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Office Hours: Wednesday 1.30-3 
 
Believing you’re special rarely ends well in a novel. But watching protagonists aspire, 
rise, and fall is one of the most consistent pleasures of fiction for its readers. This class 
examines novels about people who are convinced they’ll do something important and 
extraordinary. Sometimes the dream proves impossible. Sometimes it comes true, but in 
disastrous, ironic ways: think of Frankenstein. Along the way, we’ll discuss novelists’ 
persistent engagement with the ideals and limitations of social mobility. We’ll also 
examine how these themes shape the form of the novel itself: what are the ambitions of 
novelists, and the perils of literary success? 
 
Required Books 
All available at the MIT Coop. 
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1818) 
Stendahl, The Red and the Black (1830) 
Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim (1900) 
Henry James, The Beast in the Jungle (1903) 
Edward P. Jones, The Known World (2006) 
Zadie Smith, NW (2013) 
Daniel Defoe, Roxana (1724) 
NoViolet Bulawayo, We Need New Names (2014) 
Notes: 
 For Defoe and Conrad, please use the precise paper edition available in the bookstore 
so that we can synchronize page numbers during class discussions. These novels are 
dense; the Defoe has no chapter breaks. Even older editions by the same publishers 
probably will not have the same pagination. For the other novels you may use editions of 
your own selection, although for Stendahl and Shelley I strongly recommend selecting an 
edition with some form of explanatory footnotes or endnotes. 
 Also, if you are considering electronic editions of the other texts, note that no 
computers will be allowed in class. Tablets without keyboards are fine. 
 
SCHEDULE. 
 
Wednesday September 9 
Introduction. Beginnings. 
 
Week 1 
 
Monday September 14 
Frankenstein through volume one (p. 90) (Please also read the Author’s Introduction to 
the Standard Novels Edition and Preface, pp. 5-12) 
Signups for presentations. 
 



 
Wednesday September 16 
Frankenstein volume two, through p. 151. 
 
Week 2 
 
Monday September 21 
Frankenstein complete. 
 
Wednesday September 23 
The Red and the Black Volume 1 chapters 1-13. 
 
Friday: Essay #1 due, 1000 words. 
 
Week 3 
 
Monday September 28 
The Red and the Black through Volume 1. 
 
Wednesday September 30 
The Red and the Black through Volume 2 Chapter 16. 
 
Week 4 
 
Monday October 5 
The Red and the Black, complete. 
 
Wednesday October 7 
Lord Jim through p. 60 
 
Week 5 
 
MONDAY CLASSES MEET TUESDAY October 13 due to holiday 
Lord Jim through 166. 
 
Wednesday October 14 
Lord Jim through 257 
 
Week 6 
 
Monday October 19 
Lord Jim complete.  
 
Wednesday October 21 
The Beast in the Jungle 
Friday: Essay #2 due, 1000 words. 



 
Week 7 
 
Monday October 26 
The Known World, chapters 1-4 (through p. 145) 
 
Wednesday October 28 
The Known World, chapters 5-6 (through p. 220) 
 
Week 8 
 
Monday November 2 
The Known World, chapters 7-9 (through p. 315) 
 
Wednesday November 4 
The Known World, complete.  
 
Week 9 
 
Monday November 9 
NW “Visitation” 1-109 
 
No class Wednesday due to holiday 
 
Friday: Essay #3 due, c. 1500 words 
 
Week 10 
 
Monday November 16 
NW “Guest” through 198. 
Workshop of Essay #3. 
 
Wednesday November 18 
NW  “Host” through 355. 
 
Week 11 
 
Monday November 23 
NW “Crossing” and “Visitation”⎯complete. 
 
Wednesday November 25 
Roxana 1-75 
Revision of Essay #3 due. 
 
Week 12 
 



Monday November 30 
Roxana through 198 
Monday: Brief Statement Reflecting on Writing and Revision due, 500 words. 
 
Wednesday December 2 
Roxana complete. 
 
Week 13 
 
Monday December 7 
We Need New Names through 148 
 
Wednesday December 9 
We Need New Names, complete. 
 
Final Paper: 2000 words. 
 
Policies and Procedures. 
 No computers will be allowed in class. This is a discussion class; participation will be more 
difficult with screens between us all. Tablets without keyboards are OK. 
 Each of you will be responsible for a 5-10 minute presentation on one of the novels we’re 
reading, spread out over the semester: I will distribute a sign-up sheet in the second week of class. 
 All essays are due by e-mail to bronstei@mit.edu at 6 PM on the listed due dates. I 
will accept the following formats: .pages, .docx, and .pdf. Late papers will drop a third of 
a letter grade (e.g., from A to A-) for each day late. 
 You are each entitled to ONE essay extension (no questions asked), provided you 
make your request more than 48 hours in advance of the relevant deadline. The extension 
will be for three days (e.g., Friday to Monday, Monday to Thursday). I do not grant 
extensions, barring documented emergencies, if you ask less than 48 hours before a 
deadline. 
 Feel free to drop by my office hours without an appointment; if you can’t make them, 
let me know and I’ll be glad to work out another time. 
 Prompt, prepared, and participatory attendance is required. Absences or regular 
silence in class will affect your participation grade. Up to one absence in the semester, 
with advance notice, can be made up through writing a very short response to the 
readings. 
 
Grading. 
Essay #1: 10% 
Essay #2: 10% 
Essay #3: 15% 
Revision of Essay #3: 15% 
Statement on Writing: 10% 
Final Paper: 25% 
Participation: 10% 
Presentations: 5% 
 
Mechanical Criteria for CI-H subjects 



• All CI-H subjects must include: 
o at least 5,000 words of writing typically divided among three to five assignments, distributed 

reasonably across the semester. (Typically, one page of 12-point Times New Roman text that is 
double-spaced and has one-inch margins equals 250 words. The length of assignments should be 
measured in words on all syllabi.) 

o at least one assignment that is revised and resubmitted. This revision will not count toward the 
total word count. Separate grades will be given for the paper and the revised paper. Both grades 
will count towards the final grade. Instructors will determine the weighting of the grades. 

o an assessed oral component (e.g. presentations, student-led discussion, class participation, or a 
combination thereof). 
 
The WCC at MIT (Writing and Communication Center) offers free one-on-one professional 
advice from communication experts (MIT lecturers who all have advanced degrees and who all 
are published writers). The WCC works with undergraduate students, graduate students and 
post-docs.  

The WCC helps you strategize about all types of academic, creative, job-related, and 
professional writing as well as about all aspects of oral presentations (including practicing your 
presentations & designing slides). No matter what department or discipline you are in, we 
help you think your way more deeply into your topic, help you see new implications in your data, 
research and ideas. The WCC also helps with all English as Second Language issues, from 
writing and grammar to pronunciation and conversation practice, from understanding genre 
conventions to analyzing what particular journals require.  

The WCC is located in Kendall Square (E39-115, 55 Hayward Street, around the corner 
from Rebecca’s Cafe).  To register with our online scheduler and to make appointments, go to 
https://mit.mywconline.com/ . To access the WCC’s many pages of advice about writing and 
oral presentations, go to http://cmsw.mit.edu/writing-and-communication-center/ .  The 
Center’s core hours are Monday-Friday, 9:00 a.m.-6:00 p.m.; evening hours vary by semester–
check the online scheduler for up-to-date hours. 
  
Literature Faculty Policy on Plagiarism The Literature Section has formulated this statement 
and policy for all plagiarism cases: 
Plagiarism—the use of another’s intellectual work without acknowledgement—is a serious 
offense. It is the policy of the Literature Faculty that students who plagiarize will receive an F in 
the subject, and that the instructor will forward the case to the Committee on Discipline. Full 
acknowledgement for all information obtained from sources outside the classroom must be 
clearly stated in all written work submitted and in all oral presentations, including images or texts 
in other media and for materials collected online. All ideas, arguments, and direct phrasings taken 
from someone else’s work must be identified and properly footnoted. Quotations from other 
sources must be clearly marked as distinct from the student’s own work. For further guidance on 
the proper forms of attribution, consult the style guides available in the Writing and 
Communication Center, http://cmsw.mit.edu/writing-and-communication-center/, or Academic 
Integrity Handbook: http://integrity.mit.edu  


