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LT161 Introduction to U.S. Literature





Essay titles
You must write two essays for this module, with a word count of approximately 2000 words.
All essays for the module should be submitted electronically, with hard copies handed into the LiFTS general office by the following day.  
Essay 1 deadline: Monday 5 December 

Essay 2 deadline: Monday 30 January
Choose from the following questions, remembering not to write on the same author twice.

“Within [Frederick Douglass’s] critique of American cultural practices…is an affirmation of its definitions of manhood and power.”  Do you agree?

“For Frederick Douglass the process of liberation is intimately connected with the ability to express and define oneself in society.” Discuss this statement with reference to the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave.

In what ways could Frederick Douglass’s book be considered as typically American?

Hemingway called The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn America’s “best book,” but referred to its ending as a “betrayal.”  Discuss Twain’s novel with reference to this view.

“Apart from any and all of its meanings, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn delights the reader first and last by it language.” What do you think? Illustrate your answer with close reference to the text.

Consider Mark Twain’s portrayal of “a sound heart and a deformed conscience.”

Discuss the following statement: “Hawthorne's novel, The Scarlet Letter, is a tragedy of the divided claims made by the natural and the social self.” 

Consider The Scarlet Letter in terms of Hawthorne's narrative technique: in particular consider his use of signs and symbols; concealment and revelations.

“The Scarlet Letter is concerned not only with passion but also with America…”  Discuss the novel in the light of this statement.

Discuss Arthur Miller’s approach to U.S. history in The Crucible.

Discuss Arthur Miller’s treatment of ONE of the following:


i. freedom and fate
ii. Nature and culture
iii. evil

Are Miller’s female characters fully rounded or just stereotypes? Justify your answer with close reference to the text.

“I expected [Whitman] to make the songs of the nation but he seems content to make the inventories.”  Refute or defend Emerson’s criticism of Walt Whitman.

How does Whitman’s use of language and poetic form suit the ‘American experiment’?  Include close reading of passages from ‘Song of Myself’ in your answer.

“‘Song of Myself’ is a selfless act of giving on Whitman’s behalf.’  Discuss Whitman’s poem in the light of this statement.

“Emily Dickinson wrote a continuous fragmented ‘letter to the world’….She presents a paradox in extreme form: that of a modesty so inward that it is immensely egocentric.”

“The soul,” says Emily Dickinson, “selects its own society.”

Consider some of Dickinson’s work in relation to one or both of these statements.  You may, if you wish, include a comparison with any other writer from the course.

Give a close reading of two poems by Emily Dickinson.

With close reference to a selection of her poetry, discuss EITHER Dickinson's treatment of the theme of Nature OR her portrayal of the relationship between man and God.

“Whatever we had missed, we possessed together the precious, the incommunicable past.”

“I take space to be the central fact to man born in America.” – Charles Olson.

“Ántonia is a symbol to be decoded, an object to be ‘lost,’ ‘found,’ named, and claimed: ‘My Ántonia.’

Discuss My Ántonia with reference to ONE or TWO of the above statements.

“Here is the thing about Ántonia… I suppose it hasn’t any form”. Discuss Cather’s narrative technique in light of this quotation from the text. 

Discuss the relations between EITHER men and women OR town and country in My Ántonia.

What is so Great about Gatsby?

“The Great Gatsby is aware both of the power of American Dreams and the problems of seeking them out in lived experience”. Discuss this statement in relation to the Fitzgerald’s novel.

“Nick is neither to be trusted nor respected.”  To what extent do you agree with this statement about the narrator of The Great Gatsby?

Discuss the relationship between America and Europe in The Portrait of a Lady.

Discuss the use of narrative point of view in relation to James’s The Portrait of a Lady.

Isabel Archer “is forced to recognize that complete freedom and total knowledge are incompatible.”  Consider The Portrait of a Lady in the light of this statement.

Discuss the treatment of ONE of the following in any one of the texts you have studied on this course:

i. race

ii. nationhood

iii. the individual
iv. gender

v. religion

vi. land

Discuss the use of ONE of the following in any one of the texts you have studied on this course:

i. symbolism and/or allegory
ii. narrative perspective
iii. formal experiment
   iv. Myth
v. humour

vi. language(s)
