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[Below is a rough draft of my personal introduction, which is obviously aimed at students rather than fellow instructors. All comments are welcome.]

 

Hello, my name is Keith Hopper and I’ll be teaching a course on James Joyce’s Ulysses this semester. I was born and raised in Sligo – under the shadow of Yeats’s ‘Bare Ben Bulben’s Head’ – in the West of Ireland. I live in the drowsy suburbs of North Oxford now, just around the corner from Tolkien’s house, with my wife and 13-year old daughter. Oxford is a lovely place to live – all leafy and languid – but I certainly miss the sound and the smell of the sea. Still an Atlantean at heart I suppose.

 

I’ve been teaching literature and film for fifteen years, and much of this has been in the field of Adult and Distance-Learning Education. This is my second time teaching for AllLearn, having authored and instructed a course on Modern Irish Fiction last semester. As I see it, the job of an online instructor is to guide, goad, encourage, enthuse and support you over the course of the next few weeks. Like you, I’m looking forward to learning new things. And if, like me, you find this virtual classroom slightly scary but genuinely exciting, then rest assured that you’re already amongst friends.
 

I’ve also written and designed this present course, and I don’t know if this will be a help or a hindrance to us – hopefully the former. That is to say, I’m not here to give you definitive, ‘This-is-what-it-all-means’ type answers – there are none; as Sam Beckett once said (in an essay on Joyce), ‘Literary criticism is not book-keeping’. Instead, I’m here to pose some interesting questions, and to help mediate your ideas and suggestions. In this respect, it might be better if we consider the author – let’s call him Prof Hopper – as being quite separate from the instructor (that nice Keith fella).  

 

As Prof Hopper noted in his syllabus introduction, Joyce’s Ulysses is the classic definition of Mark Twain’s definition of a classic: ‘something that everybody wants to have read but nobody wants to read’. Ulysses is undoubtedly a very complex text, but it is also a deeply rewarding reading experience. Lest this sound in anyway daunting or dogmatic – or worse, pompous and pious – let me also add that Ulysses is, for the most part, downright funny. Or, in the Irish vernacular, “great craic”. 

 

“Craic” is a wonderful Irish concept for which there’s no real translation. It’s more than just fun: it’s that spontaneous, unbridled rush of joy you feel when you know you’re amongst good company, and the chat is flowing and the wit is flying. Perhaps as the course progresses we’ll manage – with Joyce’s help – to tease out this untranslatable concept.

 

As critic David Norris has pointed out, there exists in Joyce “a rich vein of humour, even at the blackest moments. There are plenty of good old-fashioned belly laughs, but also some sly oblique smiles that reward only the careful reader”. (A copy of Norris’s Introducing Joyce is included as part of your course materials, and we’ll begin discussing this text later on this week.) 

 

In any case, I hope you enjoy reading Ulysses, and discussing it, as much as I have. Whatever its moral value – I distrust the notion of “moral” literature; as Oscar Wilde said, there’s no such thing as a moral or an immoral book, only good or bad writing – I find myself returning to this book again and again for my own personal pleasure. Great literature (like great craic) is a celebration of life, and literary criticism – stories about stories – is simply a celebration of great literature. And that’s what I think this course should be about: pleasure and celebration. And craic. 

 

One other thing. You’ll notice on this DISCUSSIONS page another category called Slainte: The James Joyce Virtual Pub. Slainte (pronounced slawn-cha) – the Irish word for “health” and a traditional toast – is my version of a student lounge. Please feel free to use this discussion category as a place where you can post suggestions or ask questions on any aspect of this course. If you’ve any queries about the website or the course material then this is the place to come. Alternatively, if you want to suggest different topics not covered by the main discussion threads, or if you just want to wax lyrical, then like any good pub this is a place where everybody knows your name.

 

I look forward to reading your personal introductions. To do this, all you have to do is respond to this message – just click on the little icon with a red arrow (to the right and above). In your response, make sure you change the subject title from “Hello, my name is…” to “Your Name”. That way everyone can tell at a glance that you are responding to the question with your own biog.

 

In your personal introduction you might like to tell us a little about yourself and why you’ve decided to study this particular topic. If you’ve read any Joyce, tell us about it; if not, give us your general impression of Joyce as a cultural icon – what you think he seems to stand for and represent.

 

Remember to reply to at least one other personal introduction as well. Welcome aboard.

 

Best wishes,

 

Keith 
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 I plan to use a three-pronged ice breaker (ice pick?) for the course – the first prong being the initial discussion intro and question, the second being my own response. 

 The first prong will of course be the introductory message, where I’ll try to say a bit about the how the course will, hopefully, work – the basic environment and teaching philosophy.  I’ll try to stress to students that the course is a learning experience – and a new departure – for all of us (and I’ll make a good deal, along the way, of my own lack of experience with online learning and technophobia); that we are all fellow students, and that being a student means being both open and venturesome in thinking, and sharing our thoughts with one another. I’ll also remind the class that no-one is perfect, and no-one’s views are immune to disagreement or disputation – including mine especially, and including those authors we read in the course  – but the that point of the course isn’t to score points, or pass judgment but rather  to try to understand, and to improve our understanding – of the readings involved, of one another, of life, of ourselves. This will not always be an easy process, but it shouldn’t be a scary one, either; with a little effort, and a little patience, it can in fact be exhilarating. I also want to emphasize the idea of education as a process of conversation – something that the work of the primary author we read in the course, Isaiah Berlin (himself a virtuoso conversationalist)  shows very well (there are some good lines about this aspect of Berlin’s work by none other than Alliance course author Alan Ryan, which I may quote from). And, since the course is meant to be a conversation among fellow students, I’ll encourage the students to adopt an informal, friendly, open approach.
Ok, so much for prong one: whew!
The discussion question will be the next prong. At this point, I’m thinking of asking the students some of the following questions: why they enrolled to take the course, and why they’re interested in either moral philosophy generally, or the topic of value conflict, or the work of Isaiah Berlin, in particular? What do they hope to gain from this course? What is their previous experience, if any, in reading about moral philosophy? Do they think that philosophy offers a meaningful guide to thinking about the moral issues in our own life? Can or should philosophy offer a guide to behavior? Should we use philosophy to systematically re-examine our own beliefs? Or does abstract theorizing offer little help in real-life situations? (I’d try to make the actual wording of these questions a tad less inquisitorial). On the Berlin-front, I thought I might ask the students, just to begin with, what associations or images, if any, they have with Berlin’s name, and why they were interested (as they presumably are) in taking a course consisting largely of reading his writings, and what they think he, in particular, has to offer them. I then plan to explain that Berlin has been a particularly important influence on my own thinking, and take this as an opportunity to ask them what thinkers, writers, books, or other influences have been most important in shaping their own thinking – whom or what do they turn to in seeking greater understanding? I think this is, generally, a good way of getting to know people – similar to the suggested question about favorite TV shows, but somewhat easier to relate to later discussions in the course (and, also, I find that my own mind works such that once I can associate a person with a particular topic they’re interested in, or a person they particularly admire, I’m much more apt to remember them than if I here, say, where they come from or what their favorite color is). Building on this last thought, I might also ask people what their other interests are, as well as where they live and what they do, and perhaps what they studied in school.
 
The third prong of the ice-breaking, of course, is my own initial response to these questions; I may hold off on answering some of the questions about the meaning and use of moral philosophy and Berlin’s work – I don’t want to impose too much on the class, and anyway, I have a somewhat vested interest when it comes to those questions! Come to think of it, I may make the questions about the use/relevance of moral philosophy a separate discussion question (in which case it’d be a four-pronged ice-breaker – a veritable fork!) – what do those hearty souls who’ve read this far think?  
By the way, does anyone know why the font sizes on this message seem to be weirdly variable? I cut and pasted from MS Word, but don't know why it came out like this.
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