
Dangerous Questions, Forbidden Knowledge 
 
Are there questions that we should not ask? Is there knowledge that we should not 
pursue? From secrets of state to the secrets of nature, from the mystery of the other to the 
mysteries of the self, we ceaselessly confront and probe the limits of our knowledge, ever 
aware that our attempts to extend its grasp can empower us or possibly even destroy us. 
The dangers—and the allure—of our inquiry into the hidden and the forbidden remain an 
enduring theme in drama and in novels, in philosophy and in science, in religious thought 
and in poetry, in music and in film. The concern that there should be limits to knowledge 
and to the power it brings us has been a shadow haunting our aspiration to know and to 
control all, an anxiety often explored through the figure of the seeker of knowledge—
whether Eve or Oedipus, Faustus or Frankenstein, the philosopher who questions our 
conventions and our convictions, or the detective who uncovers too much. Through both 
story and sustained argument, and from the Bible to The Road, we will examine how the 
moral, social and psychological costs of our pursuit of knowledge are weighed, assessed 
and engaged, and just how boldly we might dare to know.  
 
Genesis 1 – 11 
“What is Enlightenment?” + “Conjectural Beginning of Human History” (Kant) 
Oedipus tyrannus/Oedipus rex (Sophocles, Seneca) 
The Trial of Socrates (Irvine) 
The Republic (Plato) 
The Prince (Machiavelli) 
Life of Galileo + selections (Brecht, Galileo, Aquinas) 
Doctor Faustus (Marlowe) 
Hamlet (Shakespeare) 
Discourse on Inequality (Rousseau) 
Frankenstein (Shelley) 
Autobiography + selections (Darwin) 
Inherit the Wind (Kramer) 
Genealogy of Morality (Nietzsche) 
The Island of Dr. Moreau (Wells) 
The Awakening, “Désirée’s Baby” (Chopin) 
Dora + selections (Freud) 
History of Sexuality I (Foucault) 
The Bell Jar (Plath) 
The Case of J. Robert Oppenheimer (Kipphardt) 
The Day after Trinity (Else) 
End Zone (DeLillo) 
The Zero (Walter) 
The Road (McCarthy)  
 
 


