
  The University of Texas at Arlington 
 

Utopia, Dystopia, & Apoocalypse in American Literature 
Fall 2007 

MW 2:30 – 3:50 
 

Basic Course Information 
Instructor:  Christy Tidwell 
Office:   606 Carlisle Hall 
Office Hours:  12:30 – 1:00; 4:00 – 5:00 MW 
Email:   tidwellc@uta.edu or christy.tidwell@gmail.com  
Phone:    817-272-2692 (English Department – leave a message) 
 
Course Description & Goals: 
In this course we will explore American literature of approximately the past one hundred years by examining 
major literary genres and forms (including short fiction, long fiction, essays, and drama) and by reading this 
literature in its cultural and historical context. We will read both canonical and non-canonical texts in order to 
get a broader range of American literature and its possibilities. This is an introductory course, not a survey 
course, and thus does not aspire to full coverage of American literature; instead, in this course I hope to 
introduce you to a few traditions in recent American literary and political history.  
  
This course has several goals: 
  

• To introduce students to a broad range of American literature of approximately the last one hundred 
years. 

• To explore the intersections between literature and the culture/history in which it was produced. 
• To develop students’ reading, writing, and critical skills through reading, writing about, and discussing 

this literature and history. 
• To help students gain a sense of the literary canon and what counts as literature—what works are in the 

canon, what works are not, and why.  
  
By the end of the semester, students will be able to do the following: 
  

• Communicate ideas through oral presentation and discussion. 
• Respond critically to course material, using synthesis and analysis. 
• Employ effective collaborative skills in group environments. 
• Explain or describe the meanings of literary texts. 
• Develop methods and strategies for analyzing and interpreting texts. 
• Explain and analyze how context shapes the composition, reception, and interpretation of texts. 
• Apply knowledge of context to interpretation of texts. 
• Compare and contrast major themes, issues, and topics in more than one text. 

  
By approaching the literature and culture of this period simultaneously, I hope to demonstrate that literature is 
not separate from “real life” and that it can still be relevant today. 
 
Required Texts: 
You will need the following texts for this class: 
  

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland 
Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time 
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale 



Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower 
Cormac McCarthy, The Road 
Tony Kushner, Angels in America (Parts 1 and 2) 

  
All other readings will be found online by following the links provided on the course schedule or will be given 
as handouts. 
 
Grading: 
Your grade will be based on the writing you do this semester (including two papers, regular responses to the 
reading assignments, and occasional homework assignments and/or quizzes), two exams, one short presentation, 
participation in class discussion and groupwork, and regular attendance. 
  
Essays:   
You will write two focused essays that will each be a minimum of two to three (2-3) pages in length. Specific 
instructions will be provided as the assignments arise. 
  
Responses:   
So that you do not let the reading material simply pass in one eye and out the other, you will write twenty (20) 
short responses over the course of the semester. Each response should be three-quarters of a page to one page in 
length (typed, double-spaced, following all criteria for papers), and should be your response to some element of 
the reading for the day. There may be several reading assignments for the day, but you need only respond to one 
of them.  These responses give you a space to explore your reaction(s) to the reading, discuss an element/theme 
you find intriguing, or ask questions about the text and/or its historical context. These will help you prepare for 
class discussions and generate ideas for your essays. Be ready to discuss your responses and ideas during 
class. I want you to share your knowledge and questions with the class.  
  
It is your responsibility to keep track of how many responses you have turned in. You do not need to turn in 
a response every day we have assigned reading in order to accumulate 20 responses, but you may not turn in 
more than one response per day. In other words, you will need to write a response most days we have 
reading (though not quite every day) and will not be allowed to let this slide and then turn in a wad of 
responses at the end of the semester. Furthermore, you must be in class to turn in a response, as I will not 
accept late responses. Their purpose is not simply to get you thinking about the readings but also to provide 
a starting point for class discussion. Thus, if you do not have your response written when you come to class, 
it is much less useful. 
  
These responses will be graded simply. Your grade will not be based on grammar, mechanics, spelling, etc. 
(unless grammatical or other problems interfere with my understanding of your ideas), nor will it be based 
on whether or not I agree with your ideas about or interpretation of the text. Your grade will be solely based 
on whether or not you respond thoughtfully and engage with the text, raising intelligent questions (not 
limited to plot), making interesting connections, and generally responding in productive ways.    
  
Exams:   
There will be two exams during the semester. The first will cover only the first half of the course (utopias and 
dystopias) and the other is a final exam, which will include a take-home portion and an in-class portion. The in-
class part of the exam will address issues of the class as a whole and ask you to make connections across the 
different sections of the class. For these exams you will be responsible for the texts, class discussions, any 
lectures I give, and information from student presentations. 
  
Presentation:   
Early this semester, each student will sign up for a presentation time. The presentation should be a short (5-7 
minute) presentation of background information relevant to the author or work assigned for discussion on the 
day of the presentation. Each presentation must include a visual element; this may be a Powerpoint presentation, 



a handout, a performance, a video clip or any number of things. This element is required so that presentations 
do not consist simply of people standing up front and talking to the class for their allotted time. Try to use the 
visual aid to enhance the information you’re giving us and deepen our knowledge of the subject. Some 
presentations will provide biographical information about the author; others will provide a history of the 
publication and reception of the work; still others may provide historical context for the work. The specifics of 
your presentation will depend on what author/work/day you sign up for. You must turn in a written version of 
your presentation on the day you give your presentation in order to receive a grade. 
  
Participation:   
This class is a discussion-based class. It is not enough to read the books and do the homework on your own; you 
will learn more as you contribute to the class discussions and in hearing others’ opinions than you would 
alone. Sometimes you will gain new information, sometimes you will gain new perspectives, sometimes you 
will gain practice in absorbing, understanding, and responding to ideas that are very different from yours.  
  
I understand that not all people feel comfortable speaking up in class (although I do encourage you to work 
toward feeling comfortable enough to do so); to that end, I want to include another component of participation. I 
have set up a UTA blog for myself. On this page, I will open questions for discussion as the semester 
progresses. This will be a forum where we can continue elements of the discussion we didn’t have time to 
complete in class or where we can explore entirely new ideas. I will require each student to contribute to this 
online discussion at least 3-5 times over the course of the semester. You may make several short comments or a 
few longer, more detailed comments. Your commentary will be judged on the following criteria: Does it 
contribute to the discussion, bringing new information, concepts, perspectives to the discussion? Does it do 
more than merely agree or disagree? Does it take part in the ongoing dialogue (if one is already present) instead 
of inserting something with no regard for the previous comments?  
  
You may ask questions or provide possible answers to others’ questions; you may point to quotes from the text 
or talk more generally about the book; you may refer to class discussions to clarify ideas or to other books. You 
must, however, contribute. I will participate occasionally, but aside from getting threads started, I’d like to see 
you guys take over the discussions as much as possible. I will also moderate; if there are inappropriate 
comments, they will be deleted and you will not get credit for them.  
  
Extra Credit Paper:   
You will have one serious opportunity for extra credit this semester. There are many, many texts that deal with 
the topics of the course that I just couldn’t fit into the semester’s schedule. For extra credit, you can choose one 
of these texts and write a short paper (1.5 to 2 pages) analyzing it in the context of the assigned readings for the 
course. You may consider one (or more) of the following questions: Does the text you’ve chosen provide a 
different vision of utopia, dystopia, or apocalypse than the ones we have encountered in class? Is it more or less 
effective or convincing than the assigned readings? And in what ways? Be specific. You might choose a 
specific image or theme from the text and explore its significance as it compares to other texts. You may want 
to choose a particular political issue and compare your text’s treatment of that issue with the treatment of the 
same (or a related) issue in one of the assigned texts. I don’t want to get a summary of the text from you, but I 
do want to see some summary and textual detail incorporated into the analysis of the text. In other words, just as 
I ask you to do in your other writing assignments, I’d like to see your ideas about the text anchored in the 
evidence of the text itself. This should be like the other essays you write for the class in its analytical depth and 
attention to the texts. It will not, however, be graded as thoroughly for organization or grammar, style, or 
punctuation. I am much more concerned about the ideas, about your making connections between texts, than I 
am with the style and form of the paper itself.  If you are interested in pursuing this extra credit option (which 
could be worth up to four points if done well) please feel free to ask me for more ideas or come talk to me about 
what ideas are worth pursuing in your analysis.  
  
 
 



Attendance:   
In order to get the full benefit of this class, you must attend class regularly.  It will be assumed that any absence 
from class is for a valid reason; therefore, please do not tell me the reason. Simply be aware of the following 
policy and its consequences. I will allow four (4) absences during the semester. After these absences, your final 
grade will be lowered by 5% for each absence thereafter.  
  
Tardiness:   
You are college students, and I should not have to remind you to show up to class on time. When students arrive 
late, it disrupts what we are doing and takes away from our class time. Therefore, excessive tardiness will not be 
tolerated. Every four tardies (that is, coming in after we’ve begun work) will count as one absence. 
  
Grade Distribution for the class (on a 100 point scale) is as follows: 
  

Presentation       5 
Responses                                                                     20 
Essay 1                                                                         15      
Exam 1                                                                         15 
Essay 2                                                                         20 
Final Exam                                                                   20 
Other (participation, groupwork, in-class writing, etc.)         5 

  
Please be advised that it is your responsibility to retain all of your assignments until after you have received 
your final grade. You cannot formally challenge a final grade if you do not have evidence of your work. 
  
In accordance with the UTA undergraduate catalogue, final grades are as follows: 
  
                  90-100%:              A 
                  80-89%:                B 
                  70-79%:                C 
                  60-69%:                D 
                  Below 60%:           F 
  
**Students should not call the English office for their final grade.  
   
Communication: 
I have provided you with both of my regular emails and my office phone number so that you can contact me 
whenever you have a question. When I need to contact you, I will use MyMav to email you. This means that 
you have a responsibility to know what your UTA email address is and to check it regularly. You should also 
check theAnnouncements page of this syllabus regularly, as that is where I will post announcements or 
additional information about the course, including notes about changes to the schedule, additional detail about 
assignments, or more information following discussions. It is your responsibility to keep up with course 
announcements by checking your UTA email and the announcements page regularly.  
  
 
 
Academic Honesty: 
The work you submit must be your own original work, written for this course. Plagiarism is the presentation of 
another person’s work as your own, whether intentional or not. Copying or paraphrasing passages from another 
writer’s work without acknowledging that you have done so is plagiarism. Allowing another writer to write any 
part of your essay is plagiarism. Plagiarism is a serious crime. It is easily detected and will not be 
tolerated. Students who violate University rules on scholastic dishonesty are subject to disciplinary sanctions, 
including the possibility of failure in the course and dismissal from the University. Since dishonesty harms the 



individual, all students, and the integrity of the University, policies on scholastic dishonesty will be strictly 
enforced.  Visit UTA’s Student Judicial Affairs page for more detailed information. 
  
Drop Policy: 
I will not and cannot drop anyone from the course. It is your responsibility to execute drop procedures correctly 
and within the deadlines. After the late registration period has ended, if you wish to drop the class you 
should not visit the English office to do so. You must speak with me and get my signature on the proper form; 
you must then discuss the consequences of dropping the course with your major advisor. Note: If you stop 
attending class but do not officially drop the course you will receive an F. 
  
The Writing Center: 
The Writing Center is a free service for all enrolled students that offers one-on-one instruction in writing. Tutors 
do not proofread or edit students’ papers, but can help students acquire the ability to edit their own work. The 
Writing Center also has computers for students to use. The Writing center is located in the Central Library on 
the 4th floor, rooms 411 and 412.  For more information, call 817-272-2601. 
  
Disabled Students Notice: 
If you require an accommodation based on disability, I would like you to meet with me the first week of the 
semester to be sure you are appropriately accommodated. 
  
Necessary Changes: 
I have tried to make this syllabus as complete and as thorough as possible. Even so, during the course of the 
semester I may be required to alter, add, or abandon certain policies and assignments. I reserve the right to make 
such changes as they become necessary. 



Course Schedule 
(All dates and assignments subject to change.) 

 
Week 1 
         08/27:  syllabus; introduction to course and each other 
         08/29: discussion/groupwork:  What counts as (American) literature?   

Syllabus quiz due 
  
I.  Utopian Literature                              
  
Week 2 

09/03: Labor Day—No Class 
09/05: Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland (1915)—chapters 1-7 

  
Week 3 

09/10: Gilman, continued—chapters 8-12 
Joanna Russ, “When It Changed” (1972) 

09/12: Clifford Simak, “Desertion” (1944) (handout) 
 Harry Harrison, “The Streets of Ashkelon” (1962) (handout) 
 Ursula K. LeGuin, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” (1973)  

  
Week 4 

09/17: Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time (1976)—chapters 1-6 
09/19: Piercy, continued—chapters 7-10 

  
Week 5 

09/24: No Class Meeting 
09/26: Piercy, continued—chapters 11-20 

  
Week 6 

10/01: Essay 1 due 
  

II.  Dystopian Literature 
  
10/03: David H. Keller, M.D., “The Revolt of the Pedestrians” (1928) (handout) 

Shirley Jackson, “The Lottery” (1948) 
Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., “Harrison Bergeron” (1961) 

 
Week 7 

10/08: Robert Sheckley, “Pilgrimage to Earth” (1956) 
Daniel Keyes, “Flowers for Algernon” (1959) (handout) 
Pamela Zoline, “The Heat Death of the Universe” (1967) 

10/10: Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) (sections I through VIII) 
  
Week 8 

10/15: Atwood, continued 
10/17: Atwood, continued 

  
Week 9 

10/23: Octavia Butler, The Parable of the Sower (1993) (Ch. 1-13) 
10/25: Butler, continued (Ch. 14-end) 

                  



Week 10 
10/29: Exam 1 
  

III.  Apocalypse 
  
10/31: Stanley Kubrick, Dr. Strangelove:  Or, How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the  

Bomb (1964) 
  

Week 11 
11/05: Mary Dickson, “Downwinders All” (handout)  

Terry Tempest Williams, “The Clan of One-Breasted Women,” 
from Refuge:  An Unnatural History of Family and Place (1992) (handout)  

Jim Carrier, “Voiceless Victims” (1995) (handout)  
Mary Laufer, “Imagine a World Without Nuclear Nightmares” (2000) (handout) 

11/07: Cormac McCarthy, The Road (2006) 
              

Week 12 
11/12: McCarthy, continued 
11/14: Ishi the last Yahi materials (handout) 
            Eric Gansworth, “American Heritage” (handout) 

                        Suzan Shown Harjo, “jumping through the hoops of history (for columbus, custer, 
sheridan, wayne, and all such heroes of yesteryear)” (handout) 

                        Sara Sutler-Cohen, “All My Ancestros Have Blisters on Their Toes” (handout)  
Louise Erdrich, “Where I Ought to Be” (handout) 

  
Week 13 

11/19: Robert Silverberg, “Sundance” (1969) (handout) 
11/21: Essay 2 due 

  
IV.  The End of the World as We Know It:  Conclusions 
  
Week 14 

11/26: Tony Kushner, Angels in America (1993) 
11/28: Kushner, cont. 

                         
Week 15 

12/03: Kushner, cont. 
12/05: Kushner, cont. 

  
Finals Week 

Final Exam—Monday, Dec. 10, 2 – 4:30 pm 
 


