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A100: What Is America? 
Fall 2009, Section 12695 
T/Th 5:45-7:45 Woodburn Hall 106 
 

PERFORMING AMERICA 
 
INSTRUCTOR: Danille Elise Christensen 
OFFICE:  Ashton-Weatherly 306 
OFFICE HOURS: Friday 9-11 am, and by appointment   
 

WELCOME TO A100! This section of “What Is America?” approaches that question by exploring what people 
do during moments of encounter: in “the wild,” on the playing field or the night-club stage, in the market, 
on the road, and on the battlefield. How do individuals and groups use culturally structured forms to 
perform local, national, and global identities? How do these performances also draw upon understandings 
of race, gender, class, and other markers of difference? We’ll explore a range of American performances in 
the first half of the twentieth century; however, for each unit you’ll take turns connecting our assigned 
readings and films to more contemporary performances and current events.  
 
GOALS. By the end of the semester you should be able to: 

1) Explain the core concepts of performance and identity and suggest how they relate to the expansion 
or constriction of social opportunities. 

2) Analyze how people use expressive forms to accomplish important social business.  
3) Evaluate assumptions about “America,” “Americans,” “the American Dream,” and “freedom,” 

especially as they relate to ethnicity, class, gender, and geopolitical boundaries. 
4) Understand historical events in context and by using primary sources (sound, film, images, etc.). 
5) Examine similarities and differences between past issues/events and contemporary ones. 
6) Summarize accurately, cite relevant research, and present your findings using effective verbal and 

visual means. 
  
REQUIRED COURSE MATERIALS  (Available at the Indiana Memorial Union [IMU] Bookstore and at TIS Books; 
these are all classic texts easily available through used online booksellers as well. Please try to find the 
edition listed below.) 

1) Cisneros, Sandra. The House on Mango Street. [1984] 1991. New York: Vintage. 
2) Murayama, Milton. All I Asking For Is My Body. [1959] 1988. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press. 
3) Silko, Leslie Marmon. Ceremony. [1977] 1986. New York: Penguin.  
4) Additional Readings (online). Posted in the Resources section of our Oncourse site. Please print all 

online readings and bring them to class on the day they’re due. 
 
[In full version of syllabus, university-specific guidelines with regard to classroom civility, use of cell 
phones/other personal technologies, online class resources, attendance, and incompletes inserted here.]  

 
ASSIGNMENTS 

(Specific guidelines and grading rubrics for the following assignments will be posted on Oncourse) 
 
PARTICIPATION: DISCUSSION AND IN-CLASS ACTIVITIES. [25% of overall grade] Consistent, substantive, and 
constructive contributions to class discussion are expected. Your participation grade will be based on your 
attendance, on how involved you are in classroom work, on how regularly you are prepared to speak, and 
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on the quality of what you say when you do choose to speak. Only positive class participation—
participation that engages in and sparks a meaningful dialogue about some aspect of the session’s 
reading—will be rewarded with a good grade. Thus, I expect you to come to class prepared to ask 
questions, share ideas, and make connections. I’ll often use writing prompts or group work to help get your 
intellectual juices flowing, and we’ll regularly analyze primary documents together. But you are ultimately 
responsible for your own participation.  
  Acceptable participation (an average [i.e., C] grade) means that you speak in every class, at least 
once, and that you are regularly on-task during group work. Superior participation happens when students 
speak often and add a great deal to the conversation and to collaborative projects. If you do not speak 
regularly and usefully in class, you cannot get higher than a C in the course. 
 
IN-CLASS READINESS RESPONSES. [15% of overall grade] Class discussion should not be your first exposure to 
class readings. To encourage your thoughtful preparation and participation, I’ll post study guides online, 
and you’ll submit a series of short in-class responses. That is, during each class session, I’ll give you a blank 
index card and pose two questions to the class. The questions, and your responses, will be based on the 
day’s assigned reading. Questions will be specific, straightforward, fact-based, and obvious (if you’ve done 
the reading and made good use of the guides). Write your name on your index card every time (if you 
haven’t done the reading, write your name and return the otherwise blank card to me for attendance 
purposes). I’ll drop two (2) cards to account for absence; in-class responses cannot be made up. Ten (10) 
accurately answered cards = full credit. 
  
ORAL PRESENTATION. [20% of overall grade] You will work in small groups to make one 10-minute oral 
presentation to the class. This is your chance to follow up on historical and contemporary issues that 
interest you. During the first week of class, sign up for one of the following options (I’ll make every effort to 
assign you one of your top three choices): 

A. “IN FOCUS” PRESENTATION: Choose from a list of topics/readings that provide historical, cultural, 
or theoretical context for our main reading. Suggestions for research sources will be available. 
B. “CONNECTIONS” PRESENTATION: Choose from a list of topics/readings that connect our main 
reading to contemporary issues and events. Suggestions for research sources will be available. 

Your multimedia presentation will include a one-page handout that you’ll distribute to the class. Specific 
details of this assignment will be posted on Oncourse. Please contact me early in the semester if you have 
an idea for a topic I haven’t listed; we can discuss alternative options. 
 
FILM RESPONSES. [20% of overall grade] We’ll watch several films this term, both in class and outside of it. 
Attendance at the evening film showings is not required, but you must make arrangements to see the 
movie before we discuss it in class. Consider these movies part of our assigned “texts,” much like the 
assigned readings. Carefully “read” and “re-read” them. 
 You’ll write two (2) one-page response papers (single-spaced) to any two films shown in this class. 
You pick. These response papers cannot be summaries, but should capture your gut feelings and 
interpretations of the movies. What is the point of the film? How do the actors in the film make this point? 
How does the film relate to course issues and topics? What scenes are critically significant, and why? Each 
response is due the day after the showing, and each is worth 10%. 

 
FINAL EXAM.  A final exam will evaluate your understanding of key course concepts, terms, and examples. 
(20%) 
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WRITTEN WORK 
[In full version of syllabus, specific guidelines with regard to academic misconduct and structure, editing, and 
format of written work inserted here.]  

GRADING 
Final course grades are determined on the basis of a cumulative point system (max 1000 points).  

  
Assignment Percent of Course Total Points 
 
Concept Mastery 

Readiness responses 
Final exam 

 
 
15% 
20% 

 
  
150 
200 

    
Research and Analysis   

Film Response #1 
Film Response #2 

 10% 
 10% 

100 
100 

Oral Presentation and handout  20%  200 
 
Participation 

Discussion and in-class activities 

 
 
 25% 

 
  
250 

  
Total 

 
100% 

 
1000 

 
GRADING DISTRIBUTION: 98-100% (A+), 94-97 (A), 90-93 (A-), 88-89 (B+), 84-87 (B), 80-83 (B-),  
78-79 (C+), 74-77 (C), 70-73 (C-), 68-69 (D+), 64-67 (D), 60-63 (D-), 59 or below (F) 
 
[In full version of syllabus, specific guidelines with regard to due dates and late work, grade appeals, posting 
of grades, time management, tutorial services, alternate learning arrangements, and student concerns 
inserted here.]  

Fall 2009 (second eight weeks)  
A100: What Is America? 

Course Schedule  
(readings preceded by a number are posted online in Oncourse Resources) 

 
Date Topics Readings and Assignments Due Presentations Due 

 
Introductions: America, Identity, Performance 

 
T  10/27 1. Class introduction 

• What is America? 
• What is identity? 

 Course Guidelines and Schedule 
 Class intros 
 

 

Th  10/29 
 

2. Performing Identities  2.1: Fishkin, “Crossroads of 
Cultures: The Transnational Turn 
in American Studies—
Presidential Address to the 
American Studies Association, 
November 12, 2004” 

 Cisneros [1984] (1991), The 
House on Mango Street 
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Encounter I 

Taming the Wild: Civilization meets Nature? 
 

T 11/3 3. Frontier Myths  
• Manifest Destiny 
• Cultural Evolution 
 

 3.1: Turner, “Significance of the 
Frontier in American History” 

 3.2: Roosevelt, “The Strenuous 
Life”  

 
 

In Focus presentations: 
• TR and American 

imperialism 

Th 11/5 4. Taming the Wild 
• “The savage 

instinct”: justifying 
violence 

• Cowboy up: 
Managing labor in 
the Wild West 

 4.1: Stoeltje (1993), “Power and 
the Ritual Genres: American 
Rodeo” 

 

 

 
Encounter II 

Contact Sports: Competitions and American Dreams 
 

T 11/10 
 

5. Local Nationalisms 
• Romantic 

nationalism 
• Hawaiʻi’s 

Roughriders 

 5.1: Christensen Lindquist 
(2006), “‘Locating’ the Nation: 
Football Game Day and American 
Dreams in Central Ohio.” 

 

W 11/11 Film screening: Sugar (2008). Location TBA. 

Th 11/12 6. Americas’ Games 
• Guest speaker: 

Elizabeth  Burbach, 
“Baseball in the 
DR” 

• mechanisms of 
power: hegemony, 
appropriation, etc. 

 6.1: Premo, “Recreating Identity: 
Recreation on the Arizona-
Sonora Border, 1880-1930.” 

 6.2: Jawory (2003), “Rodeo! 
Cowboys in Indian Country.” 

 6.3: Gmelch (2002), review of 
Baseball Hall of Fame Exhibit, 
Museum Anthropology 

In focus presentation:  
• Baseball and social power 

 
 Encounter III 

Consuming the Other: Trade and Tourism 
  

T 11/17 7. Transnational 
Commerce 
• Disney’s Three 

Caballeros: Brazil 
• Coke’s 

international 
campaigns 

 7.1: Bourne (1916), “Trans-
national America” 

 7.2: Seigel (2009), “Producing 
Consumption: Coffee and 
Consumer Citizenship” 

In focus presentations:  
• U.S. “Good Neighbor” 

policy 
• Transnational advertising: 

Coca-Cola campaigns 

     W 11/18 Film screening: Blue Hawaii (1961) 
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Th 11/19 8. Tourism 
• Three Caballeros: 

Mexican scrapbook 
• Blue Hawaii 

 8.1: Snow (2008), “Tourism and 
American Identity: Kodak's 
Conspicuous Consumers 
Abroad.” 

 8.2: Fjellman (1992), 
“Kungaloosh! Theme Park 
World.” 

Connections presentations:  
• Ideological exports: 

McDonaldization/ 
Disneyfication 

• Study Abroad: pros and 
cons 

 
Encounter IV 

Foreigners at Home: Immigration and Assimilation  
 

T 11/24 9. Immigration and 
Identities 
• Assimilation, 

cultural pluralism, 
“freedom” 

 Murayama [1959] (1988), All I 
Asking For Is My Body 

 

Connections presentations:  
• Immigration challenges 

for new Americans 
 

Th 11/26 No Class: Thanksgiving Day  
T 12/1 

 
10. Complex Identities 
• Double-

consciousness 
• Hawaiʻi’s Local 

literature 

 10.1 Du Bois (1903), selections, 
Souls of Black Folk 

 10.2 hooks (1989), “Talking Back” 

Connections presentation:  
• “Proofs” of 

citizenship/loyalty 

 
Encounter V 

Battling Loyalties: War and Other Traumas  
 

W 12/1 Film screening:  Smoke Signals (1998) 
 

Th 12/3 11. War and Identity 
 

 Silko [1977] (1986), Ceremony, 
part I 

In focus presentations: 
• Representing Native 

America 
• Ethnicity and U.S. 

military service 
T 12/8 

 
12. Processing Trauma 
• Narrative and 

healing 
 

 Silko [1977] (1986), Ceremony , 
part II 

Connections presentations:  
• 9/11 memorials/ 

commemorations 
• Veterans’ experiences 

 
Wrapping Up: Americas’ Futures  

 
Th 12/10 13. American Ideals  Re-read Fisher-Fishkin 

 13.3: Marx (2004), “Believing in 
America.” 

 

Th 12/17 Final exam 7:15-9:15 pm 
 
NOTE: In order to meet the needs of class members and course objectives, this syllabus may be subject to 
change.  


