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How do the stories we read shape the stories we tell about ourselves and our sense of the 
possible and permissible plotlines for our lives?  In this course, we will examine what can seem 
like the most “natural” fictional convention of them all, the marriage and courtship plot.  In 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the ubiquity of marriage as the structuring plot device 
in fiction naturalized a cultural institution that had profound ramifications for the legal, 
economic, and cultural status of women and men.  Although the cultural role of marriage and 
the legal and social status of women has changed radically over the last 100 years, the 
“traditional” marriage plot continues to exert a significant influence over popular fiction and 
film as well as individuals’ self and social conceptions, even as the institution of marriage 
undergoes profound change.  

 
Required Texts: 
 
The Marriage Plot, Jeffrey Eugenides  Farrar, Strauss & Giroux 
Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen, Broadview 
Jane Eyre, Jane Austen, Broadview 
Middlemarch, George Eliot Broadview 
Tess of the D’urbervilles, Thomas Hardy, Broadview 
 

 



Grade Distribution: 
 
20%--Attendance and Participation, in-class writing/quizzes 
15%--Contemporary Culture Essay 
30%--Reading Responses 
35%--Long Essay & Presentation 

 
Reading: 
 

There are 2,400 pages of fiction to be read for this class, not including outside criticism and 
contemporary cultural documents which I will distribute over the semester.  You will need to carve 
out significant time in your schedule in order to complete all of the assigned reading. It is absolutely 
essential to the success of the class that you complete the readings before each class discussion—if 
you cannot do so you should not take the class.   
 

Participation: 
 

Active, thoughtful participation in every class discussion is required and contributes significantly to 
your final grade.  This is a small seminar—you will talk every day multiple times. 

 
In-Class Writing/Quizzes: 
 
 Each  will you will either write in class in response to that week’s readings or take a reading quiz.   

These assignments will require that you have read, and thought about, the reading in advance.  In- 
class writing will be open book and open notebook; reading quizzes will not. 

 
Attendance: 
 

Because this is an intensive seminar that meets only once a week, you can miss one class without 
penalty.  The second absence will lower your final grade one-third of a grade.  Every additional 
absence will lower your final grade a full letter grade.  Alternately, perfect, on-time attendance (with 
good participation) will earn you 3 bonus points on the final essay. 
  
If you do miss class, contact me by email and get any missed handouts from our Blackboard site or from 
me.  Missed in-class writing cannot be made up. 

 
Written Work: 
 

Reading Responses:  There will be FOUR reading responses, scheduled throughout the term.  
Reading responses are not summaries of the reading; instead, they will explore ideas or insights that 
you had while reading.  You will submit these responses by email before 10AM on Tuesdays. 
 
Contemporary Culture Essay:  You will write one 3 to 4 page essay about a representation of 
marriage in contemporary culture and/or a contemporary debate related to marriage.   
 
Long Essay:  You will write one 12 to 18 page paper at the end of the semester (15 to 20 for MLS 
students).  This paper must incorporate literary and cultural criticism.  The final essay will be due 
December 4th.  You will present your research during our final class. 
 
Engaged Exchange:  Throughout  the semester, you should look for contemporary discussions of 
marriage in the news, culture, 

 



 
Schedule of Readings: 
 
This schedule might evolve or change as the semester progresses.  Additional readings will be distributed by 
handout or on Blackboard during the semester.   
 
1).  Tuesday, September 4th 

Introductions, Happily Ever After 
 
2).  Tuesday, September 11th 
The Marriage Plot 
 
3).  Tuesday, September 18st 
The Marriage Plot 
 
4).  Tuesday, September 25th 
Pride and Prejudice 
 
5).  Tuesday, October 2nd  

Pride and Prejudice 
 
6).  Tuesday, October 9th 
Pride and Prejudice 
 
7).  Tuesday, October 16th 
Jane Eyre 
 
8).  Tuesday, October 23rd  
Jane Eyre 
 
9).  Tuesday, October 30th  
Middlemarch 
 
10).  Tuesday, November 6th  
Middlemarch 
 
11).  Tuesday, November 13th 
Tess of the D’urbervilles 
 
12).  Tuesday, November 20th  
Tess of the D’urbervilles 
 
13).  Tuesday, November 27th 
Tess of the D’urbervilles 
 
14).  Tuesday, December 4th 

Final Research Paper Presentations 
  


