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GVPT 449K, Politics Through Popular Fiction and Short Stories, Fall, 2016 

Professor Alford, 1151 Tydings.  Office Hrs, Tu, 5-6pm, Thur 5-7pm, and by appointment.  Call 
x54169 and leave a message.  Email works even better:  calford@umd.edu.  Come visit; too few 
students do.  Also, feel free to email me with comments, suggestions, gripes.  I need the 
feedback.  I often meet with graduate students, and occasionally have committee meetings 
during office hours (it can't be helped), so please make an appointment.  Feel free to drop 
by, but understand I might be meeting with another student, or in an unavoidable meeting.   

The course is not organized around ELMS/Canvas, but around the seminar.  Nevertheless, the 
discussion section on ELMS/Canvas plays an important role in the course, as you will see.  It is 
also a good way to reach other students in the course.  Be sure and check your .umd email, or 
have a good repeater/email forwarding. 

Basics 

Course meets: Tue, 6:30-9:15pm 

ELMS website for this course: www.elms.umd.edu 

Communication: It is probably best to contact me by email directly, but you can also do so through 
the course website.  I will do the same, especially if we miss a class.  This is especially important 
for a course that meets only once a week. 

Main Idea of the Course 

I have chosen books and short stories that are "popular" rather than "literary," though many are 
both.  None are terribly long, and all are quite accessible to undergraduates.  You probably have 
read some already.   

In one way or another, all the books and short stories in this course are all about outsiders.  Some 
are outsiders by choice, most not.  Each is an outsider in a different way.  Pecola, the protagonist 
of Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, a young black girl finally driven mad, only wants to be white.  
Ben, of Doris Lessing’s Ben in the World, only wants to find somewhere he belongs.  Albert Camus’ 
Meursault does not understand his own difference, a misrecognition that will kill him.  The man 
killed by Meursault does not even have a name.  The narrators in Redeployment all seem to have 
become outsiders, but maybe not.   

Politics may be defined as the power to put some people on the outside in order to remain on the 
inside.  Some people, but not all (not Pecola, for example) choose to remain on the outside.  Why 
this is the case, and what this means, we will consider.  From one perspective, one might simply 
say that this is the position from which the writer finds it most comfortable to write.   



2 

 

We are reading literature, but we will not, for the most part, take a literary approach, emphasizing 
symbolism, and so forth.  Sometimes, however, a literary approach will prove helpful, such as 
looking for absent voices.  Generally, however, we will read these novels and short stories in a 
relatively straightforward way, asking what they have to say about life today.   Not every novel or 
short story is contemporary, but most are.  Three are science fiction, but not of the usual variety.  
All speak to contemporary themes, such as alienation, exclusion, sexism, racism, war, and loss.  
These are political themes.  We will see parts of a video. 

Along the way we will discuss what makes these stories political, for none are obviously political 
in the way George Orwell's Nineteen Eight-Four is political.  One way to think about the politics of 
these stories is in terms of the category of micro-politics, the power positions and ploys among 
small groups, including friends.  You are involved in micro-politics every day.  Another way to think 
about politics is that it reflects and reinforces the culture we live in.  Hema, a character in 
Unaccustomed Earth, is strengthened and constrained by her cultural tradition.  Politics is also 
about the power to make some people disappear, like Pecola, or "the Arab" in The Stranger. This 
is at least a beginning way to think about the politics of the books we will read.   

 

Principles of Course Organization 

1.  Each week each student will make a comment on ELMS/Canvas on the reading for the week.  
Each student is required to make 10 comments during the semester.  There will be 
13-14 opportunities to comment, so you need not comment every week.  Please note how 
important the quality of these comments are to your final grade.  You will  post your 
comments on the discussion board on Canvas/Elms. 

The comments will be open to all the students in the course.  The comments will  be due on 
Monday at 6pm, so that everyone has a chance to read and digest the comments by class on 
Tuesday.  The comments will be open to all, and you may politely comment on others’ comments, 
but make sure to contribute your own “added value” from the book.  I imagine the comment 
should be about 1-3 paragraphs long.  It is not a summary, but your informed reaction to what you 
have read, your reaction to a classmate’s reaction based on your reading of the book, or both.  We 
will discuss the comments in class. 

Because this is not always easy, I have provided “prompts,” or selected points to comment on in 
the syllabus.  I may provide more on ELMS/Canvas.   

Please note that because we will be meeting only once a week, this aspect of the course is vital, 
lest the continuity of the class be lost.   If I find your comments lacking, I wlll speak to you 
privately.   
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2.  We will usually spend one class per book (or triplet of short stories), sometimes two.  The 
student presentation should take about an hour, and will generally be at the beginning of class.  
The goal is for the presenters to lead a discussion of the book.  Presentations will be in groups of 
2-3 students.  Each student may make more than one presentation.  No power-points, please.  
You may present a little background material, but your principle task is to have a series of 
questions prepared for the class, and be prepared to step-in and discuss between yourselves if 
necessary.   

3.  Speaking of power-points.  This class will meet in seminar format.  Please do not  use your 
computer.  If for some reason you must use your computer, please talk to me about it, and I will 
put you on a list of users.  Obviously, no little screens or devices please.  If you read your text on a 
smart phone, let me know.  If you are reading the book in e-book format, and need the reader in 
class, tell me.  

4.  I expect many of you to disagree with me, and with each other.  That’s fine, that’s what this 
course is about.  Part of tolerating, even celebrating difference, is learning how to disagree with 
others openly and civilly.  The course it about that too.     

 

Assignments and Grading 

 A.  Two short 5 page class papers are assigned.  Each class paper is worth 25% of your final 
grade, for a total of 50%.  The topics of the papers are given in the syllabus.  

B.  Presentations are worth 15% of your final grade.  You will receive an individual grade, even as 
you present in a group.  Fifteen percent is the total of all your presentations. 

C.  Informed and thoughtful participation, which includes contributions to the ELMS discussion, 
contributes 35% of your final grade.  That's a lot.  I  wil l  pay particular attention to your 
weekly contributions on ELMS, which will  be discussed in class.  And remember, you 
can’t participate if you are not in class, or don’t contribute thoughtfully to the ELMS discussion.    

The Course 

Generally we will read a book a week.  For a longer book we will spend two weeks.  I present a 
general discussion question for each section.  It is a guideline for discussion: class discussion and 
ELMS discussion.     

A student once commented that this class "was like a book club."  I don't know if this was 
compliment or criticism.  I take it as a compliment, and hope we can reproduce that atmosphere. 

I .  When middle- class goes wild 
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Doris Lessing, The Fifth Child   [1 week] 

Doris Lessing, Ben in the World  [1 week] 

Two questions:  

A.  One of the most difficult things about both books is that they offer no sense of redemption.  Is 
that how it works in real life.  What's redemption (in a secular context)? 

B.  Who is Ben?   

****** 

II .   Outsiders and the invisible 

Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go  (2 weeks) 

There is a pretty good movie based on this book (same title).  Rent it.  We will see a selection in 
class. 

Who plays the role or performs the function of these "students" in our world?   

********** 

Camus, The Stranger (1 week) 

Is Meursault incredibly honest, incredibly alienated, or just weird?  Or all three?   

********** 

First Class paper (after 5 weeks of discussion).  All these books are about outsiders.  None 
seem to have much choice.  What does one learn as an outsider that one cannot learn on the 
inside (that is, by being a normal everyday person)?  What does it cost to be on the inside?  You 
may consider the books separately or together or both.  About 5 pages.  Due Saturday, October 9, 
at 11:59pm on ELMS/Canvas.  

*********** 

III .   Three Short Stories, f irst selection  (one week) 

Note: all short stories (with the exception of Lahiri and Klay) are from the collection ordered for 
this course, The Best American Short Stories of the Century, ed. Updike.  It's a big, fat book, and 
you can rent it for $8.95 for the semester.   

Susan Sontag, The Way We Live Now 
Donald Barthelme, A City of Churches 
Rosellen Brown, How to Win 
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What connects these stories?  What disconnects them? How are they political?   

******** 

V. Familiar Outsiders & and Immigrant Experience 

Jhumpa Lahiri, Unaccustomed Earth (collected stories)  (2 weeks)   

Week 1, read Only Goodness, and Nobody's Business 

Week 2, read all three Hema and Kaushik stories in part 2.   

To me the characters in Lahiri's book are more familiar, and that brings a sense of comfort.  Do 
you share that experience?  Perhaps the comfortable familiarity is misleading? 

********** 

VI.  Three short stories, second selection (one week) 

Tim O'Brien, The Things They Carried 
Cynthia Ozick, The Shawl 
Thom Jones, I Want to Live 
 

Same question as before: What connects these stories?  What disconnects them? How are they 
political?  

*********** 

VII.   Redeployment, 2 weeks 

Week 1: Redeployment, Frago, After Action Report, Bodies, Money as a Weapons System 

Week 2: Prayer in the Furnace, Psychological Operations, War Stories, Unless It's a Sucking Chest 
Wound, Ten Kliks South  

Most of these are pretty ugly war stories.   What else are they?  Who are the heroes?   The 
villains?  

NOTE: Be aware that the narrator changes in each of Klay's stories.  And don't worry too much 
about all the abbreviations.   

In addition, we will compare Tim O'Brien's story of the Vietnam War, The Things They Carried, with 
Klay's stories.  I will also put another O'Brien story for you to read on ELMS/Canvas, or point you to 
a website.  (You won't have to buy another book.)  The idea is to compare authors as well as wars.   
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********* 

VII.   To Be Cast Aside to Die 

Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye (1 week) 

The novel is horrifying, and yet the people in it retain their humanity, even the worst ones.  Is that 
how it works?  Could one imagine this novel not being about African-Americans, or would that 
destroy it?   Morrison has said her books are about love.  How can that be?   ps, More than one 
character was cast aside to die. 

********** 

VIII .   Three short stories, third selection (1 week) 

Lorrie Moore, You're Ugly, Too 
Gish Jen, Birthmates 
Pam Houston, The Best Girlfriend You Never Had 
 

Compare and contrast one or more of these stories to one or more of the stories by Jhumpa 
Lahiri.  If you can, try to compare one of the stories to one in Klay's Redeployment.   

*********** 

IX.  Class Discussion: what makes these stories polit ical?  

Address this question in your post for the week.  A short story to discuss will be made available on 
Canvas/Elms.   

----------- 

 

Second Class Paper.  Discuss the novels and stories that meant the most to you (2 or 3 are 
enough).  State why, and then discuss whether there are any similarities among the stories.  There 
need not be.  About 5 pages.  Due Saturday, December 10, at 11:59 on ELMS/Canvas.  A 
reminder: this is a class paper.  Since this course will be taught as a seminar, there is no final 
paper or final exam.   

 

Other Class Matters 

Absences: if you miss one course due to illness, notify me before class if at all possible.  When you 
return, sign a note to documenting your own illness.  I remind you that doing so falls under the 
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student honor code.  The same goes for the grave illness of a parent, and so forth.  Your own 
signed documentation will suffice the first time.  If you miss class due to a university sanctioned 
activity, bring a note. 

 If you miss a class on which you have a presentation due, or you fail to hand in a paper on time 
due to illness, I will require a medical excuse.   

If you miss a series of classes due to a serious illness, keep in contact with me, and provide 
medical documentation when you return 

If you observe religious holidays not officially recognized by the University, let me know and I will 
make every effort to accommodate you.  But, please let me know at the beginning of the semester.   

If you have a learning disability or other problem that needs my attention, let me know and I will 
make every effort to accommodate you.   

Please review the Code of Academic Integrity at UMCP.  http://www.shc.umd.edu. 

To learn more about course related policies at UMCP, go to the webpage 
 http://www.ugst.umd.edu/courserelatedpolicies.html 

 

Required Books 
Doris Lessing, The Fifth Child 
Doris Lessing, Ben in the World 
Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go   
Albert Camus, The Stranger 
The Best American Short Stories of the Century, ed. Updike. 
Jhumpa Lahiri, Unaccustomed Earth  
Phil Klay, Redeployment 
Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye 
 
A couple of other readings will be available through Canvas or the Web. 


