
 
 

   
 

PHIL 297A-1:  
Decadence and Decay in Philosophy 

 

 
 

Prof. Omar Quiñonez 
Tu, Th, Fri 10:30 – 12:00 & 1:30 – 3:00 

Spring 2022 
Office: Mattingly 202, Office Hours: by appointment 

 
Course Description 

This seminar looks closely at what decadence and decay mean for culture, political life, and 
nature. From the Latin word “decadentia,” meaning to fall out of rhythm or beat, decadence is 
closely related to decay or “decidere,” which has to do with downturns and slips. Why does 
decadence evoke scorn but also temptation? How do we cope with decay all around us? We 
will study sources from philosophy, cultural thought, and the arts to piece together what it 
means to say that a culture has slipped into decadence, that some pleasures are dangerously 
decadent to enjoy, or that organic matter decays. We will pay close attention to the connections 
of living in times of natural degradation, economic and cultural stagnation, and governmental 
paralysis. In order to have a more immersive experience during our Spring term, we will work 
on an engaging project with the W&L Museums and the Leyburn Library as well as welcome 
a guest speaker. We will devote half the class to discussing different perspectives on decadence 
and decay, such as corruption, entropy, and stagnation. We will then focus on different themes 
that relate to decadence, including culture and society, history and change, nature and the 
body, and art and representation. I hope that by the end of the term we will all have a good 



 
 

   
 

sense of the extent to which our lives are gripped by such fascinating phenomena and the 
practices we should foster in response. 

Assignments 
 
I. Philosophical Perspectives on Decadence and Decay Paper (30%) 

For this paper, you will pick a framework from the three discuss in class, corruption, entropy, and stagnation. 
Then search for an external source, either an article or a book chapter that further contributes to this 
framework. Note that you should choose your framework knowing that this is ideally the perspective you will 
also working with in your final assignment. In two to three pages, double-spaced, answer the following 
question: 

Corruption: is our current political system decadent in the way Plato thinks democracy is? What makes it decadent?  
Entropy: if the universe moves from order to disorder, how can we come up with sustainable environmental practices that are long 
lasting? What are the challenges but also freedoms that come with disorder? 
Stagnation: how would Nietzsche judge, both, our age of political correctness and of religious moralization? Would he say we are 
decadent like Socrates and Wagner? 
 

II. Hogarth Print Study Outline (20%) 
 

This assignment is a "first draft" of what your final close study of William Hogarth prints will look like. Most 
student will be unfamiliar with Hogarth's work, or with how to connect it to decadence and decay, or even 
more perhaps with digital projects. To familiarize ourselves, you will be working on an outline of the way you 
plan to approach your critical study of your assigned Hogarth print. Working on this outline will help you 
create a kind of roadmap to make the final project as straightforward as possible. It should include: 1) 
philosophical perspective; 2) theme; 3) external sources; 3) blurbs for StoryMap. 

 
III. Hogarth “Digital Exhibit” on Decadence and Decay (40%) 
 

Context 
Your final project will be a philosophical analysis of one of William Hogarth's (1697-1764) series of prints 
critically depicting English society in the 18th century. Hogarth was an 18th century English artist, best known 
for his "moral subjects" paintings and prints that portrayed the ugliness, chaos, and corruption of daily life. This 
will be, at once, an individual, group, and class project. We are working closely with Leyburn Library and the 
WL Museums to create a "digital exhibit" of all your philosophical analyses, curated by you, of Hogarth's prints. 
This should be a rather more interesting Spring term project than a traditional paper, result in an exhibit that 
will be available online through the WL Museums for the entire university public to read, and at the same time 
teach us interactively the value of the philosophical study of decadence and decay. 
 
Basics  
The WL Museums has four reproductions of Hogarth's prints on hand. Class will thus be divided into four 
groups. Although four to five students will be working on the same print, you will each individually choose a 
philosophical framework and subject matter (i.e., a theme) to focus on. By drawing on one external source 
expanding on your philosophical framework and one external source on your Hogarth print, you will develop a 
close study of the themes, deeper questions, philosophical lessons, and the larger aesthetic and cultural value of 
your assigned print. The Leyburn Libraries will then help us create a digital exhibit from your work, including 
using StoryMap, that will be available at the WL Museums website for everyone to see and enjoy. These are the 
titles of the four Hogarth prints on hand: 

1. Times of the Day      
2. A Rake’s Progress        
3. Before and After           
4. The Harlot’s Progress 

 
IV. Attendance and Participation (10%) 



 
 

   
 

Active listening, respectful participation, and constructive criticism. 
 

Reading Schedule 
*Course pack available from the Copy Center 

G.S. = guest speaker 
H = handout 

 
 

I. Philosophical Perspectives on decadence and decay 
 

Author Source Dates 
Corruption   
Parmenides and Heraclitus  On Nature & “Fragments” [H] 4/26 
Plato  The Republic 4/28 
Entropy   
Lucretius  The Nature of Things 4/29 
Shannon Mussett  Entropic Philosophy [G.S.] 5/3 
Stagnation   
Nietzsche  Twilight of the Idols 5/5  
Nietzsche “Case of Wagner” excerpts [H] 5/6 
Digital final project info 
session 

Mackenzie Brooks/Pat Hobbs 
[G.S.] 

5/6 

 
 

II. 

Themes related to decadence and decay 
 
 

Author Source Dates 
Culture and Society   
Ross Douthat Decadent Society 5/10 
History and Change   
Kyle Harper Fate of Rome 5/12 
Nature and the Body   
Daniel Botkin Discordant Harmonies [H] 5/13 
Catherine Malabou The Ontology of an Accident 5/13 
Art and Representation   
W&L Museums info and 
digital project info session 

Patricia Hobbs/Mackenzie Brooks 
[G.S.] 5/17 

William Hogarth Hogarth: Life in Progress [H] 5/17 
Decadent Movement and 
Belgian Symbolism No reading 5/19 

Marcin Rusak, William 
Farr, and contemporary art  No reading   5/20 



 
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


