English 433:  American Literature from 1870 to 1920

Gilded Eras:  Gold rushes, the rise of consumerism, and 

critiques of the commodification of love

Spring 2006

Professor Susan Kalter 




Class meeting time:  Wednesdays 5:30-8:20 p.m., Stv 347B

Office hours:  Mondays 3:30-5:00 p.m. and by appointment (no Friday appointments)

Office location, phone and email:  Stv 420D, 438-7859, smkalte@ilstu.edu
Websites:  http://lilt.ilstu.edu/smkalte/default.htm and http://scs.cas.ilstu.edu/~smkalte/public/


Course Description

In this course, we will examine how writers of this era responded to the social impact of the massive surge in capital wealth that was created as the United States—between 1849 and about 1910—acquired control over natural sources of gold, silver, other valuable minerals, and other significant resources, such as timber.  The literary production of this era often seems far removed from the material bases of its own possibility.  Yet each of the texts we will read in some way exhibits a growing social consciousness and discontent over the ramifications of this unprecedented unearthing of buried treasure.  In particular, most of these narratives articulate concerns over transformations in gender roles, and the impacts of wealth or affluence on affect and affiliation.  The ultimate horror is not so much the rise of wage slavery and its threat to the illusory or elusive independence of the common citizen; it is the realization that social values such as love—seemingly immune to economic colonization—might be transmuted into commodities to be bought, sold, and traded to the highest bidder.  Even the subject him- or herself becomes a commodity in the stock exchange of love alongside his or her labor-power, with the dread potential to descend the escalator of life to the basement floor.

In addition to critical and theoretical sources discovered by the students enrolled in the course, we will kick off the semester with readings from Alexander Posey, Reginald Horsman, Paul Fatout, Jack London, Gerald Vizenor, Walter Benn Michaels, Erich Fromm, Karl Marx, Susan Stewart and several anonymous Chinese-American poets.  

In our discussions of current research and pedagogy pertaining to this topic, we will also be looking into parallels between this turn-of-the-century era and our own contemporary one:  beware ELIMI-DATE!  (
This course will be conducted as a seminar.  The central focus will be on group discussion of the primary sources and the critical or theoretical literature surrounding them.

Required texts:

Life in the Iron-Mills (1861) by Rebecca Harding Davis

The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885) by William Dean Howells

Sister Carrie (1900) by Theodore Dreiser

The Gilded Age (1873) by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner
The Golden Bowl (1904) by Henry James

The Colonel’s Dream by (1905) by Charles Waddell Chesnutt

Summer (1917) by Edith Wharton

The Song of the Lark (1915) by Willa Cather

Evaluation for this class will be based on the following:

Active, informed participation and evidence of close and careful reading of the primary and secondary texts assigned by the professor and by fellow students (45%)

One oral presentation and/or seminar discussion leading based upon one or more critical or theoretical articles pertaining to the theme of the course and to your chosen text of focus during weeks 4 through 15.  This presentation/discussion leading shall include a substantial attention to the pedagogical issues raised in the teaching of this writer’s work in various settings.  It shall also include a thorough methodological and rhetorical analysis of the chosen secondary article, and critical assessment of the contributions of the article to the pedagogical challenges.  (10%)

(The oral presentations should be conceived as critical responses to the texts using both methodological and rhetorical analysis.  You may choose to address some or all of the following questions:  What are the main points of a given argument?  What presuppositions inform the writer’s approaches?  How does the text differ from other treatments of the same or similar topic?  What is good about it?  What issues does it fail to address adequately?  What is at stake for the writer(s)?  For the methodological analyses, you should also consider how the writer(s) structure their research in order to compose a text of the given scope, where gaps appear in this structuring, and where the structuring fills gaps previously left unfilled.  For the rhetorical analyses, you should speak to the manner in which the use of language in the texts promotes or hinders the writer’s stated and unstated aims.  

Any student may choose to present orally on multi-source research related to the text(s) being discussed during a particular week rather than on a single article.  For students in the master’s program whose career goal is other than teaching at the secondary or college level, please consult with me regarding a reasonable and career-relevant substitution for the pedagogy requirement of this assignment.)

A conference-ready and/or submission-ready research paper of 15-25 pages, which must include a list of works cited evidencing independent library-grounded research.  The works cited list may include secondary sources gathered by students and faculty over the course of the semester, but these may not serve as a substitute for independent research.  (45%)

Schedule of Readings

January 18:
Introductions, Discussion of preliminary readings, Oral presentations sign-up


Life in the Iron-Mills, pages 37-74 (pages 3-25 and 77-427 optional)


## Introduction from The Papers of Chief John Ross

## Alexander Posey (Muskogee, or Creek), from The Fus Fixico Letters

## Reginald Horsman, “The Wisconsin Oneida in the Preallotment Years” from The Oneida Indian Experience

## Gerald Vizenor (Ojibwa), from Bearheart:  The Heirship Chronicles

## Paul Fatout, from Ambrose Bierce and the Black Hills


## Selections from Songs from Gold Mountain

## Jack London, The Law of Life

January 25:
The Rise of Silas Lapham, pages 1-185


## Susan Stewart, from On Longing

## Karl Marx, from Wage Labor and Capital and from Capital

## Erich Fromm, from The Art of Love
February 1:
The Rise of Silas Lapham, pages 185-364


## Walter Benn Michaels, from The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism
February 8:
Sister Carrie, pages 1-202


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

February 15:
Sister Carrie, pages 202-400


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

February 22:
The Gilded Age, pages 1-225 (plus relevant Appendix B translations & Explanatory Notes)


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

March 1:
The Gilded Age, pages 226-450 (plus relevant Appendix B translations & Explanatory Notes)


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

March 8:
The Golden Bowl, pages 43-209 


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

March 15:
Spring Break
March 22:
The Golden Bowl, pages 211-465 


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

March 29:
The Golden Bowl, pages 467-580 


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

April 5:
The Colonel’s Dream, pages 3-141


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

April 12:
The Colonel’s Dream, pages 143-281


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

April 19:
Summer, pages 1-205


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

April 26:
The Song of the Lark, pages 3-213


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

May 3:
The Song of the Lark, pages 213-417


## One supplementary reading as assigned by fellow student (handout or computer link will be provided)

## Indicates a reading available through Dr. Kalter’s website, public folder, on loan from her, or distributed as a handout
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