HISTORY AND THE NOVEL: Spring 2022
Jour-GA 1050

Prof. Susie Linfield

[susie.linfield@nyu.edu]

Tuesdays , 5-8 pm, 20 Cooper Square, 7th floor
Office hours by appointment 
"When I know what to think, I write an essay. When I don’t know what to think, I write a novel."--Amos Oz, Israeli novelist 
"I think we ought to read only the books that wound and stab us. If the book we're reading doesn't wake us up with a blow on the head, what are we reading it for? . . . We need the books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the death of someone we loved more than ourselves. . . . A book must be the axe for the frozen air inside us."
--Franz Kafka, letter to Oscar Pollak, 1903

In this course we’ll read a series of novels based on historic events and/or broader historic situations. We’ll begin with the most famous slave uprising in the American South and end with the Arab Spring of the early 21st century; along the way we will study the Nazi occupation in Holland, McCarthyism, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, post-apartheid South Africa, the Iraq War, and terror attacks in the Middle East and Europe. Our core readings will be novels; we will supplement each with historic and/or journalistic background readings. One of our major aims will be to analyze each mode of inquiry (fiction, history, journalism) and discover the ways in which they complement--and, sometimes, conflict--with each other as we attempt to discover the truth (or, rather, multiple truths) of these complex and painful events. (Each of these books deals with political violence in some form.) We’ll also investigate what the novelist owes to historic accuracy; the role of imagination; reliable versus unreliable narrators; and how the novelist (or historian, or journalist) can write about “the other”: issues of particular contestation right now.
Week 1: Introduction
Week 2: History, Fiction, Imagination [articles to be distributed]
Don DeLillo, "The Power of History," New York Times Book Review
Zadie Smith, "Fascinated to Presume" and "What Do We Want History to Do to Us?," New York Review of Books
Weeks 3, 4, 5: American Slavery

William Styron, The Confessions of Nat Turner, 

and: Ten Black Writers Respond [portions]; [distributed]
plus: Eugene Genovese-Orlando Patterson debate 

Week 6: Nazi Occupation

Harry Mulisch, The Assault 

and: Martha Gellhorn, “A Little Dutch Town” and "Das Deutsches Volk" [distributed]
Weeks 7&8: McCarthyism

Victor Navasky: Naming Names [portions] 
E.L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel 

Week 9 &10: Israeli-Palestinian Conflict
Assaf Gavron, Almost Dead 

plus: additional readings [distributed]
Week 11: South Africa

J.M. Coetzee, Disgrace 

plus: Charlayne Hunter-Gault, "Violated Hopes," New Yorker [distributed]
Weeks 12&13: Wars in the Middle East, and Terrorism
Wendell Steavenson: Paris Metro
plus: George Packer, "The Other France," New Yorker; Fred Halliday on terrorism [distributed]
Week 14: Arab Spring
Yasmine El Rashidi, Chronicle of A Last Summer 

plus: Hussein Agha and Robert Malley, "This is Not a Revolution," New York Review of Books [distributed]//other pieces to be distributed
and: Final Papers Due 
plus: Final thoughts
Books to buy: All are available in paperback. Some can be found in your local bookstore, but all can be found on the internet, and many can be found used on abebooks.com or bibliofind.com. Please try to get the edition that is specified below so that we’ll all be on the same page (literally if not figuratively).

**William Styron, The Confessions of Nat Turner [Vintage International]
**Harry Mulisch, The Assault [Pantheon Books]
**E.L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel [Random House Trade Paperbacks]
**Victor Navasky, Naming Names[Penguin Books]
**J.M. Coetzee, Disgrace [Viking or Penguin]
**Wendell Steavenson, Paris Metro
**Yasmine El Rashidi, Chronicle of A Last Summer [Tim Duggan]
**Please buy Almost Dead used, from internet sites (abebooks.com, bibliofind.com); order early! It is out of print.
Writing Assignments:

1. Each student will submit a response paper of approximately 750-1000 for each of our books. Please submit in doc or docx form only, via email.
2. Additional weekly assignment: Two questions, one line selection, one surprise. I'll explain this in class.
3. Final paper: Your final paper will be a critical essay that incorporates at least two of the books we’ve read this semester, plus one other source (another book, an article, a painting, a poem, a play, a film…). I am open to a number of approaches and themes; we’ll discuss this more in class.
Please honor deadlines: Late papers will not be accepted.

Please note: A seminar is a collective endeavor. That means everyone needs to participate (democracy in action). No silent bystanders, please.

Grades: 70% written work;

30% class participation
Missed classes: Please do not miss class for any reason other than illness or family emergency. Please send me an email on the day of class (or before) if you are unable to attend. Unexplained absences will affect your grade.
Please note: Plagiarism is both wrong and bad. If you plagiarize in this course, you will receive a failing grade for the entire course. If you plagiarize in your professional career, you will ruin it. So: Don’t do it.

