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English 286:  Prose

Prose and the Question of Power

Spring 2002

Professor Susan Kalter

Class meeting time:  TR 11-12:15, Stv 136B

Office hours:  TR 2:15-3:45 and by appointment

Office location, phone and email:  Stv 420D, 438-7859, smkalte@ilstu.edu

Required texts

(in order of appearance)
Arabian Nights

The Tain

The Legend of Lord Eight Deer and an online reading by Gary Tomlinson

Oroonoko by Aphra Behn

The Octopus by Frank Norris

Pluie et vent sur Télumée miracle by Simone Schwartz-Bart

Une si longue Lettre by Mariama Bâ

The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar by Syl Cheney-Coker (text on reserve at Milner)

Absalom, Absalom! by William Faulkner

The Bingo Palace by Louise Erdrich

Course Description

A philosopher of language once wrote that prose was “man's constant companion.”  It is not impossible to commit long passages of unstructured speech to memory, he said.  “There certainly exists among peoples a purely national prose, preserved by oral tradition, in which the garb and expression are assuredly not due to chance. In the folk-tales of nations which possess no writing at all, we find a use of language, a kind of style, from which it is evident that they have certainly been passed on with minor changes from one narrator to another.”

So if, contrary to popular belief, prose came about as literature preserved and preservable before writing, how does the act of writing change the nature of prose?  How does the act of writing prose change our perception of what is possible in the oral tradition?  How do accumulated centuries of writing prose change written prose itself?  We will look at several examples of written prose from world literature and ask how prose changes depending upon its origin in oral or written speech, its national setting, its period of appearance, and its reading context.  We will focus especially on how particular pieces of prose both address the problem of power and are used as instruments of power or resistance to power.  More specifically, we will want to be aware of how European colonialism and the global spread of the phonetic alphabet limits our ability to understand the wide diversity of prose traditions and novelties at the same time that it appears to bring them into our realm of understanding.  Finally, we will consider whether a set of terms and definitions for prose is possible, given that prose has been defined largely by what it is not:  poetry or drama.

Evaluation

The following grading percentages will be the basis for your final course grade.  Please note that 40% of your grade is based upon preparation for and participation in class.  I reward most highly involved and engaged students who demonstrate thoughtful consideration of the materials.

Participation:





20%

Weekly textual analyses:



20%

Midterm #1:





10%

Midterm #2:





10%

Midterm #3:





15%

Research paper, including annotated bibliography
25%

Participation:

The participation portion of your grade is based upon whether you demonstrate regular verbal participation that exhibits:

• a genuine engagement with the material and course issues;

• active contribution to discussion topics;

• completion of required reading and retrospective/prospective assignments;

• preparation for the day’s class; and 

• efforts to work as team (i.e. refraining from dominating the discussion, respect for others and their arguments, speaking up if you are normally quiet, showing a collaborative spirit, etc.).

• an understanding of the cognitive value of participating verbally and aurally in active class discussion and collaborative situations

• an understanding of your responsibility to contribute reciprocally toward the learning of others

Chronic lateness and other disruptive activities will lower your participation grade.  Your grade in this portion will be graduated according to your presence in class.  If you miss over 10% of the 30 class sessions, you cannot receive a grade higher than a B+ in this portion.  Your overall course grade will be reduced by one letter for each absence over three.  For example, a student whose other work, including participation, would merit an A for the course will receive an F in the course if he or she misses seven classes or more.  I will consider requests for exceptions for legitimate absences (sickness accompanied by a valid doctor’s note, etc.) on a case-by-case basis.  No more than three exceptions will be granted for any one student, unless there are exceptionally extraordinary circumstances and a demonstrated ability to keep up with assignments and deadlines.

One-page textual analyses

You will write on a regular basis in response to the course readings.  One textual analysis will be due each week, EXCEPT for weeks 6, 8 and 13-15.  These textual analyses must be typed, preferably on a computer.  They should be no longer than 1 page, so you should shrink your font slightly if you find yourself blazing forward onto a second page.  Please put your name on the back of the page so that evaluation remains anonymous.  

Ideally, you should spend no more than one hour for each analysis.  This writing should be focused but in-depth.  I will normally post specific topics on the webboard to write about; you may also invent your own prompt and write about it instead, if you choose, unless otherwise announced.  Self-designed analyses must reflect a scholarly approach to the material modeled on previous prompts that I have distributed.  Responses will be collected each Tuesday, credited and returned promptly.  They will be evaluated with a +, √, -, or zero.

You may not turn in more than one analysis per week.  A total of 10 responses are due by the end of the semester.  Keep returned analyses in a binder or folder to refer to when writing your papers.  You must write at least one analysis on each work, except for Absalom, Absalom! and The Bingo Palace.
Since the purpose of the analysis is to prepare you for class discussion, you may not turn in an analysis on a reading after the Tuesday on which that reading is due to be completed for class.  For example, you will not receive credit for a response to Oroonoko if that response is turned in after class ends on Tuesday, February 19th.

Failure to complete a minimum of 5 out of 10 analyses will result in an F for the course.  Please be advised that students who fail to complete at least 7 of the 10 responses are very likely to receive a D or an F in the course.

Students are required to post a minimum of 5 analyses and 5 debate-style responses to postings by other students on the course webboard, which is accessible through my website:  http://lilt.ilstu.edu/smkalte/default.htm.  Up to 25% of a student’s weekly analysis and webboard activity grade may be deducted for failure to participate in webboard posting and debate.  Students must have posted at least 5 times by March 7th in order to avoid a partial deduction.

Midterms

All of your midterms will be take-home midterms designed to synthesize your understanding of the course topics.  For the first midterm, I will be asking you to write on Arabian Nights, The Tain and/or The Legend of Lord Eight Deer.  Questions will be handed out on Thursday, February 14th.  Typed and proofed exams will be due on Thursday, February 21st.

For the second midterm, I will be asking you to write on Oroonoko and/or The Octopus, and I may ask you to discuss previous readings as well.  Questions will be handed out on Thursday, February 28th.  Typed and proofed exams will be due on Thursday, March 7th.

For the third midterm, I will be asking you to write on Pluie et vent sur Télumée miracle, So Long a Letter and/or The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar, and I may ask you to discuss previous readings as well.  Questions will be handed out on Thursday, April 11th.  Typed and proofed exams will be due on Friday, April 19th.

Research paper

I will ask you early on in the semester to decide whether you would like to do a research paper on William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! or Louise Erdrich’s The Bingo Palace.  (I recommend that you read the first 30-50 pages of each novel before making your decision.)  Whichever novel you choose, you will be asked to read several critical articles of the book itself or of the writer’s other work.  These articles must be located through the MLA database, and only through that database.  On Thursday, March 28th, you will submit an annotated bibliography of 7 articles that you have selected as potential secondary sources for your research paper.  An annotated bibliography is a bibliography that summarizes each article in the space following each entry in the bibliography (usually a long paragraph per article is sufficient).  At least 5 of these articles must appear as works cited when you turn in the final draft of your paper on Thursday, May 8th.  However, since all research is a gamble, you should discuss with me as soon as possible any problems that you are having in finding a way to synthesize the ideas in these 5 articles with your preferred angle of approach to the work.

At the 200 level, students should be learning how to devise their own ideas for papers and how to generate an appropriate and argumentative thesis statement.  Therefore, while I will give you verbal guidelines for writing this paper, I will not be handing out questions or prompts.  Using the prompts that I have already posted on our webboard and ideas we have discussed in class to help brainstorm ideas, you should come up with your own topic or question to be addressed.  Each of you should consult with me in office hours about your chosen scope and argument.

The research paper should be 7-8 pages long, written in Times or Times New Roman font at 12 point or smaller, with 1 inch margins on all sides.  The paper must be a close analysis of the text chosen and must demonstrate research that closely relates to and draws upon this text.  It must have an interpretive argument about the primary text as a thesis statement.  Each paragraph of the paper should refer back to the thesis statement since the individual paragraphs are meant to be actively supporting the thesis statement.  Thesis statement must be a complex attempt to grapple with the issues of how the text creates meaning and how that meaning relates to relevant contexts, including contexts we have raised in discussions throughout the semester.  Papers that substitute materials outside the syllabus for materials on the syllabus or substantially concentrate upon materials outside the syllabus over materials on the syllabus will receive failing grades.
Workload

This course is designed to present you with a workload of approximately 6 hours per week of reading and writing outside of class.  Please plan accordingly.  Please let me know if you are regularly spending more than 6 hours per week on work for this class, so that together we can clarify my priorities for your learning.

Grading Policies

All assignments (including participation) must be completed in order to receive a passing grade in this course.  No late assignments will be accepted.  Missing class on a day that an assignment is due is not a valid excuse for not turning in work on time.  If at any time, you have a question or complaint about a grade or my comments on an assignment, please see me in my office hours or schedule an appointment with me to discuss the matter.

Disabilities

The University supports diversity and compliance with federal anti-discrimination regulations regarding disabilities.  I attempt to be sensitive and understanding toward the wide range of visible and invisible disabilities experienced by individuals.  Any student in need of a special accommodation should contact 438-5853 (voice) or 438-8620 (TDD) in order to obtain an official letter documenting your disability.
Academic Honesty

I expect my students to maintain the highest standard of academic honesty.  You should make yourself familiar with the university policy on academic honesty, the penalties for violations of the policy and your rights as a student. 

Please be aware that plagiarism (one form of academic dishonesty) includes, but may not be limited to, using all or part of a source, either directly or in paraphrase, whether that source be published or taken from a fellow or former student, without acknowledging that source.  If you have a question specific to a paper you are working on, please bring it to my attention.  I am happy to discuss areas of ambiguity that may exist in your mind.

While students are expected and encouraged to share ideas and insights on the course concepts and materials, all written assignments and other graded components of the course must reflect the individual effort of the student being evaluated. Students found guilty of academic dishonesty will fail this course.  Cases of academic dishonesty may also be referred to the Department Chair and the Dean of Student Affairs.  Incidents of academic dishonesty can result in penalties up to and including expulsion from the university and are recorded on official transcripts.  

Schedule of readings and assignments

Week of Tuesday, January 15:

Introductions

Please read Arabian Nights, pp. 1-36 and 105-136 by Thursday.

Week of Tuesday, January 22:  

Arabian Nights, pp. 136-223, 327-424 and 577-584

Week of Tuesday, January 29:  

The Tain, pp. 1-167

Week of Tuesday, February 5:  

The Tain, pp. 167-253

Topic for research paper due

Week of Tuesday, February 12:  

The Legend of Lord Eight Deer and online reading by Gary Tomlinson

Midterm #1 handed out.

Week of Tuesday, February 19:  

Oroonoko, pp. 3-65

The Octopus, Book I through chapter V

Midterm #1 due
Week of Tuesday, February 26:  

The Octopus, through Book II, chapter III

Midterm #2 handed out

Week of Tuesday, March 5:  

The Octopus, finish Book II

Midterm #2 due
Week of Tuesday, March 12:

SPRING BREAK:  Don’t break anything!

Week of Tuesday, March 19:  

Pluie et vent sur Télumée miracle by Simone Schwartz-Bart

Week of Tuesday, March 26:  

Pluie et vent sur Télumée miracle by Simone Schwartz-Bart

Annotated Bibliography due

Week of Tuesday, April 2:  

So Long a Letter, pp. 1-89

The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar, Prologue and Book One

(Access to this text will be through course reserves at Milner.  Please copy the assigned reading each week and bring those copies to class with you during these next three week.  Sharing the copy with another student is allowed, if you can work out how to share during the midterm as well.)

Week of Tuesday, April 9:  

The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar, Books Two and Three

Midterm #3 handed out

Week of Tuesday, April 16:  

The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar, Book Four and Epilogue

***Friday, April 19:

Midterm #3 due at my office, Stevenson 420D, by 4 p.m.
Week of Tuesday, April 23:  

Absalom, Absalom!

Week of Tuesday, April 30:  

The Bingo Palace
Thursday, May 9 at 12:00 noon:  Final draft of research paper due in the door paper-holders of Stv 420D
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