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The Contemporary American West

 

In this senior colloquium, we shall explore the changing nature of the American West in recent decades, focusing on representative groups and individuals in the region.  We shall try to understand what the West has meant and continues to mean to Americans.  As we look into these topics, we shall, as well, examine the nature of modern American society as a whole, and its many parts, by asking to what degree changes occurring in the West are representative of those taking place throughout the nation.  We shall investigate the question of whether the West is at the cutting edge of socio-economic changes in the United States.  Throughout the quarter, we shall discuss the meaning(s) of history and its significance in modern American life.

 

All students must be enrolled by the close of the second week of classes.  Any student with university-recognized disabilities should tell me about them so that can take appropriate actions.  All students must attend all of the class meetings and take part in the discussions.  Missing more than one meeting and failing to take part in the discussions may result in failure in the course.  Any late paper will be penalized one full letter grade for each day it is late.

 

Required Books:

 

Timothy Egan, Lasso the Wind: Away to the New West
John M. Findlay, Magic Lands: Western Cityscapes and American Culture After 1940
David McCumber, The Cowboy Way
Craig Lesley, River Song: A Novel
 
Grading:

 

Grading will be based on classroom participation (20%), two essays (each 20%), and a term paper (40%).

 
Weekly Assignments:

 

Sept. 20: Introduction to the West

 

Sept. 27: The Modern West

               Read Lasso, chs. 1-7

 

Oct. 4: The Modern West

            Read Lasso, chs. 8-14.

            First paper due
                

Oct. 11: The Urban West

              Read Magic Lands, chs. 1-3

                

Oct. 18: The Urban West

              Read Magic Lands, chs. 4-6

 

Oct. 25: The Ranching West

              Read Cowboy Way, parts 1 and 2

            

Nov. 1: The Ranching West

              Read Cowboy Way, parts 3 and 4

              Second paper due
 

Nov. 8: The Native American West

             Read River Song, chs. 1-9

 

Nov. 15: The Native American West

               Read River Song, chs 10-15 

 

 Nov. 22: The Modern-Day Alaskan Frontier

                

Nov. 29: Conclusions

               Third paper due
 
Paper Topics:

 

First paper (6 pages-long, double-spaced, hard copy): 

 

In his Lasso the Wind journalist Timothy Egan combines historical descriptions with present-day observations about the American West.  Choose one of Egan’s essays in chs. 1-7 and two of his essays in chs. 8-14 and discuss how Egan uses history as one way of understanding current developments.  How well does he succeed?  What biases does he bring to his writing?

 

Second paper (6 pages):

 

In his Magic Lands: Western Cityscapes and American Culture After 1940 historian John M. Findlay presents four case studies of western urban development: Disneyland, the Stanford Industrial Park, Sun City, and the 1962 Seattle World Fair.  Choose any two of these case studies and deal with the following questions.  What urban problems did the two developments you pick seem to address?  What solutions did the offer?  How effective were they?  What do the two cases reveal about western urban development?  What biases does Findlay bring to his stories?

 

OR

 

Journalist David McCumber offers a picture of the modern rural, ranching West.  What was his work and life as a cowboy like?  What does his account reveal about the thoughts and lives of people in the modern American West?  What biases does McCumber bring to his account?

 
Final paper (9-11 pages):

 

We have read a number of varying accounts about the modern-day American West.  Assess the strengths and weaknesses of each account.  Include an assessment of each author’s approach to the West.  Now that you have considered these accounts, discuss the following major questions:  To what degree is there an American West today?  To what degree are there discrete American Wests?  Where is (or are) the American West headed?  Does what is occurring in the West indicate what is (or will) happen in the rest of the 

United States?

 

OR

 

On way to view the recent history of the American West is to see it as one of seeming contradictions, such as:

 

Economic dependence on the federal government/hatred of the federal government

A desire to preserve the environment/the importance of extractive industries

A glorification of the individual/a quest for community

Chaotic development/search for order

A mixing bowl of ethnicities/a place of racism

 

Choose any three of the above seeming contradictions (or any two plus one set you devise) and explain their meanings and origins, discuss major forms they have taken, and account for their prominence in Western American history.  Be sure to use some specific examples from our readings to support your generalizations.

 

 

