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Governing Fictions: Representing Politics in the American Novel, 1900-2020 
English 8320: Studies in Twentieth-Century American Literature  (online) 
Prof. Samuel Cohen, University of Missouri        
Fall 2020, Friday 1-3:30 PM  
Zoom office hour: W 1-2        
cohenss@missouri.edu 
samuelscohen.com  
  
 
THE COURSE 

This seminar will read works of American political fiction published since 1900, asking what 
their representations of politics can tell us about fiction across modern US literary history and 
about politics in modern US history. Examining both the narratives Americans have constructed 
about the nation and also the modes through which writers have represented, referred to, and 
recreated the world of politics in their work, we will be aided by work in the history and theory 
of the novel. 

Assignments will include weekly questions, presentations on secondary reading, a book review, 
and a conference-length scholarly paper. 

 
THE TEXTS 
 
Charles Chesnutt, The Marrow of Tradition  
Sinclair Lewis, It Can’t Happen Here  
Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men 
Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
Robert Coover, The Public Burning 
Joan Didion, Democracy 
Don DeLillo, Libra  
Tim O’Brien, In the Lake of the Woods  
Toni Morrison, Paradise 
Philip Roth, The Plot Against America  
Chris Bachelder, U.S.! 
Paul Beatty, The Sellout 
Rachel Kushner, The Mars Room 
 
All novels have been ordered at the college bookstore, but any editions will do (the exception 
being All the King’s Men, for which I ordered the Mariner restored edition). Secondary reading 
listed in Schedule below will be available on Canvas. 
 
 
Ten Things You Should Know 
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1. This is a graduate seminar, and as such is intended to be a discussion, even if it will be 
happening online. The more you take part in discussion, the better the class will be. Recognizing 
that synchronous time on Zoom can be exhausting, we’ll take breaks, and given that many of us 
will be “attending” from home, we will be flexible and gracious about pets, children, laundry 
piles, &c. Discussions will also be recorded; if you are unable to make a class meeting, you can 
watch afterward. 
 
2. You’re responsible for reading as much as you are able to for each course meeting, which will 
include a novel and at least one secondary reading. This will be a busy fall, so it will be hard, 
some weeks harder than others. Do as much as you can. 
 
3. Each week you will contribute a developed question (no more than 300 words) prompted by 
the novel we’ve read for that week (to that week’s discussion on Canvas). Questions should be 
interpretive rather than informational, exploratory rather than rhetorical; they should be the kind 
of question that could lead to discussion or the kind you could expand into the topic of your own 
written work. 
 
4. Over the course of the semester, you will give two presentations: one on the day’s assigned 
secondary reading, one on a piece of scholarly writing on the day’s novel, which you will find 
yourself. We will sign up for these on the first day. Presentations shouldn’t be read, though you 
can have notes; think of your presentation as a chance to teach. If you are unable to make the 
class time to give the presentation “in person,” you can submit a recorded version for me to share 
with the class. 
 
5. You will write a 1500 to 2000-word book review of a book of criticism, theory, or history 
published in the last twenty-five years. Prior approval of book required, and I can make 
suggestions. You will make a brief presentation to the class about the book you review. (Again, 
if you are unable to make the class time to give the presentation “in person,” you can submit a 
recorded version for me to share with the class.) 
 
6. You will write a conference-style paper (eight to ten pages) related to the course topic and 
built on original research (following MLA style). Paper topics must be approved in advance in a 
one-on-one Zoom meeting. 
 
7. You will make an eight-minute presentation of your conference paper on the last day; again, 
these should not be read. There will be a short q&a after each presentation. (Again, if you are 
unable to make the class time to give the presentation “in person,” you can submit a recorded 
version for me to share with the class.) Full length (see #6) papers will be due a week later.  
 
8. Your grade for the course will consist of your daily questions (20%), your presentations on 
secondary reading (10% each), your conference paper (40%), your book review (10%),you’re 
your paper presentations (10%). (Note: I will be availing myself of the +/- grading option.)  
 
9. Students with Disabilities: If you anticipate barriers related to the format or requirements of 
this course, if you have emergency medical information to share with me, or if you need to make 
arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please let me know as soon as possible. 
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If disability related accommodations are necessary (for example, a note taker, extended time on 
exams, captioning), please establish an accommodation plan with the MU Disability Center, S5 
Memorial Union, 573-882-4696, and then notify me of your eligibility for reasonable 
accommodations.  For other MU resources for persons with disabilities, click on "Disability 
Resources" on the MU homepage. 
 
10. University of Missouri System Executive Order No. 38 lays out principles regarding the 
sanctity of classroom discussions at the university. The policy is described fully in section 
200.015 of the Collected Rules and Regulations. In this class, students may not make audio or 
video recordings of course activity, except students permitted to record as an accommodation 
under section 240.040 of the Collected Rules. All other students who record and/or distribute 
audio or video recordings of class activity are subject to discipline in accordance with provisions 
of section 200.020 of the Collected Rules and Regulations of the University of Missouri 
pertaining to student conduct matters. Those students who are permitted to record are not 
permitted to redistribute audio or video recordings of statements or comments from the course to 
individuals who are not students in the course without the express permission of the faculty 
member and of any students who are recorded. Students found to have violated this policy are 
subject to discipline in accordance with provisions of section 200.020 of the Collected Rules and 
Regulations of the University of Missouri pertaining to student conduct matters. [Zoom Era 
revision: I’ll be recording the discussion and sharing it if you need it: you do not have permission 
to share it with others.] 
 
 
Schedule  
 
Aug  28 Charles Chesnutt, The Marrow of Tradition 
   
Sep 4 Sinclair, Lewis, It Can’t Happen Here 

Irving Howe, “The Idea of the Political Novel,” from Politics and the Novel, 15-
24 

 
Sep 11 Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men 

George Lukacs, from Theory of the Novel, in Michael McKeon, ed., Theory of the 
Novel: A Historical Approach, 185-201 

 
Sep 18 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
  Morris Dickstein, “Fiction and Political Fact,” Bookforum Summer 2008 

 
Sep 25 Robert Coover, Public Burning 

Linda Hutcheon, “Historiographic Metafiction,” A Poetics of Postmodernism: 
History, Theory, Fiction, in Michael McKeon, ed., Theory of the Novel: A 
Historical Approach, 830-50 

 
Oct 2 Joan Didion, Democracy 
  M. M. Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel,” The Dialogical Imagination, 3-40 
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Oct 9 Don DeLillo, Libra 
Sean McCann, “Introduction,” A Pinnacle of Feeling: American Literature and 
Presidential Government, 1-32 
 

Oct 16 Tim O’Brien, In the Lake of the Woods 
  Tom Engelhardt, “Triumphalist Despair,” The End of Victory Culture, 3-15 
 
Oct 23 Toni Morrison, Paradise 

John Brenkman, “Multiculturalism and Criticism,” English Inside and Out: The 
Places of Literary Criticism, 87-101 
  

Oct 30 Book reviews due 
Presentations 
 

Nov 6 Philip Roth, The Plot Against America 
   Anthony Hutchison, “Liberalism and the Problem of Tradition in American  

Literature,” from Writing the Republic: Liberalism and Morality in American 
Political Fiction 
 

Nov 13 Chris Bachelder, U.S.! 
  John Whalen-Bridge, “Political Fiction as Impurity in American Literary  

Criticism,” from Political Fiction and the American Self, 17-41 
   
Nov 20 Paul Beatty, The Sellout 
  Franco Moretti, from The Way of the World: The Bildungsroman in European  

Culture, in Michael McKeon, ed., Theory of the Novel: A Historical Approach  
 

Nov 27  Thanksgiving 
 
Dec   4 Rachel Kushner, The Mars Room 
  Kara Gotsch and Vinay Basti, “Capitalizing on Mass Incarceration: U.S. Growth  

in Private Prisons”  
 
Dec 11  Papers presentations (papers due 12/18) 
 
 


