Contemporary American Literature (036-126-B)

Communications Department, Truman College, FALL 2005 (MW 9:30-10:50am, #2979)
Instructor:

Benjamin Ortiz, MA (www.benortiz.com)
Office/Hours: 

#2737 – Monday 1-3pm, TuTh 1-2:30pm, Wednesday 2-4pm



(…also by appointment…)
Phone/E-mail/Box:
773.907-4376, bortiz@ccc.edu, Mail #112 (preferred: “Ortiz” in Room 2915)
( Course Description and Objectives
Literature 126 is a survey of fiction, creative non-fiction, poetry, performance, and critical texts that are generally considered artistic works of “literature,” from the second half of the 20th century on to the present. Lit 126 starts with discussion of what is considered “literature,” how texts become “classics,” and where critical readers draw the line between high versus low culture. Moving on to analysis of “American” identity in writing, the course examines “contemporary” works in the context of United States literary history, from its colonial heritage to post-modern writing and beyond.
In brief, the chronology of selected readings takes literary modernism (for example T.S. Eliot, Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, and others) as a backdrop for new directions in ’50s fiction. Such works as Naked Lunch will demonstrate the origins of the novel and connections to literary ancestors, while looking forward to a new America envisioned as Atomic Age “apocalypse.” Moving quickly to the late ’70s and subsequent decades up to the present, the course wrestles with changing conceptions of literature, touching on relationships among popular sub-genres such as horror and sci-fi, academic criticism, Americanism, and mass media. Ultimately, what we consider literature develops between the pressure points of high and low culture, from within the forces of academic and popular taste, as we decide today what will be considered classic reading tomorrow.
Overall, students in Lit 126 will develop various strategies of textual and cultural analysis based in close reading, historicism, and some literary theory. But any framework of analysis will also be based in an appreciation of quality storytelling, compelling characters, provocative ideas, and writing as an artistic craft.
( Summary of Educational Outcomes
Upon completion of this course, students should be proficient in the following areas:

(1) READING – Develop close reading strategies through appreciation and understanding of American literature; grapple with difficult texts that challenge the reader’s comprehension, sensibilities, and ideas.
(2) ANALYSIS – Using course lectures, discussion, notes, and presentation skills, locate the significance of a text as an artistic piece of writing and expression of culture.
(3) WRITING – Interpret and convincingly evaluate texts as a reader and student in on-line responses and essay exams.
( Course Requirements
Close reading will be the backbone of course work, which is why the bulk of student prep should be spent in careful consideration of all assigned reading. Writing, in the form of brief responses and two essay exams, will test comprehension, while lecture and discussion in class will advance understanding of texts. Additionally, students will demonstrate individual work in the form of a brief class presentation. Here is a summary of what’s expected:
( Course Requirements (continued)

(1) Preparation of assigned readings. IMPORTANT SUGGESTIONS:


A.
Read near a dictionary, encyclopedia, and/or the internet. Look up words, terms,

and references you don’t understand.


B.
Interact with the text by taking clear notes in the margins and/or in a notebook.


Sketch out your ideas and questions while reading.
C. Be ready for a challenge. If a given piece tests your ability to make sense, keep
reading; do your best to take the text on its own terms rather than dismissing

it. If you still have trouble, take a break, and send some questions to the teacher.


WARNING: Texts for this class will challenge comprehension, taste, and maybe



even your deepest-held beliefs. Like many works of literature throughout history,



these pieces dramatize human reality as something alternately sublime and



savage; some have even been prosecuted for obscenity and dismissed as


pornographic. Such reactions are common and understandable given the

power of literature to provoke and hold humanity up to a mirror, spots and all.

Essayist Richard Rodriguez says of literature that “there is only one subject: What it

feels like to be alive. … Nothing is irrelevant. … Nothing is typical.”
D. Some texts for Lit 126 have been adapted for the big screen and turned into

movies. Do NOT substitute movies for reading the assigned work. As William S.

Burroughs might say, “A word to the wise guy”: You cannot pass by watching movies instead of reading.
(2) Attendance and participation – more than two unexcused absences will result in a “zero” for participation, and chronic absence otherwise will subtract from this segment of your grade. Active participation is also crucial for a successful class. (HINT: Participation means more than just showing up – you retain more and develop sharper ideas by expressing thoughts out loud.)
(3) Prompt arrival at class – more than 10 minutes late to a session counts as an absence, and chronic tardiness will subtract from the participation grade.
(4) Completion of writing assignments, exercises, exams, and presentation.
(5) Drafting of notes during class discussion and lecture. Notes will jog ideas for conversation, help prepare for writing, and provide study-material for the essay exams.
(6) Attendance for in-class screenings and classmates’ presentations. These segments will be active, and you will miss crucial information if you don’t attend. 
( Basic Rules for the Classroom
(1) No cell phones or other forms of electronic interruption.

(2) Classroom etiquette: Please act with courtesy when class is underway.
(3) Civil discussion: For example, no name-calling or any such viciousness over disagreements.

(4) Food and drink are OK, but don’t go overboard or disrupt class.

(5) Dig into the class. Be enthusiastic if possible, or at least make questions, comments, and even relevantly provocative statements when you have the floor to speak.

( Writing Assignment Details
The course Calendar (starting on page five below) charts all assignments throughout the term. Writing for this course largely consists of brief reaction pieces, with the following specifics:
(1) All reaction pieces are to be posted to my web site at www.benortiz.com/classes/. In the upper right-hand column of this page, you’ll see an ARCHIVES section BY CLASS – click on “FALL 2005: LITERATURE 126” to access all discussion areas and handouts for this course.
(2) Under “FALL 2005: LITERATURE 126,” you’ll find sections for discussion of specific texts (e.g. “On-line Response #1: KING…”) and a user-friendly form to post comments.
(3) The on-line discussion section will have some introductory comments and a question for you to consider. When posting, clearly cite your name. Post a minimum of two full paragraphs. (NOTE: a paragraph consists minimally of three complete sentences). Though the minimum-required length is two paragraphs, you might find yourself writing more in order to respond fully.
RECOMMENDATION: Draft your piece in a Word document first, to save and spell-check it. Then, copy and paste your text into the on-line posting box.

( Writing Assignment Details (continued)

 (4) Use at least one paragraph to summarize the reading and at least one to respond.

A.
SUMMARIZE all of the assigned reading or one specific piece with respect to the



whole.

B. RESPOND to the on-line question, or focus a response on ideas you’d like to discuss. Your response can include interpretation, criticism, and comparison/ contrast with other authors on the syllabus, etc.


C.
Pose at least one question for purposes of class discussion.
Consider the on-line piece your contribution to a discussion on the text, and feel free to read what your classmates write. Also, try to think of the piece as an essay for others to read on-line.
(5) On-line responses are to be posted prior to class, DUE by 8:30am on the NEXT CLASS DAY FOLLOWING ASSIGNMENT. I will print them out when due at 8:30am before our sessions and use them for discussion. Late work is unacceptable and will not count towards a final grade.

(6) The Computerized Tutoring Center is available in Room L112 in the basement for basic computer orientation, e-mail set-up, and technical assistance. Questions can be referred to phone #773.907.4891 or e-mail eiehl@ccc.edu. Ask the teacher about any web site problems.
( Plagiarism

According to The St. Martin’s Guide to Writing, “Plagiarism is the act of using the words and ideas of others as if they were your own.” An intentional act of plagiarism involves the attempt by a student to dodge all or some of a writing assignment by trying to pass off someone else’s words as one’s own. This will result in automatic failure of the course.
On the other hand, unintentional plagiarism involves the use of others’ text by accidental or careless drafting, without acknowledging the source. To avoid plagiarism: Whenever using a source word-for-word, always be sure to quote carefully and appropriately. And whenever using others’ ideas in general, be sure to cite your source. Overall, most of the writing should be your own original thought and wording.
Using web resources and in-class writing to compare with on-line responses, the instructor will check for plagiarism when necessary. Keep consistent by doing your own work on time every time, and be careful when using sources of any kind. Careless work that plagiarizes will result in failure of the assignment.
( Exams and Presentation
The instructor will take class time to prepare students for these projects.
( Grade Breakdown

Attendance/Participation*
= 7%

Presentation


= 6%

On-line writing
 (14 pieces)
= 4.5% each (63% total)

Essay exams


= 12% each (24% total)

Scale



90-100
=
A

80-89 = 
B

70-79 = 
C

60-69
= 
D
BELOW = F
An Important Note Regarding Attendance/Participation*: This is not a web class. You are expected to come to every single class, on time in real time, prepared to discuss your reading of the assigned texts. Regardless of any calculation, you cannot complete this course successfully without consistent attendance and input. Additionally, perfect attendance will count for extra credit in final grade tabulation, at the teacher’s discretion.
( Schedule Disclaimer
Sessions will stick closely to the Calendar starting on page five, but all assignments and scheduling are subject to changes per class progression and instructor choice. Also, specific readings/exercises might change if alternatives arise.
( CLOSING THOUGHTS
Overall, you are encouraged to consult the teacher during office hours with any questions or requests for assistance that you cannot fit into class time. Moreover, resources exist throughout Truman to assist and enhance your education; for example, writing tutors are available at the Tutoring Center in L129 (contact ajohnston@ccc.edu or find out more under “Student Services” on the Truman web site). Also, consider your teacher a resource for class and career counseling.
( A Personal Statement
This is your education, so strive for excellence. Why? ...because you can! Distinguish yourself with superior work. Get the most out of everything you do at school. Justify your pride in a job well done.
With ideas like these, I took on college as the first in my family to attend. I know your life includes employment, family, and many other pursuits beyond this class, but please do your best to commit the time and effort required. Likewise, I will do my best to be a resource for your success, because I remember what it was like to juggle my time in college between study and work.
As an academic and intellectual pursuit, this course will involve consistent work plus regular reading. My teaching philosophy is that students of literature develop through constant exposure to demanding texts, ideas, and conversations. You will encounter some complicated material this semester, but remember that the bulk of writing requires basic summary-and-response, so immerse yourself in the reading and try to have fun with the writing.
Finally, I am available to help you get the most out of Literature 126, and I will be as flexible as the schedule allows in seeing you through the course successfully, which is a very important goal to me. Please drop by my office hours or make an appointment, as I will meet per your schedule. We can go over your work or just chat about lit and culture.

I look forward to working with you, as Lit 126 has consistently been my favorite class at Truman.

And I hope you enjoy the class!

Your teacher,

Benjamin Ortiz, MA

Instructor of Journalism, Literature, and Writing 

( Calendar: Dates, Topics, Assignments, and Schedule [highlights refer to Course Reader]
WEEK ONE

M 8/29

Introductory Business – Roll, Questionnaire, Read Syllabus


Questions about Assignments, Policies, Schedule? What Is Plagiarism?


Questions about Content: Contemporary + American + Literature = ?




1. What is Literature? What have you read?



2. What is American? Jackets & Prefaces to “American Anthologies”



3. …Contemporary? Mel Livatino’s Letter to the Sun-Times


The Challenge of Reading Literature – Creative Language and Imagination


Approaches to Writing about Literature:




1. The Fundamentals: Summary and Response




2. Elements of Fiction handout



3. On-line Writing Criteria and Instructional handout


HOMEWORK: 
Stephen King reading




+ On-line response #1




[POST by 8:30am WEDNESDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
W 8/31

TUTOR VISIT



Group Work: Chat about your post.


The Fundamentals of Close Reading: Interpret Every Word of the Text


Reading Strategies:




1. FIRST AND FOREMOST: Close reading (stick closely to the text)



2. Interpretation:





Character Analysis





Plot Analysis





Linguistic Analysis





Theme/Symbol Analysis





Analysis of Critical Reception





Historicism





Theory (e.g. psychoanalysis)

Puritanism and the Continuity of American Literature from Colony to Empire



King responses + discussion of the story

HOMEWORK:
Eagleton, “Introduction: What Is Literature?” [“Rise of English” opt.]




White, The Middle Mind, pp. 14-17, 61-66
HOMEWORK: 
O’Connor and Ellison




+ On-line response #2




[POST by 8:30am next WEDNESDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK TWO

M 9/5

LABOR DAY HOLIDAY – NO CLASS TODAY!!!
W 9/7

Group Work: Chat about your post.
What Is Literature? Close Reading, Criticism, Literary Academia & Culture Wars



Eagleton and White responses + discussion


Southern Tradition at Mid-Century


O’Connor and Ellison Responses + Discussion
HOMEWORK:
Berman & Plath




+ On-line response #3




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK THREE

M 9/12

American Modernism: Chronology, Ideas, Authors

T.S Eliot, Ezra Pound, Ernest Hemingway, Wallace Stevens, HD, Gertrude Stein, William Carlos Williams, William Faulkner, etc. + Berman reading


Wrap up O’Connor & Ellison


Start Plath discussion
W 9/14

Personal Narrative, Confessional Lit, Existential Angst


Wrap Plath discussion

Group exercise on language

The American Lanuage (handout on language and dictionaries)
HOMEWORK: 
Burroughs excerpts from Junky


Burroughs prefaces to Naked Lunch and start text, plus xtra. article 




+ On-line response #4




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK FOUR

M 9/19

Group Work: Chat about your post.


Burroughs responses + discussion


Burroughs audio


Satire (handout)


HOMEWORK:
More Naked Lunch
W 9/21

The Novel

Pre-Contemporary Post-Modern Lit: Decline of the Modern, Atomic-Age Satire,

and Developments in the Novel (Burroughs, Vonnegut, Pynchon)
William S. Burroughs Biography and Naked Lunch structure
Burroughs discussion


HOMEWORK:
Finish Naked Lunch




+ On-line response #5




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK FIVE

M 9/26

Group work: Chat about Naked Lunch


Burroughs responses + discussion


Close reading of Gwendolyn Brooks poem
HOMEWORK:
First two stories in Carver collection
W 9/28

Group readings of Beck lyrics


Discussion of Carver stories
HOMEWORK:
Carver collection
+ On-line response #6




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK SIX
M 10/3
Group work: Chat about your post.
The American Short Story & Raymond Carver

Carver responses + discussion

W 10/5

Continue Carver discussion

In-class reading of Wallace: “A Radically Condensed History of Postindustrial Life”
HOMEWORK:
Wallace excerpts from Brief Interviews With Hideous Men


Plus “Bag of Tired Tricks” article




+ On-line response #7




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK SEVEN
M 10/10
Group Work: Chat about your post.


Wallace responses + discussion



Deconstruction of the Short Story and Psychoanalytic Killing of the Literary Father

HOMEWORK:
Articles on the Decline of Literary Reading
W 10/12
Discussion of assigned reading


Handout on Comic Books
HOMEWORK:
Wallace essay, “E UNIBUS PLURAM”




+ On-line response #8




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK EIGHT: MID-TERM WEEK
M 10/17
Group Work: Chat about your post.


Wallace responses + discussion


PREP for Mid-Term exam (questions plus examples)

W 10/19
Mid-Term exam in WAC-PC Lab
HOMEWORK:
DeLillo, half of White Noise 




+ On-line response #9




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK NINE

M 10/24
Group Work: Chat about your post.
TV, American Disaster Culture, and Academic Aesthetics of Ugly America



DeLillo response + discussion



Review Mid-Term exam

HOMEWORK:
DeLillo, conclude White Noise
MID-TERM

MARK!

W 10/26
Wrap DeLillo

Prep for Presentation
HOMEWORK:
Marcus, Marcus, Tate, Public Enemy, and White excerpts
HOMEWORK:
Prepare for Presentation
WEEK TEN

M 10/31
Discussion of Marcus/Marcus/Tate/White etc.
Start Presentations
W 11/2

Finish Presentations


Prep for On-line response #13 (on Chicago drama/poetry/etc.) + Arts listings
HOMEWORK:
Butler, Acker, and Sci-Fi/Subgenre handout




+ On-line response #10




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK ELEVEN

M 11/7

Science Fiction, Subgenre, and Cult Literature
The Eighties & NYC: Performance Art, Politics, and the Cold War


Acker and Butler responses + discussion
W 11/9

Wrap Acker & Butler



Prep Paglia – overall structure of ideas
HOMEWORK:
Paglia and Ellis through page 136




+ On-line response #11




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK TWELVE

M 11/14
Academic Discourse and Guerrilla Scholarship


Synthesis and Schizophrenia in Paglia



Paglia response + discussion


Ellis response + discussion
HOMEWORK:
Ellis to completion, Leyner, and McInerney
W 11/16
Wrap Ellis


In-class review of article on American Psycho


Discuss McInerney & Leyner
HOMEWORK:
Alexie, Gilb, and Gómez-Peña




+ On-line response #12




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK THIRTEEN

M 11/21
GROUP WORK: Chat about your post.
The Multi-Cultural Wars

Discussion of Alexie and Gilb
W 11/23
Peformance/Web-Lit

Discussion of Gómez-Peña
HOMEWORK:
On-line response #13 (Chicago performance)




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK FOURTEEN

M 11/28
Discussion of Post #13


In-class reading of Díaz story and discussion



HOMEWORK:
Díaz stories
W 11/30
Discussion of Díaz


In-class reading of Nuyorican poetry/start screening…


HOMEWORK:
finish Díaz




+ On-line response #14




[POST by 8:30am MONDAY!...And bring a copy to class…]
WEEK FIFTEEN

M 12/5

Discuss & wrap Díaz


In-class screening of poetry



HOMEWORK:
Poetry articles
W 12/7

Discussion of poetry articles
More poetry screening

Take-home essay due a week from today – REVIEW
HOMEWORK:
1st Rodriguez article
WEEK SIXTEEN: END of the SEMESTER

M 12/12
HAND IN FINAL EXAM
Rodriguez video
Discussion

HOMEWORK:
Finish Rodriguez
W 12/14
Wrap Rodriguez



Finish class



— END OF CLASS —

The Harry S Truman College Reader of Contemporary American Literature
Course Texts Compiled by Professor Benjamin Ortiz
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Marcus, Greil. Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1990. 1-7.
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----. “What is Plagiarism?” The Chronicle of Higher Education 17 Dec. 2004: A9.
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Paglia, Camille. Preface and “Sex and Violence, or Nature and Art.” Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence From Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson. NY: Vintage, 1991. xiii, 1-39.

Parisi, Joseph. “Poetry and the Embarrassment of Riche$.” Common Review 3.3 (2004): 15-21.

Perdomo, Willie. “Nigger-Reecan Blues.” Where a Nickel Costs a Dime. NY: WW Norton, 1996.

Piñero. Dir. Leon Ichaso. DVD/Miramax, 2000.

Piñero, Miguel. “A Lower East Side Poem.” The Latino Reader. Eds. Harold Augenbraum and Margarite Fernández Olmos. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997. 337-338, 349-350.
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Tate, Greg. “I’m White: What’s Wrong With Michael Jackson,” “The Devil Made ’Em Do It: Public Enemy.” Flyboy in the Buttermilk: Essays on Contemporary America. NY: Simon & Schuster, 1992. 95-99, 123-128.

Taylor, Charles. “Let’s Save Literature From the Literati.” Salon.com 14 July 2004.

The 2000 National Poetry Slam. Dir. Paul Devlin. Poetry Slam Inc., 2001

Wallace, David Foster. “A Radically Condensed History of Postindustrial Life,” Signifying Nothing,” and “Octet.” Brief Interviews With Hideous Men. Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1999. 0, 75-81,131-160.

-----. “E UNIBUS PLURAM: Television and U.S. Fiction.” A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again: Essays and Arguments. Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1997. 21-82.
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Required Texts (at Beck’s or on-line)





• Carver, Raymond. What We Talk About When We Talk About Love. NY: Vintage, 1989.


• Díaz, Junot. Drown. NY: Riverhead, 1996.


+ Contemporary Reader (from instructor)





DATES to REMEMBER for YOUR OWN Planning





8/29/05-9/3/05 (Mon.-Sat.): Add/Drop period


9/2/05 (Fri.): Last day for 80% tuition refund


9/5/05 (Mon.): Labor Day Holiday (NO CLASS)


10/26/05 (Wed.): Fall 2005 Mid-Term Date


11/21/05: Last day for student-initiated withdrawal


11/24-25/05 (Thu.-Fri.): Thanksgiving Holiday (NO CLASS)


12/17/05 (Sat.): Last day of Fall 2005 semester!





Help is on the way!...


Basic Resources for Success





1. Tutors (sign-up in L129)


2. Grammar web sites & computer programs (inquire)


3. Office hours with the teacher
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