English 116, American Literature, Fall 2010
Wednesday, 1-5pm, LPAC 201

Prof. Peter Schmidt

email:  pschmid1  

LPAC 206 office hours: TTh 11am – noon; TTh 1-2pm; and by appointment

office phone and voicemail:  8156

We will read a fascinating set of novels published since the1990s, giving you a good sense of the wide range of themes and story-telling techniques thriving in contemporary U.S. fiction as that fiction charts and creates changing understandings of family, community, and nation.  Some author interviews, book reviews, theories of “postmodernism” and fiction, and other secondary materials will be assigned to give greater depth and context to our reading and analysis.  We’ll read approximately 1 novel per week along with accompanying secondary materials.  Here’s the reading list, in the order we’ll read them.  The books are organized in approximate chronological order, with some exceptions made for thematic reasons (certain books pair together well).

Michael Chabon, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000)
Fae Ng, Bone (1994)
Julia Álvarez, In the Time of the Butterflies (1994)
Jeffrey Eugenides, Middlesex: A Novel (2002)
Anne Tyler, Digging to America (2006)

Lorrie Moore, The Gate at the Stairs (2009)
Toni Morrison, A Mercy (2008)

Chang-rae Lee, The Surrendered (2010)
Junot Díaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2008)
Kate Walbert, A Short History of Women: A Novel (2009)
Thomas Pynchon, Inherent Vice (2009)

In the long history of the novel in English, the family has often been taken to be a microcosm of the nation itself, so that a chronicle of multigenerational family history maps onto a national one.  Yet the novel historically has also charted how complicated and fragile family ties may be—think of all the orphaned heroes and heroines in fiction, and how difficult inheritance battles are often crucial to their plots.  Similar motifs are definitely prominent in the best contemporary U.S. fiction as well, where many of the plotlines cross national boundaries and/or some of the “families” central to a novel’s focus are invented rather than biological.  Adoption is a topic explored by several of these works, as are other filial arrangements that demonstrate that a “family” may be more a matter of shared stories and performances than a matter of “blood” or shared genes.  Further, our contemporary protagonists definitely do not have their stories separated from their family histories, as Jay Gatsby or most of Hemingway’s characters do.  Indeed, in order to understand the meaning of the protagonist’s life, most of these novels claim that must understand multiple generations of that character’s family history and the social changes the family has endured.  But, again, these texts tend to define what’s shared in cultural terms rather than biological ones—or, rather, to delve deeply into both biological and cultural definitions of “family.”  Most of these histories also involve significant experiences of trauma and lost memory, so that a character’s psychological development in the present proves significantly determined by events that happened years, sometimes generations, before:  “cultural” inheritance in these texts is therefore fraught and complex, not a simple given.

We’ll also look closely at how the form of these novels replays all these thematic ideas on another level.  The best contemporary U.S. social fiction should not be seen (as it sometimes is) as conservative formally—merely “realist” rather than experimental and postmodern.  To begin with, many of these texts are significantly multilingual and raise important issues about whether the modern family and nation—and indeed the history of the novel in English, including the U.S. novel—must in important ways be defined as multilingual, not monolingual.  As they consider questions of personal, familial, community, and national memory and identity, these texts experiment in novelistic form in many other ways as well, including multiple points of view and kinds of narrative time.  Hence they link their varied and daring postmodern experiments to their thematic explorations in an era of increased transnational migrations and global flows.  
Secondary sources assigned will include author interviews, book reviews, and some theoretical articles on narrative and postmodernism, including Sue-Im Lee’s A Body of Individuals: The Paradox of Community in Contemporary Fiction.  Professor Lee, of Temple University, will be the Honors examiner for this seminar for those students in Honors.

Seminar requirements:

· Productive participation in every seminar discussion

· 2 seminar presentations, followed by discussion leadership (for part of the seminar)

· completion of a 1-hour take-home final exam essay, due at the end of the fall 2010 semester (c. Dec. 20th)
· 1 final research paper, 12-15pp., due in January 2011

Details:


All students will do 2 presentations during the semester, including 1 before Fall Break.  We’ll have 1-3 presentations per week.  Presentations involve:  1) posting a pair of podcasts the night before (a brief dramatic reading and commentary, which will be listened to by everyone before seminar), then 2) leading part of the seminar’s discussion on your chosen author and text.  Students are expected to consult with Prof. Schmidt the week before you do your seminar presentations.  Students will receive guidelines beforehand on doing podcast readings and commentary, and feedback afterward on your presentations as well as your in-class discussion leadership.  


The final seminar sessions in December will involve student presentations on drafts of your final essays, allowing all to get feedback and comments from the class and from the professor.  Research topics for the final paper must be approved by Prof. Schmidt ahead of time.  Normally your research topic arises from one of your seminar presentations and the discussion that followed, but you may choose a different topic in consultation with Prof. Schmidt.  Your topic may be an analysis of a single work from the syllabus, or a comparative discussion of several works.  All final papers must include some use of relevant secondary materials, and a Works Cited.

All students will take a 1-hour graded open-book comparative essay exam; for Honors candidates, feedback on this exam will help you prepare for your Honors exam in American literature.  The essay questions for this exam will be submitted by seminar members and Prof. Schmidt in December.  This exam must be turned in by Dec. 20, 2010.

Your final essay (12-15pp., not counting the required bibliography) will be due no later than the start of the Spring 2011 semester.  Soon afterwards you will receive comments on it and a grade.  For Honors candidates, this essay will serve as a first draft for your Senior Honors Study essay for this seminar.  Late papers will receive a significant grade deduction.


All student work for this seminar must be your own and done expressly for this seminar.

Grading breakdown: weekly attendance and discussion participation: 20%; the 2 presentations, discussion leadership, and 1-hour final exam:  30%; final paper: 50%.  Missed seminars and poor participation will significantly lower your grade.

Tentative enrollment in English 116, Fall 2010  [11]:
Backup, Laura ‘11
Blanco, Sara ‘12

Comuzzi, Elizabeth ‘11
Davis, Zoe ‘11
Fuoco, Dante ‘12
Gabinet, Nicholas ‘11
Hamilton, Hilary ‘12
Nguyen, Debbie ‘11
Taeschler, John ‘12
Woo, Rebecca ‘11

Younger, Alex ‘12

[I believe all students have regular email addresses except Alex Younger, who is hyounge1]

"Laura Backup" <Lbackup1@swarthmore.edu>; "sblanco1 " <sblanco1@swarthmore.edu>; "Elizabeth Comuzzi" <ecomuzz1@swarthmore.edu>; "Zoe Davis" <zdavis1@swarthmore.edu>; "Dante Fuoco" <dfuoco1@swarthmore.edu>; "Nicholas Gabinet" <ngabine1@swarthmore.edu>; "hhamilt1 " <hhamilt1@swarthmore.edu>; "Debbie Nguyen" <dnguyen1@swarthmore.edu>; "John Taeschler" <jtaesch1@swarthmore.edu>; "Rebecca Woo" <rwoo1@swarthmore.edu>; "Hannah Younger" <hyounge1@swarthmore.edu>; "Peter Schmidt" <pschmid1@swarthmore.edu>;
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