th4cw1m4xak2jsdh64oivj1yb&st=04rkn7ha&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/glglf5ir4skca9chw1al8/Poor-Things-2023.mp4?rlkey=pge4b1jp4o4jahpyrkzhgy6ti&st=d9m7ibgy&dl=0
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