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Altered States 

 
Course Description: 
What is the nature of consciousness? Is it what makes us uniquely human? What would we be without 
it? It is difficult to think about what the lack of consciousness would be like, since it appears to be a 
constitutive part of our selves–indeed, consciousness seems to be that which enables us to think about 
this question to begin with. In this class we will read literature from many different periods, and several 
different genres, that grapples with the most basic questions of human experience: What do we mean 
by the conscious mind? What happens in altered states of consciousness? Is consciousness the same 
as the self? Does consciousness have a history? 

The literature we will read together explores these questions by depicting altered states of mind. We 
will focus on four different modes of consciousness-altering: 1. Chemical/drug-induced states; 2. 
Aesthetic experience; 3. Religious enlightenment; 4. Political alienation. 

Required Texts: 
Texts for the course may include (please note, these texts are provisional and may change): poetry by 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Keats, Charles Baudelaire, Emily Dickinson, and Allen Ginsburg; prose 
essays by St. Teresa of Avila, Thomas De Quincey, Henry David Thoreau, William James, Oliver Sacks, 
William S. Burroughs, Hunter S. Thompson, and Ken Kesey; short stories by David Foster Wallace, 
Franz Kafka, Salman Rushdie, Shirley Jackson, Nathanael West, and Philip K. Dick; J. M. Coetzee's Live 
and Times of Michael K. and R. L. Stevenson's Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde; Shakespeare's A Midsummer 
Night's Dream, G. B. Shaw's St. Joan; and the film La Jetée. 

 

 


