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Goethe says somewhere that there is no such thing as a liberal idea, that there are only 
liberal sentiments. This is true. Yet it is also true that certain sentiments consort only 
with certain ideas and not with others…If this is so, if between sentiments and ideas 
there is a natural connection so close as to amount to a kind of identity, then the 
connection between literature and politics will be seen as a very immediate one…The 
word liberal is a word primarily of political import, but its political meaning defines itself 
by the quality of life it envisages, by the sentiments it desires to affirm.   

- Lionel Trilling, The Liberal Imagination (xi) 
 

 

Course Description: 
 
We tell all kinds of stories about liberalism’s fate in America: it was a replacement for socialism at the 
turn of the century; it betrayed the people with World War I. FDR and the New Deal gave it a new face; 
it showed its true face as the Military Industrial Complex. It was reborn in the struggles of the 1960s; it 
died in 1968, in Vietnam or in Chicago. It attempts to interrupt the flow of capitalism; it always 
accommodates itself to capitalism. Neo-liberalism has stolen and misused its name; neo-liberalism is its 
only proper name today.  In this class, we will map out some of the historical changes and political 
tensions that led to these diverse accounts of American liberalism. More importantly, we will consider 
why liberalism seems to constantly encourage—perhaps even to require—new and contradictory 
narratives about itself.   
 
For this reason, our class will consider liberalism not just as an historical, political or economic concept, 
but also as an aesthetic function: as a symbolic effort to bind ideas and sentiments, facts and values, 
individual and collective desires, in the form of narrative. We will read and discuss novels, short prose, 
and a comic alongside essays, speeches, manifestos, and academic writing on the era, not to prove how 
each text “is a liberal text,” but to consider how these twentieth century narratives allow us to re-stage 
and re-evaluate narratives about the political triumph or failure of American liberalism.  
 
Required Materials: 

 

 Thomas Pynchon The Crying of Lot 49  

 Willa Cather O Pioneers!  

 Course Readings, available as pdfs on ILIAS 

 An e-mail account you check regularly 
 
 
 



Assessment:  
 

 Presentation (All Students): Each week, a group will lead open by providing a summary of our 
secondary reading, providing some background, and posing questions to guide our conversation. 

 Klausur (BA Students):  90-min in-class final with a few short response questions. 

 Attendance and participation: Your attendance and participation are mandatory. 
 
 
Classroom Conduct: 

 

 Bring all assigned texts to class every day. PRINT THEM out or bring them on your computer. 

 Cell phones and electronic devices other than laptops cannot be used during class. 

 Respect your classmates: listen when others are speaking and offer constructive responses. 

 If you choose not to follow these rules, you will be marked absent for the day. I will not necessarily 
warn you before marking you absent. 

 If you are late or if you leave early, you will be marked absent for the day. 

 Absences both excused and unexcused will affect your participation grade. Per university policy, if 
you miss more than two classes, you risk failing the course. 

 
 
Getting Assistance: 

 

 If you have questions or concerns about our discussion material or your progress in the course, or if 
you simply want to continue a line of inquiry that we did not get to follow in class, please visit my 
office hours. I am here to help. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   



 Course Overview and Goals Week 1 – Apr 23  

Progressive Era 
1890s-1920s 
 

 
Rugged Individualism 

Week 2 – Apr 30 
Willa Cather O Pioneers! (Part I thru Part II/Ch2) 
V.F. Calverton “The Frontier Force”  

 
The Melting Pot 

Week 3 – May 7 
Willa Cather O Pioneers! (Part II/Ch3 thru Part III) 
Randolph Bourne “Trans-National America”  

 
War is the Health of the State 

Week 4 – May 14   
Willa Cather O Pioneers! (Part IV and Part V) 
Randolph Bourne “War and the Intellectuals” 

The New Deal 
1932-1938 

 
Fear Itself 

Week 5 – May 21   
Tess Slesinger “After the Party.”  
FDR Inaugural Address 

 
Documenting the Deal 

Week 6 – May 28  
Caldwell and Bourke-White You Have Seen Their 
Faces (excerpts) 
William Stott “The Documentary Book” 

The Cold War 
1947-1991 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A Permanent War Economy 

Week 7 – June 4  
Iron Man Tales of Suspense Vol. 43 
Howard Zinn “A People’s War?”  

 
The Vital Center 

Week 8 – June 11  
Thomas Pynchon The Crying of Lot 49 (Ch 1-3) 
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. The Vital Center (excerpts) 

 
You Hide, They Seek 

Week 9 – June 18  
Thomas Pynchon The Crying of Lot 49 (Ch 4-5) 
Richard Hofstadter “The Paranoid Style in 
American Politics (Part I)” 

 
Excluded Middles 

Week 10 – June 25 
Thomas Pynchon The Crying of Lot 49 (Ch 6) 
Susan Sontag “Against Interpretation” 

The New Left 
1960-1968 

 
The End of Ideology? 

Week 11 – July 2  
Joan Didion “Slouching Towards Bethlehem”  
C. Wright Mills “Letter to the New Left.” 

 
“You better free your mind 
instead…” 

Week 12 – July 9  
Ursula K. LeGuin “The Ones Who Walk Away 
from Omelas.”  
McCann and Szalay “Do You Believe in Magic? 
Literary Thinking After the New Left.” 

“Neoliberalism” 
1973- 

 
Risk and Routine 

Week 13 – July 16  
Don DeLillo White Noise (excerpt) 
Charles Peters “The Neoliberal Manifesto” 

Week 14 – July 23 
Final Exam 

 
 


