
HUSL 7372:  Making Sense of Things

Dr. Shari Goldberg Office  JO 3.924     Spring 2013
sgoldberg@utdallas.edu Office hours  W 5:15-7:15 M  7-9:45
972-883-4470 (and by appointment)     JO 4.112

Course description

The category of things is so indefinite, and so wide, that theorizing it may seem impossible:  in 
the service of approximation, virtually any object or phenomenon may be designated a thing.  
Sometimes, however, "thing" connotes a heightened, particular status, one worth noting, as 
when a human is called a thing or when a behavior or practice becomes recognizable as the 
thing to do.  Our task in this course will be to track the interchange between these two types of 
things and, in particular, to study how generalized things may upsurge as significant.  We will 
attend to recent critical writings on things, especially those concerned with materialism and 
technology, but we will place these in conversation with early American literary texts that are 
also concerned with the meaningfulness of the object world.  How, we will ask, do these older 
literary texts respond to contemporary questions?  We will also be concerned to identify how 
the things of literary texts constitute a special case—since any thing, in a novel, may be 
significant—that might yet inflect our understanding of those things that exist off the page.

Student learning objectives

This course aims to have students:  

1. Study various approaches to a current issue in critical theory.

2. Learn how to put historical literary texts in conversation with contemporary critical works.

3. Generate academic discussion for their peers.

4. Undertake a researched paper that exhibits careful literary analysis, historical rigor, and 
theoretical sophistication.

Texts

Available from Off-Campus Books on Campbell Road and the on-campus bookstore:

Required:

Roland Barthes, Mythologies

Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things

Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or What It's Like to Be a Thing

Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun (Oxford)

Henry James, The Spoils of Poynton (Penguin)

Miles Orvell, The Real Thing: Imitation and Authenticity in American Culture, 1880-1940

Recommended:

Lorraine Daston, ed., Things that Talk: Object Lessons from Art and Science 

Bill Brown, ed. Things



Course Policies

Primary responsibilities

Students must:

1. bring ALL reading assignments to every class session.  Hard copies are preferred; electronic 
versions are acceptable.

2. read assigned texts closely, engage with their ideas, and think seriously about what and 
how they mean before class.  You are responsible for providing yourself with materials and 
an environment that will allow you to do so.

3. act respectfully towards the viewpoints of others—those present in class and those whom 
we will read. 

4. use personal technology responsibly.  Looking up an unfamiliar word is okay; texting your 
friends is not.  In general, I prefer phones to be off desks.

5. use the edition on e-reserves for texts marked [ER].  The web site for our course is:  
http://utdallas.docutek.com/eres/coursepage.aspx?cid=1479.  The password is:  clear.

Attendance

Students are expected to be present and prepared in all class sessions.  More than one absence 
will negatively affect students' ability to master the course content and will be reflected in the 
assessment of class contribution.  In the event of an emergency or significant interruption to 
normal life, please contact me as soon as possible.

University Policies

University-wide policies such as academic integrity, grievances, incompletes, disability services, 
and plagiarism are included in the scope of this syllabus.  Please read them on the provost's 
Web site:  <http://go.utdallas.edu/syllabus-policies>.

Communication

Email will be used for course updates or to notify students of individual concerns, so please 
check your UTD account regularly.  Any changes made to this syllabus at the instructor's 
discretion will be announced in class and communicated via email.



Course Calendar

I.  The communicative material

1/28 Roland Barthes, Mythologies

Karl Marx, Capital, Part 1, Chapter 1, Sections 1-4 [ER]

2/4 Lorraine Daston, ed., Things That Talk  (Presentations)

2/11 Early American writings:  Mary Rowlandson, A Narrative of the Captivity and 
Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson [ER]

Jonathan Edwards, "Letter on Spiders" & Images or Shadows of Divine Things [ER]

Native American legends:  "A Gust of Wind" (Ojibway); "Butterflies" (Papago); 
"A Fish Story" (Tewa); Creation Story (Iroquois); "The Story of the Creation," 
"The Story of the Flood" (Pima) [ER]

II.  Lively assemblages

2/18 Bruno Latour, "Why Has Critique Run out of Steam: From Matters of Fact to 
Matters of Concern" [ER]

Paul de Man, "Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image"; "Symbolic Landscape 
in Wordsworth and Yeats"; "Anthropomorphism and Trope in the Lyric" [ER]

2/25 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter 

3/4 Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or What It's Like to Be a Thing

3/18 American romance:  Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun

III.  Stuff made significant

3/25 no class

4/1 Miles Orvell, The Real Thing, Introduction through Chapter 4

Paper proposals due

4/8 Orvell, The Real Thing, complete

Henry James, "The Real Thing" [ER]

4/15 Bill Brown, ed., Things (Presentations)

4/22 American realism:  Henry James, The Spoils of Poynton

Bill Brown, "The Decoration of Houses" [ER]

4/29 Gary Hustwit, Objectified (Documentary film) [on reserve]

5/6 Final papers due in my office by 10 a.m.



Evaluation and Assignments

Student performance will be evaluated on an A-F grading scale (including + and - grades), with 
components weighed as follows:

Discussion questions:  15%

For each class in which we read a critical text (1/28, 2/18, 2/25, 3/4, 4/8, 4/29), two students 
will be responsible for generating a list of 8 discussion questions.  These questions should 
reflect careful reading of the text at hand and thoughtful consideration of its implications.  As a
group, the questions should:  identify important presuppositions, draw attention to key aspects
of the argument, and consider the implications of the position presented.  These questions are 
due, via email, by 9 a.m. on the Saturday prior to the class meeting.

Close readings:  15%

For each class in which we read a literary text (2/11, 3/18, 4/22), everyone will turn in a close 
reading of one passage that features a thing or otherwise engages with the questions about 
thinghood we have discussed in class.  Feel free to directly cite or refer to other texts, but do so
in the service of drawing out the meaning and implications of your chosen passage within the 
context of the literary work as a whole.  These papers should be 750-1,000 words in length and
a hard copy should be turned in.

Presentations:  15%

For each class in which we read an anthology (2/4, 4/15), students will present, in groups of 
two, various selections so that the class as a whole receives an overview of the entire collection.
We will chose selections in advance; you should be prepare to edify your peers by taking them 
through the text's argument, illustrating its key points with one or two examples, and being 
prepared to answer any questions.  Each presentation will last 15-20 minutes.  Nothing needs to
be turned in for these sessions, but taking precise notes is recommended.  Both anthologies are
recommended texts; they are available for copying or scanning via the library reserves system.

Contribution to class:  10%

In addition to sharing thoughtful observations in class discussions, contribution comprises 
coming to class prepared, listening attentively, respecting all the persons present, and 
communicating uncertainties regarding the course material.

Paper Proposal:  15%

On 4/1, students will turn in a final paper proposal.  The goal of the final paper is to discern a 
"thing theory" as it supposed by a literary text (from any period and location).  Students should 
draw from our range of readings as well as scholarship on the literary text.  The proposal 
should be five pages and should discuss the argument to be made, its relevance to our class or 
to the field, and the texts to be consulted.  Comments will be returned on 4/8.

Final Paper:  30%

On 5/6, the final paper is due.  It should be a hard copy of 15-20 pages, double-spaced and 
following MLA format.


