Women and Literature: Utopia, Dystopia, and the American Dream
Dr. Everett Hamner
Western Illinois University, Spring 2012
ENG/WS 301, Mondays 12:30-3, QC Riverfront 120, westernonline.wiu.edu
e-hamner@wiu.edu; 309-762-3999 x62247; off hrs M 3-4 & W 3-5 (Riv. 128), Tu 3-4 (60th St. 255A)

General Catalog Description & Prerequisites
The study of literature as an art practiced by women, with an examination of portrayals of women in
literature. Not open to students with credit in WS 301.
Specific Description & Goals
Across history and geography, there have been very few women and men who have not wished to
change a thing or two about their societies. Domineering leadership styles, low prestige and wages for
the jobs that matter most, exorbitant costs of health care and basic necessities, unhealthy work
conditions and insufficient time for rest, disproportionate burdens in caring for children and the
elderly … the list could get very long. It would be folly to tie every problem we might name to a single
source, but this course emphasizes that in nearly every human society, sexuality and gender have had
considerable impacts on individuals’ vulnerabilities to injustice.
Our aim is not just lament, though, but deeper understanding. In reading a wide range of literature
written by women and/or about sexuality and gender this semester, we will be exposing assumptions
that help maintain inequities. How exactly do these fictions suggest men and women, the male and the
female, and the masculine and the feminine are similar and different? What role does biological
predisposition play relative to cultural expectations? How have individuals and cultures successfully
resisted imbalance in ways that benefit those of every sex and sexual orientation, and how might they
in the future? Where should we emphasize similarities, and where differences?
The course’s major texts offer both utopian and dystopian approaches to these questions. By imagining
both the heights to which human cultures might ascend and the depths to which they might fall, these
stories make explicit what often stays implicit in our complaints. Concentrating on the 20th- & 21stcentury U.S., they offer a dramatic tale of our nation’s dual capacities for leadership and corruption.
“The American dream” figures heavily here: after looking at earlier utopias, including the first feminist
example, we will see how “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” take on whole new meanings in
the wake of World War II. As global technological superiority and an Edenic suburbia become possible,
however, so do questions about whose happiness is really being afforded. With the sixties and decades
following, utopia often yields to dystopia—or at least more ambiguous utopia—as women and men
alike become convinced that any truly good society cannot abide abuses based on sex or gender.
While completing four announced reading quizzes and four short writing assignments, students will
have regular opportunities to rethink areas of ongoing debate. Alongside novels by Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, Margaret Atwood, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Suzanne Collins, there will be several films and a
trip to see the Vagina Monologues. The temperature may sometimes rise a degree, but that will prove
productive as long as we maintain both the honesty and respect on which all civil societies depend.
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Meeting, Reading, & Assignment Schedule

1st WEEK, JAN 16

TH

2nd WEEK, JAN 23
IN CLASS:

: NO CLASS (MLK, JR. HOLIDAY)

RD

: THE PERFECT SOCIETY, THE PERFECT WOMAN, AND OTHER MYTHS

~Ursula K. Le Guin’s short story “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” (1973)
~Clip of Eve Ensler’s recorded performance of The Vagina Monologues
~Syllabus review, discussion of goals and assignments, and further introductions

3rd WEEK, JAN 30

TH

: FIRST WAVE FEMINISM COOPTS A GENRE

READING:

~Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s novella Herland (1915) (see “course content” on website)

IN CLASS:

~Defining utopia, using a short essay by Gregory Claeys and Lyman Tower Sargent
~An overview of the pre-20th-century history of utopian thinking and writing
~An early twentieth-century feminist’s tormented life and defiant poetry

4th WEEK, FEB 6

TH

: UTOPIA, SEX, & GENDER IN 21ST CENTURY HOLLYWOOD

VIEWING:

~Danny Boyle’s film The Beach (2000) (purchase, rent, or borrow a DVD/online copy)

WRITING:

~Paper #1: Autobiography about sex, gender, and stories due online by 9 am

IN CLASS:

~Quiz #1: Le Guin (“Omelas”), Gilman, Claeys & Sargent, The Beach
~Steven T. Asma, “Gauging Gender” (the roles of biology and culture)

5th WEEK, FEB 13

TH

: NO CLASS (LINCOLN’S B-DAY), BUT GO SEE VAGINA MONOLOGUES

READING:

~B.F. Skinner’s novel Walden Two (1948), ch. 1-19

IN CLASS:

~No class meeting this week, but we will take a trip to the Vagina Monologues show
at Augustana College on Sat 2/11, 7:00 pm. Tickets will be $6/students (in advance) and
$9/others (details to come). If necessary, students may instead attend the Th night 2/9
performance or the 2/17-19 performances at WIU-Macomb, or as a last resort, view Eve
Ensler’s performance on DVD and write a 500-word reflection for credit (due 2/20).

6th WEEK, FEB 20

TH

: POST-WWII SUBURBIA & BEHAVIORAL PSYCHOLOGY’S ALTERNATIVE

READING:

~Skinner, Walden Two, ch. 20-36

IN CLASS:

~To New Horizons (short General Motors propaganda film, 1940)
~Excerpts from Kismaric and Heiferman’s Growing Up with Dick and Jane (1996)
~Skinner the behaviorist, Skinner the novelist

FRI, FEB 24TH: ALL-DAY BUS TRIP TO FIELD MUSEUM, CHICAGO
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7th WEEK, FEB 27

TH

: RETHINKING PLEASANTVILLE

VIEWING:

~ Gary Ross’s film Pleasantville (1998) (purchase, rent, or borrow a DVD/online copy)

WRITING:

~Paper #2: Argumentative essay on how one of our texts represents sex and/or gender
due online by 9 am

IN CLASS:

~Quiz #2: Skinner, Pleasantville
~Allan Gurganus, “Toward a Creation Myth of Suburbia”
~“Are You Popular?”, ”Boomtime: Postwar Prosperity,” & other postwar suburbia films
~American actualizations of utopian visions

8th WEEK, MAR 5

TH

: THE DYSTOPIAN VISION OF SECOND-WAVE FEMINISM

READING:

~Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), ch. 1-24

IN CLASS:

~The ongoing life, poetry, and “Happy Endings” of Margaret Atwood
~Daniel Bergner, “What Do Women Want?”

SPRING BREAK, MAR 12TH: NO CLASS

9th WEEK, MAR 19

TH

: SEX, GENDER, & RELIGIOUS PATRIARCHY

READING:

~Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), ch. 25-46 and “Historical Notes”

IN CLASS:

~Full Cover Girl: How Fundamentalism and Democracy are Eroding Women’s Rights in Iraq
(2009)
~Nicholas Kristof, “The Evil Behind the Smiles” (on human trafficking)

10th WEEK, MAR 26

TH

: QUEER PARALLELS OF THE FEMINIST & LGBT RIGHTS MOVEMENTS

VIEWING:

~Gus Van Sant’s Milk (2008)

WRITING:

~Paper #3: Creative writing expansion on The Handmaid’s Tale due online by 9 am

IN CLASS:

~Quiz #3: Gurganus, Bergner, Kristof, Atwood, Milk
~The Pew Forum, “Religious Groups’ Official Positions on Same-Sex Marriage”

11th WEEK, APR 2

ND

: THIRD WAVE FEMINISM AND THE AMBIGUOUS UTOPIA

READING:

~Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed (1974), ch. 1-4

IN CLASS:

~Some good words on gender and utopia from Le Guin’s essays
~Peggy Orenstein, “Should the World of Toys Be Gender-Free?”

FRI APR 6: ABSTRACT SUBMISSION DEADLINE FOR UNDERGRAD RESEARCH DAY (4/18)
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12th WEEK, APR 9

TH

: POLITICS, PHYSICS, AND PARTNERSHIP

READING:

~Le Guin, The Dispossessed, ch. 5-8

IN CLASS:

~Le Guin’s alignment of consensual anarchism, quantum physics, & enduring love
~Laurie Abraham, “Teaching Good Sex”

13th WEEK, APR 16

TH

: OPENINGS IN THE WALLS

READING:

~ Le Guin, The Dispossessed, ch. 9-13

IN CLASS:

~Excerpt from Hamner interview with Le Guin about the end of The Dispossessed
~Luis Britto Gárcia, “Future” (1970) (translated by Andrea Bell, 2003)

WED APR 18TH: UNDERGRAD RESEARCH DAY IN MACOMB

14th WEEK, APR 23

RD

: GENDER, DYSTOPIA, AND REALITY TV

READING:

~Suzanne Collins, The Hunger Games (ch 1-13)

IN CLASS:

~Shirley Jackson, “The Lottery” (1948)
~Course evaluations

15th WEEK, APR 30

TH

: ADOLESCENT HEROINES FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

READING:

~Collins, The Hunger Games (ch 14-27)

IN CLASS:

~Quiz #4: Orenstein, Abraham, Le Guin, Jackson, Collins
~Kate Wilhelm, “Ladies and Gentlemen, This is Your Crisis” (1976)

DATE/TIME TBA: CAS END-OF-YEAR RESEARCH EVENING AT BUTTERWORTH CENTER

FINALS WEEK, MAY 7

TH

: PAPER PRESENTATIONS

WRITING:

~Paper #4: Revision & expansion of paper #2 due online by classtime

IN CLASS:

~Discussion of paper #4 and the course’s impact

5
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.
Required texts
• Skinner, B. F. Walden Two. Hackett, $10. ISBN: 0872207781.
• Atwood, Margaret. The Handmaid’s Tale. Anchor, $10. ISBN: 038549081X.
• Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia. Eos/HarperCollins, $8. ISBN:
0061054887.
• Suzanne Collins, The Hunger Games. Scholastic, $5. ISBN: 0439023521.
• Students will also need to rent, borrow, or buy DVD copies of The Beach (2000), Pleasantville
(1998), and Milk (2008). Copies will be on reserve at the Riverfront campus computer lab site.
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%
60%

4 quizzes (10% each)
4 papers (15% each)

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.
Papers: As I will explain further as we near each assignment, these short projects will vary in their
aims. The first will be a personal reflection about how fictional narratives have shaped one’s
developing ideas about sexuality and gender; the second will be an argumentative piece directly
interpreting one of our main texts; the third will be creative writing that significantly expands upon The
Handmaid’s Tale; and the fourth and final paper will be a revision of paper #2 that places your original
text in dialogue with another, later course text. In each case, you will need bold, well-substantiated
claims, evidence of strong reading comprehension and extensive reflection upon the texts, clear
organization, and thorough proofreading. These short pieces are chances to do your best writing at the
level of sentence and paragraph, where repeated, thoughtful revision is essential. Bonus credit of 1/3
grade is available for presenting adaptations of these papers at Undergraduate Research Day or the CAS Research
Evening at semester’s end or for publishing adaptations in the River’s Edge campus newspaper.
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For further reading: more contemporary American novels about sex, gender, & utopia/dystopia
Le Guin, Always Coming Home, Gifts, Four Ways to Forgiveness
Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time; He, She, It
Sally Miller Gearhart, The Wanderground
Sheri S. Tepper, The Gate to Women’s Country
Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower, Parable of the Talents
Mary Doria Russell, The Sparrow, Children of God

Collins, Catching Fire, Mockingjay
Joanna Russ, The Female Man
Walker Percy, Love in the Ruins
Pamela Sargent, Cloned Lives
Ernest Callenbach, Ecotopia
Austin Tappan Wright, Islandia

PLEASE NOTE:
The remaining information is included on all of my syllabi. Keep in mind that 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.
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.
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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/.

