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In this seminar, we will concentrate on one important theme in modern political thought—the 
relationship between the individual and society.  Our starting premise will be that individuals and 
their communities are engaged in a project of mutual creation, growth, and development.  But, we 
will also be sensitive to the ways this relationship can become pathological, particularly when 
individuals are oppressed by their societies and the norms and rules that structure their communities.   
 
With these themes in mind, we will focus on a set of enduring questions to guide our reading and 
conversations:  What does it mean to be an individual?  How and to what extent are individuals 
shaped by our and political contexts and relationships?  How do individuals, in turn, influence the 
groups and societies to which we belong? How should we understand and address critical tension or 
friction between the desire to be an individual and the desire to belong to a group?  
 
Political thinkers from the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries approach the problem of individualism very 
thoughtfully, so we will use their work as our sources.  Our goals are to understand their arguments 
thoroughly, but also to use their ideas as a springboard for our own conversations about selfhood, 
individuality, and society.  In our texts, we will find careful analyses of the impact of collective 
practices on the identity and behavior of individuals—education, religious community, cultural and 
social customs and manners, commerce, and democratic political institutions, among others.  Also, 
we will think critically about how structural inequality and oppression—particularly racism and 
sexism—affect and alter individuals’ efforts at cultivating talent, character, and agency.  
 
Our course themes and questions also encourage a widened understanding of what kind of writing 
counts as social and political theory.  While we will certainly read traditional moral and political 
treatises, we will also draw from the genres of poetry, the psychological novel, the essay, 
autobiography, and memoir.  Each of the texts we will read far surpasses the central theme of this 
seminar, so we will have to work together to balance two goals—(1) treating each work as 
philosophically and politically rich and interesting in its own right, and (2) using each new text to 
build a conversation over the course of the semester about individuality and sociability. 
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Requirements and Grading 
 
Book List: 

The following books are available for purchase in the bookstore or can be borrowed from the 
library, where they are on reserve: 

• Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, ed. John David Smith (Penguin, 2003). 
• W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. Donald Gibson (Penguin, 1989). 
• Bernard Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees and Other Writings, ed. E.J. Hundert (Hackett, 1997). 
• John Stuart Mill, On Liberty and the Subjection of Women, ed. Alan Ryan (Penguin, 2007). 
• Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Discourse on the Inequality, trans. Maurice Cranston (Penguin, 1984). 
• Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Reveries of the Solitary Walker, trans. Russell Goulbourne (Oxford, 

2011). 
• Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, eds. D. D. Raphael and A.L. Mackie (Liberty 

Fund, 1982).  
• Henry David Thoreau, Walden and Civil Disobedience, ed. Michael Meyer (Penguin, 1983). 
• Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence, ed. Stephen Orgel (Oxford, 2006). 
• Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Woman, ed. Miriam Brody (Penguin, 2004). 

Please acquire these editions, since class discussion will run much more smoothly if we are all using 
the same versions of the texts. If you have trouble acquiring a reading, ask me—I might have an 
extra copy! 
 
Course Requirements and Grade Distribution: 

This course will be run as a small seminar, so our class meetings will be highly participatory, with 
very little lecture. 

You will have five assignments for the semester: 
• Attendance and participation 

§ Attend all meetings 
§ Bring your texts to class 
§ Bring one critical question or comment to class 
§ Participate in all discussions  

• Two Short Critical Response Papers 
• Take-home midterm examination 
• Final paper (abstract to be submitted in advance) 

The grading breakdown is as follows: 
• In-class work: 20% 
• Short response papers: 10% each, for 20% total 
• Take-home midterm: 20% 
• Abstract for final paper: 5% 
• Final paper: 35% 

To pass this course, you must pass each of the components of the course.  For example, someone who completes 
all written work but does not attend class regularly will receive a failing grade for in-class work and 
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will subsequently fail the course.  Likewise, someone who is an excellent contributor to class 
discussions but fails to complete a written assignment will fail the course. 

Grading policy 

Your class participation and essays will be given a letter grade that corresponds to a value on the 4.0 
scale set by the College of Arts and Sciences.   

Late work policy 
Regarding late work, I will deduct 1/3 of a letter grade for the first 24 hours that your essay is late.  
After that, I will deduct one full letter grade per 24-hour cycle. I will not accept an essay more than 4 
days (96 hours) after it is due.   

Plagiarism and Citation Practices 

Plagiarism or cheating on an exam is unacceptable.  I report all suspected cases to the 
Undergraduate Honor Council.  Plagiarism can sometimes be tricky.  So, if you are unsure about 
citations or have any questions pertaining to what counts as plagiarism, please do not hesitate to 
contact me.  For more on the Honor System, see 
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/student_handbook/chapter2.html.  

More information about how to cite sources properly will be included with your essay assignment.  
All essays, as well as the citations of articles and books in the body of your essays, and the list of 
citations or references at the end of the essays, should adhere to the standard formatting guidelines 
provided by the political science department.  These guidelines can be found on the political science 
department’s web page, as well as on our course Blackboard site. 

Technology Policy 

Unless you have a documented reason for using a laptop in class, I ask that you power down all your 
electronic equipment in class—both lectures and discussions.  This includes laptops, tablets, and 
smart phones.  

Emergencies and Course Accommodations 

Your success in this course is very important to me.  While I will enforce these policies strictly and 
fairly, I know that emergencies and illnesses sometimes arise during the semester.  If you are sick or 
experiencing personal circumstances that are affecting your work, please let me know immediately so 
that we can make arrangements together for you to complete your work within a reasonable period 
of time.  In emergency cases, I will excuse late work or a series of absences if you can provide a 
doctor’s note or a note from your dean or advisor.  

If you need course accommodations due to a disability, if you have emergency medical information 
to share, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated during class 
time, please make an appointment with me /or the Opportunity Development Center (2-4705) as 
soon as possible. 
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Schedule of Readings and Assignments: 

Please bring your texts and notes to every class, since we will frequently work from them.  Please 
read in advance of class.  Some reading assignments are heftier than others, so plan accordingly! 

 

Monday, 01/11/2016  Introduction to the course 

 

I.  Modern Perspectives on Selfhood and Sociability: Mandeville, Rousseau, and Smith  

Wednesday, 01/13/2016 Mandeville, “The Preface,” “The Grumbling Hive,” and “An 
Enquiry into the Origin of Moral Virtue,” in The Fable of the 
Bees and Other Writings, pp. 19-44.   

Monday, 01/18/2016 No Class. Martin Luther King, Jr., Day. Please attend at least 
one campus event planned for Vanderbilt’s celebration of 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Day! The schedule of events is 
posted on Blackboard. 

Wednesday, 01/20/2016 Mandeville, Remarks C, L, M, N, in The Fable of the Bees and 
Other Writings, pp. 45-55, 65-87. 

Monday, 01/25/2016 Rousseau, Letter Dedicatory, Preface, and Part One, A 
Discourse on Inequality, pp. 57-107.  (Note: Make sure you look 
at Rousseau’s own notes to Part 1, pp. 139-167.) 

Wednesday, 01/27/2016 Rousseau, Part Two, A Discourse on Inequality, pp. 109-137.  
(Note: Make sure you look at Rousseau’s own notes to Part 2, 
pp. 167-172.) 

Monday, 02/01/2016  Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Part I, pp. 9-66. 

Wednesday, 02/03/2016  Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Part III, pp. 108-178. 

Monday, 02/08/2016 Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Part VI, pp. 212-266. 

 

II. Nature, Solitude, and the Quest for Self-Knowledge: Rousseau and Thoreau 

Wednesday, 02/10/2016 Rousseau, “Walks” 1, 3-6, 8-9, in Reveries of the Solitary Walker, 
pp. 3-10, 20-68, 83-106. 

Monday, 02/15/2016 Thoreau, “Walden,” in Walden and Civil Disobedience, pp. 45-63, 
125-173. 

Wednesday, 02/17/2016  Thoreau, “Walden,” in Walden and Civil Disobedience, pp. 174-
199, 248-284, 368-382. 

 

III. Individuality, Agency, and the Problems of Slavery and Racism: Douglass and Du Bois 

Monday, 02/22/2106 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, pp. 29-96 

Wednesday, 02/24/2016  Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, pp. 97-182. 
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Monday, 02/29/2016   Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, pp. 183-262. 

Wednesday 03/02/2016 Du Bois, “The Forethought,” “Of Our Spiritual Strivings, 
“Of the Meaning of Progress,” “Of the Training of Black 
Men,” in The Souls of Black Folk, pp. 1-12, 51-62, 74-90. 

Monday-Friday, 03/07-3/11/2016 No class.  Spring Break! 

Monday, 03/14/2016 Du Bois, “Of the Faith of the Fathers,” “Of the Passing of 
the First-Born,” “Of the Coming of John,” in The Souls of 
Black Folk, pp. 154-175, 186-203. 

 
IV. Gender Dynamics, Gender Oppression, and the  
Struggle for Self-Actualization: Wollstonecraft, Mill, and Mill 

Wednesday, 03/16/2016 Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Letter 
Dedicatory, Introduction, and Ch. 1-3, pp. 3-67. 

Monday, 03/21/2016 Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Ch. 4, 6-9, 
pp. 68-98, 144-186. 

Wednesday, 03/23/2016 Out of Town. No Class Meeting. 

Monday, 03/28/2016 Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Ch. 12-13.  
pp. 196-242. 

Harriet Taylor Mill, “Enfranchisement of Women” (1851).  
Blackboard: Course Content 

Wednesday, 03/30/2016 Mill, “The Subjection of Women,” Ch. 1-2, in On Liberty and 
the Subjection of Women, pp. 133-185. 

Monday, 04/04/2016 Mill, “The Subjection of Women,” Ch. 3-4, in On Liberty and 
the Subjection of Women, pp. 186-243. 

 

V.  Social Tyranny and the Struggle for Individuality: Emerson, Mill, and Wharton 

Wednesday, 04/06/2016  Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” in The Portable 
Emerson, eds. C. Bode and M. Cowley (Penguin, 1981), pp. 
138-164.  Blackboard: Course Content  

 Mill, “On Liberty,” Ch. 1-2, in On Liberty and the Subjection of 
Women, pp. 7-64. 

Monday, 04/11/2016 Mill, “On Liberty,” Ch. 3-5, in On Liberty and the Subjection of 
Women, pp. 65-129. 

Wednesday, 04/13/2016  Wharton, The Age of Innocence, Book I, pp. 3-124 

Monday, 04/18/2016  Wharton, The Age of Innocence, Book II, pp. 125-254 

Wednesday, 04/20/2016 Film Screening: The Age of Innocence, dir. Martin Scorsese 
(1993) 

Monday, 04/25/2016  Film Screening: The Age of Innocence, cont’d.   
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Schedule and Explanation of Written Assignments: 
 
Short Response Papers:  You will sign up to write two of these this semester.  You will select two 
class meetings and do a one-page, single-spaced reflection paper on the readings for those meetings, 
and you will hand in your response electronically as a PDF to me by 9 pm the night before class.  
(Example:  If you are interested in writing on the Douglass reading for Monday, 02/22, you must 
hand in your reflection paper on that reading to me by 9 pm on Sunday, 02/21.)   
 
These papers have no strict guidelines except one: Please do not summarize the reading.  You can 
assume that your reader has read the texts and has a basic understanding of them.  Instead, you 
should use this assignment as an opportunity to raise an interesting question, puzzle, or criticism 
about the reading.  I may use your paper to guide our class discussion the next day, too! 
 
Midterm Exam:  The midterm will be a take-home, open book exam.  I will email you the exam 
question on Monday, 02/22 at 5 pm.  You will have a week to compose your answer, so it will be 
due back to me on Monday, 02/29, at 5 pm.  You can submit it as a PDF via email.  You may 
draw from your notes and the readings to answer the question, with no outside sources expected or 
required.  Your response should be between 2500-3000 words (8-10 double-spaced pages), and it 
should take the form of an argument with a thesis statement, supported by evidence from the 
readings.  
 
Seminar Paper:  Your seminar paper will be of your own design.  It will be roughly 4500 words 
(about 15 double-spaced pages).  You may write on any question or problem you wish, using any of 
the readings that interest you.  You may also bring in outside source materials, although this is not 
required.  
 
You must write a one-paragraph abstract for your seminar paper, in which you articulate the 
question that interests you and suggest how you will answer it.  This abstract is due no later than our 
class meeting on Monday, 04/11, although you may certainly hand it in earlier.  Your seminar paper 
is due by 5 pm on Friday, 04/29. 
 
Important Due Dates: 
 
Response paper 1:    
Response paper 2:    
Midterm exam:   Monday, 02/29/16, at 5 pm, by email. 
Seminar paper abstract: Monday, 04/11/16, in class.  (Earlier is also fine!) 
Seminar paper:   Friday, 04/29/16, 5 p.m., hard copy in Commons 351. 
 


