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W 8-9, 11:30-12:30

Aesthetics and Terror before 9/11

Our age does not have a monopoly on violence.  As we’ll see soon enough, the promise of the beautiful requires compulsion, if not constraint and force.  Aesthetics and terror were not only frequently conjoined, but, as many people in the eighteenth-century either theorized or experienced, each was often productive of the other in a geopolitical world marked by upheaval and revolution.  Why?

 This course examines eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century literature in the context of Atlantic revolutions.  Even as public life was esteemed a virtue, many viewed the prospect of citizens’ presence in crowds, on the street, and in print as signs of political terror.  Even worse, these assemblages might be evidence of Le Terreur of French Revolution.  And at the outmost limit of violence and terror stood the specter of slave revolt, what Melville called the “slumbering volcano” of the Americas.  While public life might be a breeding ground for political violence and opposition, could it also be integral to the pursuit of happiness.  What happens when terror and happiness converge?   The media forms we will examine, including the political pamphlet, the philosophical tract,  the gothic, the epistolary novel, autobiography, and  the confession, are each a site of this unsettling convergence.

Texts:

Charles Brockden Brown, Wieland

Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful 

Lydia Maria Child, Hobomok

James Fenimore Cooper, Last of the Mohicans

J. Hector St. John De Crevecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer 
Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin

Thomas Gray, The Confessions of Nat Turner

Toni Morrison, A Mercy

Judith Sargent Murray, The Selected Writings of Judith Sargent Murray

Thomas Paine, Common Sense
Leonora Sansay, Secret History; or, The Horrors of St. Domingo

Royall Tyler, The Algerine Captive

Expectations:

1. active class participation:  The seminar is committed to investigating issues that deserve debate as well as exploration via a diverse grouping of voices.  To gain a sense of this contested ground, we need to create a contested, mutli-voiced conversation.  We will often begin with a brief check-in as a way to set the agenda of our seminar discussion.  I do not lecture.

2. position paper:  each student will produce a 2-3 page (single-spaced) essay about one of the critical/theoretical texts that accompany our readings.  The goal is to present a cogent argument about a portion of our week’s reading.  Our class will be helped not so much by a "report" as a staging of questions or an argument that problematizes the article in ways that will lead to an informed, lively, and intelligent conversation in class discussion.  Your position paper should privilege intervention over synopsis.  In order to give your colleagues an opportunity to prepare, it is essential that you distribute copies of your position paper via email at least 24 hours prior to Wednesday’s class.

3. abstracts:  How does one write a conference abstract?  We’ll work on this aspect of professionalization by abstracting—one page (200 words maximum)—a critical essay as though it were drawn from research to be presented at a conference.  Four students will do this at a time for the same essay, and then the class will collectively decide which one to choose.   
4. Questions/answers:  How does one ask a question at a talk?  How does one inhabit the space of the authority who responds?  How do we inhabit these professional roles?  We’ll also do a bit of role play—with parts assigned to a few students—to hone these skills.
5. seminar paper:  In 15-25 pages, students should design an essay that combines a number of texts (including critical/theoretical articles) to develop a critical argument.  The goal is not to write an essay that offers a reading of a text, one that sees its job as the interpretation of the book’s meaning.  Rather, the idea is to develop an argument that uses literary texts in combination with critical and historical materials to consider any number of issues including networks, justice, subjectivity and subjection, racialization, oceanic citizenship, and so on.  To put it bluntly, no one cares about a reading of a literary text; what is important, however, is a reading of a literary text that in some way explores larger critical issues. This brief list is in no way intended to circumscribe your expression; on the contrary, it is intended to suggest a critical essay that accesses larger issues beyond textual interpretation.  Don’t forget, though, that precise analysis of textual and cultural specifics remains a vital part of any critical argument.

6. conference:  The final two weeks of the class, we will have a mini-conference where each student will deliver a 5-page paper to be followed by questions and comments.  Prior to this date, you’ll be submitting a conference abstract (not to be confused with “abstracts” in 3 above), which will help you both prepare your longer seminar paper and hone your skills of abstract writing.  Roles of commentator will be assigned, too.  Details will emerge as the semester progresses.  Given that this seminar is maxed out with 12 people, it may be necessary to find an alternate evening time so that everyone can present and comment.

1/25
Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment (selections)

2/1
Thomas Paine, Common Sense, “Liberty Tree,” “Reflections on the Death of Lord Clive”; Nancy Fraser, “Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World”; Carole Shammas, “The Revolutionary Impact of European Demand for Tropical Goods”

2/8
Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful; Francois, Debrix, “The Sublime Spectatorship of War”; Frances Ferguson, “The Nuclear Sublime”

2/15
Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin; Judith Butler, “Critically Queer”

2/22
Judith Sargent Murray, The History of Margaretta; J.G.A. Pocock, “Virtues, Rights, and Manners”; Michael Warner, Letters of the Republic (selections)

2/29
J. Hector St. John De Crevecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer; Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, Violent Empire [selections]; Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System III:  The Second Era of Great Expansion of the Capitalist World-Economy, 1730-1840s (selections)

3/7
Charles Brockden Brown, Wieland; Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social

3/14
Royall Tyler, The Algerine Captive; Ian Baucom, Specters of the Atlantic (selections); Franco Moretti, “The Novel:  History and Theory”
3/21
Lydia Maria Child, Hobomok; Bill Brown, “The Dark Wood of Postmodernity (Space, Faith, Allegory”

3/28
Leonora Sansay, Secret History; or, The Horrors of St. Domingo; Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past [selections]

4/4
Spring Break

4/11
James Fenimore Cooper, The Last of the Mohicans

4/18
Thomas Gray, The Confessions of Nat Turner; Franz Fanon, “Concerning Violence”; Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence”

4/25
Toni Morrison, A Mercy; Joanna Brooks, Philip Gould, David Kazanjian, Sandra Gustafson, “Historicizing Race in Early American Studies,” Early American Literature 41.2 (2006) [available through JSTOR]

5/2
Presentations

5/9
Presentations

� I’m also on campus on other days so please feel free to schedule alternate times with me.





