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I. Purpose and Scope
Human beings are a natural species, but we are not simply natural.  We are formed by history, by politics, by culture, by experience.  We are possessed of—we are possessed by—passions and appetites which are unlike those of any other species both in their content and in their intensity.  Perhaps, then, we are no longer natural at all.  Yet maybe nature still speaks to us, still provides some kind of direction—or would, if only we knew how to consult it.  This, or something like this, is the promise that animates Rousseau’s thought and particularly Emile, the book he considered his greatest and best.  More than any of his other works, Emile presents Rousseau’s philosophic anthropology, that is, his understanding of human nature and the human condition (our needs, tendencies, possibilities and limits). It does so by means of an extensive thought experiment, the imagined education of a boy from infancy to young adulthood.   Emile’s subtitle is On Education.  

Rousseau claimed that his entire system of thought rested on a single principle, the “great principle that nature made man happy and good but society depraves him and makes him miserable.”  It is in Emile that the meaning of that principle is unfolded and that the implications for bettering the human condition are revealed.  Rousseau’s philosophic anthropology may or may not prove convincing; certainly it is opposed by powerful alternative views from both ancient and modern times.  Whether ultimately persuasive or not, though, it merits close study, for it is profound and comprehensive and has exercised enormous influence on our current way of understanding ourselves and the world.  To study Rousseau is to return to the source of much of what we believe and thus to deepen our self-understanding.    

II. Course Requirements
By far the most important requirement is that you read all assigned passages closely and before class.  Emile is a strange book—by turns philosophic discourse, fictional narrative (even including a love story), and educational handbook.  It partakes of multiple genres and thus belongs to no genre at all.  This creates special challenges.  But it also presents us with singular riches.  For both of these reasons you should read the assignments more than once.  

Those taking the course as POSC 260 will be required to write three six to eight page papers, each worth 25% of your grade.  These papers will be due on Friday, January 25, Friday, February 22, and Saturday, March 15, respectively.  Please mark your calendars.   

Those taking the course as POSC 350 will be asked to present a short paper (5 to 7 pages) on a selected portion of the text (chosen by the instructor in accordance with your preferences, if possible) and to lead class discussion for a portion of that day’s meeting.  The short paper will count for 25% of your grade.  A twenty-page seminar paper will count for 50% of your grade.  The seminar paper will be due on Saturday, March 15; paper topics must be approved by me by Friday, February 29 (preferably earlier).  

The remaining 25% of your grade, whether you take the course as POSC 260 or POSC 350, will be based on class participation.  Since this is a seminar, your active and sustained participation is expected.

III. Academic Honesty

Strict standards of academic integrity will be upheld in this class.  Your signature on a test or assignment means that you have neither given nor received inappropriate aid.  Students who are found to have violated this standard should expect severe sanctions.

IV. Texts
The only required text for this course is Emile, or On Education.  Please be sure to purchase the Allan Bloom translation (Basic Books), which is available at the bookstore.  

Although no other reading is required, I highly recommend one secondary work: Allan Bloom’s commentary on Emile.   Bloom’s commentary on Books Four and Five of Emile appears in his book, Love and Friendship.  Love and Friendship is out of print but should be available at a reasonable price from internet sources such as Amazon.  Bloom’s commentary on Books One through Three has not yet been published but has graciously been made available for our use by Bloom’s literary executor, Professor Nathan Tarcov of the University of Chicago, who is currently preparing the entire commentary for publication.  Three copies of the commentary on Books One through Three will be available on closed reserve at the Library.  

I will also be happy to recommend a variety of additional useful secondary readings to those interested.

V. Course Schedule
Emile is divided into five Books.  With Books Four and Five themselves each divided into three major parts, the work as a whole is divided into nine major parts.  Some of these parts may prove more demanding or in some other way more deserving of our sustained attention.  Therefore, rather than just assign one week to each of the nine parts, I will provide reading assignments for one or two class sessions at a time.  Since some of you will need to choose dates for paper presentations—and since all of you may be curious—here is an outline of the book:

1. Preface and Book One (pages 33-74): Here Rousseau explains that the subject of his book is the education of a natural man, defines “nature,” offers a brief diagnosis of the ills besetting modern humanity, and outlines principles of early education, especially education during infancy.

2. Book Two (pages 77-163): In this section, which is devoted to the second stage of education (ages two through 12 or 13), Rousseau defines happiness, discusses strength and weakness, explains why ignorance and an inactive imagination are good things for children, advocates “well-regulated freedom” for children, and depicts a proper education of the senses whose aim is to develop the mind without engendering the vices that make civilized people so unhappy.

3. Book Three (pages 165-208): This section, which depicts the education of the pre-adolescent Emile (ages 12 or 13 through 15), offers further reflections on happiness and strength and weakness as well as reflections on sociability (it is in this section that Emile begins to be prepared for his entry into social life); this section also summarizes the principles and the fruits of Emile’s education to this point.

4. Book Four, first part (pages 211-260): Book Four as a whole covers the period of adolescence (ages 15-20).  In this part of Book Four Rousseau becomes less novelistic and more philosophically discursive as he addresses the passions (especially the various kinds of self-love) and depicts the moral and historical education designed to produce a “natural man living in the state of society.”

5. Book Four, second part (pages 260-313): The topic here is religion.  Rousseau relates the Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar, a statement of “natural religion.”  This may be the most widely read and influential of any of Rousseau’s writings.

6. Book Four, third part (pages 313-355): This section treats the many important issues that, according to Rousseau, arise at the time of sexual maturity.  These topics include self-consciousness, taste, friendship, romantic love, and sex education.

7. Book Five, first part (pages 357-406): This part, entitled “Sophie, or the Woman,” presents Rousseau’s views on the differences between the sexes and the proper education of women.

8. Book Five, second part (pages 406-450): In this section, whose plot concerns the courtship of Emile and Sophie, Rousseau discusses such matters as choosing a spouse and the character of a successful courtship (including further reflections on the relations between the sexes).  This is also the section in which virtue is given its most extensive treatment.

9. Book Five, third part (pages 450-480): Here, in the culmination of the book, Rousseau presents a summary of his political teaching (the teaching that is articulated at greater length in the Social Contract) and offers further reflections on marriage, virtue, and the character of Emile’s version of the good life.
