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Shakespeare & The Invention of the Human 
a.k.a., What is the good life? What makes a life good? 
 
Course Syllabus 
 
HONORS 201 | T/R 12:30-1:45pm | FALL 2025 | Laughlin 113 
Instructor: Dr. Brian Carroll, Department of Communication 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 

“And seeing ignorance is the curse of God, 
Knowledge the wing wherewith we fly to heaven” 

Henry VI, part 2 
 
Course Description 
 
This course looks to Shakespeare and his vivid characters 
to explain us as humans, because no one has come closer 
to capturing human nature in its widest variety as has the 
Bard. When Shakespeare began to write, there was little 
systematic study of the human mind and emotions. 
Shakespeare can be thus considered to have created the 
human. We credit the playwright with pioneering the 
psychological fields in literature and for so utterly altering 
human consciousness that, after him, the world was a 
different place, and we were different creatures. Of special 
interest are Shakespeare’s explorations of the meaning of 
life (Hamlet), a love of life (Falstaff), love and loss (Romeo & Juliet), family and death 
(King Lear), and life’s legacy (The Tempest), all in a larger project that interrogates 
the perennial questions, “What is the good life? What makes a life good?” 
 
Student Learning Outcomes 
 
Students participating in this learning community will: 

• develop and hone critical thinking and analytical skills 
• demonstrate ability to summarize, evaluate, and integrate ideas  
• acquire a degree of understanding of the ways in which artistic creations add 

to the human experience and the understanding of the human experience (and, 
if we are really good, what it might mean to be human in an age of AI) 

• become better writers and, therefore, better thinkers, for writing is thinking 
• develop a more expansive imaginative capacity that can be brought to bear on 

complex problems by allowing those problems to be seen in different contexts 
• consider in a systematic way what might make a life virtuous, or good 
• appreciate the potential consequences and contingencies of choosing well 

 
In short, it is the instructor’s goal that as a result of this course experience, students 
will be better able to think, write, choose, and live well.  
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Some organizing questions 
 
The aptly named Richard Scholar said of Shakespeare’s stage that it is “no lecture 
hall in which the playwright transmits his opinions through the voices of actors; it is, 
rather, a controlled environment in which he experiments with the stuff of human 
lives.” It is this “stuff” that we will be interested in. Thus, some of our organizing 
questions will be: 
 

• What does it mean to be human? Can one choose one’s own being? One’s own 
fate? How can one create his or her good life? To what end(s)?  

• What is a good life? What makes a life “good” (or not so good)? 
• What is or should be the “meaning” of our lives? What is vocation or calling? 
• What is love? What is goodness, virtue, evil?  
• What is the role of drama, fiction, literature, and the arts in seeking, making, 

and determining a good life? Are there truths only fiction can tell? What is 
“real”? 

• What is “nation”? What are other ways of organizing as a people? 
• Can we think beyond the limits of the regime or government under which we 

live, as Shakespeare was able to do? 
• Can we imagine a world beyond the horizons of our own historical moment, as 

Shakespeare was able to do? 
• Can we use Shakespeare’s arts to reflect and comment on life, humanity, and 

the good life for our own improvement? 
 
Stuff you need to know  
 

Instructor: Dr. Brian Carroll, Laughlin 100 
Office phone: 706.368.6944  
Email: bc@berry.edu  
Course calendar: cubanxgiants.berry.edu/shakes  
Blog: wanderingrocks.wordpress.com 
Office hours:  MWF 11am-noon, T/TH 10:30am-12:30pm, or by appointment, or 
just drop in 
 

 
What you need (required) 
 
• The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, in any form. They are available 

online for free here: http://shakespeare.mit.edu. 
• A real, physical notebook or journal. 
 
What you may want (not required, but recommended) 
 
• Brian Carroll’s Shakespeare’s Sceptered Isle: Finding English National Identity in 

the Plays (McFarland & Co., 2022), available: amazon.com/Shakespeares-
Sceptered-Isle-National-Identity/dp/1476685827.  

• Harold Bloom’s Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human (Riverhead Books, 
1999), available amazon.com/Shakespeare-Invention-Human-Harold-
Bloom/dp/157322751X.  

https://www.amazon.com/Shakespeares-Sceptered-Isle-National-Identity/dp/1476685827
https://www.amazon.com/Shakespeares-Sceptered-Isle-National-Identity/dp/1476685827
https://www.amazon.com/Shakespeare-Invention-Human-Harold-Bloom/dp/157322751X
https://www.amazon.com/Shakespeare-Invention-Human-Harold-Bloom/dp/157322751X
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Class format 
 
We will rely on each other, especially in discussion, and there will be a lot of 
discussion. So, come to class with a mindset and disposition to discuss, participate, 
and interact. In other words, lean in to the course, not back. Do NOT come to class in 
passive mode, as a lurker or mere observer. This course is a verb; it isn’t something 
that “happens” to you. The basic format: Read (or view or both), discuss, write, 
repeat. We will spend Mondays introducing the week’s themes, questions, and 
play(s). On Wednesdays and Fridays, we typically will discuss the questions. We will 
also use Fridays to discuss our assignments, projects, and activities.  
 
Dr. Carroll’s Course Policies 
 

• Attendance: Be on time, just as you would for a job, surgery, or even a haircut. 
Everyone gets one unexcused absence or late arrival, maybe two, with no 
questions asked. Stuff happens. After that, however, unexcused and/or 
unexplained absences and/or lateness will result in point deductions from the 
"professionalism and participation" portion of your grade -- one point for each 
unexcused absence and/or late arrival. And late is late, one minute or 10 
minutes. What is excused is at the instructor's discretion, so you are best 
served discussing situations and extraordinary circumstances prior to class 
whenever possible. Medical attention typically is excused. Weddings, family 
reunions, vacations, job interviews, grad school visits, Winshape retreats, your 
roommate’s birthday? These are NOT typically excused, so save your free 
pass(es) for these non-curricular excursions.  

 
• Late submissions (deadlines): Submit assigned work on time in the format 

proscribed. Do NOT email the professor your work; he does not offer a 
printing service. Similarly, posting your assignment somewhere in Canvas will 
not “count” as making deadline. Late work, including any work submitted any 
other way than that which is specified and, therefore, authorized, will be 
penalized one letter grade per class session. Work submitted a week or more 
after deadline will not be eligible for points. In-class quizzes cannot be made 
up, regardless of the reason it was missed. The instructor is very reasonable 
when consulted PRIOR TO deadlines. Finally, please appreciate that deadlines 
are also for instructors, so that we can move on with our lives, as well. 

 
• Email etiquette: Related to the above, when emailing your instructor, please 

appreciate that he is a person, not a vending machine for information, grades, 
etc. Begin each email with an address and a greeting, something like, “Dear Dr. 
Carroll. I hope this finds you well.” This is courteous, and it doesn’t take much 
time to write. It is also polite to thank someone for whatever was provided in 
response to a request. Email is the authorized communication channel for 
faculty and students at Berry, so you are responsible for checking your email 
and promptly responding to your instructors as needed or requested. 
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• Distractions:  The instructor needs your attention and your respect, as do your 
peers seated near or around you. Your instructor is easily distracted, so he 
needs your help. Practically, this means: 

o ZERO unauthorized device use of any kind, including laptops, iPads, 
smartphones, and Apple watches. Put your devices away and make sure 
they are either off or on ‘silent.’ If you use a device without permission, 
even your Apple watch to check a text from Mom, you will be marked 
as “absent” for that class session.  

o If laptop use is authorized, social media monitoring will not be. Use the 
laptop ONLY for class-related work, such as taking notes. Likewise, do 
not do homework for other classes during our sessions. 

o Avoiding the zipping up of backpacks and clearing off of desks prior to 
being dismissed. Doing so risks a point deduction for lacking 
professionalism. Please also avoid repetitive noisemaking such as 
clicking pens, crinkling food wrappers, and clanging water bottles. 

 
• Decorum: Related to the distractions described above, please remember that 

the classroom is the professor’s and your fellow students’ workspace and our 
shared learning space. It’s not your living room or den, in other words. You 
cannot, therefore, come and go as you please. Go the bathroom BEFORE you 
come to class. If nature SCREAMS, ask for permission to (briefly) exit the 
classroom, perhaps with eye contact and a head nod. Chronic bathroom 
escapes and/or lengthy disappearances will result in deductions from the 
professionalism portion of the course grade. 

 
• Academic integrity: Because academic integrity is the foundation of college 

life at Berry, academic dishonesty will have consequences. You are invited to 
consult the College Catalog for an articulation of the College’s policies with 
respect to academic integrity. Specific to this course, academic dishonesty 
includes but is not limited to: unauthorized collaboration, fabrication, 
submitting the same work in multiple courses, hiring a ghostwriter, asking an 
AI generator to write something for you that you later submit, failing to cite 
sources for your research (and, therefore, submitting others’ work as your 
own), consulting non-authorized sources or texts during an exam period, and 
aiding and abetting academic dishonesty by another student. Violations will be 
reported. Students who are sanctioned for violating the academic integrity 
policy forfeit the right to withdraw from the class with a grade of “W.” 
Attached to this syllabus is the pledge of academic integrity and AI hygiene 
that you will be asked to sign for most major assignments. 
 

• Class recording (Zoom): Per Berry policy, students are required to attend 
class in-person. Classes will not be available for remote learning, at least not 
regularly or without advance warning and authorization. Any recordings will 
only be available to students registered for this class and cannot be re-
transmitted, distributed, or otherwise shared without the expressed, written 
consent of the instructor, who asserts the copyright to the intellectual 
property contained in or by the recording.  
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How your course grade will be computed 
 
Proof of preparation (reading quizzes, writing responses, and the like) 30% 
Journaling, including reflections on developing a habit of solitude  30% 
Capstone project (think piece, script, sonata, videography, sculpture) 30% 
Professionalism & citizenship, participation, attendance   10% 
           100% 
 
To compute your final grade, add up your point totals, apply the appropriate 
percentages, then refer to the Berry College Communication Department suggested 
grading system, summarized here:  
 
A = 93-100  A-= 90-92  B+=88-89  B=83-87 
B- = 80-82  C+= 78-79  C=73-77  C-=70-72 
D= 60-69  F=59 and below 
 
Definitions of the grades can be found in the Berry College Catalog. “A” students will 
demonstrate an outstanding mastery of course material and will perform far above 
that required for credit in the course and far above that usually seen in the course. 
The “A” grade should be awarded sparingly and should identify student performance 
that is relatively unusual in the course and that demonstrates mastery. 
 
A theory about human nature with respect to grades: Most human beings turn out 
average work most of the time. Many can do superior work. Of that “many,” most can 
and sometimes do excellent work. The factors involved are obvious: native intellect, 
gifts from the Creator, interest, desire to succeed, desire to learn, discipline, and 
sheer hard work. The first two are beyond anyone’s control. The others, however, are 
entirely within our control.  
 
Assignments 
 

A. Proof of preparation: The vast majority of these assignments will involve 
writing responses to readings and video artifacts. Goals: Demonstrated 
engagement with the reading or viewing, creativity, quality of insights and 
questions, and writing quality. Writing counts a lot, so spend time revising and 
editing, and consider taking your work to the Writing Center. First drafts are 
just that – a first attempt to get something on paper. 

B. Journaling: By reflecting and writing, we will further our explorations of 
solitude, connectedness, happiness, humanity, and purpose. 

C. Final or cumulative project: We will discuss the possibilities for this in class, 
but the instructor will take a very liberal view on this (liberal means open-
minded, not political party affiliation). The goal will be achieving flow, 
expressing ourselves artistically, which is to say, humanly, and, not 
unimportantly, to demonstrate fulfillment of the course SLOs. Each student’s 
final project must be approved or authorized by the instructor before 
beginning the work, but check out these possibilities: A violin concerto, a 
children’s book, a sculpture, a book of poetry, a documentary film, a libretto or 
play script. 
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D. Note that professionalism and participation count. On-time attendance, active 
participation, demonstrated preparation and overall professionalism are 
aspects of this. Please see the policies section for details on how points are 
won and lost. 

 
Accommodation Statement & Academic Resources 
 
The Academic Success Center in Berry’s Memorial Library provides accessibility 
resources, including academic accommodations, to students with diagnosed differences 
and/or disabilities. If you need accommodations for this or other classes, please visit 
berry.edu/asc for information and resources. You may also reach out at 706-233-40480.  
The ASC also provides free peer tutoring and individual academic consultations to all 
Berry College students. The ASC Session schedule is available on ASC website. The goal 
of these meetings is to help students study smarter, not harder.  
 
Consultants at the Berry College Writing Center, also in Memorial Library, are available to 
assist students with all stages of the writing process. To schedule an appointment, visit 
berry.mywconline.com. 
 
And a final note from the instructor 
 
This is this course’s second iteration. Unlike the instructor’s other courses, not every 
aspect of this one is clean and shiny and bolted to the floor. We will rely on each 
other to make it work. Having said this, the course does grow out of a lifelong love 
affair with Shakespeare, so trust the big picture, the passion, and the plan. To put it 
another way, we are setting off on a journey, and the ship captain knows where we 
are going and basically how we are going to get there, but we will be using a 
compass and the sun, not a GPS. We won’t always know exactly where we are. So, 
we all row and enjoy the view.  
 If we meaningfully, thoughtfully work together as partners in this, the 
guarantee is that this course will be one of only the handful of courses you will 
remember and continue to have a conversation with for the rest of your life. If, on the 
other hand, you are mainly interested in or pre-occupied with your grade, or 
polishing your resume for medical school, or something other than engaging with the 
organizing questions of the course, please drop the course. No hard feelings.  
 Also implied in a course journey like this one is the necessity of an open mind. 
As an honors course in the liberal arts, it is transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary. We 
engage with the fields and disciplines of philosophy, literature and poetry, politics, 
history, drama, rhetoric, and even law. We will ask questions in all sorts of modes – 
theologically, romantically, spiritually, hedonistically, politically. It’s so crazy it just 
might work! The Bard abides! 
 

“O this learning, what a thing it is!” 
--The Taming of the Shrew 
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Pledge of Academic Integrity 
 
As a member of the Berry College academic community, I recognize the importance 
of honesty, integrity, and respect for knowledge in all academic endeavors. I hereby 
pledge to uphold the following principles of academic integrity: 
 

1. Honesty: I will be truthful in all my academic pursuits, including coursework, 
exams, research, and any other academic activities. 

2. Originality: I will submit only my original work, ideas, and creations, 
acknowledging and appropriately citing the contributions of others. 

3. Attribution: I will give proper credit to all sources used in my academic work, 
whether they are written, visual, oral, or electronic. 

4. Independence: I will complete all assignments and exams on my own, unless 
expressly permitted to collaborate with others by the instructor. 

5. Respect: I will respect the intellectual property rights of others, including 
copyright and fair use principles, in all academic materials. 

6. Ethical Use of Technology: I will not use AI or software that employ it 
(ChatGPT and Grammarly, for ex.) without BEFORE obtaining specific 
authorization from my instructor. Furthermore, I will not use any software or 
technology to engage in academic dishonesty, including but not limited to: 

o Unauthorized assistance in completing assignments. 
o Plagiarism or other forms of intellectual dishonesty. 
o Altering or falsifying academic records or credentials. 

7. Accountability: I understand that academic integrity is my personal 
responsibility, and I will accept the consequences of any violations of this 
pledge. These consequences likely mean earning a zero (‘0’) for any 
assignment or activity for which I violated this pledge. Depending on the 
degree of the infraction, I understand I could earn a failing grade for the 
course or even expulsion from the College. Lastly, I understand that ignorance 
is no defense against charges of academic dishonesty.  
 

By affixing my signature below, I commit to upholding the principles of academic 
integrity and maintaining the highest standards of honesty and ethical conduct in all 
my academic endeavors.  
 
 
______________________________________ 
Name 
 
______________________________________ 
Date 
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Course Calendar 
 
The calendar is an educated guess. Changes will be announced in class, via email, and 
via Canvas, but keeping up with these changes is ultimately the student’s 
responsibility.  
 
 TOPICS READINGS/VIEWINGS 
Week 1 Introduction and setting up the themes Czishkivili 

Hamlet (excerpts) 
Week 2 Hamlet: What is the meaning of life? James Baldwin 
Week 3 Hamlet: What is the meaning of death?  
Week 4 Juliet: What is love? 

Romeo & Juliet 
Romeo & Juliet (excerpts) 

Week 5 Rosalind: What is the value of education? 
As You Like It 

Plato & Booth 
As You Like It (excerpts) 

Week 6 Falstaff: What does it mean to be alive? 
Henry IV, parts I & II 

Dr. Carroll’s article on 
Henry IV 
Henry IV, parts I & II 
(excerpts) 

Week 7 Shylock: What is the (proper) role of law? 
Religion? 
Merchant of Venice 

Merchant of Venice 
(excerpts) 
What is the law? 

Week 8 Iago: What is evil? 
Othello 

Othello (excerpts) 

Week 9 MacBeth: What if there is nothing else? 
Nihilism 

MacBeth (excerpts) 

Week 10 Cleopatra: What is woman? 
Anthony & Cleopatra 

Antony & Cleopatra 
(excerpts) 

Week 11 Malvolio & Feste: What is wisdom? 
Twelfth Night 

Twelfth Night (excerpts) 

Week 12 Henry V: What is nation? Dr. Carroll’s articles on 
nationalism and Henry V 
Henry V (excerpts) 

Week 13 King Lear? What is a good life? What 
makes it good? 

King Lear (excerpts) 

Week 14 The faeries and sprites of Midsummer: 
What is art? What is its value? 
Midsummer Night’s Dream 

Henry V chorus 
A Winter’s Tale dialogue 
Midsummer excerpts 

 The wheel of all our lives  
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Rubric 
 
Proof of preparation assignments 

 
W*A*R: What’s it good for? Shakespearean 

 (A) 
Marlovian 

 (B) 
Community 

theater 
 (C) 

Woe 
 (D) 

Writing: The ingredients 
Spelling, grammar, syntax, 
punctuation, clarity, precision 
30 points 

    

Analysis: The cooking 
Engagement with course 
themes and questions, 
synthesis, interpretation, 
intellectual firepower  
40 points 

    

Result: The finished dish  
Just how satisfying is it, overall? 
How “finished” is it? Does it lead 
us to better questions? 
30 points 

    

 
 


