
Special Topics in American Literature: ENG170N
Gender, Race and the Literature of U.S. Imperialism

Professor Kyla Wazana Tompkins
kwazana@pomona.edu
Crookshank 104

Phone number: 909.607.2817
Office hours: TBD   

This course examines the literature of the United States through the lens of feminist, 
postcolonial and transnational literary theory. Recent political developments – September 
11, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq - have led scholars to re-examine narratives of race, 
gender and national formation in the United States in conversation with postcolonial 
theory. Questions formerly applied entirely to forms of European colonialism are now 
being brought to bear on American Studies. Is the United States an Empire, a former 
colony, a postcolonial nation or an imperial venture? Or is it all of the above? When and 
how did it become so? How does U.S. imperialism overlap with or differ from other 
forms of imperial rule?

In this class, we will be reading texts – both primary (novels and autobiographies) and 
secondary (critical essays) – that ask us to re-examine our understanding of these master 
narratives. We will consider: How might we understand the citizens and subjects – willing 
and unwilling - of the United States not as exceptional to (i.e. entirely produced by) the 
United States but as transnational, hemispheric or Atlantic subjects? Finally, and 
importantly, how are these issues in turn refracted and complicated by the ways that 
gender is used as metaphor to encode asymmetrical social relations?

Class Policies: 

All papers, no matter how short, should be formatted and written as though they were 
formal papers: the key here is an argument, established with an argumentative thesis and 
supported by specific and detailed evidence from the text: avoid universalized 
philosophizing (“On the long road to democracy…”) or unfounded hyperbole (“Life, it 
has often been said, is a bowl of cherries…”). Also avoid, my personal pet peeve, 
disguising lack of argument, research and effort behind celebratory language (“This truly 
is a Signet Classic.”). 

The usual formatting rules apply: Times New Roman 12-pt font, double-spaced, 1-inch 
margins all-around, left-justified. I will check on all of the above, so please don’t treat me 
like some idiot who  doesn’t know from fonts and font sizes. You will probably need to 
adjust the margins in your word program. All assignments should be handed in 
electronically; they will also be returned electronically. A major pillar of my pedagogy is 
that I am interested in engaging students while they are in process: my classes emphasize 
commenting on drafts. Therefore, final assignments will not have extensive comments 
when they are returned on Sakai.



Attendance and Participation (20%)
This class will operate only through your consistent attendance and sustained 
participation. It is imperative therefore that you read the assigned texts for each week, 
and contribute to class discussions in a spirit of constructive and engaging dialogue. More 
than three unexcused absences will result in your A and P grade being lowered by one-
third.  This is a heavy reading course – organize your time accordingly.

A note on classroom citizenship: In this class we discuss feminist, diasporic, transnational 
and queer politics. We talk about race and we talk about sex and sexuality. At times these 
can be difficult conversations because people feel strongly about these issues. Therefore 
let me say that I expect us all to speak to each other with kindness and respect. You 
should offer your ideas to the class with the expectation that you will be held responsible 
for them, maybe even challenged. But you should also offer them knowing that it is my 
job to make sure that when we go to dangerous places – and I hope we will – I will make 
sure that the conversation proceeds along collegial lines. That is my job. We are all 
mutually invested in the project of exploring ideas, of pushing ourselves to think harder 
about new ideas, and thus we aim for kindness, mutual respect and intellectual rigor. 

What will not be rewarded is silence; I understand that some of you may be shy or 
worried about participating in class and I have thought long and hard about whether to 
push such people to talk or not. I have decided that each of us are equally responsible for 
the work and energy that we bring to the classroom and that while I will take shyness into 
account, each of you are responsible for contributing ideas. Don’t be stingy! We want to 
hear from you! [Also, just so’s you know, EVERYBODY in this class will at one time or 
another be convinced that everyone else is smarter than they are, and knows more about 
theory than they do. This is a fiction imprinted into your brain by the capitalist 
patriarchy. Resist! Occupy your own intelligence!]

Assignments

In-class close-reading presentations (includes handout) – 20% 

Each student is required to make one in-class presentation during the first half (or so) of 
the semester. You will be expected to produce handouts for your discussion that are well-
researched and informative, that outline the work, the author and their history. More 
importantly, you should also produce a lucid close reading of the text, write it up on your 
handout and generate questions for discussion. Your presentation should be no longer 
than 20-25 minutes long (or people get bored!) followed by a discussion that you will 
facilitate for no longer than 10 minutes more. Use this opportunity to extend some of the 
conversations that we have been having in class, or to raise new topics of discussion. You 
should come and speak with me in advance of your presentation so that we can 
coordinate our presentations.  Please provide bibliographic information, summarize the 
argument and give us your criticisms or insights. (To sum up: presentation = 20 minutes; 
discussion facilitation = 10 minutes; everything = 30 minutes) Make sure to get your 
handout to me by the next class. 



Research Paper – 80%

ENG170 is a research paper class, in which you are expected to provide a 20-30 page 
final paper that includes additional secondary and perhaps primary research. I will 
schedule a session with a research librarian to help you find secondary sources. The final 
paper is broken up into a few smaller assignments, and caps off with a two-day graduate 
colloquium in which you will present on your research. The research paper is broken 
down into several components:

Paper Proposal                                                                 5%
This is a one-page (no more) proposal that is due the Thursday before spring break, in 
which you will pitch a paper topic to me. Please outline the text you want to discuss, and 
the problem or question you will seek to address.  Begin your proposal by writing the 
question as though you were assigning the paper to a class.

Critical History and Annotated Bibliography                  15%
This is due when you get back from break. You will read 8 to 10 articles or book chapters 
on your topic, give a long paragraph outlining their subject matter and arguments, and 
then draft a short critical history of the ways that your text has been dealt with by scholars 
in the past. Begin to consider how your argument differs from or expands on what these 
critics have written. I encourage you to use Chicago Citation style. A cheat sheet can be 
found online at: http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html

Draft of Final Paper (must be on time)                             10%
You may, if you wish, give me a draft of your final paper to respond to. I will only 
respond to drafts that make it in on time. I STRONGLY recommend participating in 
this. The emphasis in this paper should be on close reading: in addition to refining your 
discussion of other critic’s work on your text, you will begin to develop your argument by 
grounding it in the close reading of important passages.

Final Paper                                                                       20%
Perfectly formatted, well-written and argued and edited. This paper is due the last day of 
class.

Colloquium Presentation                                                 10%
There will be an end of the year colloquium in which you will speak for a designated 
amount of time on your final paper. More on this as details emerge.

Schedule

Week One

Th 1/19  - Introductions, syllabus etc.

Week Two



T 1/24
 (1793) Barlow, Joel. “The Hasty Pudding.” 
 Lens. Sydney. “The Myth of Morality.” In The Forging of American Empire: A 

History of American Imperialism from the Revolution of Vietnam. New York: 
Thomas Y. Crowell Company. 1974.

Suggested:
 Stoler, Ann Laura. “Intimidations of Empire: Predicaments of the Tactile and 

Unseen.” In Haunted by Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American 
History. Durham: Duke University Press. 2006.

Th 1/26
 Continue with (1793) Barlow, Joel. “The Hasty Pudding.” 
 Kolodny, Annette. The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as Experience and History in 

American Life and Letters. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 1975. 
3-9.

Suggested:
 Lenz, Gunter. “Toward a Dialogics of International American Culture Studies: 

Transnationality, Border Discourses and Public Culture(s).” in The Futures of 
American Studies. Durham: Duke University Press. 2002.

Week Three 

Tuesday 1/31
 (1837) Graham, Sylvester. “Note A.” Excerpts from The Lecture to Young Men 

on Chastity. Boston: George Light.
Thursday 2/2

 Kaplan, Amy. “Manifest Domesticity,” American Literature. 70.3 (Sep. 1998), pp. 
581-606.

Suggested:
 Rowe, John Carlos. “Literary Culture and U.S. Imperialism.” In Literary Culture 

and U.S. Imperialism: From the Revolution to World War II.  New York: Oxford 
University Press. 2000. 3-24.

Week Four 

Tuesday 2/7
 (1794) Rowson, Susannah. Slaves in Algiers Available from the Evans Digital 

Database. 
 Myles, Anna G. “Slaves in Algiers, Captives in Iraq” http://www.common-

place.org/vol-05/no-01/myles/index.shtml
Thursday 2/9

 Said, Edward. “Introduction” in Orientalism and “Jane Austen and Empire,” in 
The Edward Said Reader, Moustafa Bayoumi and Andrew Rubin, eds. (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2000), pp. 63-113, 347-367. (SB)



 Dillon, Elizabeth Maddock. “Slaves in Algiers: Race, Republican Genealogies, 
and the Global Stage” in American Literary History. 16:3. Fall 2004. 417-436.

Week Five
Tuesday 2/14

 (1846) Melville, Herman. Typee, A Peep at Polynesian Life. Chicago: 
Northwestern University Press. ISBN: 0810101599. Chapters 1-9.

 Wallace, Lee. “Marquesan Encounter and Male Visibility” in Sexual Encounters: 
Pacific Texts, Modern Sexualities. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 2003.

Thursday 2/16
 (1846) Melville, Herman. Typee, A Peep at Polynesian Life. Chicago: 

Northwestern University Press. ISBN: 0810101599. Chapters 10-16.

Week Six
Tuesday 2/21

 (1846) Melville, Herman. Typee, A Peep at Polynesian Life. Chicago: 
Northwestern University Press. ISBN: 0810101599. Chapter 17 to 28.

 Sanborn, Geoffrey. “The Terror of Their Name: Reflections on Typee.” In The 
Sign of the Cannibal: Melville and the Making of a Postcolonial Reader. Durham: 
Duke University Press. 1998.

Thursday 2/23
 (1846) Melville, Herman. Typee, A Peep at Polynesian Life. Chicago: 

Northwestern University Press. ISBN: 0810101599. Chapter 29-34, appendix and 
sequel.

Week Seven
Tuesday 2/28

 (1859) Delany, Martin. Blake or The Huts of America. Beacon Press. ISBN: 
080706419X. Part One.

 Clymer, Jeffery A. “Martin Delany's Blake and the Transnational Politics of 
Property.” American Literary History. - Volume 15, Number 4, Winter 2003, pp. 
709-731.

Thursday 3/1
 LIBRARY SESSION.

MARCH 2 AND 3 – CONFERENCE
AS YET UNNAMED: A QUEER NINETEENTH-CENTURY AND BEYOND

Week Eight
Tuesdays 3/6

 (1859) Delany, Martin. Blake or The Huts of America. Beacon Press. ISBN: 
080706419X. Part Two.



 Powell, Timothy. "Postcolonial Theory in an American Context: A Reading of 
Martin Delany's Blake." The Pre-Occupation of Postcolonial Studies. Ed. Fawzia 
Afzal-Khan and Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks. Durham: Duke UP, 2000. 347-65. 

Thursday 3/8
 no class, paper proposal due

Week Nine – SPRING BREAK

Week Ten
Tuesday 3/20 - 

 (1883) Winnemuca, Sara. Life Among the Piutes. ISBN: 0874172527. (first half)
 (1897) Pokagon – The Future of the Red Man (online at 

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/PokFutu.html)
 Carpenter, Cari M. “Tiresias Speaks: Sarah Winnemucca's Hybrid Selves and 

Genres.” Legacy. Volume 19, Number 1, 2002, pp. 71-80.
Thursday 3/22

 (1883) Winnemuca, Sara. Life Among the Piutes. ISBN: 0874172527 (second half)
Friday 3/23

 critical history due

Week Eleven 
Tuesday 3/27

 (1880) Cable, George Washington. The Grandissimes: A Story of Creole Life. 
Penguin Classics. ISBN: 0140433228. 1-102, more or less.

 Jones, Gavin. “Signifying Songs: The Double Meaning of Black Dialect in the 
Work of George Washington Cable.” American Literary History. 1997 Summer; 
9 (2): 244-67 

Thursday 3/29
 (1880) Cable, George Washington. The Grandissimes: A Story of Creole Life. 

Penguin Classics. ISBN: 0140433228. 103-202.

Week Twelve
Tuesday 4/3

 (1880) Cable, George Washington. The Grandissimes: A Story of Creole Life. 
Penguin Classics. ISBN: 0140433228. 203 to the end.

 Gillman, Susan. “The Squatter, the Don, and the Grandissimes in Our America.” 
Jose Marti’s Our America.

Thursday 4/5
 In-class paper workshop

Week Thirteen

Tuesday 4/10
  (1885) Burton, Maria Amparo Ruiz de. The Squatter and the Don. ISBN: 

0812972899. To Chapter XXI.



 Montes, Amelia Maria de la Luz. "Maria Amparo Ruiz de Burton Negotiates 
American Literary Politics and Culture," in Challenging Boundaries: Gender and 
Periodization, eds. Joyce W. Warren and Margaret Dickie (U of GA Press, 2000).

Thursday 4/13
 Second in-class paper workshop

Friday 4/14
 paper drafts due

Week Fourteen
Tuesday 4/17

 (1885) Burton, Maria Amparo Ruiz de. The Squatter and the Don. ISBN: 
0812972899. To end.

 Gonzalez, John M. “Romancing Hegemony: constructed racialized citizenship in 
Maria Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s The Squatter and the Don.” In Recovering the 
U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage. Vol. 2. Erlinda Gonzales-Berry and Chuck 
Tatum, eds. Houston: Arte Publico Press: 1996.

Thursday 4/18
 (1900) Zitkala-Sa/American Indian Stories ISBN: 0142437093. Pages 1-150, 

more or less.
 Carpenter, Ron. “Zitkala-Sa and Bicultural Subjectivity.” Studies in American 

Indian Literatures. Volume 16, Number 3, Fall 2004. pp. 1-28.
Friday 4/19

 paper drafts returned (hopefully); more workshopping of papers in class

Week Fifteen 
Tuesday 4/24

 (1900) Zitkala-Sa/American Indian Stories ISBN: 0142437093. Pages 150-end, 
more or less.

Thursday 4/26
 in-class paper workshop


Week Sixteen 
Tuesday 5/1

 final drafts due in class


