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2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 492A: Senior Honours Seminar – Research (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. Jeffrey Severs 
Section: 003 
Term: 2 
 

U.S. Postmodernism 

 
Course Description: 
This seminar will center on three now-classic U.S. novels of postmodernism from the 1970s, ‘80s, and 
‘90s, attempting to determine how and why each stands as definitive of the fiction of its era.  We will 
spend roughly four weeks each on Pynchon and Wallace and two on DeLillo.  I will also arrange 
intermittent encounters between these dense (but also highly entertaining) fictions and compact 
selections from major works of theory, all of which will (I hope) draw us toward thematic nodes in the 
fiction, many of them shared between novels, and prepare you to write about the intersections in 
inventive and enlightening ways.  Students should expect to work intensely with the fiction’s language 
and think with both breadth and depth about U.S. empire, forms of fascism, consumption and waste, 
technological mediation of experience (especially violence), and the importance of style. 
 
The novels should be purchased in the bookstore.  I will make the theory selections available in 
electronic form. 
 
Writing and evaluation: Students will write a short seminar paper during one week (about 5 pages) and 
a longer paper, attentive to at least some of the available criticism, at the end of term (about 15 
pages).  The latter may build on the former.  Students will also be responsible for regular participation 
in discussions; for preparing thoughtful questions and responses for others’ seminar papers in selected 
weeks; and for leading one or two discussions.  I am also hoping to seed our discussions in the week 
between sessions by having you contribute unvarnished thoughts and reading notes to a running 
wiki/discussion board on Pynchon and Wallace. 
(Please note that the course content has been altered and refocused slightly since the seminar some 
honors students may have seen in proposal form in early 2012.) 
 
Required Texts: (subject to change) 

 Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) 
 Don DeLillo, White Noise (1985) 
 David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest (1996) 
 Giorgio Agamben, from Homo Sacer: Sovereignty and Bare Life 
 Elaine Scarry, from The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World 
 Jean Baudrillard, from Simulations 
 Jacques Derrida, from Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money 
 And a few other items, TBD 


