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English 369/SWGS 329 The American West and its Others 
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Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still #43, 1979.  (aka “Monument Valley Girl”)
This course asks where, when, and who is “the West?” How do we know we are “there?”  These questions are simultaneously philosophical, legal, historical, cultural, aesthetic, ecological, political, and definitely practical, and to explore them we work with materials from a range of disciplinary fields. We read literature, watch films, visit the Houston MFA’s Hogg Brothers Collection of western American art.  We consider critical theory that deals broadly in the concept of critical regionalism and its relation to everything from political economy to literary analysis to issues of gender, race/indigeneity, and dwelling in place.  A working premise is that writers, painters, photographers, and filmmakers represent space and place as material forces crucial to anything called “meaning” and not as simple setting or backdrop for human action in the foreground.  What do place-based knowledges tell us? What do they do?  
Narratives associated with the West inevitably seem to justify projects of US empire and celebrate nineteenth century nation-building exploits.  So we start by establishing concepts and critical practices capable of decolonizing dominant Westernness so we can read critically the iconic narrative and visual tropes of US western expansion – unoccupied landscape, for instance, or the idea of West as geography of hope and adventure.  The bulk of our work for the term, then, opens onto contemporary literary and film considerations of place-making and place-knowledges about Indian Country and the US/Mexico borderlands in particular.  What ethics or logic of inhabitation of place is offered?   We finish by way of conversations between classic and recent feminist Westerns.
This course satisfies the non-canonical requirement for the English major and the critical race requirement for SWGS, so students can expect extended considerations of issues of race, indigeneity, sexuality, masculinity, and femininity. It serves as well as an elective for Latin American Studies majors. Students develop skills of close reading, critical thinking, and analytic writing, while deepening literary, historical, and theoretical knowledges.
REQUIRED PRIMARY TEXTS:

LITERATURE (available at bookstore):

FILM (available on OWL-Space):  

Guthrie, The Way West (1949)


John Ford, dir. The Searchers (1956)
McCarthy, The Crossing (1994)


Stevens, dir. Giant (1952)



Silko, Ceremony (1977) 



Leone, dir. Once Upon a Time in the West (1968) 
Villanueva, Scenes of the Movie Giant (1995)
Ray, dir. Johnny Guitar (1954)






Brown, dir. Endless Summer (1966)







Emerson, dir. Opal (2015)







Aldon, dir. Baghdad Café (1987)
OTHER materials (critical and other shorter literary readings) denoted by ** available on OWL-Space. 
NOTE FIELD TRIP.  Visit to MFAH, Ima Hogg Collection of Western Art. Cole, Bierstadt, Moran, Remingtons, Russell, Pollock, O’Keefe.  January 28 (during class time).
Assignments:  
Two 5-6 page papers, due Feb 12 & March 30 (20% each of grade); one 8-10 page paper due May 4 (35%).  Several short reading summaries – see handout on OWL-Space (15%).  Class participation and attendance (10%).   April 14th Final Paper Proposal Due.
Disability Accommodation:

Rice University is committed to equal opportunity for individuals with disabilities. In keeping with the university's mission to provide an unsurpassed education, Disability Support Services (DSS) provides accommodations and support services.  If you have a registered need, please see me and I will accommodate you; also be sure to visit DSS.  

Policy on Electronic Devices in the Classroom:


Refrain from all electronic activities unrelated to our class while the class is in session. I will ask students who violate this policy to leave.  The policy intent is to allow laptops in the classroom but to ensure their use is exclusively educational.

Honor Code:  

University policy requires Rice faculty to report suspected violations of the Honor Code to the Honor Council. Be sure to cite any source you use, especially in this age of Internet research.  

Policy on attendance and late arrival:  ALWAYS COME TO CLASS.

It’s always best to come to class, even if you are tired, late, or underprepared.  You will always do better in this or any class if you attend regularly.  This is especially true during the most hectic parts of the semester.  

Office Hours: 

Please note office hours on page 1.  I have scheduled times that should accommodate most students.  If you want to talk about the class, your writing, an assignment, the English major, or some other matter, please visit.  If you need assistance, sooner is usually better than later. 

Part I:  Critical Contexts
Where is West?  
Jan 12 Tu:
Introductions 
     
Shelley Niro (Mohawk) Installation, “The Border” (1996)

     
Cindy Sherman, “Monument Valley Girl” (1979)

     
Dustinn Craig (Apache), “4wheelwarpony” (2008) experimental video/performance art


     
Also, in class: Nugent, “Where Is the American West?” (1992)**
Jan 14 Th:  
Conceptualizing Place 

In-class exercise: “Place” according to us

Creswell, Place: A Short Introduction, Chap 1*

bell hooks, from belonging: a culture of place (2009), 1-24 **


Rebecca Solnit, “Apricots,” from The Faraway Nearby  (2013) 1-14**
Who is West?

Jan 19 Tu:   
 “Frontiers” as Settler Colonial Place(s) 

Frederick J. Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History”** (1893)

Limerick, “Closing the Frontier and Opening Western History” (1987) **



Patrick Wolfe, “Comparing Colonial and Racial Regimes,” (2013) YouTube, 45 min**




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xwj5bcLG8ic


READING RESPONSE DUE (in class)
Jan 21 Th   
“Other” Places: Critical Place Knowledge & Critical Regionalism



Selection, Vine Deloria, Jr. Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (1969)**

Selection, Américo Paredes, With His Pistol in His Hand (1958)**

Selection, Gloria Anzaldúa, from Borderlands/La Frontera (1987)**
Trailer, Joe Talbot, Last Black Man in San Francisco (2015) ** 

What does West look like?
Jan 26 Tu 
Classic Western Cinema  

John Ford’s The Searchers (1956)**
Class handout poem, Louise Erdrich (Chippewa), “Dear John Wayne”



For interested students: see film critic Buscombe, The Searchers**
Jan 28 Th
 FIELD TRIP – Public Art/History, Hermann Park, then MFAH


Meet in front of Brown House, 4pm



Walk to MFAH via Sam Houston & Pioneer Memorials, Hermann Park



MFAH – Hogg Brothers Collection of Western Art (especially Cole, Bierstadt, Moran, 



Remington, Russell, Pollock, O'Keefe).



Dinner at MFACafe (courtesy of English Department)  

Feb 2 Tu
Before Cinema: Visual Precedents in 19C Art & Photography



Goodman, “A Little History of Western Photography,” Translating Southwestern 



Landscapes 67-105.** 



Discussion of MFAH visit.   
Prof. brings: The West as America (Smithsonian 1991) 



        Into the Sunset: Photography’s Image of American West (MOMA, 2008).


READING RESPONSE DUE
Feb 4 Th
(Not-Classic) Queer Cinema 



Johnny Guitar, dir. Nicolas Ray (1954)**



Skim: Halberstam, pages to skim TBA, “Looking Butch” 175-230**

Feb 9  Tu 
Spaghetti Westerns.  Guest Lecturer.



Sergio Leone, Once Upon a Time in the West (1968)
Feb 11 Th
No Class. Professor in New Zealand.
Feb 12 F
PAPER ONE DUE
Part II: Studies in Place Knowledges
Feb 16 Tu
Settler Masculinity for the American Century (1945-73)


A.B. Guthrie, The Way West (1950)
Feb 18 Th
Guthrie continued


Recommended: Comer, “New West, Urban and Suburban Spaces, Postwest”**

Feb 23 Tu 
Guthrie conclude

Feb 25
Th
Feminist Border Places/Feelings for the American Century 



Film Giant (1952), dir. George Stevens**


READING RESPONSE DUE
Spring Break 
(March 1st/3rd  No Class) 
March 8 Tu 
 Chicano Spectatorship 


Tino Villanueva, Scenes from the Movie Giant: Poems (1999)
March 10 Th 
Place, Being, Bodies 


Tatum, “Topographies in Transition” (1998)
 March 15 Tu
What Has Happened?


McCarthy, The Crossing (Part I)
March 17 Th
continued  (Part II, III)


READING RESPONSE DUE
March 22 Tu 
finish The Crossing (Part IV)
March 24 Th
 Indian Country – Laguna Pueblo





Leslie Marmon Silko (Laguna), Ceremony (1977)

March 29 Tu 
continue Ceremony
March 30 W  
SECOND PAPER DUE
March 31 Th   
Midterm Recess

April 5 Tu 
finish Ceremony
April 7 Th 
Tribalography



LeAnne Howe (Choctaw), “The Story of America: A Tribalography,” from Chocktalking on 

Other Realities (2013) 13-40.


OR


“Embodied Tribalography”  --  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upeVQniQdyc
April 12 Tu 
Recent/New Feminist Conversations -- “Rezterns”


 Opal (2014), dir. Ramona Emerson (Navajo)  (experimental short film)

 


Susan Bernardin, “It’s A Good Day to Bike: Indigenous Futures in 




Ramona Emerson’s Opal” (2014) **


READING RESPONSE DUE
April 14
Th  
Water/Wests/Places


Endless Summer, dir Bruce Brown (1966) **


“In the Mind of Sachi Cunningham” (2015) from Saltwater Daughter Series, 


Sea Level TV**  
(experimental short)  https://vimeo.com/132885028
Due: Final Project Proposal – selection critical and primary texts, thesis in progress, “mapping paragraphs”
April 19 Tu   
Baghdad Café, dir Percy Aldon (1987)
April 21
Th
Semester in Review
5

[image: image1]