COURSE PROPOSAL

MDGR 200 – ATHENS: THE MODERN CITY

Description: An exploration of the contemporary cultural and built environment of the city of Athens, and a study of how historical events, human migrations, and ideologies have transformed this national capital in modernity.

Objective: In the broadest sense this course will examine urban transformation in relation to history and culture through a close study of a particular case study, modern Athens. It will explore the making of a national capital through selective heritage preservation and modernization projects.  It will introduce students the city of Athens through careful analysis of travel narratives, literature, documentaries, customs, and historical and ethnographic accounts. 

Expectation: Students in this class will learn to appreciate two dimensions associated with a city such as Athens. The course will place emphasis on how artists, intellectuals, travelers, and everyday people attach significance to the city.  Class discussion will address the questions: how do inhabitants and travelers describe Athens? How do they connect with the city, and when do they feel alienated from the city? The course will also focus on yet another dimension, namely the way in which ideologies of identity, the state, urban planning, architecture, wars, and the movement of people (refugees, internal and external immigrants) have left their marks on the social and material landscape of the city. Students will be asked to reflect on the way history and socioeconomic developments shape the making of a city, and how its inhabitants react and contribute to these developments. 

Rationale: As a city whose various layers of heritage exercise a powerful hold on the global imagination, the city of Athens invites our critical reflection.  In fact, what makes Athens a fascinating subject of study entails the tension between the drive to modernize and the determination to showcase aspects of the classical heritage, whose material remains punctuate and in some notable instances dominate the landscape of the city.  Of course, the kinds of pasts that the city presents to its visitors and inhabitants alike by no means represent the natural presence of ancient Greece; rather they are the products of modern interventions guided by specific ideologies. The study of Athens then offers a unique opportunity to reflect on the dynamic interaction between modernity and the past to create a unique landscape.  If in some cases this tension has resulted in urban cacophony, in other instances has led to creative cultural solutions.  Examined through the specific objectives of this course, this case study will expose students to the aesthetic result of this historical process and invite them to reflect on the ideological factors that have contributed in its making.  Examining the role of international events and discourse to shape a western capital, Athens, qualifies this course for the GEC “International Issues Western (non-United States)” category. 

Budget: The library holdings are adequate for the research needs of students taking this course.  However, effective instruction will require exposure to a wide range of visual material such as photographs, films, and ethnographic documentaries.  A requested $800 fund will cover expenditures associated with the development (including a visit to Athens) or the acquisition of the above resources.

Requirements: One midterm, one term paper (10 pages), and one final exam.  Each exam will consist of fifteen short answer questions covering the material taught in class.
Grades:  Class participation and in-class presentation (15%), midterm (30%), term paper (25%), and final exam (30%).
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