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Origin and Crisis of the Idea of Individual Liberty 

In this colloquium we will consider the origin of the notion of individual liberty from Magna Carta to the Declaration of Independence and its embodiment in American institutions and social practices. We will also look at the way in which this notion of liberty has been challenged in the American context by alternative visions of social and political life that assign a different value to freedom versus justice, equality, prosperity, social mobility, and national greatness. 

Introduction

The first session will be devoted to posing the question of the idea of individual liberty in relation to various other forms of social life.

Section I: The Medieval Origins of Individual Liberty 

This second session will examine the origins of the idea of liberty conceived as rights in Magna Carta and the first articulation of the notion of individuality in the thought of Petrarch.  The combination of these two is the source of the modern notion of individual liberty.

King John, Magna Carta
Petrarch, The Life of Solitude (selections on the nature of human individuality)

Section II: The Roots of Individual Liberty in British Thought

In the third and fourth sessions we will examine the preeminent theoretical accounts of the political and economic systems best suited to guarantee individual liberty, to secure private property, and to achieve human prosperity.

John Locke, Second Treatise of Government (selections on the rights of individuals, property rights, and the right of revolution)

Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (selections on the division of labor, the expansion of the market, the elimination of constraints on trade, and the market coordination of free

individuals)

Section III: The Idea of Individualism and Rights in the American Founding

In the fifth and sixth sessions we will discuss the way in which the notion of individual liberty was embodied in the American system of government.  We will begin with a discussion of the relation of the Declaration of Independence to the thought of John Locke.  We will then discuss the way it is embodied in the U.S. Constitution, and Bill of 

Rights, as well as its defense in the Federalist Papers.

Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence
The U.S. Constitution (discussion of checks and balances to prevent government

Usurpation of individual rights)

James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, Federalist Papers (selections discussing

the way in which liberty is protected from faction in an extended republic)

Bill of Rights (discussion of the limits to constitutional power as a further protection of

individual liberty)

Section IV: The Spread of the Idea of Rights in Europe

The seventh and eighth sessions will be dedicated to a discussion of the counter notion of liberty that characterized the French Jacobin Revolution both as it appears in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen as well as in the thought of the preeminent anti-Jacobin Benjamin Constant who became one of the preeminent defenders of classical liberalism in France.

The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (The French Jacobin articulation of

rights)

Benjamin Constant, Liberty of the Ancients and the Liberty of the Moderns (essay that

focuses on the individualistic liberty of moderns v the communitarian liberty of

the ancients)

Section V: The Tensions Between Individual and Society 

The ninth and tenth sessions will be devoted to the two greatest nineteenth century defenders of liberty in the face of the tyranny of the majority, the pressure of public opinion to enforce conformity. In our discussion of Tocqueville we will examine in particular the importance of voluntary association as a bedrock for liberty and in our discussion of John Stuart Mill we will examine the limits he places upon social pressure to enforce conformity.  We will also discuss the ways in which these issues are manifest in the question of abolition of slavery in the United States and the emancipation of the slaves.

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (selections discussing the sources and

defense of liberty in the USA, the importance of civic association, and the

dangers of excessive individualism)

Abraham Lincoln, The Emancipation Proclamation
John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (the seminal defense of individual liberty)

Section VI: The Crisis of Individualism

The eleventh and twelfth sessions will be devoted to a discussion of the dangers of an individualism without responsibility. We will begin with some reflections on The Great Gatsby, a classic American novel, and then discuss this themes as it is exemplified in four great movies of the same period, Casablanca, Citizen Kane, The Third Man, and Gone with the Wind.  

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (the dangers of individual liberty without

responsibility)

Casablanca, Citizen Kane, Third Man, Gone with the Wind

Section VIII: Individualism and Rights in the Latter Twentieth Century

The thirteen and Fourteen sessions will be devoted to a discussion of will be devoted to a consideration modern economic freedom and the question of individual freedom and the rights of association.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Milton Friedman, Free to Choose (the foundations of liberty in individual choice)

George Kateb, "On the Right of Association" (a defense of freedom of association)

Robert Putman, "Bowling Alone" (on the decline of civic associations in the

USA

Conclusion

The last session will be devoted to the question of the status of individual freedom in the world today and the tradeoffs between liberty and security.  
