
English 4400: American Fiction 
Fall, 2011 
Time: MW noon-1:20 p.m. 
Meeting Place:  Wooten Hall, Room 110 
 
Instructor: Dr. James Duban 
Office:  North Texas Lofts 140 (moving to Sage Hall) 
Office Hours: MW, 9:00-11:00 a.m.; TTh, 9:00-3:30 p.m.; Friday, by appointment—best to       
email jduban@unt.edu to set up an appointment. 
 
Course Description: 
We shall explore shorter and longer works of Hawthorne, Melville, Poe, Twain, Ellison, Hughes, 
Jewett, Faulkner, Baldwin, Bierce, Wright, London, Jackson, Porter, Updike, Hemingway, 
Steinbeck, Freeman, James, and Philip Roth. We shall also use a variety of critical approaches, 
depending on what best illuminates enduring themes and superb artistry. 
 
Course Objectives: 
By the end of the semester, you should be able to  
 
--speak with insight and authority about a wide range of American fiction; 
 
--account for the play of ideas and possible meanings of outstanding works of fiction; 
 
--account for varied forms and degrees of aesthetic achievement among these authors; 
 
--apprehend the key function of narrators, and sometimes of unreliable narration, in the works of 
art under consideration; 
 
--develop an appreciation for varied critical approaches that help illuminate the potential 
meaning and achievements of works of fiction; and 
 
--have a better understanding of the tone, structure, and style of a persuasive essay. 
 
Course requirements: 
 
Requirements: Students will be expected to contribute on a regular basis to classroom discussion, 
to generate two semester papers (each an argumentative, persuasive essay), and to complete an 
essay-format midterm and final examination.  The papers should be 10 pages in length, double-
spaced, with 1.5-inch margins to allow for the professor’s comments. Classroom contribution 
may, in cases of borderline grades, result in a "benefit of the doubt," relative to the semester 
grade. In such cases, I will look for consistently insightful contribution. The assessment will be 
subjective. 
 
To encourage students to benefit from constructive criticism, I shall drop the lowest of your first 
three grades, as long as you have turned in each assignment and earned at least a D for each of 
those assignments. Stated otherwise, to qualify for the dropped grade, you must turn in each 
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assignment and have put real effort into it. Knowing that you may drop the lowest of those first 
three grades will allow you accept constructive criticism, however taxing, in good cheer. You 
will then demonstrate that you are capable of doing better.  I will, however, not drop the final-
examination grade. 
 
 
Essay assignments:  October 19:  Students should generate an argument about Parson Hooper's 
behavior, and the community's reaction to him, in Hawthorne's "The Minister's Black Veil." 
Your second essay will be due on November 11 and should advance an argument about what is 
happening in Philip Roth’s novel Indignation. Before you are in a position to argue anything, 
you will need to finish the novel and then re-read it to gather evidence for your thesis, which 
should address, as a central issue, narrative point of view.  Consider why the book’s narration is 
the way it is, and how different episodes of the novel and different perceptions of the narrator 
relate to what you finally learn at the end of the novel.  Please be aware that the novel is often 
provocative, perhaps because of what you learn in the final chapter.  
 
I shall hold you responsible standards of writing and argumentation I discuss in Be a College 
Achiever (see below: Required Reserve Reading). 
 
 
Missed Exams: You may make up a missed exam only if you have a documented university-
excused absence and if you notify the professor (via email: jduban@unt.edu) that you will be 
missing the exam. The professor will then determine the form of the make-up exam, which may 
differ in part or whole from the exam taken by the class. 
 
 
 Required Books (Please purchase the specified edition/publisher so that you can reference the 
same page numbers during classroom discussion. Be especially careful to purchase the Anchor 
edition of Jewett's writings. Other editions don't contain several of the stories we'll be studying): 
 
Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter and Five Short Stories (Houghton, Mifflin) 
Melville, Billy Budd (U. of Chicago) 
Jewett, The Country of the Pointed Firs (Anchor) 
Philip Roth Goodbye, Columbus (Vintage) 
Philip Roth Indignation (Vintage) 
 
REQUIRED RESERVE READING (Willis Library has three copies of this book, one of which I 
donated. I do not want you to have to buy this book): 

 
James Duban, Be a College Achiever: The Complete Guide to Academic Stardom (Chapters l7, 
18, 19)—on college-level essays. You will here find a comprehensive description of the kind of 
persuasive writing that I expect from you. You should read these chapters well in advance of 
writing your papers and have your essay reflect the instruction I offer about persuasive writing 
and effective editing. The chapters on studying for, and taking, blue-book exams will also prove 
useful. 
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Attendance: You may have no more than two unexcused absences. Thereafter, your semester 
grade may be lowered by half a letter grade for every unexcused absence. 
Exams: Students will take a midterm Exam (October 5, subject to change) and a comprehensive 
final examination. 
 
Plagiarism: automatic flunk. 
 
ADA Accommodation: In accordance with the terms and spirit of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act and Section 504, Rehabilitation Act, I shall cooperate with the Office of 
Disability Accommodation to make reasonable accommodations for qualified students with 
disabilities. If you have not registered with ODA, and you have reason to do so, I encourage that 
registration.  Please present your written request to me on or before the fourth class day. 
 
Essential competencies for this course include the abilities 1) to read, analyze, and interpret 
complex literary works and criticism of those works; (2) to write extended, coherent, and 
grammatically correct essays; and (3) to participate in class discussions about the literature. 
 
 
Photocopy packet--to be distributed by professor. 
 
Additional Policies and procedures: 
 
 
If you arrive late, please take a seat near the door. We shall try to leave a few of those seats open 
for the convenience of students who must undertake cross-campus walks between classes. 
 
Cell phones:  
 
Please remember to turn off phones prior to class. If you forget and you have a musical ringer on 
your cell phone, do not expect an interpretive dance from this professor. 
 
Texting and email:  
 
Please engage in no message retrieval or correspondence during class unless you are awaiting a 
critical message pertaining to the health of a family member, or a like circumstance. 
 
Leaving before the class is over:  
 
Please do not leave prior to the time when the professor dismisses the class. Unless there is a 
physical emergency, I shall count you absent for that day. 
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Exceptions to leaving early:   
 
On rare occasions, relative to physician’s appointments, etc., you may raise your hand at the very 
beginning of class (not before the class starts), and notify the professor that you must leave early 
that day (you needn’t explain why publicly). Please sit near the door if you need to leave early.  
 
Keeping up with the reading: Classroom participation or professorial elaboration may cause us 
occasionally to fall a day or more behind, altering the schedule below. I have my ways of 
catching up.  
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Syllabus: 
 
Week I Aug. 25-26 (to blend with Week II because of start-up dates): 
 
M:  Introduction: 
 
W: Assessing American literature (all of these are in the photocopy packet):  
 
    John Stafford, "William A. Jones, Democratic Literary Critic," Huntington Library Quarterly 
12 (1949), 289-302.  
    James Russell Lowell, "Nationality in Literature," North-American Review, 69 (1849), 196-
213. 
    Henry James, "The Art of Fiction" 
    William Dean Howells, From "Criticism and Fiction" 
    Saul Bellow, "Introduction" to Great Jewish Short Stories 
 
These classes will explore the origins of American literary criticism, relating those events and 
opinions to ideas about nationality in literature.  We’ll observe a split opinion about whether 
literature is great because it’s American, or whether literature is great because it’s excellent, 
insightful, interesting and psychologically accurate. We’ll also discuss the merits of celebrating 
“great” literature. 
 
 
Week II August 29-31:   
 
M: Hawthorne, "My Kinsman, Major Molineux" (Photocopy)  
 
W: "My Kinsman, Major Molineux." 
 
“My Kinsman, Major Molineux” is a great story with which to commence our studies of 
American fiction.  Not only is it a superb work of art—with regard to possible meaning and 
narrative point of view—but it lends itself to a variety of literary interpretations.  This story will 
allow us to explore historical, political, mythological, psychological, philosophical, and sundry 
other interpretive perspectives on the story.  We’ll see that the story is complex enough to allow 
for multiple critical approaches. 
 
 
Week III Sept. 5, 7: 
 
M: Preparation for The Scarlet Letter:  Winthrop's "Speech to the General Court" (photocopy); 
Hawthorne, "Mrs. Hutchinson" (photocopy) 
 
 
W: The Scarlet Letter:  
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Among the literary approaches that we’ll explore this semester is “historical contextualism.”  
We’ll see that works of literature tend to surprise us with unexpected references to historical 
persons or controversies.  We’ll see how research into those areas facilitates keener insight into 
the psychological dilemmas of characters and has the potential of placing contemporary readers 
in synchronistic relationship with two different literary worlds and timeframes.  In the case of 
The Scarlet Letter, we’ll find that Hester Prynne shares a number of outlooks and perspectives 
with Anne Hutchinson. We’ll see as well that this relationship expands, rather than diminishes, 
the potential significance of the novel. 
 
 
Week IV Sept. 12, 14: 
 
M:  Conclude discussion of The Scarlet Letter.  Then, Shirley Jackson, "The Lottery" 
(photocopy)   
 
When reading “The Lottery,” see if you can figure out why I have had this story follow our 
discussion of Hester Prynne and Anne Hutchinson. 
 
W: “The Raven" (photocopy); "The Fall of the House of Usher" (photocopy) 
 
Moving forward from historical contextualism, our discussion of both “The Fall of the House of 
Usher” and “The Raven” will attune us to psychoanalytical literary criticism. We shall discuss 
what’s happening in “The Fall,,” relative to psychological instability, and explore the possible 
reasons for Usher’s problems.  We’ll see, as well, that, in both “The Raven” and “The Fall,” the 
narrator’s outlook is just as important as those of any of the poem’s or stories’ personae. 
 
Week V Sept. 19, 21: 
 
M: Conclusion of "The Fall of the House of Usher"; (In preparation for a discussion of Billy 
Budd:  Thoreau, "Civil Disobedience" (photocopy) 
 
W: Billy Budd  
 
We will begin our discussion of Billy Budd by stressing the ethical dilemma of Captain Vere and 
by observing that it has much in common with Thoreau’s call for conscientiousness in “Civil 
Disobedience.”  When, we shall inquire, does a respect for individualism and essential right and 
wrong trump social convention and legal mandate? We will then move on to discuss the 
“phenomenal” nature of occurrences in Melville’s narrative. 
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Week VI Oct. 26, 28: 
 
M:  Continuation of Billy Budd (Billy Budd as dramatic monologue) 
 
To appreciate more fully the function of narrative point of view in Billy Budd, we will explore the 
concept behind a dramatic monologue. 
 
W: Excerpts from The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 
 
We shall treat Twain’s novel in a highly anthologized way—and (following our discussion of 
conscience in Billy Budd) strictly as it relates to the sometimes  socially conditioned nature of 
ethics. This rather different take on “conscience” will allow us to appreciate varied literary 
approaches to the concept—whether by Melville or by Twain. 
 
 
Week VII Oct. 3, 5: 
  
James Baldwin, "Sonny's Blues" (photocopy);  
Ralph Ellison, "King of the Bingo Game" (photocopy) 
Richard Wright, "The Man Who Was Almost a Man" (photocopy) 
 
This week’s readings will center on three narratives characterized by superb artistry, social 
commentary, and psychological insight. When reading “Sonny’s Blues,” consider the growth of 
the narrator, especially as the story may be a literary reworking of the biblical parable  of the 
Prodigal Son. In approaching “King of the Bingo Game,” consider social context and a 
character’s desperate, ultimately thwarted attempt, to assist his wife.  Finally, when 
contemplating “The Man who Was Almost a Man,” come to some conclusion about what being a 
man really entails, and whether the main character achieves manhood.  At the same time, always 
keep in mind the role of the narrator and how that helps shape the various narratives. 
 
Week VIII Oct. 10, 12: 
 
M:  Sarah Orne Jewett:  "A White Heron (161-71), "The Flight of Betsey Lane" (172-93), "The 
Hiltons' Holiday" (208-17) 
 
 
W: Jewett, "Going to Shrewsbury" (208-17), "The Town Poor" (278-89). 
 
We shall this week explore stories that emphasize the ageless capacity of good will and 
imagination (“The Flight”), the budding of adolescence (“A White Heron”), the dramatic “inner 
life” conveyed through a simple trip to town to enjoy some time away from the farm (“The 
Hiltons’ Holiday”), and two explorations of the all-too-human tendency to evade personal 
responsibility (“Going to Shrewsbury” and “The Town Poor”).   
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Week IX  Oct. 17, 19: 
 
M: Ernest Hemingway, "Hills Like White Elephants" (photocopy) 
   John Updike, "A&P" (photocopy) 
   John Steinbeck, "The Chrysanthemums" (photocopy) 
 
W: Jack London, "The Law of Life" (photocopy); William Dean Howells, "Editha." 
 
This week’s readings illustrate short narratives where there’s more than meets the eye.  Arthur 
Koestler thought that the brilliance of Hemingway lay in the joining of the trivial and the tragic.  
When reading “Hills,” keep that in mind.  Also, despite the glibness of Updike’s “A&P,” ask 
yourself what serious questions the narrative raises about virtue versus the mere appearance of 
virtue. The same questions might be asked of the lead character in Howells’ “Editha.” When 
reading “The Chrysanthemums,” moreover, ask yourself how and why people delude themselves, 
and whether they are to blame for engaging, sometimes to their disadvantage, in daydreaming.  
When exploring London’s “The Law of Life,” we shall be attentive to the narrator’s imposition 
of political categories upon an otherwise apolitical narrative. 
 
Week X Oct.  24, 26: 
 
M: Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, "A New England Nun" (photocopy); Edith Wharton, "The Other 
Two" (photocopy). 
 
W: Sarah Orne Jewett, "The Only Rose."   
 
 
We shall this week discuss three short stories dealing with highly varied reactions of women to 
the men in their lives. To what degree, we shall we inquire, is Freeman’s New England nun  
eccentric, individualistic, or proto-feminist in her wish to live alone? We’ll also explore “the 
blame game” in Wharton’s “The Other Two,” and then conclude with a discussion of a 
sentimental and stunning short story involving true love, “The Only Rose.”  
 
Week XI  Oct. 31, Nov. 2 
 
M: Roth, "Conversion of the Jews" (in GC) 
 
W:  Roth, "Eli, the Fanatic" (in the context of Hawthorne's "The Minister's Black Veil." 
 
Arguably one of the leading novelists of the twentieth (and now twenty-first) century, Roth 
presents us with two short stories that lend themselves to quite different forms of literary 
analysis.  We shall explore the spirit of childhood rebelliousness in “Conversion of the Jews” 
and ask what lessons the story offers adults. We shall also inquire into the imagination of the 
lead character and ponder the possible implications of his outlook for the career of Philip Roth..  
We shall then explore the worlds of Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black Veil” and Roth’s “Eli, 
the Fanatic” to see how stories written in different centuries might exist in synchronistic 
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relationship.  What, we shall ask, is the pertinence of eighteenth-century rejection of Puritan 
orthodoxy for a tale dramatizing the plight of post-Holocaust Jews?. 
 
Week XII  Nov. 7, 9  
M: Philip Roth, Goodbye, Columbus 
 
W: Goodbye, Columbus 
 
Goodbye, Columbus is one of two novels by Roth that we’ll read this semester. It comes early in 
his career, offering an opportunity for you to observe the growth and complexity of his 
development in Indignation. We’ll discuss the basic artistry of Goodbye, Columbus, its 
retrospective narration, Neil’s maturity or lack of maturity, Brenda’s motive in disclosing her 
relationship with Neil, and the odd conclusion of the narrative.  Ask yourself, as well, about the 
role in the novel of the African-American lad whom Neil notices in the library.     
 
Week XIII  Nov. 14, 16  
 
M: Katherine Anne Porter, "The Jilting of Granny Weatherall" (photocopy) 
 
W: Ambrose Bierce, "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" (photocopy) 
 
We shall this week explore various experiments in narration. Porter’s “The Jilting of Granny 
Weatherall” will take us inside the mind of a dying person.  Figuring out what’s happening in 
the story, moment by moment, is a challenge, but we’ll approach that task with recourse to 
stream-of-consciousness perception and to the overwhelming disappointment that clouds Granny 
Weatherall’s final thoughts.  When discussing Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” 
we’ll explore whether the story illustrates a human mind in a state of dying, or whether we are 
privy to “post-mortem” consciousness.  You will, by this point, have explored similar issues in 
your term-paper discussions of Philip Roth’s Indignation. 
 
Week XIV Nov. 28, 30 
 
M: Swedenborg and Henry James Sr. at Owl Creek Bridge (lecture);  
William Faulkner, "A Rose for Emily" (photocopy) 
 
W: William Carlos Williams, "The Use of Force." (Photocopy)   
 
I will this week present an interesting precedent that I discovered for “An Occurrence at owl 
Creek Bridge” and gauge your response to that discovery.  We’ll then move on to William 
Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily,” stressing, beyond the macabre nature of the story, the narrative 
point of view that implicates the story’s “teller” in the action and moral drama of the story.  
Similarly, our discussion of “The Use of Force” will raise the issue of whether the narrator 
(doctor) fully comes to terms with the way he may have overstepped his authority and 
professional standards of conduct.  I’ll be looking forward to your perspectives. 
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Week XV Dec. 5, 7: 
 
Discussion of Philip Roth’s Indignation—and review for final exam 
 
Time-permitting, you’ll get to voice your opinions, as articulated in your second essay, about 
what’s happening in Roth’s Indignation. There will be no “correct” answer, but there will be 
different degrees of textual evidence to support your outlooks. I’m looking forward to this 
discussion. 
 
 
 
 


