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Victorians: Then and Now 
ENGLISH 450F | Spring 2020 | T/R 4:25-5:50 | Library North 2401 

 
Professor: Jessie Reeder (she/her) 

jreeder@binghamton.edu 
Office Hours: LNG36, Weds 9:30-11:30am 

(or by appointment) 
 

 
 
The nineteenth-century British novel emerged out of, responded to, and helped to shape a 
world in flux. Industrialization, empire, capitalism and economic theory, literacy, women’s rights, 
urbanization, evolutionary theory, and liberalism are just some of the forces that rapidly 
expanded during this period, organizing and reorganizing social life. The novel, therefore, 
grapples with emergent and shifting ideas about race, class, rights, family, violence, etc.—the 
very categories that shape who we are and who we are allowed to be. 
 
It is no surprise, then, that in recent years authors and artists have returned to the Victorian 
period as inspiration and source material. Because, despite the 150-odd years that have passed, 
our own capitalist, racist, violent, global, ecocidal, technological society is the direct ancestor 
and echo of our Victorian past. Part of our goal in this course, therefore, will be to discover how 
nineteenth-century novels capture social dynamics that are both particular to history and alive 
in the present. Austen, Brontë, Collins, and Stevenson will help us see the strangeness and the 
strange familiarity of nineteenth-century life. And adaptations by Baker, Rhys, Fincher, and Ewing 
(among others) will show us how Victorian concerns, prejudices, and fantasies persist today. 
 
But these “response” texts (adaptations, remakes, remediations, riffs, etc.) will also reveal 
gaps and fissures. They return to the past to set our present in relief. They call attention to gun 
violence, LGBTQ+ relationships, mental health, racial and imperial oppression, and more—all 
issues that unquestionably shaped Victorian life but were not frequently direct subjects of 
literature and art. Contemporary adaptations, then, can reveal and fill in the blind spots of the 
past. So in addition to finding common ground, we will also be looking to these 
Victorian/contemporary pairings in order to see how our perspectives have shifted over time. But 
we must not fall into the trap of assuming that the present is an improvement on the past. We will 
always be interrogating the idea that adaptation, revision, and the passage of time are part of 
an idea called “progress.”  
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Learning Objectives 
 
This course is designed to improve your knowledge, critical thinking, and skills in specific 
areas. Students who engage proactively and consistently with the course can expect 
to: 
 

• Gain a robust understanding of the genres, forms, styles, and publication 
structures that characterized the novels of the Victorian period. 

• Learn about the social, historical, and economic contexts that shaped these 
novels, their authors, their reception, and their subsequent afterlives. 

• Become familiar with concepts from philosophy and cultural studies that help 
explain conditions of community, nationhood, and identity. 

• Develop ideas and opinions about Victorian literature and literary/filmic 
adaptation. 

• Practice and hone close reading skills. 
• Practice and hone the skills necessary to write coherent, persuasive 

argumentative essays. 
• Develop increased comfort sharing ideas with classmates. 

 
 

Contact Hours 
 
This is a 4-credit course, which means that, in addition to the scheduled meeting times, 
students are expected to do at least 9.5 hours of course-related work outside of class 
each week during the semester. This includes time spent completing assigned readings, 
participating in lab sessions, studying for tests and examinations, preparing written 
assignments, and other course-related tasks. 
 
 

Prerequisites 
 
None.  
 
 

Required Texts 
 

Austen: Pride and Prejudice 
Baker: Longbourn 
Brontë: Jane Eyre 
Rhys: Wide Sargasso Sea 
Collins: The Woman in White 
Stevenson: Jekyll and Hyde 
Ewing: The Immortal Hulk, vol. 1 
 

 Other films and readings will be provided. Budget for some printing. 
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Assignments 
 
 Attendance    15% 
 Citizenship    20% 
 Presentation    10% 

Close Reading Assignment  10% 
 Midterm Essay   20% 
 Research Paper   25% 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Attendance: You may miss class twice, for any reason, with no penalty. Beginning with 
your third absence, missed classes will result in 10 lost points from your attendance 
grade (equivalent to 2 points from your final grade). Absences may be excused for 
university-sponsored sports/travel, religious observance, or documented 
illness/emergency. In these cases, please contact me ASAP. 
 

If you do miss class, no matter what the reason, it is your responsibility to find out what 
you missed. I will not provide summaries of missed class content (for this you should seek 
a classmate’s help), but if you reach out and ask me, I will do my best to remember any 
important announcements I covered. 
 
Citizenship: Everyone starts the class with a 75% citizenship score. It will go down if you: 
show up late or leave early, fail to have your text in front of you every day, use your cell 
phone or browse the internet during class, or show disrespect toward others and their 
opinions. 

 

Your grade will go up if you actively contribute to the class. Contribution may take 
many forms, including: participating in class discussion, taking good notes that your 
classmates can use, live-tweeting your reading of a text, submitting a discussion 
question before class starts, participating in our online forum, and/or designing your 
own contribution activity that you clear with me. You will submit a short report at the 
end of each week describing your contributions to class. 
 

Part of citizenship also means being prepared for class. This is a senior level class, and I 
expect you to have done the reading. If you appear to be unprepared for class, your 
citizenship score may be affected. If the entire class appears unprepared, I reserve the 
right to institute reading quizzes. 
 
Presentation: Everyone will participate in one small group (2-3 students) presentation. 
Your group will prepare multiple possible arguments about a text and guide the rest of 
the class in a discussion of which one is most persuasive. Presentations, including the 
class discussion, should last 20-30 minutes. 
 

D C- C C+ B- B B+ A- A 

60-70 70-73 73-77 77-80 80-83 83-87 87-90 90-93 93-100 
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Close Reading. Early in the semester you will perform a close reading analysis. This 
involves choosing a short passage from a text and interpreting many small details about 
it. The assignment concludes with a synthesis paragraph. 
 
Essays. Midway through the semester you will write a 6-8 page essay. This will be a 
chance to practice developing an original idea about literature. You will receive 
feedback on this essay from myself and from your classmates, and you will revise it. The 
grade for this essay will reflect both drafts. At the end of the semester, you will write a 
10-12 page research paper, in which you will not only develop an original idea, but put 
that idea into conversation with other literary critics and sources. 
 
More detailed assignments sheets for all of these activities (except for attendance) will 
be distributed in class. 
 
 

Policies & Expectations 
 

1. Workload. This is a 4-credit course, which means that in addition to our shared 
class time, students are expected to do at least 9.5 hours of course-related 
work every week. This includes: completing assigned readings, preparing 
written work, and other assigned tasks. Some weeks may be busier than 
others; such is life. 
 

2. Preparation. You will perform better—and more importantly, learn far more—if 
you are prepared for class. This means doing the reading attentively and 
thoughtfully and being ready to discuss it. 

 
3. Texts. I highly encourage you to purchase the specific versions of each text I 

have made available in the bookstore. You are entitled to use alternate 
editions. But we will spend a lot of time analyzing passages, and you need to 
be able to find them quickly in order to participate. I will not use class time to 
help everyone find the right place in an alternate text, nor should you distract 
classmates by asking them to help you. If you have the common edition, you 
will be more in sync and class will run more smoothly.  

 
4. Extensions and Late Work. Assignments will lose 5 points every calendar day 

they are late. Extensions may be granted on a case-by-case basis at my 
discretion. Ask in advance.  

 
5. Grading: If you are ever confused or concerned about how you are 

performing in the class, I will be happy to talk with you. However, you must 
schedule an appointment with me for this; I will not discuss grades before or 
after class or over email. 

 
6. Plagiarism. Your enrollment in this class signals your commitment to abide by 

the Student Academic Honesty Code as outlined in the Binghamton University 
Bulletin (see “Academic Policies and Procedures for All Students”). Students 
who violate the Honesty Code will face serious consequences for their actions, 
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which may include a grade of zero for an assignment or test, a failing grade in 
the class, suspension or expulsion from the University, or other penalties. 
Plagiarism means using the words or ideas of someone else without proper 
citation. This includes, but is not limited to: submitting work that someone else 
wrote; presenting the ideas of any source (including online analysis guides 
such as Sparknotes, Shmoop, Gradesaver, or Wikipedia) as though they are 
your own; using the direct words of any source without quotation marks or 
proper paraphrase; failing to provide citation for any source used; re-using 
work from another class. This goes for all written work. Please consult the 
Binghamton Academic Honesty Code (or me) if you have any questions 
about what constitutes plagiarism. Most students who plagiarize have good 
intentions but succumb to deadline pressure. It is always better to take a late 
penalty than to submit plagiarized work. 

 
7. Disabilities. Students needing accommodations should be in contact with BU’s 

Services for Students with Disabilities. Any student seeking accommodations 
should also speak with me during the first two weeks of class. All discussions will 
remain as confidential as possible.  

 
 

Resources 
 

Me. Feel free to email me, but: 1.) Check the syllabus carefully before asking 
basic course information. 2.) I will respond to email within 24 hours. I may 
respond sooner but cannot guarantee this, so do not expect last-minute 
replies. 3.) I won’t discuss your writing or your grades over email. A far better 
way to communicate with me is by coming to office hours or scheduling an 
appointment. I will be happy to help you with writing, brainstorming, and 
anything related to the course and beyond. My office is a safe space for all 
students. 

 
Each other. Your classmates are an ideal audience to test ideas. I encourage 
you to make writing and reading groups.  

  
The Writing Center. This is a tremendous resource. Despite misconceptions, it is 
NOT for “remedial” writers. It is simply a FREE SERVICE through which you can 
get a pair of experienced eyes on your writing. No catch. Consultants will help 
you brainstorm, organize, and clarify your ideas. Find out more or make an 
appointment online: https://www.binghamton.edu/writing/writing-center/. 

 
 Other: 
 

• Dean of Students Office: 607-777-2804, dos@binghamton.edu or stop by UUW-
205 

• University Counseling Center: 607-777-2772 (24 hours) or stop by OO-264 
• SEEK: (Support, Empathy, Empowerment, Kindness) student-run service to talk 

through problems: 607-777-4357 (8-11 pm daily during Fall and Spring 
Semesters) 
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• Interpersonal Violence Prevention: 607-777-3062 or stop by UUW-205 (for 
hours: https://www.binghamton.edu/ivp/ 

• Title IX and Sexual Assault/Harassment Resources (counseling and reporting): 
https://www.binghamton.edu/rmac/title-ix/resource_offices.html 

• Broome County Crisis and Stress Management Services: 
http://www.gobroomecounty.com/files/2015BC%20COUNSELING%20061014.
pdf 

• Campus Food Pantry: Nelson A Rockefeller Center (RC) 168, stop by and 
bring BU ID (Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m.), 
https://www.binghamton.edu/dean-of-students/programs-
services/pantry.html 

• Broome County Services for Food Insecurity:  
http://www.gobroomecounty.com/files/BC%20FOOD%20103015_0.pdf 

• Student Emergency Fund: https://www.binghamton.edu/case-
management/support/emergencies.html#sef 

• Binghamton University Student Loan Program (Small/ Short Term): 
https://www.binghamton.edu/operations/policies/office-of-the-
provost/student-loan-program.html 
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Course Calendar 
 

Date Reading Due Assignment Due 

T 1/21 None. Welcome!  
R 1/23 AUSTEN: Pride and Prejudice (Vol. I)  

T 1/28 AUSTEN: Pride and Prejudice (Vol. II)  
R 1/30 AUSTEN: Pride and Prejudice (Vol. III)  

T 2/4 CHADHA: Bride and Prejudice (film)  
R 2/6 BAKER: Longbourn (Vol. I)  

T 2/11 BAKER: Longbourn (Vol. II) CLOSE READING DUE 
R 2/13 BAKER: Longbourn (Vol. III)  

T 2/18 BRONTË: Jane Eyre (Ch. 1-10)  
R 2/20 BRONTË: Jane Eyre (Ch. 11-17)  

T 2/25 BRONTË: Jane Eyre (Ch. 18-27)  
R 2/27 BRONTË: Jane Eyre (Ch. 28-end)  

T 3/3 FUKUNAGA: Jane Eyre (film)  
R 3/5 NO CLASS: Winter Break  

T 3/10 RHYS: Wide Sargasso Sea (pp. 15-86) MIDTERM ESSAY DUE 
R 3/12 RHYS: Wide Sargasso Sea (pp. 86-end)  

T 3/17 COLLINS: The Woman in White (pp. 49-158)  
R 3/19 COLLINS: The Woman in White (pp. 159-264)  

T 3/24 COLLINS: The Woman in White (pp. 265-353)  

R 3/26 COLLINS: The Woman in White (pp. 353-479)  

T 3/31 COLLINS: The Woman in White (pp. 479-551)  
R 4/2 COLLINS: The Woman in White (pp. 551-end) MIDTERM REVISION DUE 

--- SPRING BREAK  
T 4/14 WALSH: Fingersmith (episode 1 ONLY)  
R 4/16 WALSH: Fingersmith (episode 2)  

T 4/21 STEVENSON: Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde   
R 4/23 FINCHER: Fight Club (film)  

T 4/28 EWING: The Immortal Hulk, vol. 1  

R 4/30 DOYLE: “A Scandal in Bohemia”  

T 5/5 Sherlock: Episode 4, “A Scandal in Belgravia”  

M 5/11 Not a class day RESEARCH PAPER DUE 

 
* Additional short readings may occasionally be assigned to supplement these texts. They will be 
posted online with adequate notice. 


