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French 105-6, Philosophers’ Fictions in the Republic of Letters, Winter 2012
Final paper prompt

PAPER DUE: Thursday, March 8			
LENGTH: 8-10 pages, double-spaced, 1” margins, 12-point type
[bookmark: _GoBack]TOPIC DESCRIPTION DUE: Please hand in a brief (3-5 sentence) description of your topic, including the key research questions that you are asking, on Thursday, February 23, when class will be held in the Library, room B238. Please take advantage of this session to ask any questions you have about the research you plan to undertake. Please also be prepared to answer any questions others might have about the research you plan to undertake!! 
TOPIC GUIDELINES: This will be an argumentative paper with a clearly focused thesis backed up by evidence from the text(s). While you look into ideas that interest you in and about the three authors, actively seek topics of controversy where divergent points of view are possible. What opinions are currently held about your topic? Do you agree/disagree with overall ideas or specific statements generally taken as accurately descriptive of the works? Question what you read as you read it. Start from the larger and go toward the more focused. (Below are some topic ideas to consider.) 
In your paper, you should cite at least three secondary sources. (You should read and be inspired by several more than three.) The preferred secondary source would be either a scholarly book or an essay published in a peer-reviewed journal. The research component of your paper is intended to put you in conversation with other scholars on your topic and to avoid the possibility that you put forth a thesis that has already been stated. 
You may also wish to consider incorporating evidence from original eighteenth-century sources, such as personal correspondence and non-fictional writing or articles from newspapers and literary magazines (written by the authors or by others). Many of these resources are available on-line and either a librarian or I will be happy to help you identify appropriate links depending on your topic.
Citations from all sources should be given parenthetically just after the citation, with a “Works Cited” listing, in MLA style, at the end. If you have any questions about MLA style, see the link on the library session course page. 


TOPIC IDEAS:
(1) What specific contributions did Montesquieu, Voltaire and Diderot make to the enlightenment? What were the various methods they used to communicate their beliefs. Which method(s) are more effective, which less so? Why? Was any one of the authors more effective in delivering his message than the others?

(2) Each of the three novels we read is innovative in some way. What essential novelty did each author bring to his fiction? How is this reflective of his political philosophy? In what way(s) do the form and content complement each other? What sort of impact did the innovations have on contemporary society and literary history going forward? Is innovation a necessary component of didactic literature?

(3) All three authors that we discussed in this course remain very accessible to modern audiences, yet they are representative par excellence of the enlightenment and provided posterity with much of its best literature. What aspects of these authors’ fictions belong to the eighteenth-century and what aspects are eternal? What makes these authors so contemporary both to their own period and to ours?

(4) European intellectualism underwent a moment of transition over the course of the eighteenth-century. Topics such as cultural relativism, religious toleration, libertinage and gender roles were hotly discussed. Show how each author participated both overtly and covertly in these dialogues that defined the epoch. Can one suggest convincingly that society today is entering (or, indeed, has already entered) a similar dramatic moment of paradigmatic shift. What parallels can be drawn between challenges faced by eighteenth-century intellectuals and those facing the world today?

(5) Compare and contrast the role of the protagonist in each of the authors’ works. How does the protagonist serve as a vehicle for instruction? Is one protagonist more convincing that the others?

(6) Choose a thematic approach to your paper. Discuss the themes of the voyage, utopia, religion, gender, culture, the Court, human nature, vanity, happiness, wisdom,… in one, two or all three of the authors.
