English 39500-02
Instructor: Christina Katopodis
Email: ckatopodis@gradcenter.cuny.edu

Office: 1238 HW
Mon 1:30-2:30pm
and by appointment

American Literature: Origins to the Civil War
“American Identity and Environment”
M/TH 2:45-4:00pm | Room 407 TH
The Puritan settlers came to New England with the conviction that God had sent them on an
“errand in the wilderness.” Their encounters with the landscape and the indigenous populations
produced an intense and varied religious experience. The diversity of American religious
experience expanded through the Enlightenment and American Revolution, leading to 19th
Century attempts to balance religious virtue with pragmatic principles. We will examine
American religious and political origins through the early settlers’ experiences in the American
wilderness, the Puritan and Transcendentalist search for truth in nature, as well as the national
desire for self-definition in 19th Century American literature before the Civil War. The course
will be focused on how environment has shaped American identity, and how environment is used
as a literary and philosophical tool: to frame narratives, position pragmatic arguments, catalyze
personal and political change, and open possibilities for explorations of gender and sexuality.
Required Texts (all are available at Shakespeare & Co.)
The Norton Anthology of American Literature (Vol. A, 8th ed.) {Norton}, Vol. B recommended
Hope Leslie by Catharine Maria Sedgwick {Penguin is required}
Walden, Civil Disobedience and Other Writings by Henry D. Thoreau (3rd ed.) {Norton}
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs {Norton or Modern Library Classics}
Grading Breakdown
15% Class participation and attendance
10% Group work and peer review
25% Blog posts (5 posts, 10 comments)
10% Midterm exam
40% Final paper (8-9 pages)
Attendance Policy & Course Expectations
Attendance and punctuality are important to your success in this class. If absent, it is your
responsibility to find out what you missed, including announcements made at the beginning of
class. If you miss four (4) or more class meetings, you will likely fail the course.
I expect you to come to class having read the assigned texts and with one prepared comment on
the text to share with the class: either (1) bring a discussion question to class, (2) select an
interesting or important passage from the text to bring to the class’s attention, or (3) have a
prepared comment or observation about the text ready to share, perhaps written down. Always
bring the syllabus with you to class, and consult it often. Finally, I expect you to be respectful
when using the class hashtag (#AmLitEnv) and to give the class your undivided attention despite
the temptation to check your personal messages while phones are out. Choose your usernames
wisely for public profiles because they (and your posts) will likely stay with you for perpetuity.

Using Technology in the Classroom*
We will be using Blackboard, DropBox, Twitter, and WordPress. I’ll give instructions for
creating public Twitter and WordPress accounts only once in class. If you miss this class and
need individual help, ask a peer in your group or come to my office hours. If you do not have
access to the internet or devices needed to use these platforms at home AND you have limited
access to campus where you can obtain the necessary technology, please see me in the first week
of class. If you find yourself struggling with these websites, please ask for help. There are many
excellent “How To” videos online as well. If you don’t have a smart phone or laptop that you can
bring to class, please see me in the first week of class to work out another way to participate.
*Silence your phone and keep it stowed away from view unless it’s an appropriate time to have it
out (then avoid irrelevant chats and websites) or in case of emergency.
Attendance Method: Tweet the First 5 Minutes of Class
Our class hashtag is #AmLitEnv. Please use this hashtag for all class tweets. In the first 5
minutes of each class, I will put a unique hashtag for that day on the board. You have 5 minutes
to compose a tweet using that hashtag and the class hashtag: tweet either (1) a reaction to the
reading, or (2) a discussion question for the class. For attendance, I recommend you prepare a
question or comment in advance to quickly tweet it. You can tweet more than that, of course. I
encourage you to respond to your peers, and share useful links using the class hashtag.
Excused Absences
If absent or late, you may use up to TWO opportunities to do make-up work. Pick a discussion
question tweeted by one of your peers (put this at the top, under your name). Write a response
(300-400 words) to the question, incorporating your reflections on the reading for that day. You
must PRINT this and bring a hard copy with you to the immediately following class, otherwise
your absence/lateness will NOT be excused. Keep in mind: you are still missing crucial material
from the class discussion and it will be more difficult to write your paper on that text.
Academic Integrity
The college officially states: “Hunter College regards acts of academic dishonesty (e.g.,
plagiarism, cheating on examinations, obtaining unfair advantage, and falsification of records
and official documents) as serious offenses against the values of intellectual honesty. The
College is committed to enforcing the CUNY Policy on Academic Integrity and will pursue
cases of academic dishonesty according to the Hunter College Academic Integrity Procedures.”
My motto: No replication without representation. If you plagiarize, you will fail the assignment.
Statement of Accommodation
In compliance with the American Disability Act of 1990 (ADA) and with Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Hunter College is committed to ensuring educational parity and
accommodations for all students with documented disabilities and/or medical conditions. It is
recommended that all students with documented disabilities (Emotional, Medical, Physical and/
or Learning) consult the Office of Access ABILITY located in Room E1124 to secure necessary
academic accommodations. For further information and assistance please call (212- 7724857)/TTY (212- 650- 3230). Please contact me by email or in person outside of class if you
require accommodation.

~ Schedule of Readings ~
[Subject to Change]
First Encounters in the Wilderness
Aug 25: Syllabus & The New World (2005)
Aug 29: Las Casas, The Very Brief Relation of the Devastation of the Indies [excerpt in Norton]
Smith, The General History of Virginia [Chapter 2, The Third Book]
Bradford, Of Plymouth Plantation [I, IV, VII, X in Book One & XI in Book Two]
Sep 1: Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind [Chapters 1, 3 & 4]
[Sep 5: No Class] **First Blog Post Due**
Sep 8: Rowlandson, A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson
Mather, “A Notable Exploit: Dux Foemina Facti” [excerpt on Hannah Dustan]
Thoreau, Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers [excerpt on Hannah Dustan]
Varieties of “American” Experience
Sep 12: Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity”
Bradstreet, “The Flesh and the Spirit,” “To My Dear Children”
Wigglesworth, “The Day of Doom”
Sep 15: Taylor, “Meditation 38” (First Series), “Meditation 26” (Second Series)
Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”
Sep 19: Franklin, “Information to Those Who Would Remove to America”
Crèvecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer [III & IX] **Second Blog Post Due**
Sep 22: Paine, Common Sense [excerpt in Norton]
Freneau, “On Mr. Paine’s Rights of Man”
Wheatley, “On Being Brought from Africa to America”
Sep 26: **Midterm Exam**
Encounters (Re)presented
Sep 29: Sedgwick, Hope Leslie
[Oct 3: No Class]
Oct 6:

Hope Leslie

[Oct 10: No Class] **Third Blog Post Due**
Oct 13: Hope Leslie
Deloria, Introduction to Playing Indian
Mielke, Introduction to Moving Encounters

Oct 17: Brougham, Po-Ca-Hon-Tas
Oct 20: Apess, A Son of the Forest
Oct 24: Apess, “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White Man”
Cooper, The Pioneers [Chapter 3]
Nature and the American Renaissance
Oct 27: Irving, “Rip Van Winkle”
Hawthorne, “Young Goodman Brown”
Oct 31: Emerson, Nature
Nov 3: Nature
Fern, “A Law More Nice Than Just”
Nov 7: Thoreau, Walden
Nov 10: Walden **Fourth Blog Post Due**
Nov 14: Melville, Moby-Dick [Chapters 1-5, 10-12, 94, 124; Recommended: 32, 41]
Nov 17: Dickinson, “ ‘Faith’ is a fine invention,” “Much Madness is divinest Sense,” “Tell all
the Truth but tell it slant,” “I heard a Fly buzz,” “The Brain–is wider than the Sky–”
Slavery and Civil War
Nov 21: Thoreau, “Slavery in Massachusetts”
Grimké, “Appeal to the Christian Women of the South” [excerpt in Norton]
Truth, “Speech to the Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, 1851”
[Nov 24: No class]
Nov 28: Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin [Chapters I, III, VII, IX]
Dec 1: UTC [XIV, XX, XXVI, XXX, XXXI, XXXIV] **Email title, intro, 2-3 sources**
Dec 5:

Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

Dec 8:

Incidents **Fifth Blog Post Due**

Dec 12: Lincoln, “A House Divided: Speech Delivered at Springfield, Illinois”
[Dec 15: No class] **Final Papers Due**
Individual Participation (15%)
Come to every class prepared to discuss the text, ready to participate verbally or to engage in
active listening. I encourage open but respectful discussion; thus, derogatory comments,
including, but not limited to, racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, etc., will not be tolerated
in class, on the class blog, using the class hashtag, or on any other platform related to class.

Group Participation (10%)
You will be assigned to a group of 4-5 people for the semester. Exchange email addresses and
keep in communication to help each other—in as equal an exchange as possible—should one of
you be absent and need notes from class, etc. You will be doing assigned group work but you can
also use this opportunity to form a study group for the Midterm exam and help each other review
and edit drafts of your final papers. At the end of the semester, group members will assess each
other’s participation (I recommend you view the assessment sheets now on DropBox).
Blog Posts & Comments (25%)
You are responsible for writing five (5) blog posts and ten (10) comments on peers’ posts on the
class blog: https://environmentandamericanlit.wordpress.com/. In the first week I will invite you
to the blog and help you set up a WordPress account, which is free. Please come to me early in
the semester with questions. The blog is available to the public, so be conscientious as you
choose your username, which others can view and might stay with you (since this is the internet)
in perpetuity. Be equally conscientious when you write your posts: don’t include any personal
information, don’t post or link to any explicit content, and refrain from using profane language. I
recommend you use a word processor like Microsoft or Google Drive to compose your posts and
check your spelling and word count, and then copy and paste the text into the WordPress post.
Each blog post must be 300-600 words and each comment must be 100+ words in order to count
toward the total five (5) blog posts and ten (10) comments.
Each post has a prompt (see below) that you should select as the “category” for your post in
WordPress before you publish it to make clear which prompt you are responding to. You do not
need to publish posts in the same order as the prompts below, but you must publish one post on
or before each deadline. Late work will be given half credit. After each deadline, you are
responsible for commenting on two (2) of your peers’ posts before the next class meeting.
Environmental Justice & Sustainability (Due Sep 5): Choose one thing to do this semester that is
environmentally conscious: it could be turning off the lights when you leave a room, turning off
the sink water instead of letting it run, picking up trash you see, or using a reusable water bottle
instead of buying plastic ones. Whatever it is, choose one thing that you can do every day and
blog about it. You might also answer 1-2 of these questions in your post: What is environmental
justice to you? How does it relate to American history? What research did you find on
sustainability related to your new habit? Is it easy or difficult to maintain? Do you think you’ll
maintain it after the semester is over?
American Identity (Due Sep 19): What does it mean to be “American”? Are you “American”?
Incorporate a quotation from one of the readings into your post and engage with it (e.g. respond
to it, reflect on it, dispute with it, compare or contrast it to something else).
Reflections on Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie (Due Oct 10): Now that you have read two captivity
narratives and Smith’s portrayal of Pocahontas, reflect on your reading of Sedgwick’s Hope
Leslie. You might choose to answer one of the following questions, do some research, and use
evidence from the text to support your perspective. (1) Since Hope Leslie was written before the
Indian Removal Act (1830), do you think the novel was written in support of removal or against

it? (2) What is the significance of the severance of Magawisca’s arm? (3) Do you think the novel
should be titled Magawisca instead—why or why not? (4) How do you interpret the end of the
novel given Mielke’s argument in Moving Encounters? (5) Does Magawisca fit the “noble
savage” archetype? (Look this up if you’re not sure.) Is admiration for Magawisca enough?
Nature Walk (Due Nov 10): How do our environments affect us? How does nature affect us? Go
on a nature walk for at least one hour with your phone off or set to Airplane Mode. Write about
the experience. This is not a “Pokéwalk”—use your phone only in case of an emergency or to
take pictures of your adventure. You might bring Emerson or Thoreau along with you and get
some reading done while you’re outside. Listen to the soundscape, notice the details of the
landscape. See if you feel differently about the literature. Does environment shape identity?
Close Reading American Literature (Due Dec 8): Choose a short passage from any piece of
literature we’ve discussed in class, preferably one of the texts you have chosen to write about for
your final paper. Quote it in your post and perform a close reading of the passage—what is your
original reading of the passage? What is its significance? Does biography, history, or politics
inform your reading? Is your interpretation most concerned with identity (e.g. gender, race, or
class) or environment (e.g. wilderness or civilization)? Test out one of your arguments or close
readings for your paper—treat this as a very informal peer review for your ideas as you work
them out. You might also link to any relevant research or interesting articles you have found.
Midterm Exam (10%)
This will be an in-class exam made up of two parts: (I) identification, and (II) short essays. In
Part I, I will provide you with quotations from 10 texts we have gone over in class and ask you to
write down the name of the author. I will only choose passages we have discussed in class. In
Part II, I will ask you to answer 2-3 short essay questions about the texts. My advice is to come
to every class with the assigned text in hand for that day, and to take good notes in the margins.
Final Paper (40%)
Your final paper (8-9 pages) must have a thesis-driven argument about at least one of the texts
covered this semester.* Please use MLA or Chicago Style format. Your paper must engage with
2-3 secondary scholarly sources. (Why “2-3,” you ask? If one source provides biographical or
historical information without literary criticism, you need three.) I recommend you meet with me
during office hours in November to discuss your thesis. Writing prompts available upon request.
Learning Outcomes
Students will (1) read and write critically about a survey of American literature written from a
variety of viewpoints, (2) gain an understanding of the historical and sociopolitical context for
that literature, and (3) sharpen their critical reading skills to think about how race, gender, and
environment inform an author’s standpoint and shape what we consider “American” identity. In
addition, this course will be (4) driven by student work and participation with a low reliance on
lecturing in an effort to de-colonize the classroom and empower students in a safe space.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
*

If there is an author from the period we didn’t discuss and you would like to write about a text we didn’t cover, you
may come to my office hours to discuss your plan. I’m an Americanist, so I will happily make an exception for a
well thought-out paper that fits the parameters of the course.

