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Course Description 
 

This course explores a dimension of risk in the long eighteenth century (1688-1800)—the 
social construction and perception of risk. We will investigate the relationship between 
calculation and perception in confrontations with risk, especially in those instances in which 
perception of risk breaks with what probability tells us to expect.  This course is framed by a 
set of questions: How do we decide collectively what constitutes a risk?  Why do we choose 
to focus on some threats over others, even when probability calculation tells us to do 
otherwise?  What are the connections between focusing on particular risks and assigning 
blame for them?  What are the cultural and political implications of our choices?   

This semester we will bring these questions to materials on the British political economy in 
the long eighteenth century, with additional attention to illuminating contemporary social 
theories pertaining to a politics of risk.  Eighteenth-century Britain, while pre-industrial, still 
experienced some genuinely disruptive changes in political economy, most notably from an 
agrarian political economy to a more urban, commercial political economy fully immersed in 
international trade, speculation, and colonial projects.  With these changes came influxes of 
new populations, new social problems, and a keen sense of public anxiety that traditional 
forms and values were corroding.  As commercial actors were taking calculated economic 
and political risks to ensure security and prosperity, commercial society as a whole was 
struggling to cope with the possible moral and social downsides of economic growth.  As a 
way into this problem, we will explore how this ambivalence about commerce manifests in 
politicizing perceived risks and assigning blame for diffuse social problems to groups that 
were already very vulnerable.  In this period, we find various reflections on the status of 
marginal groups who posed a visible challenge to the normative ideal of a virtuous and 
wealthy commercial order: the poor, immigrants, colonial subjects, prostitutes, and criminals.  
To gain insight into affective and perception-based accounts of risk in eighteenth-century 
Britain, we will study how these groups were represented and theorized as especially risky in a 
society already saturated by risk-taking.   
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Course Readings: 
 
The following books are the available for purchase at the bookstore.  I have also put copies 
of them (both hard copies and, in some cases, e-books) at the library on reserve.  Please do 
try to acquire or borrow these editions so that we are all working with the same page 
numbers.  In some cases, I may also have copies you can borrow overnight. 
 
All other readings are posted the class blackboard site and are marked with an asterisk on the 
syllabus.  If you have trouble reading or downloading them, please let me know, as I have 
hard copies of them in my office that you can borrow for a few hours. 
 

• Defoe, Daniel.  A Journal of the Plague Year.  Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010.   
• Defoe, Daniel.  Roxana, The Fortunate Mistress.  Oxford: Oxford, 2008.  
• Foucault, Michel.  The Birth of Biopolitics.  New York: Picador, 2010.   
• Girard, Rene.  The Scapegoat.  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989.   
• Malthus, Thomas.  An Essay on the Principle of Population.  New York: W.W. Norton 

and Company, 2003.   
• Mandeville, Bernard.  The Fable of the Bees and Other Writings.  Ed. E.J. Hundert. 

Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997.  
• Smith, Adam.  The Wealth of Nations.  New York: Modern Library, 2008.   

 
Course Grading and Requirements 
 
The course has five major components: 
• Attendance and participation in class discussions 
• One presentation of 15-20 minutes on readings of your choice  
• Two critical response paper of approximately 5 pages (1000-1250 words). One of 

these may be linked to your presentation. 
• One final essay of 15-20 pages (3000-4000 words). 

 
The grade breakdown is as follows: 

• Attendance and class participation: 15% 
• Class presentation: 15% 
• Critical response papers: 15% each 
• Final essay: 40% 

 
Late Work Policy 
 
You may take a 24-hour extension on any of your written assignments this semester, no 
questions asked.  Please indicate somewhere on your assignment that you are taking the 
extension.  You may only use the free extension once during the semester. 
 
Regarding late written work, I will deduct 1/3 of a letter grade for the first day the paper is 
late.  After that, I will deduct one full grade for each day the paper is late.  For example, if 
your essay is due on Monday at 5 p.m., anything you hand in after 5 p.m. on Monday and 
before 5 p.m. on Tuesday will start as any “A-;” anything you hand in after 5 p.m. on 
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Tuesday and before 5 p.m. on Wednesday will start as a “B-;” and so forth.  Any essay 
handed in more than 4 days after it is due will not be accepted. 
 
Plagiarism 
 
Plagiarism is unacceptable and will result in a failing grade for the course /or referral to the 
Academic Integrity Hearing Board at Cornell.  As you work on your response papers or final 
essay, if you are unsure about citations or have any questions about what constitutes 
plagiarism, please do not hesitate to email me or stop by my office.   
 
Emergencies and Course Accommodations 
 
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 a personal emergency, 
please let me know right away so that we can arrange for you to complete your work within 
a more reasonable time frame.  In these special cases, I will excuse late work or a series of 
absences if you bring me a doctor’s note or a note from your dean or advisor.   
 
Also, if you need course accommodations due to a disability, if you have emergency medical 
information to share with me, or if you need special arrangements in case our class building 
must be evacuated while we meet, please make an appointment with me or with Student 
Disability Services as soon as possible. 
 
In-Class Work and Presentation Guidelines 
 
We will have twelve substantive meetings over the course of the semester.  About half of our 
meetings will begin with a student presentation. For the rest of our meetings, we’ll each 
bring a question, comment, critical passage or set of concerns to the table for our discussion.  
I will rarely lecture, except for some short introductions to texts or authors 
 
Each of you will do one presentation on the week of your choice during the semester.  The 
presentations should last for 15-20 minutes.   
 
Rather than presenting a summary or an outline of the reading for the group, you should 
assume we’ve all read the text(s) and have our own sketches and outlines of the argument or 
major claims in hand.  Further, you are not required to cover every aspect of the reading.  
Instead, your task is to help us think more deeply about a central question or problem 
generated by the reading and forge connections between it and other materials we have 
studied together.  That is, you should work with the aims of suggesting what’s interesting 
about the particular reading at hand and advancing our conversation for the semester. 
 
Your presentation should be thesis-driven.  This means that your presentation must contain a 
clear argument about a question or problem that invites disagreement among readers.  Your 
presentation must clearly articulate the question or problem you think is important, and then 
sketch how you would respond, given a range of possible answers.  This can be an 
interpretive argument [e.g. We can interpret this text as arguing X or Y, but I want to argue 
that we should read it as arguing Y.] or an evaluative argument [e.g. This text offers the 
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important claim X, and I want to support or criticize that argument for the following 
reasons.].   
 
Written Work: 
 
This semester, I ask that you write two critical response papers on readings of your choice.  
They should be no longer than 5 pages and should follow similar guidelines to the 
presentation.  These papers give you the opportunity to reflect critically on one text as a 
whole, or to begin working through a potential thesis or textual interpretation for your final 
essay.  One of these may be directly linked to your class presentation. 
 
Your major written assignment will be one final essay of 15-20 pages (3000-4000 words), on 
a topic or question of your choice.  This paper does not require additional research, although 
the incorporation of additional secondary sources is certainly welcome.  It will follow the 
same approach as your presentation—a thesis-driven argument about a particular question 
or problem that you find in a text or set of texts.  I am happy to consult with you at any 
point about potential topics, but I would ask that you propose a topic no later than Monday, 
21 April, either in person or over email. 
 
 
Schedule of Readings 
 
For each week, the primary required readings are listed.  At any point, I am more than happy 
to help you get started delving into the extensive secondary literature on any of these 
authors/texts, so do let me know if you want suggestions. 
 
As the semester goes forward, I may amend or augment the later readings slightly if we find 
ourselves particularly interested in one author or set of issues.  One of the benefits of a small 
seminar is that we have the flexibility to pursue emergent interests.  But, for now, you can 
assume that this is our schedule, and we are likely to adhere to it fairly closely. 
 
24 January 2013 Introduction to the course 
 
Part I:  Risk, Dirt, Blame: Contemporary and Historical Perspectives 

on Confronting and Containing Future Peril  
 
31 January 2013 Risk, Risk Perception, and Blame: Contemporary Perspectives 

*David Garland, “The Rise of Risk,” in Risk and Morality, eds. 
Ericson and Doyle (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), pp. 
48-86. 
*Mary Douglas, Risk and Blame: Essays in Cultural Theory, (London: 
Routledge, 1992), ch. 1-3, pp. 3-54.    
*Ian Hacking, “Risk and Dirt” in Risk and Morality, pp. 22-47. 

 
7 February 2013 Contagion and Containment: Defoe and an Eighteenth-Century 

Reflection on Plague 
 Daniel Defoe, A Journal of the Plague Year  
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14 February 2013 Contagion and Containment: Foucault and the Emergence of 
Population 

 *Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population (New York: Palgrave, 
2004), ch. 1-3, pp. 1-86. 

 
Part II: Risky Populations: Poverty in the Long Eighteenth Century 
 
21 February 2013 Poverty and Labor: Locke and Swift 

*John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, Ch. 5, in Political 
Writings, ed. Wooton (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003), pp. 274-285. 

 *----------, “Labour,” in Political Writings, pp. 440-441. 
*----------, Draft of a Representation Containing a Scheme of Methods for the 
Employment of the poor.  Proposed by Mr. Locke, the 26th October 1697, in 
Political Writings, pp. 446-461. 
*Jonathan Swift, “A Modest Proposal…”in Major Works (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2008), pp. 492-499. 
*----------, “A Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish Manufacture, in 
Clothes and Furniture of Houses, etc.,” in Major Works, pp. 400-405. 

  
28 February 2013 The Bustling Beehive: Mandeville on the Risks of Commerce 

and the Risks of Charity 
Bernard Mandeville, “Preface,” “The Grumbling Hive,” “The 
Introduction,” “An Enquiry into the Origin of Moral Virtue,” 
“Remarks F, G, I, K, L, M, and Q” and “An Essay on Charity and 
Charity Schools,” in The Fable of the Bees and Other Writings, pp. 19-44, 
56-80, 94-98, and 109-130.  

    
*Note: This class will be rescheduled for another day and time during this week, as I will be 
out of town during our usual meeting. 
 
7 March 2013 Later Eighteenth-Century Views: Smith on Commercial 

Society, Labor, and Poverty 
 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, pp. 3-18, 73-99, 114-136, 839-844. 
 
Part III: Risky Ventures: Commerce and Morality in the Long 

Eighteenth Century 
 
14 March 2013 “Prodigals and Projectors:” Risk, Speculation, and Prodigality 

in Commercial Society 
 *Daniel Defoe, An Essay Upon Projects, Selections TBD. 
 *Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, pp. 360-389. 
 *Jeremy Bentham, A Defense of Usury, Letters 1-5 and 13 (online 

source, you may link to it from Blackboard). 
 
 
21 March 2013  No class.  Enjoy your spring break! 
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28 March 2013 No class.  (Note: You might consider taking this three-week break to 
read Roxana at a leisurely pace!) 

 
4 April 2013 The Beehive and the Stew: Mandeville on Prostitution and the 

Contamination of Commerce 
*Bernard Mandeville, “A Modest Defence of Publick Stews,” in 
Bernard Mandeville’s ‘A Modest Defence of Publick Stews:’ Prostitution and Its 
Discontents in Early Georgian England, ed. Primer (New York: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2006) pp. 42-98. 
*----------, “Remark C,” “Remark H” and “Remark N” in The Fable of 
the Bees, ed. F.B. Kaye.  (Online resource, you may link to it from 
Blackboard.  “Remark C” and “Remark N” are also included in your 
Mandeville text edited by Hundert.) 
 
* Laura Rosenthal, “The ‘Deluge of Depravity’: Bernard Mandeville 
and the Reform Societies” in Infamous Commerce:  (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
UP, 2006), pp. 42-69.  (Note: Recommended, but not required) 

 
11 April 2013  Literary Representations of Prostitutes: Defoe’s Roxana 

Daniel Defoe, Roxana. 
    
18 April 2013  Prostitute as Scapegoat? A Politics of Risk and Blame 

Rene Girard, The Scapegoat. 
 
Part IV:  Risk, Population, and Society: Relations of Calculation and 

Perception 
 
25 April 2013 Risk, Population, and Society: Malthus on Calculation, 

Perception, and the Future 
Thomas Malthus, “An Essay on the Principle of Population,” pp. 15-
124.    

 
2 May 2013 Risk, Population, and Society: A Return to Foucault and 

Biopolitics 
Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, entire, but please concentrate 
on Chs. 1-3 and 12. 

    
Due Dates 
 
Class Presentation: 
 
First response paper:  Friday, 8 March, by 5 p.m. 
Second response paper:  Friday, 19 April, by 5 p.m. 
Final essay:   Friday, 10 May, by 5 p.m. 
 
All written work is due in hard copy in my office.  If you opt to take the 24-hour extension, 
you may submit your assignment on a Saturday via email.  Please submit it in PDF form! 
 


