American Civilization surveys the shaping forces-the people and events, the values and attitudes-of American life from the earliest North American colonies to recent times. Because this sequence will be taught by an historian and a literary scholar, ties between literature and history will be much emphasized, yet American culture is so diverse and varied that it cannot be contained by these two forms. 

"I am vast," Walt Whitman wrote in 1855, "I contain multitudes," words expressing the challenge faced in any course--or quartet of courses--that tries to engage our nation's story in all its dimensions. Our approach in American Civilization will be selective, contemplative, and focused, more a cultural journey with significant way stations than a break-neck tour across the centuries. Along the way, we will examine diaries, novels, memoirs, historical monographs, poems, popular songs, contemporary newspaper articles, children’s stories, and plays.  We will also analyze a variety of visual and audio sources – photographs, paintings, lithographs, advertisements, architectural drawings, etchings, popular music, and popular films.  Common readings may be relatively light, but students will be asked to do a significant amount of exploring on their own, often of topics of their own choosing, through both individual and group projects.  In addition to helping you develop your research and creative presentation skills, this approach will allow us to make full use of our high-tech “learn lab” classroom.
The sequence will be built around a series of “dense facts.” Be they people, places, texts, things, or ideas, these facts will not only reveal the immediate culture from which they emerged, but allow us to make connections across times and disciplines.  Taken by themselves, some may seem trivial, yet when considered in broader social, economic or political contexts--and thus in relationship to other dense facts--they gain in meaning.  Thanksgiving, Ben Franklin’s account of his arrival in Philadelphia, paintings from the Hudson River school, the corset, New York’s notorious slum “The Five Points,” flappers, Busby Berkeley musicals of the 1930s, Superman comics, Janis Joplin, the pill, and Southern California suburbs are some of the dense facts that we may explore during the year. 
A few specific examples will illustrate what we have planned. Early in the first semester we will read the story of Sam Patch, an otherwise obscure early 19th century mill hand who gained fame for his death-defying leaps besides some of the tallest waterfalls in the eastern United States, including Niagara Falls (twice).   Though Patch may best be described as a melancholy drunk, public reaction to his exploits transcended whatever character flaws he may have had.  Taken in context of the early 19th century, Patch’s fame tells us a great deal about changing notions of progress, propriety, art, manliness, and nature.  To understand the significance of this dense fact, we’ll examine such topics as early notions of the heroic, art and literary movements that extolled the virtues of nature, working-class leisure culture, and upper-class notions of gentility.    
Sam Patch literally tried to leap into American mythology. By writing a novel, Harriet Beecher Stowe had celebrity thrust upon her. “So you’re the little lady who wrote the book that started this Great War,” President Lincoln allegedly said upon meeting her. The apocryphal Lincoln comment, though a wild exaggeration shows how deeply Uncle Tom’s Cabin had struck the American imagination. 
Treated as a dense fact, the novel can introduce us to the Abolitionist sources upon which Stowe drew. Its phenomenal success as the best seller of the nineteenth century also made it a target for anti-Stowe books and articles. And its long-term presence on the American stage and screen represents one of the earliest instances of a work being so popular that it could move from one medium to another. 
In the midst of the Great Depression two Jewish boys from Cleveland imagined a character whose exploits would dwarf anything Sam Patch had attempted and whose reach would exceed even that of Uncle Tom. Superman could not only leap tall buildings in a single bound, but served as a cultural marker for matters of ethnicity, assimilation, technology, as well as America’s place in an increasingly dangerous world. He also signaled a crucial moment in American popular culture. Indeed, to consider the Man of Steel as a dense fact is to engage the rise of mass media—particularly radio and television—as well as the now common practice of blurring the line between art and commerce, imagination and merchandise. 
Toward the end of the academic year, we will examine the phenomenon of suburbanization by exploring the broad expanse of the Los Angeles basin as it developed in the late 20th century.  These suburbs gave birth to two of the most popular symbols (and dense facts in their own right) of late 20th century American culture:  the Big Mac and Disneyland.  Analyzing both will give us an opportunity to contemplate the ways in which our lives have been “McDonaldized” and “Disneyfied” – two terms sociologists use to describe broad processes in American society and culture. 

If these types of dense facts whet your intellectual appetite and spark your curiosity about the culture in which we all live, then American Civilization may be the sequence for you.

