AM1111 Introduction to American Studies 1

Part 4: Culture and Cultural Studies

Week 10: Success and Self-Improvement

PREPARATION

For Monday’s lecture/seminar, please read Horatio Alger’s novel Ragged Dick, preferably in the Norton Critical Edition, and prepare the questions below.
For the small groups, see below for details of the ASSESSED PRESENTATION.

The LECTURE will focus on Horatio Alger’s 1868 novel Ragged Dick and Alger’s wider significance as a label for the ‘American dream’ – a varied and often contested set of ideas about success and self-improvement.

SEMINAR QUESTIONS

Please come to the seminars on Monday with notes, prepared to discuss these.

1. What changes does the character Dick undergo during the novel in terms of

a. his clothing and appearance

b. his name

c. his wealth

d. his tastes (e.g. leisure activities)

2. Consider Ragged Dick as a book aimed at instructing poor young boys how to become a success. Identify five qualities that it commends (for example: Honesty, Independence, Street Knowledge, Politeness, Obedience, Charm, Resourcefulness, Bravery, Cynicism …..) Rank your five qualities in order of importance.

3. What changes in these qualities—if any—would be necessary to change the book from Ragged Dick to Ragged Daisy? 

4. What role does Mr Greyson play in the narrative?

ASSESSED PRESENTATION

In week 10 your small group meeting is devoted to individual presentations on some aspect of Ragged Dick and Horatio Alger. (This is assignment 4, worth 20% of the module.) You need to agree your topic with your small group lecturer at the week 9 meeting – so you need to think about this in advance of that meeting.
For the presentation, you must choose one of the following pieces of satirical or critical writing about Horatio Alger. Explain what aspects of Ragged Dick it picks up on, and say whether you feel its criticism is justified. (The first four of these are in the Norton ed of Ragged Dick.)
· Stephen Crane, ‘A Self Made Man’ 
· Gilbert W. Gabriel, ‘The Horatio Alger Complex’

· James Thurber, ‘Tom the Young Kidnapper, or Pay up and Live’

· Amiri Baraka, ‘The Death of Horatio Alger’

· Michael Moore, ‘Horatio Alger Must Die,’ (Chapter 7 of Dude, Where’s My Country?)

· Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (especially pp. 70. 204)
