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ENGLISH 251 - 04
Major American Authors: Colonial to Romantic      
Mark Rifkin 

m_rifkin@uncg.edu
TTh 2-3:15; BRYN 111
Office: MHRA 3129
Office Hours: W 2:30-4:30 (or by appointment)

Course Description:
Who counts as a “major American author”?  Does it mean writers whose work strikes us as timeless or those whose work is deeply concerned with the social issues of the time in which they wrote?  Looking at well-known and lesser-known writers, we will explore how they participated in public discussions and debates.  For example, how do they depict the colonies and new nation in relation to European empires and international trade networks?  How do they address the cycles of exchange and warfare between settlers and Native peoples?  How do they comment on the development of extensive systems of indentured servitude and enslavement?  How do they think about the scope and rights of citizenship in the new nation?  In this course, we will explore these topics and others in a range of different kinds of writings from the 1520s to the 1860s, including sermons, travel narratives, poetry, autobiography, and novels.  Reading a wide variety of authors, we will consider the rich, complex, and captivating ways they approach the social dynamics of their time.     
Course Goals:
* Working on developing clear, compelling, precise, evidenced, and elaborated readings of literature both in discussion and written work.

* Working on finding your own voice, engaging with what we have discussed in class while still formulating an original argument that is your interpretation of the text guided by your interests.

* Developing acuity as a close-reader by attending to textual detail and explicating the significance of the specific elements and dynamics you observe.

* Considering the ways colonial writing took part within the larger sphere of the British empire.
* Analyzing U.S. writing in terms of its relation to broader processes of expansion, annexation, and international trade.
* Working on interpreting the ways texts reflect and take part in the social dynamics that surround them, including with respect to issues of gender, race, and class.
* Learning how to think of discomfort as possibility, a sign of potential change and growth, rather than a problem – something to be resented or repressed.

* Learning to pay attention to your own responses, questions, confusion, and elation when reading as a way of thinking about both what interests you and how a given text works.

* Challenging your expectations and assumptions – about yourself, the texts we study, and the world in which we live.

Requirements and Grading:
* Attendance: You may miss two class meetings without penalty, but attendance is required at all other class meetings.  Each additional absence will result in 1/3 of a grade off your final grade.  Missing more than two weeks of class (4 absences) is grounds for failing the course.  Vacation plans, job and internship interviews, family celebrations, feeling under the weather, and extracurricular commitments all fall under the rubric of unexcused absences.  Save up your freebies for when you know you’ll need it. 

* Preparation and Participation: You should read all of the assigned texts at least once before the corresponding class meeting and come to class ready to participate, and I expect everyone to speak in class.  If a text is available on blackboard, you should print it out and bring it with you to class.

Part of being prepared is not simply having read but being ready to take part in discussion.  This means that class members either should mark specific passages or take good notes as you’re reading that will allow you to point to particular moments in the text(s) that you would like to discuss.  I may quiz you on the readings for the class, with or without prior notice, and these will be included as part of your preparation and participation grade, which will be twenty percent of your final grade.
Class discussion is part of the learning in this class.  Discussion is a process, so students should jump right in rather than waiting for the “right” answer to be given to them.  Think of it as collective exploration, as us working toward building readings of texts together.  If you’re ever unsure why we are pursuing a particular reading, or really if you have questions about anything in the class, please ask; you are responsible for letting me know what you find mysterious, confusing, and/or unclear.      
I will deduct points from preparation/participation for repeated lateness or consistent absence from the classroom during class-meetings (for whatever reason). 

* Written Work: 

* Papers -- You will be required during the semester to write two critical essays about materials from the course.  They each should have a clear thesis presented in the introduction with quotations from relevant texts cited as evidence for your argument.  The goal in each paper is to develop your own original argument about the text, rather than to repeat what we already have discussed in class.  By “original,” I mean attending to questions, issues, sections of the text that we have not addressed.  Your paper need not say something that no one else has ever said; it simply needs to strike out in a direction that we have not covered with respect to the text(s) about which you’re writing, which can include attending to ideas and problems we discussed with respect to other texts.  Ask yourself what interests you about the text(s), and use that answer as a way of guiding you to your own interpretation.      

* Prompts -- Each student will sign up for two class days when he or she will be responsible for submitting questions/issues as a prompt to discussion.  Prompts should be 200-300 words, and they are different than journal entries.  Rather than describing your experience of reading (“I liked the moment when...”), I want you to ask questions, offer critical observations or analysis, and/or connect the text to previous things we’ve read.

These short discussions will help to begin our discussion.  They should be submitted to the class electronically (the “Prompts” thread in the “Discussion” section on blackboard) by noon two days before the relevant class meeting.  Please name the messages in the following way:  “[name] prompt [date].”  While the prompt need not be organized as an argument, it should be proofread the same as if it were a formal essay.  If the prompt is handed in on-time at the appropriate length, the student automatically will receive an A for the assignment.  The prompts will be 10% of your grade.  I will not accept prompts late; you simply will receive a zero.   
* Grading: Your final grade will be based on the following percentages: preparation and participation – 20%; prompts and responses – 10%; first paper – 20%; second paper – 30%; cumulative final – 20%. 

* Policy on Late Papers: You will be penalized for submitting work after the due date. Papers that are submitted at the first class meeting after the due date will be marked down 1/3 of a grade. Papers submitted later than that will be marked down 1/3 of a grade for every subsequent class meeting.  Not handing in one of the papers is grounds for failing the course.  Prompts will not be accepted late.  

* Plagiarism and Academic Integrity:  Plagiarism is presenting someone else's ideas or work as your own or submitting your work done for other classes as original work for this class.  If you are using someone else's words, they must be quoted and cited.  If you are drawing on someone else's thoughts or argument, you must cite him or her.  All sources from the internet must be cited.  If you have a question about how to cite someone else's work, consult the MLA Handbook or ask me.  When in doubt, cite!!!  All work for this class must be originally produced for this class unless you have received my express approval to do otherwise.
Failure to acknowledge sources is plagiarism, regardless of intention.
If you are found to have committed plagiarism of any kind, you will fail the course, and I will submit the matter to the college for disciplinary action.

Course Materials: 

BOOKS have been ordered through the college bookstore.  If you have a different edition of the text, please get a copy of the edition we are using for the course, or else you will not be able to follow along in class discussion or cite the appropriate page numbers when writing about the text.  You should purchase copies of the following:

 
The Heath Anthology of American Literature, vol. A (Colonial Period to 1800)

Herman Melville, Typee 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Harriet Wilson, Our Nig
Other readings will be provided on blackboard.  When not marked otherwise, they are drawn from The Heath Anthology of American Literature, vol. 1, 3rd ed.  Ed. Paul Lauter.  New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1998.  
Writing Resources:

*The Writing Center: 

http://www.uncg.edu/eng/writingcenter/
From the Writing Center website:
Monday-Thursday 9am-8pm

Friday 9am-3pm

Sunday 5pm-8pm


The purpose of the Writing Center is to enhance the confidence and competence of student writers by providing free, individual assistance at any stage of any writing project. Staff consultants are experienced writers and alert readers, prepared to offer feedback and suggestions on drafts of papers, help students find answers to their questions about writing, and provide one-on-one instruction as needed.

Now there are two ways to get help from The University Writing Center! In addition to our face-to-face sessions, we are also offering online writing sessions. You can sign up for an online session to talk about your writing or brainstorm ideas with one of our trained writing consultants. Feel free to drop in to the OWC or make an OWC appointment. 

Schedule of Assignments:

(Unless otherwise specified, please read the entire text for the first class meeting, including the introduction.  If the selection is from the Heath anthology, read the headnote for the author.)

8/26
Introduction
8/28
Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, “Relation” (Heath, 139-152) 

- sign-up for prompts 
9/2
John Smith (Heath, 255-263); Edward Waterhouse, “A Declaration of the State of the Colony in Virginia” (blackboard)
9/4
Smith and Waterhouse, cont’d

- assign 1st essay
9/9
John Winthrop (Heath, 307-324); Roger Williams (Heath, 347-367); Anne Bradstreet, “The Prologue,” “In Honor of...Queen Elizabeth,” “The Author to Her Book” (Heath, 394-402)
9/11
Winthrop, Williams, and Bradstreet, cont’d
9/16
Mary Rowlandson, A Narrative of the Captivity and Restauration... (Heath, 437-468)
9/18
Rowlandson, cont’d
9/23
Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (Heath, 990-1010); Phillis Wheatley, 
Letter to Samson Occom, “To the Right Honourable William...,” “On Being Brought from Africa to America,”  “To the University of Cambridge in New England” (Heath, 1056, 1238-1240, 1243-1244, 1247, 1249-1250); Samson Occom, “A Sermon” (Heath, 1115-1116, 1122-1137)
9/25
Jefferson, Wheatley, and Occom, cont’d
9/30
[class cancelled due to Rosh Hashanah]

10/2
Philip Freneau, “On the Causes of Political Degeneracy” (Heath, 1211-1212, 1224-
1226); “On the Rising Glory of America” (blackboard)
10/7
William Apess, “Eulogy on King Philip” (blackboard)
10/9
[class cancelled due to Yom Kippur]
10/14
David Walker, An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World (blackboard)

- 1st essay due
10/16
[class cancelled due to conference]
[10/17-10/22 – Fall Break]

10/23
Henry David Thoreau, “Resistance to Civil Government”; Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo, Recuerdos históricos… (selections) (blackboard)

- assign 2nd essay
10/28
Declaration of Sentiments; Margaret Fuller, “Autobiographical Romance” (blackboard)
10/30
Herman Melville, Typee
11/4
Melville, cont’d
11/6
Melville, cont’d; Davida Malo, “On the decrease of population on the Hawaiian 

islands” (blackboard)
11/11
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin
11/13
Stowe, cont’d
11/18
Stowe, cont’d
11/20
Harriet Wilson, Our Nig
11/25
Wilson, cont’d
[11/26-12/1 – Thanksgiving Break]
12/2
Wilson, cont’d; Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself” (blackboard)
12/4
Whitman, cont’d
12/11
2nd essay due
