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Program Description

                  When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”                 
                                                                -- John Ford, film director

American history is defined as much by myths, metaphors, and images as it is by actual individuals
and events.  For example, most Americans perceive the “taming” of the frontier through the
perspective of the western movie. This program will analyze the Euro-American conquest of North
America and the subsequent pattern of conquest that has characterized our history and identity as a
people.  Through a combination of films (war, western and documentary), novels, and historical
readings, we will examine the relationship of truth to legend, of image to and reality.  Winter quarter
we will focus on the Civil War, the subsequent frontier wars against the plains Indians, and the
ecological conquest of the West.  We will study the metaphor of the cowboy (and gunfighter) and
other defining images that have shaped our collective psyche.  We will examine myths, such as
manifest destiny, stories, such as Last of the Mohicans, and popular entertainments, such as Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West to understand how they contribute to the legacy of conquest.  Spring quarter we
will pursue this line inquiry into the 20th century, including U.S. intervention in Latin America, the
U.S. role in the first and second World Wars, the Vietnam War as a phase of the Cold War, and the
more recent resource wars in the Middle East.

 Questions that form the basis of our learning goals include:

• What is the relationship of myth and legend to actual events in American history?
• In what ways have politics and popular culture contributed to the legacy of conquest?
• How does narrative impact the manner in which a film portrays history?
• How do film images enhance or undermine our understanding of history?
• What can we learn from a history book that we cannot learn from a film and vice versa?
• Is there a relationship between American expansionism and the rise of the imperial
       presidency?
• What role does technology play in the presentation of history on film?
• How does the business and culture of Hollywood (or the studio system) influence
      the portrayal of American history in the screenwriting process?  In the production process?
• Is it important that a film be historically accurate given the budgetary and commercial
      forces that dominate the film industry?  Are independent films less likely to misrepresent
      history?
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Required reading:
• Last of the Mohicans (James Fennimore Cooper)
• Black Elk Speaks (John Neihardt)
• Killer Angels (Michael Shaara)
• It's Your Misfortune and None of My Own (Richard White)
• The Virginian (Owen Wister)
• All other required readings must be downloaded from program webpage calendar

Recommended reading:
•    The Great Republic  (Bernard Bailyn)
•    How to Read a Film  (James Monaco)
•    Film Art  (David Bordwell & Kristin Thompson)
•    Strongly recommended for purchase is the trilogy of books by Rickard Slotkin: Regeneration

Through Violence, The Fatal Environment and Gunfighter Nation.  Also, West of
Everything by Jane Tompkins

Films (subject to change):
Black Robe Stagecoach
Last of the Mohicans The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance
Fort Apache Buffalo Bill or Sitting Bull’s History Lesson
Gettysburg Shane
Glory Little Big Man
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid One additional film of your own choosing

Program Requirements

Excellent attendance and full participation in all program activities.  Completed assignments
turned in on time.

Written assignments:  Written responses to seven of the films shown in class are required with one
exception.  That exception will involve screening and writing about a film not shown in class to be
chosen from a pre-determined list.  The remainder of your essays--one typed page, double-spaced--
will incorporate your readings as well as your response to the film (8 total).  You may be asked to
write about a particular topic or to follow a specific format provided by the faculty. Evaluating the
historical authenticity of a film and aesthetic values will require additional research and reading.  We
will not accept late papers or papers that exceed one double-spaced typed page except for the two-
page response to the film of your choosing.

As your faculty, we subscribe to what Thomas Jefferson once noted, “the most valuable of all talents
is that of never using two words when one will do.”  Blaise Pascal once wrote a long, drawn-out
letter to a friend, then apologized in the postscript that he didn’t have time to write a short one.  The
point is that economic writing requires time, reflection and effort.

Seminar tickets.  A typed one-paragraph response to a topic posed by the faculty.  These tickets are
required for admission to Saturday seminars.

Evaluation Week:  students should plan to be on campus one day/evening during evaluation week
for their scheduled Evaluation Conference (March 15-22)
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Expectations

The faculty members shall assume that students have well-rounded college-level skills.  In case of
deficiencies in basic skills, students are expected to work with the Learning Resources Center.  The
faculty member does not assume that students initially will be conversant with critical terminology
or special techniques for discussing the works to be assigned.  It is assumed that by the end of the
program, students will have developed the ability--both in the terminology appropriate for more
advanced discussion and in their own works--to think, to speak, and to write about the issues and
themes of the program.  In addition, they will have improved their ability to participate in the various
collaborative activities of the program. 

In general, students are expected to fully participate in all aspects of the class, to thoroughly
prepare for each class session, and to complete all assignments on time.  Late assignments may
not be evaluated.  Attendance and being on time for class are essential.  Unexcused absences, late,
incomplete or unsatisfactory completion of assignments or plagiarism will constitute grounds for
loss of credit.

Faculty are expected to be prepared for lectures and class sessions, to provide feedback on written
assignments in a timely manner, to be available for consultation by appointment and to provide a
written evaluation of the student’s overall work in the program.  Please refer to the covenant for
further details.

   Evaluation

You will be evaluated on:
• Attendance and participation in class;
• The quality of ideas and the writing in your film analyses
• Successful completion of all program requirements;
• Demonstration of acceptable understanding of program content and learning goals;
• Adherence to the agreements in the covenant

Incomplete status will be granted only for reasons of family crisis, illness, or similar emergencies. 
Evaluation conferences will be held at the end of the quarter.  Credit is not the same as positive
evaluation.  Students receive credit for fulfilling minimum requirements and standards.  The
evaluation is a statement describing the quality of the student's work.  It is possible for a student to
receive credit but receive an evaluation that describes poor quality work.  It is also possible for a
student to attend regularly yet receive no or reduced credit because of unsatisfactory performance.

Access Services

If you are a student with disability who would benefit from support or services to ensure full
access to this course, please contact Access Services in Library 2120 in the Student Advising
Center, PH:  360-867-6348.  In order for your program faculty to make accommodations, we
must be informed no later than the second week of the quarter by the student and in writing from
Access Services.  For more information, please refer to the program webpage.


