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The Outsider in American Film Culture: An Exploration of Otherness and Exclusion 

 

We humans have always defined ourselves through encounters with the “other.” The stories we tell (and have told, in 

various forms, for millennia) are full of people, places, and things we perceive as somehow different from or outside of 

ourselves. Ultimately, the figure of the “other”—whether found in the excluded, the marginalized, the freakish, the 

strange, the alien, or even the supernatural and other-than-human—is a comforting figure, a reassuring beacon in the 

midst of our own shaky humanity. Put simply, otherness “works” insofar as it assures us we’re okay by convincing us of 

what we’re not. Perhaps nowhere is this tendency more pronounced than in films and, more broadly, in American film 

culture.        

 

This course examines the figure of the outsider or “Other” in American film culture. Our screenings and discussions this 

semester will ricochet back and forth between four distinct types of film: independent (“indie”) films, documentaries, 

“B-movies,” and even a few blockbusters and Oscar winners.  (Though it may seem random from time to time, there is 

a method to the sequence in which we screen the films, but it is more thematic or conceptual than strictly chronological or 

categorical.)  The films will be supplemented with an array of readings, ranging from theoretical texts and criticism to 

genre histories, literature, and practical overviews of film production and technology.       

 

The films we’re going to screen have been selected from a wide array of possible films; so necessarily, this course offers 

an interpretation of otherness in American film, not a once-and-for-all definition or a comprehensive overview. As you 

will learn, there’s plenty of room for multiple interpretations, and through our readings, screenings, and discussions, my 

hope is that you will begin to see how you might develop your own ideas about otherness and exclusion in American 

cinema.  

 

At the end of the semester, you will be able to: 

 

Learning Outcomes and Objectives Assessment 

Articulate an understanding of otherness and exclusion in 

American film culture; 

Short writing project, group presentations, and final exam 

demonstrate an understanding and appreciation for the 

complexity of otherness as an ongoing theme in American 

films and film culture; 

Short writing project, group presentations, and final exam 

articulate some of the many differences—aesthetically, 

economically, socially, and conceptually—between 

independent films, documentaries, “B-movies,” and major 
Hollywood productions (“blockbusters”); 

Daily assignments, film notebooks, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 

interpret and “read” films beyond the basics of observation 

and plot; 

Daily assignments, film notebooks, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 

demonstrate a familiarity with the basic grammar of 

cinematography and some technical aspects of film 

production; 

Daily assignments, film notebooks, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 

discuss alterity theory as it relates to American film culture. Daily assignments, film notebooks, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 
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***A brief note on the films: Several of the films we’ll screen this semester contain adult material (e.g., coarse language, 

violence, sexuality, etc.), while others are quite frank and vivid in terms of the themes they explore (e.g., racism, 

homosexuality, school shootings, etc.).  Many of the films are rated “R.”  If you think you might be offended by this 

content, then this course may not be for you.  You will have many other opportunities to fulfill your English requirements.  

 

Required Texts 

Barnouw, Erik. Documentary: A History of the Non-Fiction Film. 2nd rev. ed. New York: Oxford UP, 1993. Print.    

 

Newman, Michael Z. Indie: An American Film Culture. New York: Columbia UP, 2011. Print. 

 

Richardson, Michael.  Otherness in Hollywood Cinema. New York: Continuum, 2010. Print. 

 

Supplemental Readings: I will frequently post excerpts, essays, and chapters to Oncourse; typically, these will be in .pdf 

format.  You are required to print these .pdfs in their entirety, read them, and bring them to class with you on the 

appropriate days.  I understand that this entails an extra cost, so you should budget your printing costs as a “fourth” text.  

 

Assignments and Grading 

Short Writing Project (10%): There will be one short (4-5 page) writing project covering various themes and concepts 

central to the course.  

Reading Quizzes/Freewrites (15%): We will frequently have short quizzes and/or freewriting exercises during class to 

test your handling of the material and to determine whether or not you are staying on top of the readings. These cannot be 

made up.  

Film Notebooks, or “FNs” (20%): Think of your notebook as a sort of “journal” for the course—use it to keep track of 

the films we screen, the discussions we have in class, lecture notes, ideas that pop into your head, writing prompts I may 

give you from time to time to spark discussion, notes and questions you have regarding the readings, and so forth.  I will 

collect these at random (probably two or three times over the course of the semester) to check on your progress, so it’s 

important that you write in your notebook regularly. Film notebooks will be graded on a five-point scale: 5=outstanding, 

4=good, 3=needs work, 2=severely lacking, 1=poor, 0=no credit. (For example, if you receive one “4” and one “3,” your 

semester average in this category will be a “3.5” or a 70%.)       

Class Participation (15%): See “Attendance and Participation” below. 

Group Presentations (20%): I will divide the class into four groups (A, B, C, and D) and give each group the task of 

further exploring one of our four primary course themes (see schedule). Working together, the group will then develop an 

informal presentation and will be responsible for “running” your portion (25 to 35 minutes) of the class period. For 

example, you may decide to use your time to show short clips from a particular film that falls or clips from a few films 

that fall within the purview of your group’s theme. In any case, how you design your presentation is largely up to you and 

your group members, but each group will choose at least one film and one reading for the class and connect it in some 

way to the theme of the unit and the other films in that unit. We will talk much more in class about options and strategies 

for developing your presentations.  

Final Exam (20%): You will take a comprehensive final exam that will cover all of the films and readings over the 

course of the semester.  The final exam will consist of short answer and essay questions. You may use your film 

notebooks on the final exam. 

                                                                              =100% 

 

Attendance and Participation 

While there will be some lecture in this course, this class is not a lecture-only course.  It’s important to the overall success 

of this course that you come to class regularly, complete the readings, make time to reflect on what you’ve read, take 

careful notes on the films, and participate in class discussions.  Baseline (“C”-level) participation requirements are that 

you come to class every time we meet, take notes on the films, and complete all assigned readings.  Contributing 
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thoughtful comments and asking questions will raise your participation grade to a “B.”  Consistently contributing 

interesting and insightful comments and ideas and providing leadership in class discussions will earn an “A.”   

 

When you miss class, you miss important information and mandatory in-class activities (which cannot be made-up), and 

classmates miss your input and ideas.  If you are absent, you are responsible for finding out what we covered in class 

and for submitting in advance any assignments due on that day.  I reserve the right to change the course schedule at 

any time, and it is your responsibility to stay on top of these changes.  If you feel comfortable doing so, swap cell numbers 

or e-mail addresses with the person next to you; this way, if ever you do miss class, you can find out what you missed 

with little to no trouble.   

 

Your course grade will drop by one letter grade (10%) if you miss more than 10% of our classes (4 class periods); you 

will fail the course if you miss 20% of our classes (6 class periods).  If an emergency forces you to miss several class 

periods, contact me as soon as possible so we can discuss your options.  

Grades 

A standard ten-point scale (A+=97-100; A=94-96; A-=90-93; B+=87-89; B=84-86; B-=80-83; C+=77-79; C=74-76; C-

=70-73; D+=67-69; D=64-66; D-=60-63; F=everything else) will be used.   

 

Late Assignments 

Late work will not be accepted under any circumstances.  If a bona fide emergency (e.g., a death in your immediate 

family, long-term hospitalization, arrest or incarceration, etc.) forces you to miss class, please let me know as soon as is 

reasonable so that we can discuss your options.  

 

Office Hours  

Please feel free to drop by during my office hours or make an appointment for another time.  I want to discuss the class 

and your work with you, and utilizing office hours is an excellent way for us to address any concerns you might have 

about the class, your progress or performance, and/or any of your questions about the course material.   

 

Oncourse and E-mail 

We will be using Oncourse to (a) keep track of graded assignments, (b) complete some quizzes and homework 

assignments, (c) participate in discussion forums, (d) post and download important documents and information, and (e) 

communicate with each other over the course of the semester.  When possible, please use the messaging function in 

Oncourse to send messages to me.  (This is the best way to get in touch with me, although sending e-mails directly to my 

IUK e-mail address is fine, too.)  From time to time I will send out class e-mails through Oncourse covering everything 

from changes in the schedule to announcements regarding instructor illness or inclement weather, so please get into the 

habit of checking our Oncourse page frequently (at least once every day).  If you have any questions about how to access 

or use Oncourse, please don’t hesitate to let me know. I check Oncourse and e-mail every day, but as a general rule, I do 

not respond to e-mails over weekends. 

 

Office of Disabilities Services 

If you have a documented disability, please make sure you have submitted and received all necessary paperwork and that 

you let me know as soon as possible so that the appropriate arrangements can be made. 
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Course Schedule 

 

(Schedule, readings, and films subject to change at instructor’s discretion with advance notice. Readings are “due” 

on the dates on which they are listed.) 

 

Texts Film Types 

O=Otherness in Hollywood Cinema (Richardson) Blockbusters and Oscar Winners=BB 

I=Indie: An American Film Culture (Newman) Independent “Indie” Films=IF 

D=Documentary (Barnouw) B-movies=BM 

H=handout (.pdf on Oncourse) Documentaries=DC 

TBA=to be announced  

 

WEEK 1: Course Introduction 

 

January 

 

M 07: Course Introduction (expectations and ice-breakers). “Cook’s 3 Rules of Film Appreciation and Interpretation.” 

W 09: What do we mean by the “Other”? Why “Otherness”? Alterity vs. “romantic Otherness.” Begin screening Griffith, 

The Birth of a Nation (1915) BB   

 

WEEK 2: Race as Other: The Silent Era 

 

M 14: Griffith, The Birth of a Nation (1915) BB and read O, pp. 1-12 (Introduction)  

W 16: Read O, pp. 12-17 (Introduction) 

 

WEEK 3: Race as Other: Anxieties of the 1960s   

 

M 21: No class (MLK, Jr. Holiday) 

W 23: Romero, Night of the Living Dead (1968) BM and read O, pp. 121-36 (Ch. 7) 

 

WEEK 4: Race as Other (Discussion and Review) 

 

M 28: Group Presentation A (20%) and Cinematography discussion (Part I) 

W 30: O, pp. 32-42 (Ch. 2) 

 

WEEK 5: Place as Other: The West 

 

February  

 

M 04: Read I, pp. 21-47 (Ch. 1) 

W 06: Jarmusch, Dead Man (1995) IF 

 

WEEK 6: Place as Other: Indie Films as Hollywood’s “Other”  

 

M 11: Read O, pp. 192-202 (Ch. 11) 

W 13: Read I, pp. 1-18 (Introduction) and Indie film clips 
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WEEK 7: Place as Other: Into the Wild (Discussion and Review) 

 

M 18: Herzog, Grizzly Man (2005) DC and Read D, pp. 3-30  

W 20: Group Presentation B (20%) and Read D, pp. 33-51 

  

WEEK 8: Gender and Sexuality as Other 

 

M 25: Lee, Brokeback Mountain (2005) IF/BB  

W 27: Cinematography discussion (Part II) and Readings TBA  

 

WEEK 9: Gender and Sexuality as Other: The Anti-Rom Com? 

 

March 

 

M 04: Anderson, Punch Drunk Love (2002) IF and Read I, pp. 87-106 (Ch. 3) 

W 06: Read I, pp. 106-137 (Ch. 3) 

 

WEEK 10: Spring Break 

 

M 11: No class (Spring Break) 

W 13: No class (Spring Break) 

 

WEEK 11: Gender and Sexuality as Other (Discussion and Review)  

 

M 18: Group Presentation C (20%) 

W 20: Read TBA 

 

WEEK 12: (Sub)culture as Other: The Documentary Film as Film Subculture 

 

M 25: American Movie (1999) DC and Read D, pp. 231-62   

W 27: Read D, pp. 262-93 and TBA 

 

WEEK 13: Independent Study (work on Short Writing Projects/review for Final Exam) 

 

April  

 

M 01: No class (Work on Short Writing Projects) 

W 03: No class (Work on Short Writing Projects) 

 

WEEK 14: (Sub)culture as Other: Freaks and Geeks 

 

M 08: Gordon, The King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters (2007) DC and Read D, pp. 297-349 

W 10: Short Writing Projects Due (10%) and Readings TBA 

 

WEEK 15: (Sub)culture as Other (Discussion and Review) 

 

M 15: Group Presentation D (20%)  

W 17: Read OC, Hebdige, excerpts from Subculture: The Meaning of Style (1979)  
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WEEK 16: Course Wrap-up and Final Exam Review 

 

M 22: In-class review for the Final Exam. Short Writing Projects returned in class. 

W 24: Last day of class; course evaluations, wrap-up and review; etc. 

 

***Final Exam (20%): Monday, April 29th, 2013 from 10:00am to 12:00pm in KO 100. 
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