Professor Keiser
AMST 267
Spring 2007


American Studies 267 will introduce students to some of the most prominent films about suburban America.  Suburbia has long been associated with the achievement of the American Dream.  Moving to the suburbs meant home ownership, natural, healthful and safe living conditions, and an environment that was conducive to communities of strong, moral families.  Moreover, all of this was available not merely for the economic elite but for the broad middle class of America, signaling a great triumph for democratic distribution.   The popularity of suburban living certainly is one form of testimony to their appeal and success.  More Americans live in the suburbs than in both cities and rural areas combined.  

The suburbs have not uniformly been the utopia that many envisioned, however.  This course examines that utopia through two lenses, historical scholarship and film.  We will investigate claims that suburbia has become a dystopia.  Do such failures represent a myopia (shortsightedness) of public officials and community builders or are they more indicative of a myopia (lack of discernment) of scholars or film-makers?  

Grading:

AMST 267 is an essay writing course and a discussion seminar.  Students will lead discussions of scholarship and films in class and write essays that illustrate the presence or absence of scholarly themes in the films and filmic themes in the scholarship.  Discussion leadership and class participation (20%) and three essays (20%, 30%, 30%) will comprise the course grade.

My office is Goodsell 204 and office hours are scheduled by appointment or drop in on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 1:30-3:00.

1. Film of the Week: It’s a Wonderful Life

March 27: Introduction to themes of the course.

March 29: Marsh tells us that suburbia is not merely a geopolitical phenomenon but is an intellectual construct about American identity.  She reviews previous literature and offers a new interpretation, and we want to become very familiar with both of these.
“Homes of the Virtuous,” in Margaret Marsh, Suburban Lives. 

2. Film of the Week: Avalon, The Swimmer

April 3:  Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, chapters 3, 7, 13.

April 5: Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier, chapter 15.

3. Film of the Week: No Down Payment, Pleasantville

April 10: Barbara Kelly, “Houses Fit For Heroes.” Expanding the American Dream.
"David Riesman" Time, Sept. 27, 1954 

W. McClay, “Guardians of the Self,” The Masterless: Self and Society in Modern America. 

April 12: PAPER 1 Due

4. Films of the Week: The Graduate, The Stepford Wives

April 17: Putnam, Bowling Alone, chs. 

April 19: Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, chs. 

5. Films of the Week: Edward Scissorhands, Serial Mom

April 24: Stark, “America the Gated?" Wilson Quarterly (Winter 1998).

S.  Chawkins, "Homes Sprouting and Farms Dying" (latimes.com/news/state/reports/suburbs)

April 26: Wiese, “The Next Great Migration: African American Suburbanization,” Places of Their Own.  Clip from Raisin in the Sun.
6. 

May 1: Review

May 3: Paper 2 Due

7. Films of the Week: Scenes From a Mall

May 8: Lewis, “Community through Exclusion and Illusion” and McKenzie, “From Exclusivity to Exclusion”

May 10: Cohen, “From Town Center to Shopping Center”
8. Films of the Week: American Beauty, The Truman Show

May 15: L. Mundy, "Sex and Sensibility," Washington Post (July 16, 2000).

B. Harris, "A Wake-Up Call for a Suburban Refuge," Los Angeles Times (Feb. 7, 1999).

M. Graham, C. Bahls, and R. Giordano, "Unease outside city limits: Drugs and gangs flourish," Philadelphia Inquirer (September 28, 1998).

J. Barron, "A Suit of High-Priced, High-Tech Armor…" New York Times (August 6, 2000).
May 17: E. McKenzie, "Trouble in Privatopia," The Progressive (October 1993).

P. Goldberger, "It Takes a Village: The anti-sprawl doctors make a manifesto," The New Yorker (March 27, 2000).

9. Films of the Week: The Ice Storm

May 22: "Old Towns, New Families." In  R. Baxandall and E. Ewen, Picture Windows: How the Suburbs Happened (ch. 15).

"New Immigrants." In R. Baxandall and E. Ewen, Picture Windows: How the Suburbs Happened (ch. 17).
May 24: D. Gordon, "'White Flight' Taking Off in Chicago Suburbs," Chicago Reporter 26:8 (December 1997).
May 29: Paper 3 Due


