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2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Literature Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. Jeffrey Severs 
Section: 013 
Term: 2 
 

Narratives of a New American Century? 

 
Course Description: 
The title of this seminar in contemporary U.S. novels, short stories, and graphic memoir has a question 
mark at the end because in it we will wonder, through a wide range of texts, what kind of period the 
past 15 years or so have been, what new designations, movements, and problems follow in the wake 
of a period that Time publisher Henry Luce in February 1941 dubbed the American Century: 
"Throughout the 17th century and the 18th century and the 19th century, this continent teemed with 
manifold projects and magnificent purposes," Luce wrote. "Above them all and weaving them all 
together into the most exciting flag of all the world and of all history was the triumphal purpose of 
freedom. It is in this spirit that all of us are called, each to his own measure of capacity, and each in 
the widest horizon of his vision, to create the first great American Century." While clearly marked by an 
imperial arrogance, the appellation stuck for many and was widely used, seeming to receive validation 
in the end of World War II, postwar prosperity, and the early 1990s end to the Cold War with the U.S. 
triumphant. After 9/11, though, within a period of rampant globalization and warfare, this center 
cannot hold, if it ever in fact did; and this is the period of increasing complication and re-grounding of 
critique in which our work for the semester will be set. 

Those are lofty overarching terms, but in week-to-week practice, our aims will be much narrower, more 
specific, and driven by close reading: to understand a range of styles and forms, to ask intelligently 
where they "come from" in the culture and what they respond to, and to write and speak well about 
these topics as we push one another toward greater insights. Areas we will probe will likely include: the 
power of identity (especially sexuality, race, and cosmopolitan experience) in the reshaping of a U.S. 
canon of fiction; the novel of and after 9/11 and the wars on terror, Iraq, and Afghanistan; the 
tensions between modes of realism and experimentalism (including graphic narrative); the use of tone 
and rhetoric in the portrayal of affect, particularly authorial sincerity; and the usefulness of a language 
of post-modernism (or post-post-modernism, or the contemporary, or something else) to generally 
characterize what is happening in twenty-first-century U.S. narratives. Above all, we're going to read 
the hell out of some great books. 

Students will write and present a short seminar paper (4-5 pages), be responsible for leading a class 
discussion or two with partners, give a report on a critical article, and write a final research-based 
paper (12-15 pages) that may draw on the seminar paper. We will average about two weeks per text, 
with one week for a couple shorter ones. 
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Required Texts (list subject to change, and we will not proceed in exact chronological 
order): 

 David Foster Wallace, Brief Interviews With Hideous Men (1999) 
 Jhumpa Lahiri, Interpreter of Maladies (1999) 
 Toni Morrison, Love (2003) 
 Junot Diaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) 
 Alison Bechdel, Fun Home (2007) 
 Jonathan Lethem, Chronic City (2009) 
 Don DeLillo, Point Omega (2010) 

As a sort of "palate cleanser" in some weeks, we may also dip into a handful of super-short (one page, 
etc.), usually experimental stories by Amy Hempel, Lydia Davis, and George Saunders. 

 


