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PARIS: DREAMWORLD OF MODERNITY

DESCRIPTION

Paris was described by the cultural critic Walter Benjamin as a “dreamworld” of seductive consumer
goods, beguiling architecture, pathbreaking artistic movements and exciting technological
breakthroughs. This course examines the emergence of modern Paris through the lens of Benjamin’s
unfinished magnum opus, the Arcades Project, a work that has become a model for cultural criticism
across the fields of literature, film and media studies, history of philosophy, art history, urban studies
and architecture. As an exile who fled Nazi Germany, Benjamin offers an incisive outsider perspective
on Paris, inviting us to see it not only as the alluring birthplace of capitalist mass consumer culture, but
also as a city haunted by displacement, revolutionary upheavals, and movements of resistance. Guided
by Benjamin’s creative interdisciplinary lens, this course examines how the legacy of Paris’ radical
modernization in the 19" century is reflected in its urban fabric and material culture. Through city
walks, site visits, museum explorations, and seminar discussions, students will engage with the aesthetic,
historical, and social dimensions of one of the world’s most influential capitals.



COURSE LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Students will:

e develop analytical reading and writing skills by examining, contextualizing, and interpreting
theoretical, historical, and literary texts on the rise of modernity and the relationship between art,
technology, urban life, and mass consumption.

e learn to make interdisciplinary connections between key late 191" and early 20™-century
European artistic and intellectual movements and appreciate the cross-cultural influences.
develop cultural literacy by engaging with the historical and geographic situatedness of culture.
develop skills for reading environment as text.
be able to extrapolate newfound environmental literacy to other places and spaces.
learn to contextualize contemporary political, cultural, and social issues within historical
frameworks.

REQUIREMENTS / EVALUATION

Attendance, Preparation & Active Participation 15%
Pre-Departure Assignment 15%
Reflective Journal 20%
Presentation 15%
Midterm Test 15%
Final Project 20%

Attendance, Preparation & Active Participation (15%): Classes will be held Monday to
Thursday 9am to 12pm plus field trips. For successful completion of the course, students must
thoroughly prepare (read/view) all assigned materials in preparation for class, attend all class sessions,
city walks, excursions, and events (including the pre-departure sessions) and participate actively in
discussions and film screenings. Students are expected to come to class on time, having completed all the
readings and assignments. They are responsible for contributing to a meaningful exchange of ideas.
Students will be graded according to the quality and frequency of their participation.

Pre-Departure Preparation and Assignments (15%):

The pre-departure assignments will help students prepare for their time in Paris. They will equip them
with historical background knowledge and get them thinking about the topics that will be covered in
this course. Students will be expected to attend an in-person session, complete assigned readings, and
submit three online reflections before departure.

Reflective Journal (20%): Students will keep an online journal in which they draw out the
connections between the ideas, readings, films, and sites we visit and the personal experiences they
make during their time in Paris. They will be expected to make one (1) entry each week. The entries
should take the form of written reflections. Students will be asked to submit their journal entries on
Fridays of each week.



Oral Presentation (15%): Students will work in small groups and lead the class discussion on a given
reading or film. The presentation will be evaluated based on the students’ ability to formulate insights
into the text (not a mere summary) and to engage their audience. Dates for presentations will be
determined on the first day of classes.

Midterm Test (15%):

Students will be tested on their knowledge of course materials covered during the first half of the course,
including the pre-departure readings. The test will consist of short answer questions and passage
identification.

Final Project (20%):

Students will select one aspect of Paris’s material culture, such as a building, street, public space,
infrastructure, or object and trace its evolution from the 19th-century modernization under Haussmann
to its present-day form and meaning. They will present their findings using a digital storytelling
platform that combines narrative text, historical and contemporary maps, and multimedia content.

A note on missed or late work: Students can only obtain credit for their work if the absence or delay is
related to reasons for excused absences as defined above. Except for emergencies, all excuses for late
assignments must be discussed with me before the assignment due date. Except for emergencies, |
will not accept excuses given after the due date. An unexcused late assignment will result in a zero.

Academic Integrity

Academic integrity is one of the cornerstones of the University of Toronto. It is critically important both
to maintain our community, which honours the values of honesty, trust, respect, fairness and
responsibility and to protect you, the students within this community, and the value of the degree
towards which you are all working so diligently. Academic integrity is defined as the pursuit of
scholarly activity in an open, honest and responsible manner. All students should act with personal
integrity, respect other students’ dignity, rights and property, and help create and maintain an
environment in which all can succeed through the fruits of their efforts. Dishonesty of any kind will not
be tolerated in this course! Dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, cheating, plagiarizing, fabricating
information or citations, facilitating acts of academic dishonesty by others, having unauthorized
possession of examinations, submitting work of another person or work previously used without
informing the instructor, or tampering with the academic work of other students.

All suspected cases of academic dishonesty will be investigated following procedures outlined in

the Code of Behaviour on Academic Matters
(https://governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/secretariat/policies/code-behaviour-academic-matters-july-1-
2025). If you have questions or concerns about what constitutes appropriate academic behaviour or
appropriate research and citation methods, please reach out to me. Note that you are expected to seek out
additional information on academic integrity from me or from other institutional resources. For example,
to learn more about how to cite and use source material appropriately and for other writing support, see
the U of T writing support website at http://www.writing.utoronto.ca. Consult the Code of Behaviour on
Academic Matters for a complete outline of the University's policy and expectations. It is your
responsibility as a student to be familiar with this Code of Behaviour. For more information, please

see A&S Student Academic Integrity (https://www.artsci.utoronto.ca/current/academic-advising-and-
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support/student-academic-integrity) and the University of Toronto Website on Academic Integrity
(https://www.academicintegrity.utoronto.ca).

The use of generative artificial intelligence (AI) tools is strictly prohibited in all course assessments
unless explicitly stated otherwise by the instructor. This includes, but is not limited to, ChatGPT, GitHub
Microsoft Copilot, Al Tutor and Teacher's Assistant Pro, and open-source models that you have trained
and/or deployed yourself. You may not interact with, nor copy, paraphrase, or adapt any content from
any generative Al for the purpose of completing assignments in this course. Use of generative Al will be
considered use of an unauthorized aid, which is a form of academic misconduct under the Code of
Behaviour on Academic Matters (https://governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/secretariat/policies/code-
behaviour-academic-matters-july-1-2025).

This course policy is designed to promote your learning and intellectual development and to ensure that
our evaluations are a fair and accurate assessment of your learning. Though it may be tempting to use
generative Al to assist you when completing your assignments, this will simply inhibit your learning. If
the work you submit is essentially the output of generative Al, then what have you learned and what
value are you adding? Think of it this way: if a potential employer or supervisor can get as much from
an Al tool as what you’re able to do yourself, then why should they hire you at all? You should aim to
understand course content at a level that far exceeds what an automated tool can achieve. Our course—
and in particular, each assignment—is designed to help you attain true mastery of the course content. If
you have questions or are stuck, please come to office hours, where I will be happy to help!

Accessibility Needs

Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this course. If you have an acute or
ongoing disability issue or accommodation need, you should register with Accessibility Services (AS)
at the beginning of the academic year by visiting
https://studentlife.utoronto.ca/department/accessibility-services/. Without registration, you will not be
able to verify your situation with your instructors, and instructors will not be advised about your
accommodation needs. AS will assess your situation, develop an accommodation plan with you, and
support you in requesting accommodation for your course work. Remember that the process of
accommodation is private: AS will not share details of your needs or condition with any instructor, and
your instructors will not reveal that you are registered with AS.
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