
 

 

Course: MWF 11:45am-12:50pm, Garaventa 120, Fall 2014 
Professor: Dr. Emily Klein 
Office: 319N Dante Hall 
E-mail: ek7@stmarys-ca.edu 
Office Hours: M/F 1-2pm and by appointment 
 

Course Overview 
 
What is the relationship between theatre and social change? Augusto Boal called theatre “the rehearsal for the 
revolution,” but over the last half-century American theatre has been repeatedly proclaimed a dead art. In this 
seminar-style course we will take the pulse of today’s American theatre scene as we explore trends in social 
and political drama with special attention to the last 55 years. In order to understand how theatre can react to, 
reflect, and challenge sociopolitical conditions we will read plays by Lorraine Hansberry, Luis Valdez, 
Ntozake Shange, Wendy Wasserstein, Anna Deavere Smith, Tony Kushner, Suzan-Lori Parks and others. 
After a brief introduction to the formal features and genre conventions of the American drama, our class work 
will focus on close literary analysis, scene readings, student presentations, and critical discussions. Students 
will also write a take-home midterm essay and a final research paper. To help us think about the drama as a 
live, staged event, class work will include attendance at two theatrical performances or screenings, including 
one trip to an off-campus local Birmingham theater. By studying both canonical and radical, vanguard 
theatres of the U.S., we will interrogate the most influential formal conventions of contemporary American 
drama while simultaneously piecing together a counter-narrative of experimentation. Ultimately, this 
framework will allow us to address larger questions about the role of art in times of social and political unrest. 
 
Primary Course Goals and Objectives 
By the end of this course students will:  
• Develop an understanding of the drama of the period and its historical context. 
• Know how to define the formal features and genres of modern dramatic literature and be able to explain 

the significance of a playwright’s decision to adhere to or resist convention.  
• Understand major theoretical debates surrounding the role of the theatre as a tool of social change.  
• Be able to theorize and explain how theatre reacts to, reflects, and challenges sociopolitical conditions.  

 
Leadership Studies Designation 
Activist theatre has had a significant impact on the ways we conceive of leadership, authority, and rhetorical 
persuasion in the U.S. This is a Leadership Studies Designated Course, and as such we will pay special 
attention to leaders and innovators in both the fields of contemporary dramatic literature and political 
activism. Over the course of this semester, we will devote portions of our class time to studying the 
biographies of writers, activists, and theorists who have impacted the world of political theatre through their 
diverse applications of various leadership styles and strategies.  Students who are taking this course to fulfill a 
Leadership Studies requirement will be expected to develop a final project that emphasizes Leadership 
Studies theories and concepts covered in LS200. These students will also be expected to address questions of 
activist leadership and leadership for social change in their short essays.  
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Required & Optional Texts 
 
Required Books (available in campus bookstore) 
Deavere Smith, Anna. Fires in the Mirror. Anchor Books, 1993 
Gilman, Rebecca. Spinning into Butter. Faber and Faber, 2000 
Parks, Suzan-Lori. The America Play and Other Works. Theatre Communications Group, 1994 
Shange, Ntozake. For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow is Enuf. Scribner 1997 
Valdez, Luis. Luis Valdez Early Works: Actos, Bernabe & Pensamiento Serpentino. Arte Publico  Press, 1990 
Wasserstein, Wendy. The Heidi Chronicles. Dramatists Play Service Inc, 1998  
 
Required Articles and Essays  
All essays marked with an asterisk (*), unless otherwise mentioned, will be available on Moodle.  
 
  
Major Assignments 
 
This course is comprised of three types of assignments: two class presentations, one midterm project, and one 
final project. Quizzes and/or short response assignments may be added if students appear to need external 
motivation to keep up with readings.  
• Class Presentations: Over the semester each student will give two class presentations. One presentation 

on a course reading will actually be more discussion leading than presentation, and the other will be a 
more traditional presentation on your final project.  

• Midterm Project: This assignment (5-7 pages) will ask you to develop your own concept for a modern 
day living newspaper. You will be expected to create one short scene with dialogue and stage directions, 
but the emphasis of the project will be placed on explaining your vision and its formal and stylistic 
qualities. Especially important is your ability to explain which elements of the Federal Theatre’s Living 
Newspaper format you will uphold and which innovative contributions you will add.   

• Final Project: The final proposal and paper (8-10 pages) will ask you to take some of the theoretical 
concepts from the course and apply them to new plays or interrogate our course texts in new ways. 
Students will give brief presentations on their final projects during the last week of class.    

 
 

Course Requirements and Policies 
 
Class Participation 
This is a seminar-style course, which means that healthy class discussions and group work will be a key part 
of our course. Part of your final grade will be based on your class participation. Students are expected to come 
to class every day ready to be both respectful, active participants and respectful, active listeners during group 
discussion. Because the plays in this class touch on controversial cultural and political issues, this course 
demands a high level of intellectual maturity and openness from students. When you raise disagreement 
within class discussion, please do so respectfully by articulating your grounds for disagreeing with an idea 
rather than with a person.  Of course, all discussion should refrain from language and tone that could be 
considered inappropriate or offensive. Please also be prepared to take notes on what your peers say in class. 
Learning in college-level courses does not just happen through readings and faculty lectures, you will also 
learn a great deal from your peers.  
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Attendance and Lateness 
Please come to class on time, prepared to contribute to general class discussions and small group assignments. 
Always bring books and hard copies of assigned readings with you. Turn off all electronic, messaging and 
computing devices while in class. Please see me if you have exceptional circumstances that require the use of 
such devices.  
 For every three days you are late to class, you will be marked for one absence. Since class discussions 
and group work are an important part of this class, attendance is mandatory.  You are allowed three absences 
without penalty, but if you miss a fourth class your final grade will be reduced by one letter grade for each 
day you miss. If you have extenuating circumstances that could affect your attendance, such as a religious 
holiday, extracurricular commitment, illness or a family emergency, please notify me about your situation as 
soon as possible. 
 
Communications  
My preferred method of communication is good, old-fashioned, live and in person, face to face talk during 
office hours. You may also contact me via e-mail at ek7@stmarys-ca.edu. I am happy to schedule 
appointments to meet outside of my usual office hours, but please contact me at least two days in advance to 
arrange a meeting time. Please be aware that I may not respond promptly to last minute or late night emails, 
so plan your correspondence wisely.  
 
Paper Formatting and Submission 
All written papers must be typed, double-spaced, stapled, with 1” margins and page numbers, and include a 
works cited list at the end. In this class, we’ll be using the Modern Language Association (MLA) format for 
“parenthetical citation.”  Documentation for a source occurs within the text itself. If you’re not sure how to 
cite sources, please consult The MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers or, for an in-depth summary, 
check out the online writing lab at Purdue University: 
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/print/research/r_mla.html.  
 
Academic Integrity 
As a BSC student, you are responsible for upholding the college’s Honor Code. Taking someone else’s 
words, ideas or concepts, and using them without citing your source, is plagiarism. So is using another 
student’s essay, or part of his or her essay, as your own. This is a serious crime, and is treated as such.  
Anyone who plagiarizes or includes non-cited material from another source (including websites and online 
sources) will receive a failing grade for the entire course and will be referred to the Dean’s office for possible 
further disciplinary action.  We will discuss how to define plagiarism in this course, and if you have any 
questions, always feel free to ask me. Lots of cases of plagiarism, sadly enough, result from students feeling 
desperate at the last minute.  If you feel this way, please talk to me about your problems with the assignment 
before you consider risking your academic standing at Birmingham Southern. 
 

 

Grading  
 
Your final grade in this class will be based on the following system with some special consideration for 
individual strengths: 
  10% =   Class participation and group work  
  30% =   2 Class Presentations (15% each)  
  25% =   Midterm project 
  10% =   Final paper proposal 
  25% =   Final paper  
 
Rating Scale for Assignments 
Assignments will be graded according to four major criteria: understanding of theoretical concepts, use of 
evidence, argument focus and organization, and clarity and style. In other words, student work should: 
• Demonstrate a critical understanding of an issue’s theoretical framework 
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• Use carefully selected and well cited evidence to support the thorough analysis of an idea.  
• Present a thesis claim that makes a focused argument. The assignment’s organization should lay out the 

argument in a logical and coherent way for the reader.  
• Follow MLA guidelines and be free of errors. Grammar, spelling, citation and paragraph construction 

should be carefully attended to and proofread. 
 
Assignments in this course will be graded on a scale from A through F with the following expectations for 
each letter grade:  

    A Superior work contributes something new to the general understanding of a theoretical concept or the 
body of scholarship on a topic. The argument is well organized and thesis is articulated with convincing 
detail. All terms are defined and all claims are supported by judiciously chosen evidence. The reader’s 
point of view has been taken into consideration. Work has been proofread to eliminate any typos or 
errors in mechanics.  

 
    B Strong work with most assignment tasks met. Theoretical grounding is clearly explained and a strong 

thesis claim has been articulated. Relevant evidence is used to support key arguments. Paper is clearly 
organized. Minor editing problems at most. 

 
    C Acceptable, but average or below average work.  These assignments do not move beyond broad 

generalizations and do little to explain core ideas and theoretical concepts. Use of evidence is weak or 
unoriginal. The argument’s central focus may not be well articulated, and the prose may seem awkward 
and have mechanical errors. 

 
    D Work demonstrates a very limited understanding of key course concepts.  
 
    F Work is not of acceptable quality. 
 

 

Daily Schedule 
   
Please note: This schedule is not set in stone. It should be considered a tentative plan for our progress and is 
subject to change based on our group’s progress and interests this semester. We will work together as a class 
to amend our plans for readings so as to best meet our needs as collaborators and scholars.  
  
 Week 1: Introductions and background on early 20th century American social theatre  
   2/4  Course introductions, discuss syllabus 
   2/6  No class  
 
 Week 2: The 1930s, The Federal Theatre Project and the American Living Newspaper 
   2/11 FTP Staff, Triple-A Plowed Under,* and Quinn, Furious Improvisations excerpt* 
   2/13 Brecht, “Epic Theatre” and the “Alienation Effect”* other FTP excerpts TBA* 
  
 Week 3: The 1950s-60s and African American Theatre: Two Approaches to Staging the Political 
   2/18 Hansberry, Raisin in the Sun* 
   2/20 Baraka, Dutchman and “The Revolutionary Theatre”* (Bring Hansberry) 
 
!Attend Screening of the Dutchman this week"  
 
 Week 4: The 1960s, Labor Rights, Latino/a Theatre and El Teatro Campesino 
   2/25 Valdez, p. 3-13, and 28-52; Intro, Notes, Actos, Los Vendidos 
   2/27 Valdez, Quinta Temporada (Watch Los Vendidos in class) 
 
 Week 5: Theatre of the Oppressed 
   3/4 Elam, “Ritual Theory and Political Theatre”* 
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   3/6 Boal, “Poetics of the Oppressed”* 
 
 Week 6: The 1970s, Women’s Liberation, Black Feminism(s), and Spoken Word 
   3/11  Midterm Project Due, in class readings 
   3/13  Shange, For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When The Rainbow is Enuf 
  
(Spring Break) 
 
 
 Week 7: The 1980s: Feminist Criticism, Gender Trouble, and Battles of the Sexes 
    3/25  Wasserstein, The Heidi Chronicles 
    3/27  No class  
        
 Week 8: The 1990s: Identity/Politics and The Development of Documentary Theatre 
    4/1  Dolan, “Feminist Performance Criticism and the Popular: Reviewing Wendy Wasserstein”* 
  (Bring Wasserstein) 
    4/3  Smith, Fires in the Mirror (watch Fires in the Mirror excerpts in class) 
  
 Week 9: Millennial Theatre: Mapping the Political Past, Present, and Future 
   4/8    bell hooks, “Performance Practice as a Site of Opposition”* (Bring Smith)  
   4/10  Parks, The America Play  

 
!  See Urinetown at UAB this week"  

 
 Week 10: 2000s: Getting our Bearings in the Contemporary Theatre 
   4/15  Discuss Urinetown & finish Parks 
   4/17  Due in class: Final project proposal, discuss proposals  
 
 Week 11: The Personal is Political: Identity Politics and the Liberal Arts College 
   4/22  Gilman, Spinning into Butter 
   4/24  Finish Gilman & Individual Meetings 
 
 Week 12: Final Project Presentations 
   4/29  Final Presentations 
   5/1    No class- Honors Day 
 
 Week 13: Final Project Presentations 
   5/6  Final Presentations & Course Wrap-up 
   5/9  Due in Dr. Klein’s mailbox by 12 noon: Final Papers 
 
 

    

           


