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ENGL 17831 – Writing Subjects: 
Authorship, Authority, and the Eighteenth-Century Novel 

 
 

Instructor: Allison Turner 
acturn@uchicago.edu 

 

T/Th 10:30-11:50 
CNRC 158

 
Course Description ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
This course introduces students to what literary critic Ian Watt famously called “the rise of the 
novel.” Our readings will include several of the canonical eighteenth-century writers that Watt 
identifies with the individualism of the novel form, but we’ll also spend time with several others that 
his study neglects. We’ll think together, and in conversation with Watt, about what made these texts 
“novel” or different from their Renaissance and classical literary forbears, but our central questions 
will involve the status and function of writing itself—both as it was imagined and transformed over 
the course of the eighteenth century, and as it applies to us today.  
 
In our media-saturated present, we tend to think of novels as especially serious works of literature—
morally edifying and intellectually stimulating. But in the eighteenth century, the familiar acts of 
reading and writing that we have come to associate with the novel were very much under 
construction. Whether novels were good for people or not was an open question. In England, the 
increasing democratization of literacy and the proliferation of print media helped grant a new degree 
of power to the written word, and the novel was at the center of a media environment in which 
practices of literacy and expression could feature as particularly fraught sites of political contestation. 
 
In this course, we’ll be tracking the relative statuses of readers and writers as they figure in 
eighteenth-century novels. We’ll pay special attention to class, gender, and racial categories to see 
how our texts create and reshuffle the power relations that were constitutive of modern identity. 
Throughout, we’ll look to the novel as a conceptually experimental space that made writing the 
medium in which any and all imaginable voices could speak to one another and lay claim to their 
own kind of authority.    
 
 
Required Texts ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Frances Burney, Evelina; or, The History of a Young Lady’s Entrance into the World (Oxford) 
J.M. Coetzee, Foe (Penguin) 
Daniel Defoe, Roxana (Oxford) 
Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (Penguin) 
Samuel Richardson, Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded (Oxford) 
Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (Oxford) 
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Course Requirements ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Your grade in this course will be composed of the following: 
 

• Participation (10%). You are expected to arrive on time to each class, to have completed all 
of the readings and assignments for that day, and to participate in our discussions. In 
addition to class involvement, your participation grade will include two mandatory 
meetings with me: once in weeks 3 or 4 and once in weeks 6 or 7.  
 

• Commonplace book (25%). For this course, you’ll be asked to keep a commonplace 
“book” – a place (whether physical or digital is your choice) where you’ll collect passages 
and ideas that interest you and that relate to our course inquiries.  
 

• Close-reading, argumentative paper (25%). You will prepare a short paper of 3-5 pages 
in which you make an argument based on a close reading of one of our course texts.  
 

• Research paper (40%). The final assignment for this course will be a 7-8 page paper in 
which you make use of original research using the database Eighteenth-Century Collections 
Online (ECCO).  

 
 
Policies ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

• Office Hours. By appointment. Email me at acturn@uchicago.edu. 
 

• Absences. Regular attendance is mandatory. If unavoidable circumstances require you to be 
absent, please let me know.   

 
• Late assignments. All assignments are due on the assigned date. If you know that one of 

our assignments is due at a time that is particularly busy for you, you may request an 
extension. Extensions must be arranged at least two weeks in advance of the assignment due 
date. 

 
 
Schedule of Readings and Assignments ---------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Week 1 

• Sep. 27: Introduction  
• Sep. 29: Daniel Defoe, Roxanna (1724) 

  
Week 2 

• Oct. 4: Roxanna; selections from Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (1957) 
• Oct. 6: Roxanna  
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Week 3 
• Oct. 11: J.M. Coetzee, Foe (1986); selections from Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself 

(2005)   
• Oct. 13: Foe 

 
Week 4 

• Oct. 18: Samuel Richardson, Pamela (1740); Mary Leapor, “Crumble Hall” (1751) 
• Oct. 20: Pamela  
• Oct. 21: Close-reading paper due by 5 pm (email) 

 
Week 5 

• Oct. 25: Pamela; selections from Brad Pasanek, Metaphors of Mind: An Eighteenth-Century 
Dictionary (2015) 

• Oct. 27: Pamela 
 

Week 6 
• Nov. 1: Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy (1759-67); selections from Michel Foucault, The 

History of Sexuality, Vol. I (1976/78) 
• Nov. 3: Tristram Shandy 

 
Week 7 

• Nov. 8: Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus 
Vassa, the African (1794) 

• Nov. 10: Equiano 
 

Week 8 
• Nov. 14: Research project proposal due by 5 pm (email) 
• Nov. 15: Frances Burney, Evelina (1778) 
• Nov. 17: Evelina  

 
Week 9 

• Nov. 21: Commonplace book reflection due by 5 pm (email) 
• Nov. 22: Evelina  

 
Week 10 

• Nov. 29: Research findings due in class; TBD but likely Whit Stillman’s 2016 adaptation 
of Jane Austen’s novella Lady Susan 
 

Week 11  
• Dec. 5: Final paper due by 5 pm (email) 


