Final Essay Topic Suggestions: Captive Audiences (American Studies 3004)

3,000 – 3,000 words (approximately 8-10 pages). This paper should have a thesis and make an argument that interprets a text that we have discussed in class.  Please cite your sources.

The essay is due on Friday April 29 by 5 pm.  Please slip the essay under my office door (818 K.K. Leung Bldg).  Of course you may turn this essay in early. 

1:
At the end of the chapter in Walden titled “The Pond in Winter,” Thoreau tells an arrestingly improbable story of the journey of Walden Pond ice to India.  Among other things, this story enables Thoreau, who dedicates his book to exploring the virtues and complexities of a single geographical place, to posit a particular relationship between the local and the global, the provincial and the cosmopolitan. In view of prevailing understandings of American cultural nationalism, is this moment typical or exceptional?  What more broadly is the role of the international or the transnational for the construction of American national identity?  Explore this question using 2-3 texts.  Possible texts to consider include Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, Coppola’s Lost in Translation, and/or James’s Daisy Miller, as well as Walden itself.
2: 
How does the idea of captivity get explored in texts written after Mary Rowlandson’s Narrative? Discussing 2-3 texts in detail, examine how Rowlandson’s ideas about race, religion, sexuality and/or transculturation get reiterated, revised, or overturned in later writing.  Possible authors to consider include but are not limited to Cooper, Douglass, Jacobs, and James.
3:
Consider the various ideas of what constitutes a “nation.”  Choose five authors, making sure to include one from each of three centuries (16th/17th--- 18th--- 19th), and compare and contrast how these authors might define the concept of nation.  Feel free to work literary critics, political theorists, historians, and philosophers in at any points  you see fit.
4:
Read the essays on “the Western” by Andre Bazin (linked to Week 3 on the syllabus).  Can you adapt one of his arguments about film and the Western to the television show Little House on the Prairie?  If so, also explain what might make television a bit different-- or how it might change Bazin’s arguments about mythical nature of “the Western.”  Or, consider The Searchers in relation to something that Bazin argues in these essays.
5:
Compare and contrast the notion of travel as two or three authors we have read this semester might define it.  For example, how is Thoreau’s notion of traveling similar to and different from the idea of travel about which Douglass, Jacobs, James, Coppola, or Sean Penn write or make movies?  Be sure to define carefully the term “travel” to address these similarities and differences.  Also, try to consider the style of these writers and/or the genres in which they create the their works as part of your consideration of “travel.”

6:
Choose a book from the following and find out if it has been translated into Chinese.  Explain where and when this happened; if you can find out background information on the translator it may help your analysis.  Next, choose an important passage from the text (a passage that addresses a theme regarding gender roles, national identity, class status in which you are interested).  Compare the Chinese translation to the English original.  Are there words that you would translate differently?  How would you evaluate the translation overall?  Why do you think that the translator choose the words he or she did (keep your theme in mind here).

7:
Feel free to invent your own essay topic and argument that focuses on any text we have (or are going to) read this semester.

