
ROM COM: 
Sexual Politics and the Romantic Comedy Tradition on Stage, Page, and Screen 

 
ENGL 2321.002  •  Fall 2022 

 
Professor Nora Gilbert      Tu/Th 11:00 am – 12:20 pm 
nora.gilbert@unt.edu      LANG 223 (partial remote) 
 
Office hours:  Mondays 10:00 am – 12:00 pm via zoom (or in-person by appt.) 
  Zoom link:  https://unt.zoom.us/j/86256569550 
 
Zoom link for when class goes remote: https://unt.zoom.us/j/85827332647 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION: 

In this class, we’ll consider how the enduringly popular genre of Romantic Comedy has 
contributed—for better and for worse—to shifting cultural attitudes about sex and gender relations. 
We’ll spend the first half of the semester reading British plays and novels that established the 
patterns and conventions of the Romantic Comedy tradition, and the second half of the semester 
watching mostly-American movies from the 1930s to today that can be seen to imitate, respond to, 
and/or rebel against those patterns and conventions in culturally significant ways. We will pay 
particular attention to the texts’ cross-gender power dynamics, the texts’ same-sex friendships and 
romances, and the ways in which the narratives treat issues of class, race, religion, and other forms 
of cultural identity. We will also think through questions of audience and authorship: Who are these 
texts “meant” for? Who do they actually reach? What effect do they have on their readers’ and 
viewers’ attitudes and expectations about sex and gender? Do the stories feel different when they’re 
created by male-identifying authors vs. female-identifying authors? British authors vs. American 
authors? Straight authors vs. queer authors? Ultimately, it is the goal of this course to make students 
take seriously an apparently light-hearted genre, and to think carefully and critically about the 
ideological work that the genre performs.  

COURSE LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 
 

1. Learn key terms/methodologies of literary and film analysis & gender and sexuality studies. 
2. Analyze plays, novels, and films from the romantic comedy genre and consider how they’ve 

influenced developing cultural discussions about romantic and sexual relations over time. 
3. Improve writing skills by completing (and receiving extensive feedback on) a variety of 

critical writing assignments throughout the semester. 
 
GRADE BREAKDOWN: 
 
Participation/attendance: 20% 
Canvas discussion boards: 25% 
Big talker day: 5% 
Article explication presentation: 5% 
Article explication paper: 10% 
Close reading paper: 10% 
Signature assignment: 20% 
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Participation:  This course is discussion-based. Your verbal contributions and active engagement 
are crucial to our collective success. To that end, your participation grade is determined not only by 
attendance, but also your involvement (or lack thereof) in discussion. Excellent course participants 
will make quality contributions, which demonstrate they have completed all viewings assigned (as 
well as any supplementary readings or handouts). They are attentive to the nuances of the text and 
discussion prompts. They show genuine engagement with others (in other words, they don’t talk 
“at” people—they talk with them). Remember not to conflate participation with domination: 
excellent discussion participants make the space necessary for others to think and to speak. 
 
Attendance:  Regular attendance is crucial to your success and to the success of this course. Class 
discussion (and the ad hoc lecture material provided during class) is not merely supplementary—it’s 
where the learning happens. That said, we are still (unfortunately) dealing with the realities of Covid, 
and I do not want you coming to our in-person classes if you are potentially symptomatic, are 
awaiting test results after coming into close contact with someone who is Covid-positive, or have 
tested positive yourself. Should you find yourself in any of these situations, please let me know 
ASAP (prior to class except in cases of emergency) so I can help you to stay on track. Missing six or 
more class meetings will result in automatic failure of the course unless you have been in proactive 
contact with me and we are on the same page about the seriousness of what has been causing you to 
miss class. The main thing is, in all things course-related: communicate, communicate, communicate! 
 
Canvas discussion board posts:  In lieu of reading or viewing quizzes, you will demonstrate to me 
that you have completed all assigned readings and viewings by responding to discussion prompts in 
Canvas. During the first half of the semester, you will respond to one discussion board question per 
week (which will be posted by Sunday night and must be responded to by Tuesday at 10:00 am), 
since we will be dividing our literary readings up into weekly installments. During the second half of 
the semester, though, there will be two questions posted per week: the first question, about the film 
assigned for Tuesday, will be up by Sunday night and you will need to post your response to it by 
Tuesday at 10 am; the second question, about the film assigned for Thursday, will be up by Tuesday 
night and you will need to post your response by Thursday at 10 am.  
 
Each response should be about 4-5 sentences long, and should take you around 10-15 minutes to 
write up; you will not be able to see your peers’ responses until you post your own, but after you do 
I would highly recommend reading through your classmates’ posts before coming to class, since we 
will be spending at least part of our class time engaging with the day’s discussion prompt. Your 
response must prove to me that you have read the assigned reading or watched the assigned film, so 
please be sure to mention specific details from the text as you answer the question. I will be 
evaluating the quality of your response (on a 5-point scale) based on how well it demonstrates both 
your knowledge of the text and your engagement with the question being posed about it. 
 
“Big talker” day: While I am sympathetic to the fact that some students are, by temperament, 
much more comfortable speaking up in the classroom than others are, I am going to even our 
conversations out a little by assigning each of you one day to be a designated “big talker.” There will 
be 3 other big talkers assigned to the same day that you are; all of you need to touch base with each 
other prior to the big day (via email, text, or a meeting) to decide what questions/talking points you 
want to cover on your day, and to evenly divvy them up between you. At least two of the questions 
must be about a specific passage from the text; others could ask about broader thematic issues, ask 
us to think about the assigned reading in relation to other text(s) we’ve already covered, etc. 
Whatever direction you and your groupmates decide to take our conversation, I want to hear your 
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voice a lot on the day that you’re a big talker! Big Talker Days will be every Thursday as we work our 
way through the British literary texts during the first half of the semester. 
 
Article explication paper/presentation: During the second half of the semester, there will be one 
scholarly article posted on Canvas for each of the films we’re watching. Anyone who’d like to read 
these articles in full will be able (and encouraged!) to do so, but you’ll only be required to carefully 
read one of the articles over the course of the semester. On your own, you’ll write a 750-1000 word 
“explication” of your assigned article, due on the day we discuss the film the article is about. In this 
explication, you will summarize and evaluate the key points that the author of the article is making, 
using some brief direct quotes from the article itself (properly cited) but putting most of the author’s 
ideas and arguments into your own clear, concise words. At the end of the paper, you must include 
a final paragraph in which you express your opinion of the article, mentioning at least one point that 
you felt was particularly convincing and one that you felt was problematic or faulty in some way.     
 
In addition to this individually-written paper, you will also have to present the main arguments and 
key points of the article to the rest of the class along with 3 other students who have been assigned 
to the same article (ideally by using PowerPoint or another visual presentation tool, though that is up 
to the group to decide). Please be as equitable in dividing up the presentation duties as possible, and 
contact me if you encounter any groupwork-distribution difficulties. 
 
Close reading paper:  Because close textual analysis is one of the primary building blocks of 
literary criticism, you will practice this important skill halfway through the semester by performing a 
detailed reading (750-1000 words long) of a passage from one of the assigned British literary texts. 
Further instructions for this assignment will be provided later in the semester. 
 
Signature assignment: Because this is a 2000-level class, UNT policy mandates that the class 
culminate with a “signature assignment”—i.e., a final paper in which you will respond to a specific 
prompt devised by the English department to show that you have met certain core objective goals. 
This prompt asks you to put two primary texts into conversation with one another: for this class, 
you will pick one of the British literary texts that we read together and one modernized adaptation 
of it that you’ll watch on your own. You may choose from the following literary/cinematic pairings: 
Pride and Prejudice and either Bridget Jones’s Diary (2001), Bride and Prejudice (2004), or Fire Island (2022); 
The Taming of the Shrew and 10 Things I Hate About You (1999); Twelfth Night and She’s the Man (2006); 
Pygmalion and She’s All That (1999). Further instructions for this assignment will be provided. 
 
OTHER COURSE POLICIES/RESOURCES:  
 
Class discussion protocols and expectations: In this class we will be dealing on a regular basis 
with issues related to gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, disability, religion, and other categories 
of social and personal identification. While there will certainly be room for multiple perspectives and 
opinions in our verbal and written discussions of the course materials, what there will be no room for 
is racism, sexism, classism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia, religious intolerance, or 
any other form of bigotry or hate speech, and I will actively work to foster a classroom environment 
that is welcoming and respectful to all.  
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Office hours/one-on-one communication: If you have questions or concerns that you’d like to 
discuss with me one-on-one, I’ll be holding virtual office hours from 10 am - 12 pm on Mondays 
(https://unt.zoom.us/j/86256569550). If that time doesn’t work for you, let me know and we 
can find an alternative time to talk; I can also meet with you in person if that is your preference. You 
are also, of course, welcome to email me at any time with questions or concerns and I will always try 
to reply within 24 hours (except on weekends, when I check email less regularly). Please always email 
me directly at nora.gilbert@unt.edu as opposed to sending a message to me through Canvas, since 
Canvas notifications have been known to be delayed or lost on occasion. Please also be sure to 
check your UNT email and Canvas accounts very often to make sure you’re seeing all updates and 
messages from me!  
 
Course modality: This course has been officially approved as a partially remote course, which 
means that up to 49% of our class sessions may be conducted remotely via Zoom and at least 51% 
of them will be held in person. That said, as of now I only plan to hold classes remotely when I am 
feeling sick myself, when one or more of my children are home sick from school, or when I am 
traveling for a conference (which will be the case on 9/29). I will always try to let you know as early 
as possible if I need to take the class online due to illness, and will notify you through email and on 
the Canvas announcement page. On the days when we do meet via Zoom, you will need to have 
your camera turned ON unless you contact me privately to let me know a specific reason why that is 
not possible for you. 
 
Face coverings/Covid testing:  As much as we all want this pandemic to be over by now, the 
reality is that COVID is still with us and the CDC still recommends masking indoors in 
communities with medium or high transmission levels, which is where Denton County is at now. 
For these reasons, I continue to recommend (though of course can’t require) that everyone wear a 
high-quality mask (N-95s are best, but KN95s and KF94s are both much more protective than cloth 
or surgical masks, too) while we are in class together. I would also, of course, recommend getting 
tested immediately if you show any symptoms of having COVID; UNT continues to offer free PCR 
testing for students, which you can book here: https://book.curative.com/sites/35610 . 
 
Accessibility:  UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. 
Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation 
(ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with an 
accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s specific 
course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time; however, ODA notices of 
accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in 
implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester 
and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional 
information see the ODA website (https://disability.unt.edu/). I am deeply committed to facilitating 
your success in this course; please don’t hesitate to contact me about any accessibility issues! 
 
Academic integrity policy:  Academic Integrity Standards and Consequences. According to UNT 
Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when students engage in 
behaviors including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty, 
forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may result in a range of 
academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from the University. 
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Sexual harassment and assault:  UNT is committed to providing an environment free of all forms 
of discrimination and harassment, including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence, and 
stalking. If you or someone you know experiences any of these acts, UNT has staff members trained 
to support you in accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing 
accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. You can receive immediate 
assistance by contacting SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or 940-565-2648. The Denton County Friends 
of the Family 24-hour crisis line at 940-382-7273 might also be of help in cases of emergency.  
 
Student support services: UNT provides mental health resources to students to help ensure there 
are numerous outlets to turn to that wholeheartedly care for and are there for students in need, 
regardless of the nature of an issue or its severity. Listed below are several resources on campus that 
can support your academic success and mental well-being:  
 

• Student Health and Wellness Center (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/student-health-and-
wellness-center	) 	

• Counseling and Testing Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/counseling-and-testing-
services ) 	

• UNT Care Team (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/care ) 	
• UNT Psychiatric Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/student-health-and-wellness-

center/services/psychiatry ) 	
• Individual Counseling (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/counseling-and-testing-

services/services/individual-counseling)	
	

Other student support services offered by UNT include: 	
• Registrar (https://registrar.unt.edu/registration ) 	
• Financial Aid (https://financialaid.unt.edu/ ) 	
• Student Legal Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/student-legal-services ) 	
• Multicultural Center (https://edo.unt.edu/multicultural-center ) 	
• Counseling and Testing Services (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/counseling-and-testing-

services ) 	
• Pride Alliance (https://edo.unt.edu/pridealliance ) 	
• UNT Food Pantry (https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/resources/food-pantry ) 	

	
Academic Support Services: 	

• Academic Resource Center (https://clear.unt.edu/canvas/student-resources ) 	
• Academic Success Center (https://success.unt.edu/asc ) 	
• UNT Libraries (https://library.unt.edu/ ) 	
• Writing Lab (http://writingcenter.unt.edu/ ) 	

 
REQUIRED READING/VIEWING:  
 
William Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew (Folger, ISBN 9780743477574) 
William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night (Folger, ISBN 9780743482776) 
Much Ado About Nothing (dir. Kenneth Branagh, 1993) - https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519920 
Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (Oxford, ISBN 97801995535569) 
George Bernard Shaw, Pygmalion with My Fair Lady (Signet, ISBN 9780451530097) 
Noel Coward, Design for Living (pdf copy provided) 



 6 

It Happened One Night (dir. Frank Capra, 1934) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519921 
The Philadelphia Story (dir. George Cukor, 1940) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519922 
Some Like It Hot (dir. Billy Wilder, 1959) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519923 
Pillow Talk (dir. Michael Gordon, 1959) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519924 
Dirty Dancing (dir. Emile Ardolino, 1987) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6743531 
Pretty Woman (dir. Garry Marshall, 1990) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519926 
Bend It Like Beckham (dir. Gurinder Chadha, 2002) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7512925 
Something New (dir. Sanaa Hamri, 2006) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519928 
The 40-Year-Old Virgin (dir. Judd Apatow, 2005) or Knocked Up (dir. Judd Apatow, 2007)  
Boy Meets Girl (dir. Eric Shaeffer, 2014) – https://unt.kanopy.com/video/boy-meets-girl 
Crazy Rich Asians (dir. Jon M. Chu, 2018) – https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b7519929 
The Half of It (dir. Alice Wu, 2020) – Netflix only 
 
DISCUSSION SCHEDULE: 
 
8/30:  Class introduction 
 
9/1:  “Rom Com” Overview  
 “How to read a play,” “How to read a book,” “How to read a film” (go over handouts) 
 In-class viewing: Kiss Me Petruchio, Part I 

 
9/6:  The Taming of the Shrew – read full play by this day 
 In-class viewing: Kiss Me Petruchio, Part II 
 
9/8:  The Taming of the Shrew – discussion continued (BT Group 1) 
 
9/13:  Twelfth Night – read full play by this day 

In-class viewing: scenes from various stage productions of Twelfth Night 
 
9/15:  Twelfth Night – discussion continued (BT Group 2) 
 
9/20:  Much Ado About Nothing (dir. Kenneth Branagh, 1993) – watch full movie prior to class 
 
9/22: Pride and Prejudice (BT Group 3) – read Vol. I, Ch. I – Ch. XVII (pp. 3-67) by this day 
 
9/27:  Pride and Prejudice – read Vol. I, Ch. XVIII – Vol. II, Ch. XIX (pp. 67-180) by this day 
 
9/29: Pride and Prejudice (remote) (BT Group 4) 
 
10/4:  Pride and Prejudice – read Vol. III, Ch. 1 – Ch. XIX (pp. 181-290) by this day 
 
10/6: Pride and Prejudice (BT Group 5) 
 
10/11:  Pygmalion – read full play (plus Act 2, Scene 5 of My Fair Lady) by this day 
 In class audio: songs from My Fair Lady Original Broadway Recording  
 
10/13:  Pygmalion – discussion continued (BT Group 6) 
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10/18: Design for Living – read full play by this day  
In-class viewing: scenes from Kiss Me Kate (1953) 

 
10/20:  Design for Living – discussion continued (BT Group 7) 
 
10/23: **Close reading paper due at midnight on Canvas** 
 
10/25:  It Happened One Night (dir. Frank Capra, 1934)  

 
Model explication presentation #1: Linda Mizejewski, It Happened One Night, Chapter 1: 
“Rules and Unruliness: Romantic Comedy”  

 
10/27:  The Philadelphia Story (dir. George Cukor, 1940)  
 
 Model explication presentation #2: Elyce Rae Helford, “‘A Queer Feeling When I Look at  

You’: Gender and Sexuality in Three Films by George Cukor”  
 
11/1:  Some Like It Hot (dir. Billy Wilder, 1959)  
 
 EP Group 1:  Georges-Claude Guilbert, “Gender in Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot”  
 
11/3:  Pillow Talk (dir. Michael Gordon, 1959)  
 
 EP Group 2:  Cynthia Fuchs, “Split Screens: Framing and Passing in Pillow Talk”  
 
11/8: Dirty Dancing (dir. Emile Ardolino, 1987)  
 
 EP Group 3:  Hilary Radner, “Dirty Dancing: Feminism, Postfeminism, and Neo-Feminism”  
 
11/10:  Pretty Woman (dir. Garry Marshall, 1990)  
 
 EP Group 4: Elizabeth Scala, “Pretty Women: The Romance of the Fair Unknown,  

Feminism, and Contemporary Romantic Comedy”  
 
11/15:  Bend It Like Beckham (dir. Gurinder Chadha, 2002)  
 
 EP Group 5:  Sara Ahmed, “Multiculturalism and the Promise of Happiness”  
 
11/17: Something New (dir. Sanaa Hamri, 2006)  
 

EP Group 6: Shelley Cobb, “Black Women, Romance, and the Indiewood Rom Coms of  
Sanaa Hamri”  

 
11/22:  The 40-Year-Old Virgin (dir. Judd Apatow, 2005) or Knocked Up (dir. Judd Apatow, 2007)  
 
 EP Group 7:  John Alberti, “I Love You, Man: Bromances, the Construction of Masculinity,  

and the Continuing Evolution of the Romantic Comedy”  
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11/24:  THANKSGIVING – NO CLASS  
 
11/29:  Boy Meets Girl (dir. Eric Shaeffer, 2014)  
 
12/1:  Crazy Rich Asians (dir. Jon M. Chu, 2018)  
 
12/6:  The Half of It (dir. Alice Wu, 2020)  
 
12/8:  In-class Holiday Hate-Watch™: Love Actually (dir. Richard Curtis, 2003) 
 Class wrap-up 
 
12/12:  **Final paper due at midnight on Canvas** 
 


