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COURSE SYLLABUS 

 
ECON-ENG-PHIL 357  Topics in Humanomics Spring 2019 

Noble Savages and Free Citizens:  The promise and peril of civil society   
 
Course Description:       
Prerequisites:  Sophomore standing or permission of instructors.  
 
“Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains. He who believes himself the master of others 
does not escape being more of a slave than they.” The philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau was 
one of the 18th century’s fiercest critics of civil society. He explored in great depth the ways in 
which living in community with others makes us less free, while romanticizing an (imaginary) 
past in which we lived lives of solitude. At the same time, he was one of history’s greatest 
champions of democracy. This course uses Rousseau’s work as a lens through which to assess 
our lives. Has living in community with others really made us less free as Rousseau contends? 
Has the rise of democracy made things better? How can economics help us answer these 
questions? Along the way we’ll look at how these themes have been explored in two classic 
novels. The first, Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s novel The Leopard, documents the fortunes of an 
aristocratic family from Sicily during Italy’s fitful transition to democracy. The second, Mario 
Vargas Llosa's The Storyteller, probes the place of nomadic native cultures in the modern world 
by exploring how the same stories and myths get retold across time and space. 
 
Humanomics classes (like this one) adopt a distinctively interdisciplinary approach. 
Throughout the term, we will address these questions through the lenses of economics, 
philosophy, and art. We will not just ask what these disciplines have to say about our 
topic independently of one another; we will also ask how these disciplines interact, 
enrich each other, and have unique ways of capturing parts of reality. The overarching 
idea is that there are many ways of expressing important ideas and that focusing on any 
one form of expression (social scientific, philosophical, artistic) in isolation is bound to 
leave important aspects of those ideas unstated, or incompletely expressed. Moreover, 
by working with media situated in a variety of historical contexts, we will necessarily 
ask why a set of ideas have been expressed in different ways in different times and 
places, and how this form of expression affects what’s being said. 
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Course Learning Outcomes: 
Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 

1. Challenge and deconstruct the perceived tension between economics and the 
humanities. 

2. Ask cogent, thought-provoking questions based upon critical engagement with works 
across a range of genres—e.g. literature, film, and philosophy. 

3. Articulate Rousseau’s account of the origins and consequences of inequality, and show 
how economic theory provides us with a deeper understanding of the dynamics that 
give rise to inequality.  

4. Explain why Rousseau finds democracy attractive and probe how actual democracies do 
(or don’t) live up to the ideal Rousseau sketches.  

5. Use the stories told by Lampedusa and Vargas Llosa to illustrate the social dynamics 
that Rousseau describes and the economic forces that help give rise to them. 

6. Demonstrate thoughtful rhetorical choices in creative and expository prose. 
 
Program or General Education Outcomes: 
Upon completion of the course, students will have: 

1. Composed critical and creative works that probe how social life shapes our identity and 
impacts our freedom. 

2. Explored and explained social and historical processes that give rise to inequality in 
human societies, as well as the mechanisms through which humans can govern 
themselves democratically. 

3. Explored and explained values and ethical perspectives that bear on how humans live 
together in society.  

 
Required Texts: 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. The Basic Political Writings (2nd Edition). Translated and edited by 

Donald A. Cress. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2011. 
Lampedusa, Giuseppe. The Leopard. Translated by Archibald Colquhoun. New York: Pantheon 

Books, 2007. 
Vargas Llosa, Mario. The Storyteller. Translated by Helen Lane. New York: Picador, 2001. 
 
Essential Facility: 
Seminar setting 
 
Instructional Methods: 
This course uses a combination of readings, Socratic roundtable discussions, question 
development, economic experiments, and the demonstration of original thinking in 
expository and creative writing. 
 
Evaluation: 

1. Participation in Class Discussions [15%] 
Class discussion provides an opportunity for students to explore questions about 
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exchange and the human condition, challenging the common perception of economics as 
distinct from the humanities. Through this shared inquiry, students gain experience 
thinking reflectively about the works they read, as well as supporting and testing their 
idea through dialogue with peers. Class discussion fosters the flexibility of mind to 
consider problems from multiple perspectives and the ability to analyze ideas critically. 
Students must enter the discussion with specific questions generated by all of our texts 
as well as a desire to probe and reevaluate ideas. It is essential that students bring texts 
and questions to each class session. 
 

2. Written Questions [15%] 
Shared inquiry is a process for exploring the central ideas of the course. This means 
students must read for meaning, identifying possible interpretative problems they 
would like to address in discussion. For each class period with an assignment, students 
will generate two questions to be handed in before class starts. Asking a good question 
is harder than providing a good answer. The student’s task is to critically engage with 
the source material by probing things that they find surprising, unsettling, or otherwise 
interesting.  

 
3. Expository and Creative Writing [60% - 3 x 20%] 

Students will write three papers over the course of the semester. The papers will provide 
an opportunity for the student to deepen understanding of the tensions and connections 
between the literature and philosophical texts, examine how the themes explored in the 
works discussed in class are shaped by economic forces, and their developing points of 
view. One paper will be expository, one critical, and one creative. The first asks students 
to articulate one of the themes of Rousseau's work and/or how those themes are 
developed in one of the novels/films studied in class. The second asks students to 
critically engage with a theme from Rousseau's work or to probe how one or more of the 
novels/films challenges Rousseau's ideas. And the third, which requires students to 
produce their own artistic work, either in the form of a short story or a scene, will 
challenge students to use artistic expression to engage with the themes of the course and 
express their developing point of view. 

 
4. Oral Final Examination [10%] 

Students will respond to questions posed by the professors in an individual oral 
examination that reflects the course objectives for course as well as the particular 
questions that the student asked over the course of the semester. 

 
Because of the interactive nature of the class, attendance is an essential component.  Excessive 
lateness will be counted as absences; three absences may result in failure (Undergraduate 
Catalog, “Academic Policies and Procedures”). Please keep this in mind. Missed in-class work 
cannot be made up. 
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Students with Disabilities 
In compliance with ADA guidelines, students who have any condition, either permanent or 
temporary, that might affect their ability to perform in this class are encouraged to contact the 
Office of Disability Services.  If you will need to utilize your approved accommodations in this 
class, please follow the proper notification procedure for informing your professor(s). This 
notification process must occur more than a week before any accommodation can be utilized. 
Please contact Disability Services at (714) 516-4520 or (www.chapman.edu/students/student-
health-services/disability-services) if you have questions regarding this procedure, or for 
information and to make an appointment to discuss and/or request potential accommodations 
based on documentation of your disability. Once formal approval of your need for an 
accommodation has been granted, you are encouraged to talk with your professor(s) about your 
accommodation options.  The granting of any accommodation will not be retroactive and 
cannot jeopardize the academic standards or integrity of the course. 
 
Chapman University Academic Integrity Policy     
Chapman University is a community of scholars that emphasizes the mutual responsibility of 
all members to seek knowledge honestly and in good faith. Students are responsible for doing 
their own work, and academic dishonesty of any kind will be subject to sanction by the 
instructor and referral to the University's Academic Integrity Committee, which may impose 
additional sanctions including expulsion. 
 
 
Prepared by:  Keith Hankins & Michael Valdez Moses, May 2018 

 

Tentative Course Outline 

Intro (1 class) 

Rousseau Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts (1 class) 

Rousseau Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (3 classes) 

Rousseau The Social Contract (5 classes) 

Lampedusa The Leopard (5 classes) 

Film:  The Leopard (2 classes) 

Pierre Clastres Society Against the State (2 classes) 

Mario Vargas Llosa The Story Teller (5 classes) 

Social Science / History (4 classes) 

https://exchange.chapman.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=8e4d797b235f40aa83dfa375e35ae0b7&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.chapman.edu%2fstudents%2fstudent-health-services%2fdisability-services
https://exchange.chapman.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=8e4d797b235f40aa83dfa375e35ae0b7&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.chapman.edu%2fstudents%2fstudent-health-services%2fdisability-services
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Sample Prompts for Creative Papers 

Write a short story / scene that probes one or more ways in which living with others makes us 
more or less free, more or less happy / satisfied with our lives, or perhaps which explores the 
tension between these ideas. 

Write a short story / scene that explores what it is like for groups to make decisions or, if you'd 
like, which interrogates democratic decision making on a larger scale. 

 

Sample Prompts for Critical/Expository Papers 

Rousseau argues that only a democratic society governed by the general will is capable of 
reconciling 1) the constraints associated with civil society with 2) our natural freedom and 
equality. Meanwhile, Lampedusa’s The Leopard explores the transition from aristocracy to 
democracy in Italy. Explain Rousseau’s idea of the general will and why he thinks democracies 
are uniquely positioned to govern in accordance with it. What does Lampedusa’s novel suggest 
about the ability of democracy to realize the aims Rousseau sets out for it?  

Rousseau’s First and Second Discourses paint a portrait of society in which our pursuit of material 
prosperity leaves us less free in all sorts of ways. Describe some of these and then explore how 
the characters in Lampedusa’s novel either help to illuminate the portrait that Rousseau draws 
or to cast doubt on it.  

Two prominent themes of Rousseau’s work are the idea of the “noble savage” and the idea that 
living in community with others has made us more prosperous, but less free. How does Vargas 
Llosa’s The Storyteller engage with these themes? 

While Rousseau suggests that the freedoms available in a “state of nature” must be left behind 
when human beings enter the state of civil society, he also suggests that a return to the state of 
nature is impossible or impractical.  Does Vargas Llosa’s The Storyteller suggest that a return to a 
pre-civilized state of existence is possible? Would such a return necessitate the rejection of all 
social relations or would it be possible to combine society with a radical form of human 
freedom? 
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