English 251: Major American Authors, Colonial to Romantic

Fall 2008; Section 01 (MWF 11-11:50); Bryan 213
Professor Karen Kilcup

academic@karenkilcup.org (NB: USE THIS EMAIL, NOT MY UNCG ADDRESS)
Office: MHRA 3314; 334-3975. Office Hours: M 12-2; by appointment and by chance

Teaching Assistant: 
The course title may suggest such figures as Emerson, Dickinson, and Thoreau, but the first “American” voices were not European.  Beginning with the premise that literature takes many forms and that the oral tradition of the original Americans precedes and informs that of the colonists, this course will explore the idea of American literature as a trialogue between the Native American, European American (primarily English but also French and Spanish), and later, African American traditions. In addition, within these traditions we will also consider the voices of women.  What attitudes does each tradition express toward the others?  How does each imagine its relationship to the land?  What attitudes does each express toward women, and how do women writers regard themselves?  What can the differences between oral and written forms of expression teach us?  What does each voice, and our relationship to each voice, teach us about our history, and ultimately, about ourselves? These are some of the questions that we will consider in our survey of the many literatures of the United States, including oral narratives of Native Americans; the poems of Phillis Wheatley, Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman, and Sarah Piatt; the essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Margaret Fuller, and William Apess; the social criticism of Fanny Fern, Frances Harper, and Henry David Thoreau; and the fiction of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Alice Cary.  Classes will be based around regular lectures but student participation and discussion sections will also direct our focus.  NB:  Because this is a survey course, a central goal is to provide you with as much exposure to a range of texts as possible.   Although we will do a lot of reading, we will not cover in class everything on the syllabus.  You are responsible for doing all the reading, which will be covered in exams, quizzes, and other forms of assessment.  

Required Texts:

Hawthorne, Nathaniel. The Scarlet Letter (in Lauter, below)

Jacobs, Harriet. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
Lauter, et al., The Heath Anthology of American Literature, 5th ed., vols. A and B. This is our primary course text unless otherwise specified. 

[H/O] ==handout/online
Assessment:  Three hour exams (each 20%); a final, researched paper of approximately 2000 words (20%); all other in-class work, including quizzes and participation in discussions, both in class and on Blackboard (20%).  Please note the due dates for each of the major assignments.  I will give extensions only for significant, documented personal problems; it is your responsibility to anticipate periods of exceptional workload and to plan accordingly.  If—for extraordinary circumstances—I agree, in advance, to allow you an incomplete for the course, all work must be completed by December 8 or your work may not be assessed until the next semester.  This timing may affect financial aid—again, plan ahead.
Attendance policy:  I expect you to attend regularly, to be on time, and to have completed the reading for the day that it is assigned.  Although I will not take attendance for lectures, if you miss a significant number, your performance on the assessments will almost certainly suffer.  I will take attendance at discussion groups and will expect you to participate in Blackboard discussions.  Students absent for more than one discussion group meeting or missing a Blackboard assignment for any reason may be dropped or have their grade lowered at the instructor’s discretion.

Academic Honor Code:  Students are expected to adhere to the University Academic Honor Policy.  See the UNCG Graduate Bulletin and the Policies for Students handbook, and I will report cases of plagiarism in all instances.  Students who have questions about plagiarism should consult one of us before completing work.
Special note: To join the English Department listserv: From your regular e-mail account (either on campus or at home), send an e-mail to: listproc@uncg.edu with this message: subscribe english-L firstname lastname (substitute your first and last name for those terms in the message).
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Tentative Schedule:  All primary readings are from our anthology, vol. A or vol. B, unless otherwise noted
Week 1 (week beginning 8/25):  FIRST CONTACTS AND EARLY COLONIAL VOICES
1. (Mon.) introduction:  Genesis; Iroquois origin story, “The Woman Who Fell from the Sky”
2.  (Wed.)  Always read the introduction to individual writers or selections, and the general introductions to periods.  “American”; Columbus, all; Theodor Galle, after Jan van der Straet, “America”; Smith, “Generall Historie . . .”; from Book III, Chap. 2; from “A Description of New England”; Handsome Lake, “How America Was Discovered” [vol. B]
3.  (Fri.) Bradstreet, “The Prologue,” “The Author to Her Book,” “A Letter to Her Husband . . . ,”  “On My Dear Grandchild . . . ,” “Upon the Burning of Our House”; Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, “48, In Reply to a Gentleman from Peru, Who Sent Her Clay Vessels While Suggesting She Would Better Be a Man”
Week 2 (9/1):  COLONIAL VOICES
1.  NO CLASS—LABOR DAY HOLIDAY
2.  Rowlandson, all; The Bay Psalm Book, The New England Primer
3.  discussion groups
Week 3 (9/8):  ENLIGHTENMENT IN AMERICA
1.  Franklin, “Remarks Concerning the Savages of North America”; Crevocoeur, all; Jefferson, from Query XI, Aborigines, Original Condition and Origin; from Query XVIII, Manners...Effect of Slavery
2.  Wheatley, “On Being Brought from Africa . . . ,”  “To His Excellency. . . ,”  “Liberty and Peace”; Woolman, “Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes”
3.  discussion groups and exam prep
Week 4 (9/15):  ANTEBELLUM VISIONS:  REFORMING AMERICA
1.  FIRST HOUR EXAM
2.  Murray, “On the Equality of the Sexes”; Sigourney, “To a Shred of Linen”
3.  Apess, “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White Man”; Sigourney, “Indian Names”; Sedgwick, selections from Hope Leslie
Week 5 (9/22):  ROMANTICISM AND SENTIMENTALISM
1.  Introduction to Romanticism and Sentimentalism.  Sigourney, “Niagara,”  “Death of an Infant”;  Bryant, “The Prairie”; Harper, “The Slave Mother”; Native American Oral Poetry, selections Ashbridge, all (596); 
2.  Poe, “The Raven,” “Annabel Lee”; P. Cary, “Samuel Brown” [H]; A. Cary, “The Sea-Side Cave” [H]
3.  discussion groups
Week 6 (9/29):  AMERICAN RENAISSANCE
1.  Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” “The American Scholar”

2.  Melville, Moby-Dick, chap. 1-5 [O]: http://www.princeton.edu/~batke/moby/; “The Portent,”  “Monody”
3.  Whitman, selections from Leaves of Grass: “Preface,” “Song of Myself” ([especially 1, 2, 3, 11, 24, 41, and last three sections]
Week 7 (10/6): AMERICAN RENAISSANCE II:  POETRY, “AMERICA,” AND “AMERICANS”
1. Whitman, from Children of Adam, all; esp. “A Woman Waits for Me”; Whitman, from Calamus, all; “Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One Night”; “So Long”
2. Thoreau, from Walden, “Where I Lived and What I Lived For”; Thoreau, “Resistance to Civil Government” [“Civil Disobedience”]; Lincoln, all
3.  SECOND HOUR EXAM
Week 8 (10/13):  POLITICAL ROMANTICISM 
1.  BLACKBOARD DISCUSSION—topics TBA; read Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
2.  BLACKBOARD DISCUSSION—topics TBA; read Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
3.  BLACKBOARD DISCUSSION—topics TBA; read Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
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Week 9 (10/20):  DEFINING AMERICANS 

1.  NO CLASS—FALL BREAK
2. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
3. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
Week 10 (10/27):  THE OTHER AMERICAN RENAISSANCE II
1.  Stowe, all selections from Uncle Tom’s Cabin; Hentz, selection from The Planter’s Northern Bride; Truth, all
2.  Stanton, “Declaration of Sentiments”; Fuller, from Woman in the Nineteenth Century; Child, from Appeal in Favor of that Class of Americans Called Africans, Letters from New York, #14 [“Homelessness”], #34 [“Women’s Rights”]
3.  Fern, all
Week 11 (11/3):  REMAKING “AMERICA”
1.  Cary, “Uncle Christopher’s”
2.  Dickinson, Poems # 67, 106, 219, 241, 249, 288, 303, 308, 311, 315, 324, 328, 365, 435, 441, 508
3.  discussion groups and final paper prep
Week 12 (11/10):  POETRY, PUBLICITY, AND PRIVACY
1.  Dickinson, Letters to Susan Gilbert Dickinson and Letters to T. W. Higginson; Dickinson, Poems #613, 657, 668, 670, 709, 712, 732, 986, 1129, 1545, 1755
2.  Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (novel)
3.  final paper prep
Week 13 (11/17): ROMANTICISM RE-ENVISIONED
1.  Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (film); work on final paper!
2.  Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (film); work on final paper!
3.  Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (film); work on final paper!
Week 14 (11/24):   

1.  BLACKBOARD DISCUSSION—REMAKING The Scarlet Letter (see online instructions)
2. THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY 

Week 15 (12/1):  REMAKING THE ROMANCE: CONTEMPORARY RE-ENVISIONINGS
1.  FINAL PAPER DUE
2.  discussion and exam prep
3.  THIRD HOUR EXAM
Week 16 (12/8):  CONCLUSIONS:  AMERICAN LITERATURE AND THE CANON
1.   Conclusions and questions:  What is “good”?  What is “best”? Should we read racist literature—why or why not? What is most “American”?  Why? Which texts are most “relevant” to today’s readers?  Why?  Letter to incoming 251 students due
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Hour exams:

Three times during the semester, you will take hour-long examinations on the course readings and discussions.  These exams will normally have two parts:  1) short-answer identification-type questions and 2) an essay question (or questions) that will ask you to compare authors’ views on a particular subject.  These exams have two principal functions—first, to ensure that you are reading for content; and second, to challenge you to think (and write) synthetically.
For the first type of question, you will be asked, for example, to identify the author of a short passage; or to name three concerns of a particular author; or to identify the period or style in which a particular author wrote.  These questions will be short and you should be able to answer them quickly.
For the second part of the exam, you will be able to choose from at least two different questions.  For the essay questions, you may be asked such questions as:
Compare and contrast the views of the following authors on self-reliance:  John Woolman, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Harriet Jacobs. In your answer, be evaluative as well as descriptive; that is, you may respond to such questions as:  Whose view do you believe is most persuasive?  Whose attitude most nearly agrees with our views today? What are the differences as well as similarities, and how significant are these differences?
Compare and contrast the views of the following authors on Native Americans:  Christopher Columbus, Benjamin Franklin, and William Apess.  In your answer, be evaluative as well as descriptive; that is, you may respond to such questions as:  Whose view do you believe is most persuasive?  Whose attitude most nearly agrees with our views today?  What are the differences as well as similarities, and how significant are these differences?
The final essay:

The final essay of the semester, which will be 2000+ words (about 8 pages—please indicate word count at the end), will be a consideration of a topic that interests you in which you compare a writer’s (or two writers’) views on a problem or issue to the same or similar problem or issue today.  Here are some examples of topics that students in prior classes have chosen:

One student focused on Fanny Fern’s advice on marriage, with some research on the views of Fern’s contemporaries on marriage and on marriage laws of her day.  Then the student compared these ideas to the representation and realities of marriage today by examining some contemporary women’s magazines and our current statistics on divorce.  
Another example is a student who compared the selections from The New England Primer to Dr. Suess’s The Cat in the Hat.  This student looked at expectations for colonial-era children compared to today’s children, asking such questions as:  How does each text imagine children?  What role do children play in the larger culture at each time period?  How do changes in attitudes toward children influence the way that authors address them?  
For example, you might choose to write about Stanton’s “Declaration of Sentiments,” first pondering the rights of women in mid-nineteenth-century America and then comparing Stanton’s ideas to the rights of women today in the United States.  Or, you could write about Hester in The Scarlet Letter as a single mother, comparing the treatment of Hester with the treatment of single moms in today’s culture.  
Here are some further suggestions for topics (you will have to develop your own thesis, or argument, and choose the ONE or TWO authors from our syllabus on whom you will focus):

1.  "freedom" or "liberty"; alternatively, "captivity" 

2.  "equality"

3.  women as creators or artists

4.  humans' relation to the land or to nature

5.  humans' relation to a deity or deities

6.  the "civilized" and/or the "savage"

7.  race, class, or gender difference

8.  marriage

9.  "the law" or "laws"

10. "profit"; "gain"; economies of daily life

11. attitudes toward the land

12. the issue of class, race, or gender differences

General instructions and advice
Write a detailed paper that compares a theme, style, structure, perspective, or some other aspect in one or two of the writers to a related issue today.  You need not take a single perspective on your topic, or even come to any certain conclusion; your paper will probably be more interesting if you explore the complexities of your subject rather than presenting the issues in polarized (all good or all bad) terms.

Be sure that your paper has a thesis (an argument) as well as a subject.  You need not know what your argument is when you begin to draft your essay, but by the time that we see the finished paper, you should be able to give  your reader a "map" (or list), at the beginning of your paper, of the ideas you're going to explore.  To acquire this self-awareness you need to allow sufficient time for revision—good papers rarely emerge from last-minute writing.
Be sure to use specific (short--i.e. no more than 4 or 5 typed lines) passages to illustrate your ideas.  What insights does the passage give you/us about the characters?  About the writers' concerns?  How does it resonate toward other scenes and ideas?  What language, specifically, contributes to your understanding?  When you provide a quotation, be sure that it's relevant to your discussion and that you specify, explicitly, how it's relevant to your discussion.  That is, don't assume that your reader will interpret a passage/phrase/word the same way that you do--explain what it means to you and how it fits into your discussion.

As you write, remember that your readers have read the texts you're discussing; hence, you do not need to give lengthy summaries of the text (unless you're paraphrasing a section as illustration or support for your discussion, and you specify how the paraphrase fits into your discussion).  You also should avoid lengthy introductions--in a paper of this length, the introduction should not exceed half or three-quarters of a page.  As far as mechanics go, give your paper a title and put your name, the title of the essay, and the page number on every page.  Papers should be typed, double-spaced, with approximately 1-1.5" margins and a readable font such as Times New Roman (12 point) or Arial (10 or 11 point).

I’m not "looking for" any specific ideas or responses (other than the concrete and "reader-friendly" form that I've outlined above).  Rather, I hope to see you take on one of the ideas of our variegated texts and discuss how this idea (or structure, or perspective) elaborates itself in similar and different ways today.  The point here is not to write something that will confirm my ideas and perspectives, but to write something that means something to you, something that reveals an engagement with the texts (or that explores your alienation from the texts). 

We can talk about this project more as the semester progresses, and I will be happy to give you more examples.  Also, please feel free to make an appointment to discuss your paper--either before you begin or in the process of writing--we'll be happy to talk things over!  
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