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2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 540A: American Literature to 1890 (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Sandra Tomc 
Section: 001 
Term: 2 
 

Fashion and Image in the American Scene, 1790-1900 

 
Course Description: 
Theorizing American “democracy” in the early 1990s, Joan Copjec described its fundamental conceptual 
principle through a metaphor of divestment.  "If all our citizens can be said to be Americans, this is not 
because we share any positive characteristics but rather because we have all been given the right 
to shed these characteristics, to present ourselves as disembodied before the law.  I divest myself of 
positive identity, therefore I am a citizen.”  In early nineteenth-century dramas of U.S. distinctiveness 
and cultural emergence, the ideal divestment of the citizen of democracy was manifested, not 
surprisingly, in idioms of dress and image.  American cultural nationalists, citizens as they saw it of 
"Nature's Nation," held that the simpler and more threadbare one's appearance (and the less devoted 
one was to surface and image), the nearer one stood to the exemplary disembodiment of 
democracy.  Nevertheless, the same years that saw this emphasis on the utopian possibilities of 
undress also witnessed a fascination in popular nationalism with what Jacques Rancière calls the 
nineteenth-century “trade in collective imagery,” with the iconic value of images and surfaces – of 
elaborate clothing, extravagant race imitation, and just plain tackiness and surface glitz. This course 
explores the relationship between these two seemingly contradictory formulations of U.S. geopolitical 
selfhood through readings of early nineteenth-century fiction, plays, and pictorial representations 
(including magazine illustrations, fashion plates, and political cartoons). Among the questions we will 
consider are:  How do clothing and costumes mediate or change the coordinates of what the 
nineteenth-century considered biological identity?  How do the surfaces and images for which American 
capitalism became notorious function in discourses of both national purity and imperial expansion? How 
might our understanding of the artifactual status of clothing illuminate the powerful role it played in the 
imagining of nineteenth-century U.S. nationalist performance in both local and global scenarios?  And 
finally, with their emphasis on image and surface, did U.S. discourses of empire and coloniality differ in 
crucial ways from a Romantic European tradition that understood colonial space as richly natural and 
naked? 
 
Required Texts: 
Primary Texts: 

 Royall Tyler, The Contrast 
 Henry David Thoreau, Walden 
 James Fenimore Cooper, The Deerslayer 
 Anna Cora Mowatt, Fashion 
 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” The Scarlet Letter 
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 Herman Melville, Benito Cereno, The Confidence Man 
 Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn 
 Buffalo Bill Cody, Autobiography 

Secondary Texts: 
Selections from the work of Thorstein Veblen, Michel Foucault, Homi Bhabha, Timothy Breen, Bill 
Brown, Jacques Ranciere, Jean Luc Nancy, W.J.T. Mitchell, Michael Taussig. 


