ENG 240: American Literature I


Paper Assignment 1

Dr. Melissa Heidari

Length: 4-6 pages, typed, double-spaced, one-inch margins; minimum of 4 FULL pages
Research Requirement: One or two secondary source(s).

Documentation: MLA style 

Your assignment is to write an analysis of a specific primary work (or works) written before the nineteenth century.  You should try to trace important themes and/or images that indicate significant developments in American literature.  
You should write a paper which complements or extends discussions which we have had in class. In other words, do not merely repeat what we have said and studied in class. Rather, you should think of your essay as an opportunity to examine more closely an idea introduced, but certainly not exhausted, in class discussion. For this first paper, you will need to do some research to help you place the primary work(s) in proper historical, political, and/or social contexts. You are required, therefore, to cite at least one but no more than two secondary sources. Remember that you may use the introductory and critical essays in our textbook to help you with context.
The following are some suggestions for paper topics; from these topics, you must create your own original thesis. If you are interested in a topic but cannot develop a thesis, please make an appointment with Dr. Heidari so that she may assist you.

Native American Narrative and Poetry
· Choose a selection or several selections of Native American narrative or poetry in our text or view a video other than “The Spirit of the Dead Chief” from the collection Legends of the Indians available at the library and develop a thesis regarding the imagery and themes associated with nature, death, ritual, religion, and/or social structures, etc.   Explain the attitudes presented and try to account for them.  Consider the roles of narrative and poetry in these societies. For narratives, discuss myths as a form of expressive culture and identify and discuss beliefs about the nature of the physical world, beliefs about social order and appropriate behavior, and beliefs about human nature and issues of good and evil.   
· Compare and contrast the Zuni creation story “Talk of the First Beginning” with readings from the Bible. Genesis 1 -11 offers two versions of the creation of the world and a flood story, as well as opportunities to discuss social order in chapters 4, 5, and 10. Genesis 27, which presents the story of Jacob and Esau, provides a biblical trickster figure in the person of Jacob. And finally, the book of Judges, with its stories of Samson and Gideon, provides good examples of culture heroes.      

Early European Explorers; The Imperial Frontier

· Write an analysis of Villagra’s poem “The History of New Mexico,” pp. 159-177. How does he record the role of Europeans in that history? How does he portray Native Americans? Compare and contrast his poem to the Yuchi story “Creation of the Whites” and handsome Lake’s “How America Was Discovered.”
· The “History of the Miraculous Apparition of the Virgin of Guadalupe in 1531” was intended for the Native Americans of central Mexico; a proselytizing text for people of non-European cultures, it was originally published in Náhuatl and thus not directed at a Spanish readership. However, one must consider that the great majority of Native Americans could not read in any language, so the text could have well been intended for trained clerics to use in evangelizing. Consider the difference(s) between the positive image of miscegenation in the “Guadalupe” text and the negative image of that possibility in Rowlandson’s narrative (pp. 437-467) and/or Sewall’s “The Selling of Joseph” (pp. 501-505).     

Captivity Narratives
· Compare and contrast Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s account of his captivity (pp. 139-151) with that of Mary Rowlandson (pp. 437-467). Discuss similarities and differences in style, tone, and structure. Why is each writer motivated to record an account of his/her captivity? To what extent is each writer transformed through suffering, perseverance, and the ability to acculturate?
Colonial and Federalist writers’ views of America

· Compare and contrast two or more of the following works: Richard Frethorne’s letter to his parents (pp. 270-273); John Smith’s “Appeal for settlers to plant a colony on New England” and “Advertisements” (pp. 264-269); James Revel’s “The Poor, Unhappy Transported Felon” (pp. 280-288); Thomas Harriot’s “A Briefe and True Report . . . of Virginia” (pp. 237-246); Benjamin Franklin’s essay “To Those Who Would Remove to America.” 
· Read the excerpts from Roger Williams’s, Key Into the Language of America, (pp. 347-364) and consider the significance of Williams’s work. What can we infer about Williams’s intentions from the fact that he chose to compose this work as an “implicit dialogue” rather than as a dictionary? Characterize the first-person narrator; how does Williams present himself? You might compare and contrast Williams’s work with other Puritan views of Native Americans (Winthrop, Bradford, Rowlandson) or with later writers like Philip Freneau, (“The Indian Burying Ground,” and “The Indian Student”) or Benjamin Franklin (“Remarks Concerning the Savages of North America”).
17th Century Anglo-American Poetry

· Choose several poems from the “sheaf” of 17th century selections on pp. 544-567, and consider some of the following questions: What do the poems suggest about the cultural functions of poetry in the seventeenth century? What do they suggest bout the relation between individual identity and culture or ideology? What do they suggest about 17th c. distinctions between “poetic” discourse and everyday speech? In what sense(s), thematic or formal, are the poems “American”? In what sense(s), thematic or formal, are the poems “British”? What expressions of the cultural diversity characteristic of a later America seem already present in these poems? Do thematic or formal differences emerge in the work of the female and male poets collected here?   

· Consider specifically Puritan poetry. Define some of the basic concepts of Puritan thought and culture.  Explain how they operate in the works of at least one of the following authors: Anne Bradstreet, Edward Taylor, Michael Wigglesworth. Consider the similarities and differences between public and private poetry.
Puritan writers’ views of “outsiders” and dissenters
· Consider William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation, John Winthrop’s journal, Roger Williams (all works), Nathaniel Ward’s, The Simple Cobbler of Aggawam.
The New England Primer and The Bay Psalm Book
· Compare a psalm in the Bay Psalm Book with another version of the same psalm (perhaps King James, Isaac Watts, or a modern version). What do the changes suggest about what is valued by the translator? What do they suggest about how the translator understands the difficulties or possibilities of faith? 

· Compare The New England Primer as a cultural artifact with a contemporary textbook for children.  What seem to be the fears each text guards against?  What does each text presuppose about childhood and children?  How do they represent the relationship of school to children, of parents to children?  What do they propose as the proper subjects for children?

Federalist writers’ views of American colleges
· Compare and contrast two or more of the following: Benjamin Franklin, “Silence Dogood Papers,” Trumbull, “The Progress of Dullness,” Freneau, “The Indian Student.” What do the author’s praise about the colleges? What do they ridicule or criticize? 
 The Discourse of Liberty

· Compare and contrast discussion of liberty and the premises of arguments presented by two or more of the following: Mercy Otis Warren, Thomas Paine, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson and L’Ouverture. See also the “cluster” on pp. 1049-1066.

· Regarding Colonial and Federalist writers’ views of slavery, compare and contrast two or more of the following: Samuel Sewall, The Selling of Joseph, Cotton Mather, “The Negro Christianized,” John Woolman, “Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes,” Philip Freneau, “To Sir Toby,” Philis Wheatley,  all works, Toussaint L’Ouverture, ‘Proclamation . . .”.

Women Writers
· Compare and contrast the poetry of Philis Wheatley with that of Anne Bradstreet and/or other women poets of her era (see selections on pp. 719-800).     
· Compare and contrast Mary Rowlandson’s narrative with Anne Bradstreet’s poetry. In what ways are both women devout Puritans? How do scripture and Puritan theology play a role in their works? Do they ever demonstrate any conflict with that theology? What does the work of each writer tell us about the lives of Puritan women?

· Compare and contrast the journal of Sarah Kemble knight with the narrative of Mary Rowlandson. How does each writer present the wilderness, religious themes, views of race. What specific issues seem most important to each writer?

· Consider the work of Mercy Otis Warren (selections are on pp. 890-920) in one of several ways: 

· As a patriotic writer, she can be compared to Adams, Paine, and Jefferson;

·  She can be compared to other women writers in the Heath Anthology to measure how far women had come by 1776 in their struggle to emerge from the anonymity of the domestic realm;

· Her poetry can be read in relation to other women poets of her day;

· Her politics can be compared to those of other women writers like Judith Sargent Murray (pp. 1185-1201), who championed women’s right to equal education;

· Her drama The Group can be compared to early plays and satires like Royall Tyler’s The Contrast or Susanna Rowson’s Slaves in Algiers.;

· Warren can be considered as a historian, a conventionally masculine preserve.

Some Reminders

*Students must indicate their paper topics and tentative thesis statements by Tuesday, Sept. 27; otherwise, the papers will not be accepted. Secondary sources must be indicated by Tuesday, Oct. 4; otherwise, the papers will not be accepted.
*You may turn in your paper at the Oct. 18 class session. Papers are due no later than Wed., Oct 19 at 4:00 p.m. in Dr. Heidari’s English Department mailbox.  Your letter grade drops one letter (10 points) if it is turned in after that time and continues to drop one letter grade for every day that it is late.

*You must present a clear thesis statement at the end of your introductory paragraph and support that thesis with unified, coherent, and well-developed paragraphs in the body of your paper. 

* Each paper should have a title page indicating the student’s name, course, and paper title. 

*You are required to incorporate research from one or two secondary sources for this first paper, and all sources must be documented using MLA style. Along with your paper, you must turn in Xerox copies of your print sources and/or printouts of internet sources. 

*You are required to turn in rough drafts of your paper along with the final draft.  Present the final draft (the one to be graded) on top with all other drafts attached. 
*You are required to turn in two copies of your final draft. One will be graded and returned to you; the other will be placed on file in the English Department.
*Papers will be evaluated according to the Philosophy of Grading presented in our course syllabus.
You are expected to have read and understood the statement on academic integrity on our course syllabus.  Plagiarism will result in automatic failure of the course.
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