
Introduction to American Studies: 
Utopia in the American Political Imaginary 

AMER 1002.03 
Spring 2019 

“All nations are places, but they are also acts of  imagination.” 
       - Jill Lepore 

Professor Megan Gallagher                   M and W, 2:10-3:25  
megan.gallagher@vanderbilt.edu            Buttrick Hall 202 
Office: Buttrick Hall 332 
Office hours: M and W, 1:00-2:00, and by appointment 

Course Description 
This interdisciplinary course introduces students to American Studies through an 
investigation of  utopian thinking in American culture, history, literature, and politics. We will 
examine how Americans have understood themselves, their nation, and their potential. An 
emphasis will be placed on the ways in which physical spaces - such as homes, schools, and 
cities - both challenge and manifest ‘the American dream.’  

The course consists of  three main sections. ‘Imagining the Nation’ focuses on the creation 
of  American ideals and values from the colonial period to Reconstruction. How did early 
Americans come to understand themselves as Americans? What did it mean to be American? 
And how were those identities and ideals experienced by those excluded from the privileges 
of  citizenship, such as African Americans, women, and immigrants? 

The second section of  the course, ‘Intentional Communities,’ examines the experiments in 
communal living that emerged in the nineteenth century. These communities often professed 
strongly egalitarian qualities that were found lacking in ordinary American life. How did 
these communities organize themselves? Who was attracted to them? And why did so many 
of  them fail to thrive? The section concludes with the dystopian America imagined by 
Margaret Atwood in her now-classic novel, The Handmaid’s Tale.  

The third and final section of  the course, ‘The Public and the Private,’ focuses on the ways 
in which America’s aspirations are literally built into everyday life - in cities and suburbs, 
homes and gated communities. Much of  our reading in this section will focus on the South 
and, when possible, Nashville. Students are encouraged to devise a final research project that 
brings the class materials to bear on local issues and engage with the history of  Nashville 
and central Tennessee. 

mailto:megan.gallagher@vanderbilt.edu


Semester overview 

Monday, 1/7  What is American Studies? 
Wednesday, 1/9 America’s founding ideals 
Monday, 1/14  The problem of  the color line 
Wednesday, 1/16 Riding the Jim Crow car to Nashville 
Monday, 1/21  No class! Martin Luther King, Jr., Day 
Wednesday, 1/23 Democracy and corruption 
Monday, 1/28  Millenarianism 
Wednesday, 1/30 The Era of  Manifestations 
Monday, 2/4  Cooperative movements 
Wednesday, 2/6 Social reform 
Monday, 2/11  Moral perfectionism 
Wednesday, 2/13 The status of  women 
Monday, 2/18  Gilead 
Wednesday, 2/20  The Red Center 
Monday, 2/25  The sitting room  
Wednesday, 2/27 Jezebel’s    
Monday, 3/4  No class! Spring break 
Wednesday, 3/6 No class! Spring break 
Monday, 3/11  Streets and sidewalks 
Wednesday, 3/13 City life 
Monday, 3/18  Intentional communities and religion: Koinonia Farms   
Wednesday, 3/20 Intentional communities and civil rights: Soul City  
Monday, 3/25  Racial zoning in San Francisco’s homes  
Wednesday, 3/27 Racial zoning in Nashville’s schools 
Monday, 4/1  Homeowner associations and the rise of  the suburbs 
Wednesday, 4/3 Civic life and local governance 
Monday, 4/8  Domestic ideals 
Wednesday, 4/10 Private spaces 
Monday, 4/15  Memorials after Charlottesville 
Wednesday, 4/17 No class! Professor Gallagher out of  town for WPSA conference  
Monday, 4/22   Memorials in Nashville   
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Reading schedule 

I. Imagining the Nation  
Week 1 | What Is American Studies? 
Monday, 1/7  Jill Lepore, The Story of  America: Essays on Origins (2012), pp. 1-16* 

   Read the syllabus before we meet! 

Wednesday, 1/9 Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of  Independence (1776)*  

   Danielle Allen, Our Declaration: A Reading of  the Declaration of  Independence  
   in Defense of  Equality (2014), pp. 47-82* 

Week 2 | The Meaning of  Progress 
Monday, 1/14  W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of  Black Folk, “The Forethought,” “Of  Our   
   Spiritual Strivings,” and “Of  the Dawn of  Freedom,” pp. 3-33* 

Wednesday, 1/16 DuBois, Souls, “Of  the Meaning of  Progress” and “Of  the Sons of    
   Master and Man,” pp. 48-58 and 123-141* 
  
Week 3 | Reviving the American Soul 
Monday, 1/21  No class - Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 

Wednesday, 1/23 Walt Whitman, Democratic Vistas (1871)* 

  
II. Intentional Communities 

Week 4 | The Shakers 
Monday, 1/28  skim: Donald E. Pitzer, “Introduction,” America’s Communal Utopias  
   (1997), pp. 3-13*  

   Christopher Jennings, Paradise Now: The Story of  American Utopianism   
   (2016), pp. 23-53 
  
Wednesday, 1/30 Jennings, Paradise Now, pp. 53-79 

   Shaker primary materials 
   - Frederick William Evans, The Shaker Compendium* 
   - The Millennial Laws or Gospel Statutes and Ordinances Adapted to the Day of  
   Christ’s Second Appearing* 
   - Shaker Covenant* 

Week 5 | New Harmony 
Monday, 2/4  Jennings, Paradise Now, pp. 79-123 

Wednesday, 2/6 Jennings, Paradise Now, pp. 123-148 
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   New Harmony primary materials: 
   - Robert Owen, The Book of  the New Moral World* 

Week 6 | Oneida 
Monday, 2/11  Jennings, Paradise Now, pp. 293-329 
  
   Oneida primary materials: 
    - Oneida community, System of  Criticism* 
   - Charles Fourier, Selections describing the Phalanstery* 

Wednesday, 2/13 Jennings, Paradise Now, pp. 329-374 

Weeks 7 and 8 | Dystopian Futures 
Monday, 2/18  Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), pp. 1-76 

Wednesday, 2/20 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale,  pp. 77-148  

Monday, 2/25  Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, pp. 149-230 

Wednesday, 2/27 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, pp. 230-311 
    
   In-class screening, “Offred.” The Handmaid’s Tale, season 1, episode 1.  
   26 April 2017. Hulu. 
  
   RESEARCH UPDATE DUE 

Week 9  Spring break 

III. The Public and the Private 
Week 10 | Cities 
Monday, 3/11  Jane Jacobs, “The Uses of  Sidewalks: Contact” and “The Uses of  
   Sidewalks: Assimilating Children,” in The Death and Life of  Great    
   American Cities (1961), pp. 55-88* 
  
Wednesday, 3/13 Iris Marion Young, “City Life and Difference,” in Justice and the Politics  
   of  Difference (1990), pp. 226-256* 

Week 11 | Intentional Communities 
Monday, 3/18  Santi Elijah Holley, “The 75-Year (and Counting) Christian Interracial   
   Farm Experiment,” Topic.com* 

   In-class screening: Briars in the Cotton Patch: The Story of  Koinonia Farms   
   (2005), dir. Faith Fuller 
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Wednesday, 3/20 Maurice Hines, “Soul City: Self-Determination and Utopian Views of    
   Black Towns in the South,” Southern Sources (July 22, 2015)* 

   Floyd B. McKissick Enterprises, “Soul City North Carolina” (1974)* 

   Danielle Purifoy, “When anti-Blackness comes to town,” Scalawag 12   
   (2018)* 

Week 12 | Segregation 
Monday, 3/25  Richard Rothstein, “If  San Francisco, then Everywhere?” and “Racial   
   Zoning” in The Color of  Law: A Forgotten History of  How Our Government   
   Segregated America (2017), pp. 3-16 and 59-76* 

Wednesday, 3/27 Ansley Erickson, “Building Inequality: The Spatial Organization of    
   Schooling in Nashville, TN, after Brown,” Journal of  Urban History 38.2   
   (2012): 247-270* 
  
Week 13 | Gated Communities 
Monday, 4/1  Evan McKenzie, “From Exclusivity to Exclusion: Homeowner    
   Associations in the Suburban Housing Boom,” in Privatopia: Homeowner   
   Associations and the Rise of  Residential Private Government (1994), pp. 56-78* 

Wednesday, 4/3 Margaret Kohn, “Brave New Neighborhoods,” in Brave New  
   Neighborhoods: The Privatization of  Public Space (2004), pp. 115-140* 

Week 14 | Home 
Monday, 4/8  Dianne Harris, “The Ordinary Postwar House,” in Little White Houses:   
   How the Postwar Home Constructed Race in America (2013), pp. 27-58* 

Wednesday, 4/10 Harris, “Private Worlds: The Spatial Contours of  Exclusion and   
   Privilege,” in Little White Houses, pp. 111-158* 

Weeks 15 and 16 | Memorials and Monuments: Charlottesville and Nashville 
Monday, 4/15  Carl V. Jones II, Letter to the Sons of  Confederate Veterans (August   
   14, 2017)* 

   Max Kunter, “As Confederate Statues Fall, the Group Behind Most of  
   Them Stays Quiet,” Newsweek (August 25, 2017)* 

   David Bell, “Is It Still Okay to Venerate George Washington and   
   Thomas Jefferson?”, The Washington Post (August 17, 2017)* 

   Annette Gordon-Reed, “Charlottesville: Why Jefferson Matters,” NYR   
   Daily (August 19, 2017)* 

   Dell Upton, “Confederate Monuments and Civic Values in the Wake  
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   of  Charlottesville,” Society of  Architectural Historians Blog  
   (September 13, 2017)* 

Wednesday, 4/17 No class - Professor Gallagher out of  town for WPSA conference 

Monday, 4/22   Nina Cardona, “The Complicated History Of  Nashville’s Fort Negley,” 
   Nashville Public Radio (2012)* 

   The Cultural Landscape Foundation, “Fort Negley”* 

   Margaret Renkl, “A Monument the Old South Would Like to Ignore,”   
   The New York Times (January 29, 2018)* 

   Brittney Baird, “Nashville Mayor Briley announces plan to restore Fort   
   Negley as park,” WKRN News (March 13, 2018)* 

Tuesday, 4/23  FINAL PROJECT DUE 

Required texts 
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (ISBN 9780385490818) 
Christopher Jennings, Paradise Now: The Story of  American Utopianism (IBSN 9780812983890) 

Recommended text 
W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of  Black Folk (ISBN 9780140189988)  

Readings marked with an asterisk will be available via the course website. 

Assignments 
Attendance, preparation, and participation: 20% 

This class will be discussion-based and so regular attendance and participation are 
required. 

Bring that day’s texts with you. On Wednesdays, please bring Monday’s reading as well. 

There will be a sign-in sheet for each class. Three unexcused absences are permitted. 
Please let me know if  there are extenuating circumstances that will disrupt your 
regular, timely attendance. 

Computer use (for anything other than note taking), whispered conversations, late 
arrivals, early departures, or anything involving a cell phone will detract from your 
grade. 

There will be ample opportunity for participation, both in class discussions and in 
smaller groups. Other forms of  engagement, like asking questions, volunteering to 
read passages aloud, and visiting my office hours, also count toward this! 
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Discussion posts: 20% 
Everyone is responsible for posting ten discussion posts to the class website over the 
course of  the semester. There are eleven possible weeks to submit them - see the 
assignment schedule included in the syllabus. You are responsible for making sure you 
submit ten. Late posts will not be accepted. 

Posts should engage with the current week’s readings and draw connections with 
previous readings. They can address topics you’d like to discuss in class, readings you 
found troubling or with which you disagreed, or relate the readings to current events 
in the news. They are due on Monday mornings at 7 am. They should be about 
200-300 words.  

They are graded with a checkmark (if  they meet the stated requirements) or a minus 
(if  they do not, or are not submitted). 

Research project: 40% 
Everyone will ‘adopt’ a historical site, landmark, or building in Nashville, and research 
it over the course of  the semester. The project is broken into several components: 

Digital commonplace book (10%) 
Over the semester, you will be responsible for compiling materials - 
photographs, videos, audio files, field notes, and so on - about your site in an 
assigned discussion post on Brightspace.  

Research update (10%) 
A research update, based on the materials gathered by that time, will be due in 
lieu of  a midterm essay or exam. 

Final project (20%) 
The final project will involve analyzing the materials you’ve acquired in your 
commonplace book and presenting them in a format that suits you and it. This 
can be a traditional paper, but it can also be a podcast, a video presentation, a 
zine, a game, or something entirely different. 

Final exam: 20% 
A cumulative final exam, as scheduled by the Registrar, will be given. There will not be 
an alternative exam dat, nor any make-up exams.  

Extensions and late assignments 
A two-day extension can be requested for either the midterm or the final paper, as long as it 
is done at least one week in advance of  the regular due date, via email.  

Late assignments will lose one-third of  a letter grade (i.e., an A- becomes a B+) for every day 
that they are late, including weekends, except in cases of  illness or other documented 
emergencies.  
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Assignments not submitted will receive an F. All assignments must be submitted in order to 
pass the course. I reserve the right to alter any reading or writing assignments during the 
semester. 

Academic honesty 
Integrity is essential to all of  the work you do as a college student. I take academic honesty 
very seriously. Anyone found cheating or plagiarizing will automatically fail the related 
assignment(s). All work done is held to the Vanderbilt Honor Code. All issues of  cheating 
and plagiarism will be documented and reported to the Undergraduate Honor Council. The 
best way to avoid any trouble is simply to ask me any questions you have about what does 
and does not constitute plagiarism – it can seem like a very confusing subject, but we can get 
a handle on it rather easily. Please ask me any questions you have as they arise! You can also 
consult the Student Handbook. 

Technology 
Laptops and tablets are permitted for note-taking purposes. This is subject to change if  they 
become a source of  distraction. Phones are verboten (forbidden). 

Discussion and classroom decorum 
It is to be expected that you will encounter a variety of  arguments, opinions, and 
perspectives over the quarter, a number of  which you may disagree with. Keep in mind that 
what seems obvious, true, or right to you may very well not seem that way to someone else. 
Polite, reasoned disagreement is welcomed - even encouraged! - but please maintain a 
respectful tone, particularly when addressing your colleagues. 

Office hours and academic resources 
My office hours are from 1 to 2 on Mondays and Wednesdays in Buttrick 332. We can also 
schedule appointments if  need be. Please feel free to make use of  the Writing Studio.  

Accessibility services 
I am committed to the full inclusion of  all students, as is the University. Students should 
contact the Student Access Services if  they are considering applying for academic 
accommodations. Please also speak with me if  you have a disability or other condition that 
might require accommodations or modification of  any of  these course procedures. 

Personal resources 
For students dealing with anxiety, depression, distress, or other concerns, the Psychological 
and Counseling Center (615.322.2571) can offer resources.  

For students dealing with domestic violence, harassment, stalking, retaliation, or sexual 
violence, resources available through Vanderbilt are listed here. Vanderbilt’s Project SAFE 
also offers a 24 hour hotline (615.322.SAFE (7233)). Be sure to check which services offer 
confidentiality and which do not. Resources outside of  Vanderbilt include the National 
Domestic Violence Hotline (1.800.799.7233) and RAINN’s National Sexual Assault 

 8

http://www.vanderbilt.edu/student_handbook/the-honor-system/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/writing/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/student-access/
https://medschool.vanderbilt.edu/pcc/
https://medschool.vanderbilt.edu/pcc/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/title-ix/docs/VUOnePageResourcesList_Students_2017-18.pdf
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/projectsafe/
http://www.thehotline.org/
http://www.thehotline.org/
https://rainn.org/


Telephone Hotline (1.800.656.HOPE). One option for legal advice is Equal Rights 
Advocates (1.800.839.4ERA). 

As an instructor, one of  my responsibilities is to help sustain a safe learning environment on 
our campus. I also have a mandatory reporting responsibility and am required to share with 
the University information regarding sexual misconduct or information about a crime that is 
related to me. 

General grading rubric 
A (100-90): demonstrates careful and thorough reading of  
the text; answers all parts of  the question(s); provides a 
clearly articulated thesis; outlines the way in which thesis will 
be explicated; defends and supports thesis in the body of  the 
paper using textual evidence; considers counter-arguments, if  
appropriate; argues, does not summarize; structurally elegant; 
writing is clear and straightforward. Excellent work. 

B (89-80): demonstrates familiarity with the text, though may 
rely more on lecture and discussion than on own reading, or 
may demonstrate a cursory reading; provides a solid thesis 
but may not explain how it will be defended, support it 
thoroughly with textual references, or develop arguments as 
fully as they ought to; may make selective use of  text to 
support claims; structurally, individual points may feel 
disconnected from one another. Writing is clear but with 
room for improvement. Good, but not excellent, work. 

C (79-70): a weak, if  appropriate or topical, thesis that either 
does not require a strong defense or relate entirely to the 
original question(s); demonstrates minimal passing 
acquaintance with the material; evidence may be drawn 
primarily from lecture; substance of  paper may tend toward summary of  the text rather than 
critical engagement; does not attend to counter-arguments; individual paragraphs may be 
well-crafted but the paper overall lacks a sense of  cohesion and attention to detail. Fair, but 
not good, work. 

D (69-60): does not provide a clear thesis; may not respond to the question(s); does not 
support claims with evidence; emphasizes opinion or summary over analysis; paper lacks 
structure; does not otherwise demonstrate mastery of  the concepts presented and analyzed 
in class; lack of  organization makes paper difficult to follow; neglect of  grammar, style, and 
writing. 

F (59-0): does not provide a thesis or respond to the question(s); may be purely opinion or  
summary of  text(s); no attempt to convey an interpretation of  the material; lacking structure, 
coherence; no attention paid to grammar, style, and writing. 
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Percent Letter Grade

94 - 100 A

90 - 93 A-

87 - 89 B+

83 - 86 B

80 - 82 B-

77 - 79 C+

73 - 76 C

70 - 72 C-

67 - 69 D+

63 - 66 D

60 - 62 D-

< 60 F

https://rainn.org/
http://www.equalrights.org/legal-help/
http://www.equalrights.org/legal-help/


Assignment schedule 

Monday, 1/7   
Wednesday, 1/9  
Monday, 1/14  Discussion post #1 due   
Wednesday, 1/16  
Monday, 1/21  No class! Martin Luther King, Jr., Day 
Wednesday, 1/23  
Monday, 1/28  Discussion post #2 due 
Wednesday, 1/30  
Monday, 2/4  Discussion post #3 due 
Wednesday, 2/6  
Monday, 2/11  Discussion post #4 due 
Wednesday, 2/13  
Monday, 2/18  Discussion post #5 due 
Wednesday, 2/20   
Monday, 2/25   
Wednesday, 2/27 Research update due    
Monday, 3/4  No class! Spring break 
Wednesday, 3/6 No class! Spring break 
Monday, 3/11  Discussion post #6 due 
Wednesday, 3/13  
Monday, 3/18  Discussion post #7 due 
Wednesday, 3/20  
Monday, 3/25  Discussion post #8 due 
Wednesday, 3/27  
Monday, 4/1  Discussion post #9 due  
Wednesday, 4/3  
Monday, 4/8  Discussion post #10 due  
Wednesday, 4/10  
Monday, 4/15  Discussion post #11 due  
Wednesday, 4/17 No class! Professor Gallagher out of  town for WPSA conference  
Tuesday, 4/23   Final project due  
Exam week  Final exam  
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