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Reading Medicine and Illness 
CLLC  L210 

 

Description of the course 

When we encounter physical disease, we usually call on science and statistics to understand it: 

we identify symptoms, graph transmission rates, research and test cures.  Yet, the humanities, 

too, can tell us something about physical disease.  In this course, we'll explore the 

representation of medicine and illness in American literature, broadly defined.  This means that 

we'll examine a variety of texts, including poetry, fiction, autobiography, drama, and film, to 

explore these questions: 

 

1. How and why are medical practitioners and healthcare spaces (e.g., hospitals) 

constructed in the American imagination?   

2. How are chronic illnesses perceived in American culture, and how do these beliefs 

change over time?   

3. What do these perceptions reveal about the understanding of other aspects of 

embodiment, such as gender, race, and sexuality?   

 

At times, we’ll supplement our readings to help us gain a better understanding of medical 

history.  But, our primary goal in this course is to 

examine the perception of embodiment in 

American culture using literary scenes of 

medicine and illness as a guide. 

 

At the end of the semester, we’ll be making a 

number of our class activities available to the 

wider university community in honor of World 

AIDS Day (Dec. 1).   Our screening of And the 

Band Played On will be open to all Collins and IU 

students.  We’ll may also produce a poetry 

reading, sponsor a “red-ribbon” fundraiser, and/or back other AIDS/HIV awareness activities 

for IU students.  More information about these events will be forthcoming.   

 
Photograph: A “sun porch” at Sunnyside Sanatorium—a tuberculosis hospital—in Indiana  
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Primary texts* 

And the Band Played on, dir. Roger Spottiswoode (film) 

 The Business of Being Born, dir. Abby Epstein (film) 

The Cancer Journals, Audre Lorde (memoir) 

The Conjure Man Dies, Rudolph Fisher (fiction) 

“An Episode of War,” Stephen Crane (fiction) 

“Mirrorings,” Lucy Grealy (memoir)  

Rosemary’s Baby, Roman Polanski (film) 

Selections from Song of Myself, Walt Whitman (poetry)  

The Straw, Eugene O’Neill (drama) 

“They That Sit in Darkness,” Mary P. Burill (drama) 

Excerpts from Truth and Beauty, Ann Patchett (memoir) 

Walt Whitman’s Civil War Poetry and Prose (poetry) 

What Silence Equals, Tory Dent (poetry) 

And other short articles  

 

Secondary texts 

“Apostles of the Germ,” Nancy Tomes 

“A Blogger’s Blog: Exploring a Definition of a Medium,” Danah Boyd 

 “Christian Physiology, Diet, and Sexuality,” Ruth Engs  

 “Disciples of the Laboratory,” Nancy Tomes 

Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors, Susan Sontag 

 

NOTE:  All titles marked in “bold” must be purchased.  The remaining materials (excluding 

films) will be available on OnCourse.   

 
Assignments 

Close Reading Assignment    10% 

Analytical Essay (3 pages)   15% 

Archival Research Presentation  10% 

 & Summary Paper   5%  

“Q and A” Summary     10% 

Blog Study (3 pages)    15% 

Creative Project    20% 

Participation     15% 

 Daily Agenda 

 Discussion/Preparation 

 Quizzes      

 

I follow the IU grading scale where an A+ begins at 97%, an A at 93%, an A- at 90%, and so forth.  
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Attendance 

In a class that investigates the perception of disease and the ways in which the physical body 

“goes awry,” it would be prudent to have an attendance policy that avoids penalizing students 

who get sick.  Therefore, you are allowed 3 absences from class (including the film screenings) 

to use at your discretion.  These absences can be used for emergencies related to illness as well 

as other situations which require your absence from class, like family emergencies, job 

interviews, etc.   For every absence that you accrue beyond three, your final grade will be 

lowered by 1/3 of a letter grade (e.g., from an A- to a B+ or from a B to a B-).  Notify me in 

writing two weeks in advance if you will be absent from class due to a religious holiday; these 

absences will be excused and will not count towards your “freebie” absences. 

 

Film Screenings 

There will be three evening film screenings (The Business of Being Born; Rosemary’s Baby; And the 

Band Played on) held at 7pm on September 23 (Wednesday), October 12 (Monday), and 

December 2 (Wednesday).  Locations are listed on the course schedule, which beings on page 5. 

You are required to attend these screenings even if you already have seen the films; as such, 

film screenings will count as “class days.”  If you have a conflict due to a class, job, or 

university-related activity (such as a varsity sport, IU club, etc.), your absence will be excused as 

long as you inform me, in writing, at least two weeks in advance of the screening(s).  I may 

require you to provide me with appropriate documentation.  In the event that you miss an 

evening film screening, no matter the reason, you are required to view the film on your own 

before we discuss it in class.   

 

Assignments 

For a preview of the kinds of assignments you will complete in the course, please see page 9.  

You will receive complete instructions for each assignment as the semester progresses, and this 

material will be posted on OnCourse. 

 

Submitting Work 

Please follow the submission instructions for each assignment outlined on the assignment 

sheets.  Note that some work will be submitted on paper while other work must be submitted 

via OnCourse; I also may ask you to submit work at a special event (such as a film screening).  

 

Late Work 

No late work will be accepted.  However, you will be given one “free pass” to submit an 

assignment up to seven days past its due date with no penalty.  This pass may not be used in 

conjunction with the creative project, daily agenda, or the archival research presentation.  If an 

emergency situation (severe illness, etc.) prevents you from submitting the creative project, 

daily agenda, or archival research presentation on time, contact me by email as soon as possible. 

 

Participation   

Your participation grade is composed of three separate grades: discussion/preparedness, daily 

agenda, and quizzes.   You will receive the discussion/preparedness grade at the end of the 
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course; this grade evaluates the overall frequency and quality of your contributions to class 

discussion as well as the extent to which you were prepared for each class meeting.  

“Preparedness” is defined as arriving to class on time with copies of the right text(s).  (This 

means you must print out copies of any texts that have been posted online.)  Being prepared 

for class also means you have carefully and fully completed the assigned reading.  (Note: A 

brief summary of what the daily agenda involves is located on page 10.) 

 

Quizzes 

Short, unannounced quizzes will be given at the beginning of class at my discretion; they will 

cover readings listed on the syllabus.  The frequency of quizzes will increase based on the extent 

to which students seem unprepared to discuss assigned material in class.  Quizzes may not be 

made up unless you were absent from class due to a religious holiday (with appropriate 

notification—see “Absences” section). 

 

Lateness and Early Departures 

Excessive tardiness will negatively impact your participation grade.   Early departures from 

class will not be permitted, and you will be marked absent if you leave before the end of class 

(with the exception of extreme emergencies, such as sudden illness during class).  You also may 

be marked absent if you are more than 15 minutes late to class.   

 

Peer Review 

You will have the opportunity to receive feedback from your peers on the analytical essay 

assignment.  On this day (Oct. 15), please bring two completed copies of your draft to class.  If 

you are unable to attend class on this day, email me as soon as possible, as peer review is a 

required activity.  Note: I won’t accept the final copy of your essay if you don’t participate in 

peer review (or an equivalent activity). 

 

Email and Oncourse 

Please check your email daily for important announcements and updates.  We’ll also use 

OnCourse frequently and in a variety of ways (assignment sheets, submitting some 

assignments, grade record), so make sure you’re familiar with this site.   

 

Getting Help from Me 

If you have a question about the assignments, your grade, or the readings, please come see me 

during office hours.  My office hours are 5-6pm on Wednesday in the Collins Coffee House and 

9:30-10:30am in Weatherly 227 (a former dorm in the Ashton complex).  If you have a conflict 

(i.e., another class) with these times, please email me at least 24 hours in advance to schedule an 

appointment.   Of course, if you have a quick, relatively straightforward question, feel free to 

email me and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.  Email, however, is never a good way to 

get feedback on your grade or your work.  If you have questions about these areas of your 

performance, it’s best come to office hours or make an appointment with me. 
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Plagiarism 

According to the IU Student Code of Conduct, plagiarism is defined as “presenting someone 

else's work, including the work of other students, as one's own. Any ideas or materials taken 

from another source for either written or oral use must be fully acknowledged, unless the 

information is common knowledge.”  The penalty for plagiarism in this class is severe and 

could involve receiving no credit on the assignment or an “F” in the course.  If you have 

questions about what constitutes plagiarism or if you are unsure how to correctly use and cite 

outside sources in your work, talk to me immediately. 

 

Schedule 

Note: This schedule lists readings and topics to be covered on that day; it does not list homework. This 

schedule is subject to change, and revisions made will be announced in class and through OnCourse. 

Key: O = OnCourse in the “Resources” section; T = Purchased textbook 

 

PART I: THE UN/HEALTHY BODY IN 19TH CENTURY AMERICA 
What assumptions about health and disease operated in the 19th century American imagination, and how 

did the Civil War—including the hospitals it spawned—shape these beliefs?  How do these beliefs 

compare to our present understanding of these concepts, especially when we consider the military 

conflicts in Iraq/Afghanistan?  

 

T Sep 1  

 “Healthy Right Up Until the Day You’re Not” O 

“Brain Surgery Frees Runner, but Raises Barriers” O 

“Christian Physiology, Diet, and Sexuality” (Engs, 53-66) O 

 

R Sep 3  

 “Chronology” (Kaplan, pages 1371-1272 or the years 1819-1855) O 

“Song of Myself” (Whitman, selected passages from 27-51) O 

“I Sing the Body Electric” (Whitman, 118-125) O 

“Christian Physiology, Diet, and Sexuality” (Engs, 53-66) O – complete if you haven’t already 

 

T Sep 8  

Civil War Poetry and Prose T  See OnCourse “Resources” for a list of assigned poems 

“Chronology” (Kaplan, 1372-1373 or the years 1856-1865) 

Daily Agenda # 1 

 

R Sep 10  

Civil War Poetry and Prose T See OnCourse “Resources” for a list of assigned letters 

“Chronology” (Kaplan, 1373-1375 or the years 1866-1892) 

Daily Agenda # 2 

 

T Sep 15   
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Whitman’s Hospitals and Civil War Medicine  

CLASS MEETS AT THE MAIN LIBRARY – Information Commons; computer cluster #1 

“Identifying Primary and Secondary Sources” O 

“Primary Sources Blog Post” O 

 

R Sep 17  

“An Episode of War” (Crane) O  

Health, Illness, and 21st Century Warfare –video clip to be screened in class 

Close Reading DUE 

 

PART II: “HEALTHCARE” IN THE AGE OF MODERN MEDICINE 
How has modern (i.e., post-germ theory) healthcare been constructed in the American imagination? 

 

T Sep 22  

 “Apostles of the Germ” (Tomes, 23-34) O 

“Disciples of the Laboratory” (Tomes, 91-96, 100-106) O 

 

Sep 23 (Wed)  

7pm screening of The Business of Being Born 

Location: Herman B Wells Library, E174 (near the South entrance on the first floor) 

 

R Sep 24  

Discuss The Business of Being Born 

“Superbugs” O 

Daily Agenda # 3 

 

T Sep 29  

“They That Sit in Darkness” (Burill) O 

Archival Research Presentation (Group 1) 

 

R Oct 1   

The Conjure Man Dies (Fisher, 1-76) T 

 

T Oct 6  

The Conjure Man Dies (77-234) T 

Daily Agenda # 4 

 

R Oct 8  

The Conjure Man Dies (235-316) T 

Archival Research Presentation (Group 2) 

 

Oct 12 (Mon) 

7pm screening of Rosemary’s Baby 
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Location: Herman B Wells Library, E174 (near the South entrance on the first floor) 

 

T Oct 13  

Discuss Rosemary’s Baby 

Daily Agenda # 5 

 

R Oct 15  

Analytical Essay Peer Review  Bring two, complete copies of your draft to class 

 

 

PART III: CHRONIC ILLNESS IN THE AGE OF MODERN MEDICINE 
How has chronic illness been figured in the American imagination during the 20th century, and how do 

these constructions comment on other aspects of embodiment, like race, sexuality, and gender? 

 

T Oct 20  

Illness as Metaphor, (Sontag, 3-49) T 

Analytical Essay DUE 

 

R Oct 22  

Illness as Metaphor, (50-87) T 

Daily Agenda # 6 

 

T Oct 27  

The Straw (O’Neill, Acts I and II) T 

Q and A #1 DUE 

 

R Oct 29  

The Straw (Act III) T 

The Straw Newspaper Review O 

Archival Research Presentation (Group 3) 

 

T Nov 3  

The Cancer Journals (Lorde, 9-77 and Lorde’s biography on 79) T 

Daily Agenda # 7 

 

R Nov 5  

Planning Day for World AIDS Day (Dec. 1) Activities 

 

T Nov 10  

 “Mirrorings” (Grealy, 136-146) O 

Excerpts from Truth and Beauty (Patchett, 185-202) O 

Daily Agenda # 8 
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R Nov 12  

“A Blogger’s Blog: Exploring the Definitions of a Medium” O 

 

T Nov 17  

AIDS and Its Metaphors, (Sontag, 93-183) T 

Daily Agenda # 9 

 

R Nov 19  

What Silence Equals (Dent, 15-20, 28-31, 61-62) T  

Daily Agenda # 10 

 

Nov 23 (Monday) 

Blog Study DUE (Submit through OnCourse) 

 

Nov 24  

NO CLASS – Thanksgiving Break 

 

Nov 26 

NO CLASS – Thanksgiving Break 

 

T Dec 1 

World AIDS Day 

 

Dec 2 (Wednesday)  

7pm screening of And the Band Played On 

Location: TBA 

 

R Dec 3  

Discuss And the Band Played On 

Archival Research Presentation (Group 4) 

 

T Dec 7  

HIV/AIDS, Public Health, and Visual Rhetoric  

“Death and Dying in the Imagery of AIDS” O 

AIDS Posters O 

Archival Research Presentation (Group 5) 

 

R Dec 10  

Course Wrap-Up and Evaluations 

Last Day of Class 

 

Dec 14 (Monday) 

Final Project DUE at 12pm  
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 PREVIEW OF MAJOR ASSIGNMENTS 

 

1. Daily Agenda (1/3 of the participation grade) 

With a partner, you will create a “daily agenda” for one class period of your choice and present 

it to the rest of the class.  You’ll need to complete the assigned reading(s) for your chosen 

agenda day in advance so you can (as a group) figure out what elements of the text(s) you’d like 

to explore during discussion.  The daily agenda is, first and foremost, a starting point—it’s a 

loose but well thought-out framework for discussion, and it can—and should—include some 

questions or unresolved issues you’d like the class to explore.  While the agenda is not a 

polished report or formal presentation, you may bring in related outside material if it helps to 

generate class discussion (think: YouTube videos, a recent news story, a critical interpretation 

another scholar has made, etc.). 

 

2. Close Reading Assignment, 10% 

This assignment is an exercise—not a formal essay—and it asks you to examine Whitman or 

Crane’s representation of the Civil War, the wounded body, the healthy body, and/or military 

hospitals.  Specifically, you will perform a “close reading” of one or two selected passages from 

one text.  In a close reading, you select a relatively brief, but intriguing block of text and then 

carefully analyze its use of denotative and connotative language, imagery, and tone so that you 

can make broader statements about the text’s treatment of certain themes or larger ideas.  This 

assignment will help you develop skills that you’ll draw from throughout the semester; it also 

will prepare you for the next major assignment—the analytical essay.  

   

3. Analytical Essay (3 pages), 15%     

In this formal, academic essay (which culminates part II of the course), you’ll discuss a tension 

raised in The Conjure Man Dies, The Business of Being Born, or “They That Walk in Darkness” that 

deals with the idea healthcare.  You’ll also explore how this tension is connected to broader 

social beliefs—at least as they are presented in the text.  In other words, what might the 

representation of controversies related to medical science reveal about the understanding of 

race or sexuality?   For this paper, I will provide you with essay prompts. 

 

3. Archival Research Presentation, (10% Presentation, 5% Summary Paper) 

You will conduct archival research related to a text or topic of your choice: “They That Sit in 

Darkness,” The Conjure Man Dies, The Straw, And the Band Played On, or STI (sexually 

transmitted infection) awareness posters.  Archival research involves sifting through and 

analyzing primary historical documents, like photographs, official records, newspapers, diaries, 

and other materials called “ephemera”(advertisements, for instance).  On September 15, you’ll 

attend a seminar at the Herman B Wells Library (Information Commons, Computer Cluster #1) 

on using library resources to located primary source materials.  This class will prepare you to 

complete this assignment successfully.  While you’ll locate archival materials (e.g., several 

photographs, a group of advertisements, etc.) on your own, you’ll organize your findings into a 

10-15 minute, group presentation (10%) with two other students.  We’ll draw from the group 

presentation in class to understand (1) the historical context of the literary text under discussion, 
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and (2) the ways that the literary text recreates and engages with developments in medical 

science.  Of course, your group likely will find more information than can be discussed in a 10-

15 minute timeframe.  Therefore, each group member will submit a two to three page 

expository report (5%) that summarizes his/her individual research findings and individual 

contributions to the presentation. 

 

5. Blog Study, 15% 

This assignment asks you to find three blogs that focus on someone’s experiences with cancer 

(as a patient, a caretaker, etc.). We’ll discuss how to find suitable blogs for the assignment in 

class.   You’ll examine the blogs in the same way we will analyze Lorde’s journal and Grealy’s 

autobiography: their personal stories explicitly and implicitly critique society’s definitions of 

beauty and femininity.  The blog study will be submitted via Oncourse OR through your 

personal blog/website so that you can hypertext the document with relevant links.   

 

6. “Q and A” Summary 10% 

Susan Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and its Metaphors is a collection of two essays that 

unfold in a nonlinear fashion, and her arguments will help us understand the representations of 

chronic illness we’ll encounter in part III of the course.  Since Sontag’s work is complex and so 

important to our scholarly work, we’ll need to have a firm grasp of her theories.  Therefore, 

you’ll write a summary of Illness as Metaphor (the first essay in the book), but this material will 

be expressed in a question-and-answer (interview) format.  The result: you’ll have a handy, 

easy-to-read document to refer to when we return to Sontag’s theories later in the semester. 

 

7. Creative Project, 20% 

To culminate the semester, you will complete a creative project.  The project can take the shape 

of website, large poster, or 2-3 minute TV commercial that could be part of the promotional 

materials used by various parties in conjunction with World AIDS Day.  The promotional 

material should demonstrate your understanding of the texts from part III of the course (And the 

Band Played on, What Silence Equals, AIDS and its Metaphors).  More specifically, your project 

must accomplish three goals.  It should: 

(1) Depict a negative or limiting metaphor associated with HIV/AIDS; this metaphor 

must be raised by one of the readings from part III of the course. 

(2) Attempt to transform or overcome the metaphor. 

(3) Encourage some sort of action on the part of the audience.    

The promotional material should be primarily composed of images; text should be used 

sparingly.  Therefore, you must submit a 2-3 page paper that explains how the promotional 

material accomplishes each of the goals listed above. NOTE: If you prefer not to complete a 

creative project, you may compose a formal, analytical essay (5-6 pages) that discusses at least 

one text from Part III of the course.  You are required to meet with me to discuss possible paper 

topics if you choose the essay option. 

 
***Remember, this is just a preview of the kind of work you will be doing in this class: you 

will receive complete instructions for the assignments in advance of their due dates.*** 


