ENGL 121: HUMANITIES LITERATURE
stories of the future, stories of the past: what they say about individuals, families, and cultures

Professor Wendy Carse
Leonard 220

wcarse@iup.edu
(412)682-0183
office hours: W 10:30-11:30, 1:00-4:00 and by app’t.

Course Description
According to the catalog, ENGL 121 is to concentrate on “a careful analysis of
poetry, fiction, and drama”; in this class we’ll substitute film for drama, and our analysis
will focus on narratives of both the future and the past as stories of individuals, families,
and cultures. We’ll begin with stories of the future, together reading several novels (by
Octavia Butler and George Orwell) and a short story (by Ursula K. LeGuin); we’ll also be
reading material assigned to all of us by presentation groups throughout this portion of
the course. This unit will actually be dominated by our study of Orwell’s classic 1984
because 2004 is a landmark year for it; in celebration of that 20th anniversary, NCTE (the
National Council of Teachers of English) has prepared a special website with a variety of
links and activities that should afford us a wealth of ways to talk about the novel and the
issues it raises. Our second unit will focus on stories of the past: three graphic novels
(by Art Spiegelman and Marjane Satrapi) and a film (by John Sayles) as well as, again,
material assigned to all of us by presentation groups.
Such a structure call help you
! trace the different ways various kinds of texts both tell stories and envision
the act of storytelling itself, either as a “what if?” response or a reflection
on the past, and
! appreciate the ways that texts--and stories themselves--“respond” to each
other across eras and cultures.
Required Texts
1984. George Orwell.
Maus I and II. Art Spielgeman.
Parable of the Sower. Octavia Butler.
Persepolis. Marjane Satrapi.
“The Ones Who Walk Away from Olmas.” Ursula K. LeGuin. [library reserve, e-reserve]
Material assigned by presentation groups [library reserve, e-reserve]

Course Requirements
DAILY WORK: All reading is to be completed by the day it appears on the schedule, so
pay attention to what’s coming up on the schedule. Keeping up with the reading is
essential since daily work will always be based on it. I expect active participation in both
small group work and full class discussions. I realize that some people are too reserved
to speak up in front of such a large class, but, I promise, we’ll establish an atmosphere
that should make everyone comfortable; for those still too shy to talk to all of us, I’ll be
watching for especially strong contributions to small group discussions. Keep in mind,
too, that active participation means becoming a part of a real conversation among your
classmates and me: mere answers to questions are only the beginning of discussions, not
the end.

With all of this emphasis on participation, daily attendance is clearly important.
If your daily work is strong, you can probably afford to miss two or three class sessions
without seriously jeopardizing your final grade. But be aware that, since every absence
means a zero for that day’s activities (including discussions of material we will not have
time to return to), more than three or four absences will mean a lower grade. If you miss
a class viewing of a film, it’s your responsibility to see it on your own.
You will also be keeping a reading journal in which you are to record questions
you have about a particular reading and responses. We’ll be talking about what
constitutes a strong journal entry; for now, keep in mind that you should record one entry
per class session.
Daily work--participation, class activities, and quality of journal--will comprise
25% of your final grade.
ESSAY EXAMS: Each of the two exams will consist of two parts: an essay written
outside of class on a topic I’ll give you beforehand, and an in-class portion of questions
that will require paragraph responses. We’ll have plenty of class time to prep for the
exams, each of which is worth 20% for a total of 40% of your final grade.
GROUP PROJECT: You will be signing up for a group whose responsibility is to create
a presentation on a topic chosen from a list I’ll be giving you. You will see from the
schedule that each group will meet with me at least twice to prep for the presentation, but
of course you’ll need to meet with your group members more often to agree on a focus,
organize the work, plan the actual presentation, and rehearse it. You’ll also be assigning
the rest of the class a reading from the material you’ll be presenting so that all of us will
have a context for your class session. Finally, you’ll be submitting a reflective essay on
your contributions to the presentation overall as well as any additional thoughts you have
about its topic. I’ll soon be giving you a handout detailing the presentation requirement
as well as the lists of topics and texts. The presentation and reflective essay together are
worth 25% of your final grade.
The remaining 10% of your final grade will be based on the “subjective factor”: the
degree to which you go beyond the minimum in completing any of the major
assignments, your improvement in written work, your enthusiasm, etc.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ENGL 121 SCHEDULE
09-02 TH

Discussion of visions of the future through science fiction
Discussion of project goals

09-07 T

READING: Parable of the Sower
Commitment to Project Groups

09-09 TH

Continue discussion of Parable
Meet with Groups 1A and 1B

09-14 T

Continue discussion of Parable

Meet with Group 1A and 1B
09/16 TH

READING: LeGuin story “The Ones Who Walk Away. . .”
Meet with Group 2

09-21 T

READING: TBA from Group 1A and 1B
GROUP PRESENTATIONS: 1A and 1B
Meet with Group 2

09-23 TH

READING: TBA from Group 2
GROUP PRESENTATION: 2
Meet with Groups 3A, 3B, 3C

09-28 T

READING: 1984
Meet with Groups 3A, 3B, 3C

09-30 TH

Continue discussion of 1984
Meet with Group 3A

10-05 T

READING: TBA from Group 3A
GROUP PRESENTATION: 3A
Meet with Group 3B

10-07 TH

READING: TBA from Group 3B
GROUP PRESENTATION 3B
Meet with Group 3C

10-12 T

READING: TBA from Group 3C
GROUP PRESENTATION 3C
Exam #1 topics distributed

10-14 TH

Exam #1 prep

10-19 T

FALL BREAK

10-21 TH

Exam #1 prep

10-26 T

EXAM #1

10-28 TH

Reading: Maus I
Meet with Groups 4A and 4B

11-02 T

READING: Maus II
Meet with Group 5

11-04 TH

continue discussion of Maus I and II

Meet with Groups 4A and 4B
11-09 T

READINGS: TBA from Groups 4A and 4B
GROUP PRESENTATIONS: 4A and 4B
Meet with Group 5

11-11 TH

READING: Persepolis
Meet with Group 5

11-16 T

READING: TBA from Group 5
GROUP PRESENTATION: 5

11-18 TH

Viewing: Lone Star
Meet with Group 6

11-23 T

Finish viewing of Lone Star

11-25 TH

THANKSGIVING

11-30 T

Discuss Lone Star
Meet with Group 6

12-02 TH

READING: TBA from Group 6
GROUP PRESENTATION: 6

12-07 T

prep for Exam #2

12-09 TH

EXAM #2
ENGL 121: PROJECT

Your project work will begin when you sign up for a group--by September 9th--whose
responsibility is to create a presentation based on the requirements outlined below. You
will see from the schedule that each group will meet with me at least twice to prep for the
presentation, but of course--in addition to individual reading and planning--you’ll need to
meet with your group members more regularly for a couple of weeks to agree on a focus,
organize the work, plan the actual presentation, and rehearse it.
FIRST STAGE: ASSIGNED READING
Begin reading material assigned for your group as soon as possible (it’s available on
library reserve, including e-reserve). It’s a good idea to read the material assigned to the
entire class early as well so that you’ll understand the full context for what your group
will be focusing on. For example, if you’re a member of Group 4A, you should read
Maus well before it’s scheduled so that you’ll understand the connection between it and
the material reserved for your group.

SECOND STAGE: GROUP PLANNING
At least two weeks before your group presentation is scheduled, begin meeting as a
group. During your first meeting, you’ll need to decide which text(s) you want to assign
to the entire class and what your general presentation topic will be. Let me know what
you’re assigning the entire class as soon as possible so that I can announce it.
As for the topic of your presentation, it should, of course, be related in some way to the
assigned readings, but you have a lot of options for what to focus on and how to organize
the material you choose to present. You may want to plan a “teaching unit” in which you
get the class involved in a directed discussion on the text you’ve assigned them or
another classroom activity. You may want to create a Powerpoint presentation. Several
of the groups (Group 3C and 6) may want to show clips from the films they’ll be
studying. You may want to do additional research on an event; for example, Group 4B
may want to present more information on the Holocaust or Group 5 on conditions in Iran
during the 1980s. These decisions are yours--and “yours” means that each individual is
responsible for contributing to the group decisions.
THIRD STAGE: MORE PLANNING
You should have a second group meeting before you meet with me (see schedule)
because I’ll be asking you not only for the general topic for your presentation but also
your plans for an overall structure, including what each group member will be
responsible for preparing. If, for example, you choose to do a Powerpoint presentation,
I’ll need to know what members of the group not directly involved in its creation will
contribute: will they do more speaking during the presentation itself? Will they be
responsible for any additional research needed? Although everyone in the group will be
expected to contribute equally in terms of planning and preparation, each should have
specific tasks that the rest of the group can count on him/her completing.
FOURTH STAGE: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
The second time you meet with me in class, I’ll be expecting you to report your final
plans. That is, during that week of so before your presentation, your group should be
meeting to plan the details of the presentation and rehearse it (and that final activity is
important; many a promising presentation idea is wasted because of little or no practicing
of the presentation itself). Make sure in the actual presentation, you cite sources of
information and ideas whenever relevant.
FIFTH STAGE: REFLECTIVE ESSAY
After your group presentation, you’ll each individually be submitting a reflective essay
on your contributions to the project overall as well as any additional thoughts you have
about its topic. Although this essay, by nature, is subjective, I do expect it to be
thoughtful and well written; it should be about two-three pages in length, and is due the
class day after your group presentation.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------PROJECT TOPICS

GROUP 1A Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the novel Parable of the Sower.
Presentation on September 21st.

Required readings from which to choose one to assign to the class:
Butler’s short story “Speech Sounds”
William Gibson’s short story “Johnny Mnemonic”
Topic options: The search for identity
Gender issues in science fiction
Language issues in science fiction
GROUP 1B Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the novel Parable of the Sower.
Presentation on September 21st.

Required readings from which to choose one to assign to the class:
W.E.B. DuBois’s short story “The Comet”
Delany’s essay “Racism and Science Fiction”
Walter Mosley’s essay “Black to the Future”
Charles R. Saunders’ essay “Why Blacks Should Read (and Write)
Science Fiction”
Topic: Racial issues in science fiction and writing
GROUP 2 Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the short story “The Ones Who
Walk Away.” Presentation on September 23rd.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
Gail Landsman’s essay “Science Fiction: The Rebirth of Mythology”
LeGuin’s essay “Myth and Archetype in Science Fiction”
Topic options: Utopia/distopia
Sci fi and mythology
GROUP 3A Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the novel 1984. Presentation on
October 5th.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
“Foreword” by Thomas Pynchon and “Afterword” by Erich Fromm in our edition
of 1984
NCTE web site (www.ncte.org)
Topic options: The continued popularity of the novel
Major themes and structures of the novel
GROUP 3B Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the novel 1984. Presentation on
October 7th.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
Appendix: “The Principles of Newspeak” in our edition of 1984
Excerpt from Orwell’s essay “Politics and the English Language” on George
Orwell site
NCTE website (www.ncte.org), esp. re the “Doublespeak Awards”
Topic: Language issues raised in the novel

GROUP 3C Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the novel 1984. Presentation on
October 12th.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
NCTE website (www.ncte.org)
Watch film 1984
Topic: Analysis of film 1984
GROUP 4A Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the graphic novel Maus.
Presentation on November 9th.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
Scott McCloud, from Understanding Comics, chapters 1 (1-23)
Scott McCloud, from Reinventing Comics, “Setting Course” (26-55)
Topic: Comic art
GROUP 4B Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the graphic novel Maus.
Presentation on November 9th.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
From Charlotte Delbo’s Auschwitz and After, introduction (ix-xviii), poem
“Arrivals and Departures” (3-14), “Dialogue” (15-16), “The Dummies”
(17-19), “The Men” (20), “Roll Call” (22-23)
Joseph Witek, from Comic Books as History, “History and Talking Animals” (96120)
Topic options: Art and experiences of the Holocaust
GROUP 5 Project is to continue our study of issues raised in the graphic novel Persepolis.
Presentation on November 16th.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
Scott McCloud, from Reinventing Comics, “Big World” (96-125)
In A Voice of Their Own introduction “Iranian Women, the Short Story and the
Revolution of 1979” (ix-xxv)
Shahrnush Parsipur’s short stories “The Heat of the Year Zero” and “The Men of
Aramaea” (40-49)
Topic options: Women and comics
Middle-Eastern women and literature
GROUP 6 Project is to continue our study of John Sayles visions of history. Presentation on
December 2nd.

Required readings from which to choose one or two to assign to the class:
Watch Sayles’ film Matewan
From John Sayles’ Thinking in Pictures: “Why Matewan?” (9-11), “Writing the
Screenplay” (15-34)
From Sayles on Sayles, 121-39, 217-33

Topic options: Comparisons between Lone Star and Matewan
Analysis of Matewan
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR PARABLE OF THE SOWER
DAY 1 (chapters 1-10)
1. Examine closely the first three chapters for how they establish the world of the novel:
Look particularly for how the novel establishes a world of the future.
2. Find all the passages in these chapters in which Lauren, our narrator, discusses her
writing: what needs does writing serve for her?
3. What are some of the gender and racial issues raised in these chapters?
4. Repeatedly, Lauren writes--or reminds us--that “God is Change”: what does she seem
to mean by that? How is that related to the name she has given to her journal and the
“religion” she’s creating: “Earthseed: The Books of the Living”?
DAY 2 (chapters 11-18)
1. Look at the epigrams opening each of these chapters: can you detect any pattern or
relationship between each epigram and what happens in the corresponding chapter?
2. What are the major threats Lauren and her companions face as they travel northward?
How can those threats be related to issues in our own world? How about the
government’s response to such threats?
3. How are the gender and racial issues raised early in the novel still evident in this
section?
DAY 3 (chapters 19-25)
1. How does the title of the novel work on various levels?
2. Trace the responses of various characters to Lauren’s “Earthseed” ideas: what do they
suggest about the workability of those ideas? That is, what does “Earthseed” seem to
offer each character?
3. The novel is rather open-ended; that is, we don’t know whether the community of
Acorn succeeds or not. What do you think of its chances and why?

