The Philosophy of Mark Twain (ENG X485-002)
Fall 2015, Tuesdays, 6–9 p.m., Wheeler Hall, Room 103
Instructor: Christopher M. Ohge
cmohge@berkeley.edu
Office hours by appointment

Course description

Mark Twain’s long life as a man of letters saw many shifts of perspective and political viewpoints—theories of race, evolution, determinism, the ethics of sentimentality versus duty, satire and the virtue of lying, the mysteries of identity and gender, imperialism, Christian Science, spiritualism, and the existence of God. Yet questions remain: In what ways was he open-minded or dogmatic, was he a social crusader in the mold of nineteenth-century Liberalism, or an elitist get-rich-quick capitalist with cozy relationships to plutocrats? A spirit of inquisitiveness and non-conformism shaped his life as a writer. Also a voracious reader, Mark Twain often channeled philosophical ideas for literary works not overtly philosophical, and later in life wrote incisive polemics and thought-provoking essays. This course focuses on Mark Twain’s philosophical development, exploring his engagement with the history of ideas, American humor, and the ideas of his own time that would shape the future. These investigations will be occasionally complemented with some of his contemporaries, including Ambrose Bierce, William Dean Howells, Henry Adams, Robert Green Ingersoll, and Mary Baker Eddy.

Objectives

Upon completion of the course, students will have engaged with the history of ideas with a focus on Mark Twain’s thought in the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century. Other skills: critical thinking (evaluating arguments, comparing and contrasting worldviews, analyzing literary texts); communication (writing coherent, cohesive, persuasive paragraphs, and speaking clearly in a seminar setting); and technological (learning how to operate a blog and use new media). 

Schedule 

(Students will be divided into two groups, which will alternate handing in 300–500-word reading responses each week.)

I. Mark Twain’s Early Thought: Rugged Individualism, Laughter, & Heresy

Week 1, September 29

Introduction: A brief guide to studying intellectual history (metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, aesthetics).

Reading and discussion: “River of Time” episode in Life on the Mississippi.
Week 2, October 6

Topics: The “untutored human soul” / noble savage in America; modes of education; humor and human nature (sincerity versus authenticity); satire and the ethics of lying.

Readings: “The Late Benjamin Franklin,” The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, selections from Ambrose Bierce, Devil’s Dictionary, and the story, “The Damned Thing” (http://www.gutenberg.org/files/23172/23172-h/23172-h.htm). 


II. The “Bourgeois Liberalism” of Mark Twain’s Middle Years

Week 3, October 13

Topics: Political philosophy (Mugwump movement); “possible worlds” thought experiments; Urban Bourgeois Liberalism v. The Pastoral Chivalric Ideal (this in conjunction with antebellum North-&-South ideals).

Readings: “Political Economy,” A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court; selections from The Education of Henry Adams. 

Week 4, October 20

Topics: Psychology: interpretation of dreams; societal norms and neurosis; spiritualism. 

Readings: A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court; Mark Twain’s letters with William Dean Howells; “My Platonic Sweetheart.”

Week 5, October 27

Topics: Textual theory (the “best text”) and systems of knowledge; the nature of evidence, claims to fact; tragedy versus comedy (Aristotle).

Readings: Pudd’nhead Wilson.

Week 6, November 3

Topics: Theories of gender and race; the changeling story, and the “costume changes” of male into female; determinism and free will.

Readings: Pudd’nhead Wilson.



III. Mark Twain’s Loss of Faith

Week 7, November 10 

Topics: Theology; virtue ethics (also: why was Mark Twain so fascinated with Satan?).

Readings: No. 44, the Mysterious Stranger; selections from Robert Green Ingersoll’s essays.

Week 8, November 17

Topic: Mortality, Phaeacian (Baroque) versus Faustian (Enlightenment) ideals; evolution.

Readings: Mysterious Stranger, selections from What is Man?

(Some context, too, on Twain’s readings of German writers such as Goethe, Karl Kraus, and Adolf Wilbrandt—as well as Twain’s residence in Vienna from 1897–1899 in which he frequented performances of plays that exhibited these ideals.)

Week 9, November 24

Topics: Institutions (governmental and religious): Christian Science; colonialism, manifest destiny, just war theory; Mark Twain v. Theodore Roosevelt.

Readings: “Christian Science,” “To The Person Sitting in Darkness,” Selections from The Autobiography of Mark Twain; and Henry Adams, Democracy: An American Novel. 

Week 10, December 1

Topics: Existence of God; the afterlife.
Readings: Selections from “Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven” 
Selections from The Autobiography of Mark Twain and What is Man?

A final paper of 10–12 pages will conclude the course. 

Methods of instruction
The basis of instruction will consist of brief lectures that will introduce and contextualize core ideas, followed by seminar-style discussions that emphasize close readings of the text. If the class is small, it will mostly take the form of group conversations; with a larger class I will often ask students to form into groups of two or three people to discuss a different topic. I believe in the idea that humanities courses achieve the most when they involve students in periods of intense reading and intense writing. We will examine Mark Twain’s life and thought from various disciplines, scrutinize key historical developments, and attend to issues of cultural context. Throughout, emphasis will be placed on the close reading of texts, critical thinking, and the use of technological resources for understanding art.

Credit requirements
The student will first and foremost be present in class to discuss the complexity of the ideas in the texts. The participation grade is based on effort of engagement, in addition the single requirement that each student shall bring in one pointed (as opposed to, say, rhetorical) question to each class session for discussion. Reading responses also form an essential part of the flow of the course; each response will practice the art of the paragraph—by which I mean a concise, focused, argumentative paragraph that begins with a topic sentence, makes a clear argument, and proceeds to substantiate the argument with textual evidence and economical language. The final paper will be the culmination of the reading responses. It will be a lengthy meditation or argument on a topic that engages in the idea of how literary art changes one’s individual philosophical beliefs as well as intellectual history.   

Grading criteria
Class participation: 20%
Reading responses/blogs: 30%
Final paper: 50%

[bookmark: _GoBack]The default grade for this course is a letter grade from A-F. To request a Pass/Not Passed (P/NP), Not for Credit (NC), Incomplete (I), or Withdraw (W), the instructor must receive notice by the final class meeting. Please see the following website for more information: http://extension.berkeley.edu/static/studentservices/grades/#grades. 

Required texts and materials 
(NOTE: it is essential to purchase these editions, because not only are they the most reliably edited texts but we will also want to be on the same page during discussions).

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. University of California Press, 2010. ISBN: 0520266129. [Paperback]

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. University of California Press, 2011. ISBN: 0520268164. [Paperback]

The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson, And Those Extraordinary Twins. W. W. Norton, 2004 [Second Edition]. ISBN: 0393925358. 

No. 44, The Mysterious Stranger. University of California Press, 2011. ISBN: 9780520270008. [Paperback]

Instructor will provide handouts & links for the following: “Political Economy,” “The Late Benjamin Franklin,” “Christian Science,” “My Platonic Sweetheart,” “Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven”; and, selections from nonfiction pieces “To The Person Sitting in Darkness” and What is Man?
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