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General Catalog Description & Prerequisites 
 
The study of influence and context, focusing on a writer or a particular group of writers within or 
across historical periods and/or cultures. 
 
Specific Description & Goals 
 
This course is inspired by both a broad, overarching question and a more specific, emerging suspicion. 
First the big question: where do African American and Latin American@ fiction and culture converge 
and diverge over the last century? At the most obvious level, both traditions routinely represent the 
trials and tribulations of commonly oppressed peoples, whether through international injustices, the 
shady policies of Jim Crow, or the tensions of contemporary immigration policy. On the other hand, 
African American literature seems to have been more profoundly enmeshed with U.S. history than 
Latin@ narrative. But has it really? In this course, we’ll be evaluating that assumption quite closely. 
 
The more specific suspicion driving these textual selections is that African American and Latin@ 
American literary traditions share a deep interest in exploring the relationship between the real and the 
unreal, the temporal and the ultimate, but they are too rarely placed in dialogue, not least because of 
departmental turf wars. My sense is that these cultures’ magical realism, fantastic narrative, speculative 
fiction, and science fiction have often powerfully influenced one another, as well as other texts in their 
genres. Indeed they have a great deal to say to those of us who are more accustomed to narratives that 
represent white, middle-class views about technology and spirituality, the significance of race, class, 
and gender-based difference, and the relationship between individual and communal identity. 
 
We will begin before World War II with Nella Larsen, an accessible and provocative 1920s feminist, 
and Adolfo Bioy Casares, an Argentine whose most famous novel is a stunningly prescient look at the 
future of cinema and even new media. We move to mid-century with Ralph Ellison, who is among 
America’s greatest authors of any race, and Alejo Carpentier, a Cuban who heavily influenced the 
growth of magical realism. Rounding out the millennium, we will read novels by Octavia Butler, a 
MacArthur “genius award”-winning science fiction writer, and Karen Tei Yamashita, whose fiction 
imagines the literal collision of Latin American magical realism and postmodern technothriller. Along 
the way, we’ll also look back to earlier-century sources of these possible futures, familiarize ourselves 
with Af-Am and Latin@ history via two unique graphic narratives, and peek ahead to the twenty-first 
century via some of the best recent short stories from these cultures. 
 
Coursework includes considerable reading, deep investment in seminar discussions, several simple 
reading-comprehension quizzes, a discussion leadership assignment, an all-day field trip to Latin@ and 
African-American art and history museums in Chicago, and a conference-length research paper. 
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 Meeting, Reading/Viewing, & Assignment Schedule 
 
PART ONE: SEEING COLOR AGAIN 
 

1st
 WEEK, JAN 19TH: BEING “AMERICAN” 

 
IN CLASS: ~Barack Obama’s speech on race, “A More Perfect Union,” Philadelphia (2008) 
  ~Pew Hispanic Center data on race in America, as of 2008; Daniel D. Arreola, “Hispanic 
  American Legacy, Latino American Diaspora” 
  ~Guillermo Gómez-Peña, “Freefalling Toward a Borderless Future” (1995) 

~Syllabus review, discussion of goals and assignments, and introductions 
 

2nd
 WEEK, JAN 26TH: AF-AM & LAT-AM HISTORY, 1521-1926 

 
READING: ~Short essays from Greil Marcus and Werner Sollors, eds., A New Literary History of  
  America (2009): “Mexico in America,” “Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca,” “Samuel Sewall,  
  The Selling of Joseph,” “The matter of Haiti,” “The Missouri crisis,” “David Walker,  
  Appeal, in Four Articles,” “Jump Jim Crow,” “The Alamo and Texas border writing,”  
  “The slave narrative,” “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” “Frederick Douglass, ‘What to the slave is  
  the Fourth of July?’”, “Lincoln’s second inaugural address,” “Mark Twain’s hairball,” 
  “The Southwest imagined,” “Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Lyrics of Lowly Life,” “The problem  
  of the color line,” “’The real American has not yet arrived,’” “The Johnson-Reed Act and  
  ethnic literature,” “Fire!!” 
 
WRITING: ~1-page mini-papers about the essays above due online by midnight Tu 1/25 
 
IN CLASS: ~Excerpts from David A. Moore, The Age of Progress (1856) and Arthur Bird, Looking  
  Forward: A Dream of the United States of the Americas (1899) 
 

3rd
 WEEK, FEB 2ND: A BLACK WOMAN DEFIES THE MACHINE, 1928 

 
READING: ~Nella Larsen, Quicksand 
 
IN CLASS: ~Student article selection and discussion leadership: ______________ & _______________ 
 

4th
 WEEK, FEB 9TH: A LATIN AMERICAN MAN BUILDS A NEW MACHINE, 1940 

 
READING: ~Adolfo Bioy Casares, The Invention of Morel 
 
IN CLASS: ~Student article selection and discussion leadership: ______________ & _______________ 
 

5th WEEK, FEB 16TH: AF-AM & LAT-AM LITERARY HISTORY, 1936-2008 
 
READING: ~More essays from A New Literary History of America: “Two days in Harlem,” “Up from  
  invisibility,” “Integrating the military,” “A soft voice,” “The self-respect of my people,”  
  “’Letter from Birmingham Jail,’” “The Council on Interracial Books for Children,” “The  
  Autobiography of Malcolm X,” “Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker,” “Loisaida  
  Literature,” “Harriet Wilson,” “Maxine Hong Kingston, Tripmaster Monkey,” “Richard  
  Powers, The Time of Our Singing,” “Hurricane Katrina,” “Barack Obama” 
  ~Short story: Richard Wright, “The Man Who Lived Underground” (1945) 
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WRITING: ~1-page mini-papers about the essays above due online by midnight Tu 2/15 
 
IN CLASS: ~Excerpts from two graphic narratives, Ho Che Anderson’s King: A Comics Biography  
  and Ilan Stavans’s and Lalo Alcaraz’s Latino USA: A Cartoon History 
 
PART TWO: INVISIBLE STEPS 
 

6th WEEK, FEB 23RD: GOING NORTH 
 
READING: ~Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (ch 1-9) 
  ~From The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison: “Twentieth-Century Fiction and the Black  
  Mask of Humanity,” “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke”  
 
IN CLASS: ~Excerpts from René Girard, The Scapegoat (1986) 
  ~Listen to Ralph Ellison speech, “Origins of Invisible Man” 
  ~A deleted scene, courtesy of Ellison’s papers at the Library of Congress 
 
SUNDAY, FEB 27TH:  ALL-DAY (8 AM-7 PM) BUS TRIP TO CHICAGO’S NATIONAL MUSEUM OF 
MEXICAN ART AND THE DUSABLE MUSEUM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
 

7th
 WEEK, MAR 2ND: FALSE LEADS 

 
READING: ~Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (ch 10-17) 
  ~From The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison: “Hidden Name and Complex Fate,” “The Art  
  of Fiction: An Interview” 
 
IN CLASS: ~Student article selection and discussion leadership: ______________ & _______________ 
  ~Clips from Spike Lee’s biographical film Malcolm X (1992) 
 

8th WEEK, MAR 9TH: FALLING UNDERGROUND, RISING AGAIN 
 
READING: ~Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (ch 18-25, epilogue) 
  ~More of Ellison’s essays: “Working Notes for Invisible Man,” “What America Would Be  
  Like Without Blacks,” “Going to the Territory,” and “Society, Morality, and the Novel” 
 
IN CLASS: ~Student article selection and discussion leadership: ______________ & _______________ 
 
SPRING BREAK, MAR 16TH: NO CLASS 
 

9th
 WEEK, MAR 23RD: REALISM & MAGIC, EVEN FURTHER SOUTH 

 
READING: ~Alejo Carpentier, The Lost Steps (ch 1-3) 
 
WRITING: ~Research paper: 1-page topic, questions, tentative thesis due online midnight Tu 3/22 
 
IN CLASS: ~Excerpts from Alejo Carpentier, “On the Marvelous Real in America” (1949, expanded  
  1967) and “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real” (1975) 
  ~View documentary, La Americana 
 
 
 



 

 

4 

10th WEEK, MAR 30TH: A MIRACLE NOT REPEATED 
 
READING:  ~Alejo Carpentier, The Lost Steps (ch 4-6) 
 
IN CLASS: ~Student article selection and discussion leadership: ______________ & _______________ 
  ~The process of building a strong thesis and argumentative paper 
 
PART THREE: FUTURE CONJUNCTIONS 
 

11th
 WEEK, APR 6TH: REVULSION, ATTRACTION, AND BLACK LITERARY BIOETHICS 

 
READING: ~Octavia Butler, Dawn (first novel within Lilith’s Brood trilogy) 
 
WRITING: ~Research papers: 1-paragraph annotations (½ summary, ½ analysis), with correct MLA  
  Works Cited entries, of 5 secondary sources for your paper, due online midnight Tu 4/5 
 
IN CLASS: ~Octavia Butler interview with Charlie Rose 
 ~Samuel R. Delany, “Racism and Science Fiction”(1999), and Charles R. Saunders, “Why  
 Blacks Should Read (and Write) Science Fiction” (2000) 
 

12th WEEK, APR 13TH: MAGICAL REALISM FOR A TECHNO-THRILLER WORLD 
 
READING: ~Karen Tei Yamashita, Tropic of Orange 
 
IN CLASS: ~View documentary, Mojados: Through the Night, and a new border-focused photo essay 
  ~Research papers: informal discussion of current thesis directions 
 

13th
 WEEK, APR 20TH: DARK MATTERS 

 
READING: ~Short stories from Sheree R. Thomas, ed., Dark Matter: Charles W. Chesnutt, “The  
  Goophered Grapevine” (1887); W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Comet” (1920); Derrick Bell, “The  
  Space Traders” (1992); Nalo Hopkinson, “Greedy Choke Puppy” (2000); Steven Barnes,  
  “The Woman in the Wall” (2000) 
 
WRITING: ~Research papers: draft of first three pages due online midnight Tu 4/19 
  
IN CLASS: ~A look back at Larsen, Ellison, & Butler through the lens of these stories 
  ~Film: Alex Rivera’s border-crossing film Sleep Dealer (2008), 1st half 
 

14th WEEK, APR 27TH: COSMOS LATINOS 
 
READING: ~Short stories from Andrea L. Bell & Yolanda Molina-Gavilán, eds., Cosmos Latinos: Luis  
  Britto García, “Future” (Venezuela, 1970); José B. Adolph, “The Falsifier” (Peru, 1972);  
  Angélica Gorodischer, “The Violet’s Embryos” (Argentina, 1973); Guillermo Lavín,  
  “Reaching the Shore” (Mexico, 1994); Pepe Rojo, “Gray Noise” (Mexico, 1996); Pablo  
  Castro, “Exerion” (Chile, 2000) 
 
IN CLASS: ~A look back at Bioy Casares, Carpentier, & Yamashita through the lens of these stories 
  ~Film: Alex Rivera’s border-crossing film Sleep Dealer (2008), 2nd half 
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15th
 WEEK, MAY 4TH: WRITING WORKSHOP 

 
WRITING: ~Research paper: full draft due online midnight Tu 5/3 
 
IN CLASS: ~Small-group draft critiques & the strategy of reverse outlining, plus course evaluations 
 

FINALS WEEK, MAY 11TH: PAPER PRESENTATIONS 
 
ONLINE: ~Research paper: final paper due online before class 
 
IN CLASS: ~Formal, conference-style presentations of research papers 
 
Texts for Purchase 
 
PLEASE NOTE: 
*Prices below are rounded off from recent amazon.com new prices. In many cases, used copies can be 
purchased less expensively (try bookfinder.com!). 
*Other materials will be posted or linked via Western Online and may be printed on campus at no cost. 
 

• Larsen, Nella. Quicksand. Penguin, $10. ISBN: 0141181273. 
• Bioy Casares, Adolfo. The Invention of Morel. NYRB, $10. ISBN: 1590170571. 
• Ellison, Ralph. Invisible Man. Vintage, $10. ISBN: 0679732764. 
• Carpentier, Alejo. The Lost Steps. Univ. of Minnesota, $16. ISBN: 0816638071. 
• Butler, Octavia. Lilith’s Brood. Warner/Grand Central, $13. ISBN: 0446676101. 
• Yamashita, Karen Tei. Tropic of Orange. Coffee House, $10. ISBN: 1566890640. 

 
Recommended Reading/Viewing (ask me for more titles that may apply particularly to your project) 
 
FILMS 
 
“O”     American History X   Maria Full of Grace 
Monster’s Ball    Amistad    The Motorcycle Diaries 
The Green Mile    A Family Thing    A Day Without a Mexican 
Malcolm X    Philadelphia    Traffic 
The Power of One   Driving Miss Daisy   Babel 
Ali     The Apostle    The Official Story 
The Shawshank Redemption  City of God    Man Facing Southeast 
Ray     The Fountain    Moebius 
 
FICTION 
 
Harriet Wilson, Our Nig    Jean Toomer, Cane 
Langston Hughes, Simple’s Uncle Sam  Nella Larsen, Passing 
W.E.B. Du Bois, Dark Princess    Richard Wright, Black Boy & Native Son 
Sinclair Lewis, Kingsblood Royal   Flannery O’Connor, The Complete Stories 
Ralph Ellison, Juneteenth    Ralph Ellison, Three Days Before the Shooting … 
James Baldwin, Go Tell It on the Mountain  Alice Walker, The Color Purple 
Walker Percy, The Last Gentleman    Toni Morrison, Paradise 
Richard Powers, The Time of Our Singing  Ismael Reed, Mumbo Jumbo 
Colson Whitehead, The Intuitionist   Rob Vollmar & Pablo Callejo, The Castaways 
Samuel Delany, Triton    Octavia Butler, Kindred 
Mat Johnson & Warren Pleece, Incognegro  Ana Castillo, So Far From God 
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Elena Garro, Recollections of Things to Come  Karen Tei Yamashita, Through the Arc o/t Rainforest 
Rosario Castellanos, The Book of Lamentations  Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street 
Paco Ignacio Taibo II, Leonardo’s Bicycle  Alejo Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World 
Aimé Césaire, A Tempest    Helena María Viramontes, Under the Feet of Jesus 
Junot Díaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao Salvador Plascencia, The People of Paper 
 
THEORY AND CRITICISM 
 
René Girard, The Scapegoat    Eric Sundquist, To Wake the Nations 
Adam Bradley, Ralph Ellison in Progress  Alan Nadel, Invisible Criticism 
Wilson J. Moses, Black Messiahs & Uncle Toms James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation 
Wendell Berry, The Hidden Wound   Henry Louis Gates, The Signifying Monkey  
Cornel West, Prophecy Deliverance!   Martin Kevorkian, The Black Face of Tech. in America 
Daniel D. Arreola, Hispanic Spaces, Latino Places Jon Smith & Deborah Cohn, Look Away! 
John T. Irwin, The Mystery to a Solution  Idelbar Avelar, The Untimely Present 
Jean Franco, The Decline & Fall of the Lettered City Jean Franco, Critical Passions 
Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude   Claire Fox, The Fence and the River 
Kirsten Silva Gruesz, Ambassadors of Culture  Gretchen Murphy, Hemispheric Imaginings 
 
HISTORICAL ANGLES (inc. autobiography) 
 
Stephen Prothero, American Jesus   David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross 
Albert Murray, South to a Very Old Place  W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk 
David L. Chappell, A Stone of Hope   James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time 
Barack Obama, Dreams from My Father  Zora Neale Hurston, Tell My Horse 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Why We Can’t Wait  Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X 
Leon Fink, The Maya of Morganton   Rigoberta Menchú, I, Rigoberta Menchú 
 
Grading Criteria 
 
~An A recognizes broad and deep understanding of the course material, regular and insightful 
discussion contributions, and very strong written work—a major impact on the course’s success. 
~A B indicates good commitment to coursework, demonstrable contributions and achievements in 
both verbal and written analysis, and tangible positive impact on other students’ learning. 
~A C reflects adequate completion of coursework, including satisfactory participation and writing. 
~A D or F denotes incomplete or unsatisfactory coursework, unsatisfactory participation (missing more 
than 25% of class time or >3 classes), and/or detraction from course goals (via plagiarism or otherwise). 
 
I will figure final grades using the university scale (A, B, C, D, or F, with pluses and minuses) and the 
values below (subject to minor adjustments if needed). Please note that by using the “My Grades” 
function on the course website, you can track your assignment grades and estimate your current 
overall grade (using the formula below) at any point. 
 

40%  4 quizzes (10% each) 
10%  Student article selection and discussion leadership, other in-class presentations 
50%  Research paper, including work across drafts and final presentation 
 

Brief Looks at Assignments 
 
Quizzes: These will neither be picky, insignificant-detail interrogations, nor such easy affairs that one 
could prepare sufficiently by reading summaries. The idea is that anyone who recently read/viewed all 
of the assigned texts with good comprehension will average 70-80% of the points available (i.e., earn a 
“B” or better). Students usually grumble about my quizzes initially, but soon agree that they provide 
valuable accountability and lead to higher-quality discussions because everyone is well-prepared. 
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Student article selection and discussion leadership: The ability to facilitate far-reaching, provocative 
group analysis of a text is a key skill in for graduate-level studies. Whether you anticipate eventual 
PhD work or some more remunerative career, you will thank your peers and I for any informal 
pressure we put on you here. Your job is simple: with a partner, using the MLA Bibliography online, 
select and email to the class at least five days before the scheduled class meeting (by Friday night of the 
preceding week) a critical article engaging our text for the week that you think is worth our attention. 
Generally, I would prioritize essays from major journals published within the last decade or so. If 
you’d like, you may select several leading candidates and send me pdf’s with your thoughts on each 
one’s potential appeal. I’m happy to help you in making a selection or to delegate this responsibility 
entirely to you, as you prefer. In any case, please also email the class a 1-page handout including: (a) a 
brief overview of the criticism you found, including several citations, and the logic by which you 
selected the article; (b) a one-paragraph summary of its argument; and (c) a set of 3-5 penetrating, 
detailed questions the article raises for you. You can then use this handout to guide discussion in class. 
 
Research paper: A carefully argued conference-length research paper of 3000+ words (12+ pp.). While 
entirely open to other ideas, I will recommend a comparative analysis of how two texts from this 
course (or one from inside, one outside) illuminate some aspect of one or both of the literary traditions 
we have studied. Alternatively, or simultaneously, you might show how grasping specific ethnic 
histories or practices can shed light on literary interpretation. This assignment is intentionally wide 
open: my largest priority is that the paper be of genuine value to you well beyond the scope of the 
class. Talk with me as early as possible about what sparks your interests as a reader, writer, and 
perhaps even teacher, and we’ll look together for ways this course and those passions dovetail. This 
final assignment also includes an 8-10 minute sampling of the argument to be presented during the 
final exam period. Finally, please note the due dates for a 1-page paper proposal, a set of 5 annotations 
of key secondary sources, your first 3 pages, and a full draft, which will help ensure time for revision. 
 
PLEASE NOTE: The remaining information is included on all of my syllabi. Its application will vary in 
some measure according to the students involved and the particular emphases of each course. 
 
General Writing Assignment Guidelines 
 
I will provide further information about goals and grading criteria for each paper, but it is worth 
familiarizing yourself now with several general requirements: 

~You should familiarize yourself with a good style guide. I use MLA style most often and will 
provide a brief summary of its requirements, but other styles (Chicago, APA, or another with 
pre-approval) are just fine as long as they are consistently applied. 
~Please use this page setup on all assignments, unless specified otherwise: 1” justified margins 
on all sides; size 12, Times New Roman font; and double-spacing. Please also provide a cover 
page including paper title, course title and my name, your name, and date, as well as a list of 
works cited or a bibliography (depending on the style you employ and the assignment). 

 
The Writing Center 
 
The Writing Center (Room B14; 309-762-9481, ext. 321; SA-Brigham1@wiu.edu) offers free individual 
instruction from experienced professionals, as well as access to two computers and a laser printer. 
Areas of writing help may include generating ideas, suggesting organization, and working through 
grammatical issues. While walk-ins are welcome, appointments are recommended. Please see 
http://www.wiu.edu/uwc/ for more information. 
 
Late Work 
 
If you anticipate special difficulty in meeting a deadline, discuss this with me so that if warranted, we 
can consider special arrangements. Because our readings and assignments are in many ways 
cumulative, it is important that you keep up; at the same time, we lead busy lives and things happen. 
Balancing those twin realities, I will not penalize work submitted within a week of the due date on the 
first occasion, but beyond that exception, assignments will lose one-third of a letter grade per week late. 
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Academic Dishonesty 
 
Plagiarism, cheating, and other forms of academic dishonesty are among the most serious violations of 
a student’s integrity and of relationships with the instructor, fellow classmates, and the university. In 
the humanities, plagiarism usually involves knowingly presenting another person’s specific words or 
ideas as one’s own, whether by copying or closely paraphrasing, and without citing the source. Please 
be aware that such an offense may lead directly to an “F” for the course. We will briefly review proper citation 
in class, but if you have questions about how to credit an idea or information source, please ask. If you 
are unsure about definitions or consequences of academic honesty, consult WIU’s Student Academic 
Integrity Policy at http://www.wiu.edu/policies/acintegrity.php. 
 
Attendance & Participation 
 
My courses differ substantially from those requiring regurgitation of memorized information. Instead, 
our goals include learning new interpretive approaches, understanding diverse people and ideas, 
strengthening analytical and writing skills, and benefiting from each other’s unique backgrounds of 
experience. As a result, preparation for each session, regular attendance, and thoughtful discussion 
participation are crucial commitments for all concerned. Except in life-threatening or other extreme 
circumstances, then, chronic absence or lateness (missing more than 25% of class-time, or 4+ meetings) will 
lower final grades by at least one full letter. Additional non-attendance may result in an “F” for the course. 
 
Classroom Courtesies 
 
Please excuse yourself whenever necessary; when possible, transitions between activities are the best 
time. Also, please turn off or mute cell phones, mp3 players, and other potential distractions before 
class (you can laugh with me if I forget); along with laptops, these should not be used during quizzes. 
Finally, please wait to put away materials until we call it a day; I will respect your schedules as well.  
 
Making Contact 
 
Whenever you have an idea or a question about this course that has not been addressed on the syllabus 
or in class discussions, please feel welcome to contact me. While I very much appreciate students 
turning to each other first for simpler questions about assignments and missed materials, etc., I still 
encourage you to email me, grab me after class, or meet with me during office hours. Email is almost 
always the best means; I usually check it several times daily and respond within a day or two. However, I 
check voice mail only at my office and several days can pass before I receive messages. Please also note 
that I often use email to make class announcements, so make sure I have an address you check daily. 
 
Accommodations 
 
“In accordance with University policy and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), academic 
accommodations may be made for any student who notifies the instructor of the need for an 
accommodation. For the instructor to provide the proper accommodation(s) you must obtain 
documentation of the need for an accommodation through Disability Support Services and provide it 
to the instructor. It is imperative that you take the initiative to bring such needs to the instructor's 
attention, as he/she is not legally permitted to inquire about such particular needs of students. 
Students who may require special assistance in emergency evacuations (i.e. fire, tornado, etc.) should 
contact the instructor as to the most appropriate procedures to follow in such an emergency. Contact 
Disability Support Services at 298-2512 for additional services” (from Official University Policy Manual 
at http://www.wiu.edu/policies/syllabus.php). 
 
Student Rights & Responsibilities 
 
For further information on expectations for both students and university personnel, please see 
http://www.wiu.edu/provost/students/. 


