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Philipp Kneis, M.A., Potsdam University, Winter Semester 2010/11 

Undergraduate Seminar  

“Introduction to American Culture” 

The course provides an introduction to Cultural Studies and American Studies and introduces students to 

relevant historical and contemporary topics, themes and concepts in American culture such as, for example, 

“American exceptionalism,” “Errand into the Wilderness,” “Manifest Destiny,” and “Civil Religion,” by 

investigating literary and other roots of American culture. Students will furthermore be introduced to basic 

academic work: organizing and writing seminar papers including outlining, writing thesis statements, compiling 

bibliographies and referencing according to the MLA style sheet and preparing and giving oral presentations. 

Assessment: is based on active participation, presentations, a response paper (2 pages) and a brief academic 

essay (5-6 pages). In addition, surprise quizzes and tests will ensure that participants comply with the reading 

assignments. 

Seminar Details: 90 minute sessions, Thursdays, 4:15-5:45 PM 

Seminar Plan: 

1 10/21/10 Introduction: What is American Studies? 

  Theories of Culture 

  Geography: Regions in America 

2 10/28/10 America Before Columbus 

  Concepts of Civilization (e.g. Locke) 

  Models of Colonization 

3 11/4/10 American Revolution 

 Texts: Magna Carta (Excerpts) 

  English Bill of Rights (Excerpts) 

  Declaration of Independence 

  US Constitution (Excerpts) 

4 11/11/10 American Religion 

 Texts: Bradford, Mayflower Compact 

  Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity” (City upon a Hill) 

  Danforth, “A Brief Recognition of New England’s Errand into the Wilderness” 

  Bellah, Civil Religion (Excerpts) 

  Independent Study Prep: Form 5 Groups 

5 11/18/10 Independent Study: American Identity 

  (no classroom session, you meet individually) 

 Groups: I: Crèvecoeur, What is an American 

  II: Thoreau, Resistance to Civil Government 

  III: Douglass, The Meaning of July 4th for the Negro 

  IV: Thomas Paine, Common Sense 

  V: Chief Seattle's Speech 

6 11/25/10 Manifest Destiny, Indian Removal and the Frontier 

 Text: Turner, Frontier Thesis 

  Project Presentations Preparation 

7 12/2/10 Project Presentations: American Identity 

  5 groups total 

8 12/9/10 Project Presentations: American Identity 

  (continued) 
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9 12/16/10 Slavery, Civil War and Reconstruction / Cultural Diversity 

 Texts: Lincoln, Inaugural Address, Emancipation Proclamation 

  Jefferson Davis, Address to Congress 

  W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk 

  Response Paper "American Identity" due Jan 3, 2011 

 Christmas Break 

10 1/6/11 Historical Overview: From Colony to World Power 

  Colonial Conquests: Mexico, Cuba, Philippines 

  World Wars I+II, Cold War 

 Text: Monroe Doctrine 

11 1/13/11 Cultural Imagery 

 Video: Apocalypse Now Excerpt / war, iconography 

 Video: The Godfather II Excerpt / immigration, national identity 

 Video: 300 Excerpt / orientalism, questions of gender 

12 1/20/11 A Diverse Society 

  Segregation, Civil Rights Movement 

  Questions of Cultural Diversity 

 Texts: King, “I Have a Dream” 

  Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullett” 

13 1/27/11 Questions in Cultural Theory 

14 2/3/11 Film & Television Analysis, Basics 

 Text: Postman, Technopoly (Excerpt) 

15 2/10/11 Conclusion / Contemporary Issues / Essay Topic 
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