M.A. final examination – rules and question sets 
American Literature, Culture, and Studies seminars

1. The examination is conducted in English.

2. The student must respond to three questions: two are field questions drawn from the list provided below; one is asked by the reviewer and pertains to the student’s thesis.

3. Each student chooses two fields out of the ten listed below. There are six questions in each category – many are drawn from the areas of instruction, while several require independent research. Students are expected to explore and be ready to answer all six questions in either of the fields selected. The choice of the first field is determined by the subject of the thesis – a student writing about contemporary film must choose “Film and television in the U.S.” There are two limitations on combining fields: if “American History Before 1900” is selected as one of the fields, the student may not choose “20th Century American History” for the second one. Similarly, if “American Literature before 1900” is selected as one of the fields, the student’s second choice may not be “20th Century American Literature.” The student makes the choice of his/her two fields with the help and approval of his/her supervisor. 

4. Students have to register the choice of their fields with the supervisor no later than the 30th November of the year preceding their M.A. examination. 

5. At the M.A. exam the first question is drawn from the set related to the field of his/her thesis.  

6. The second question is drawn from the set of six from the other field selected by the student. 

7. The third question concerns the thesis and its reviews. 

8. One unsatisfactory grade does not automatically disqualify a student, provided he/she earns at least a good (4) ranking for one of the remaining two questions. Two unsatisfactory partial grades, or one unsatisfactory grade when the other partial grade is no higher than 3, determine the final outcome as unsatisfactory. 

9. The student’s responses are evaluated based upon the range of information provided and familiarity demonstrated regarding key facts, texts, and debates or controversies in any given area. The ability to formulate and defend one’s own standpoint is also an important factor. 

10. Each student has the right to one repeat of the M.A. exam in case he/she fails the first time. 

Question Sets

A. American History before 1900

1. Religion in colonial America: its role in shaping society and culture.

2. The American Enlightenment: the political/philosophical thought of the Founding Fathers.

3. Slavery: the roots of the Sectional Conflict. 

4.  The Civil War: its political, social, and economic consequences.

5. American society after the Civil War: the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era.

6. The significance of the frontier in American history.

B. 20th-Century American History

1. WWI and WWII: their impact on American society – similarities and differences.

2. The 1920s: American society and culture during the Jazz Age.

3. The Great Depression and New Deal: political, economic, and social transformations during F. D. Roosevelt's presidency. 

4. The 1950s: consumer society and McCarthyism.

5. The 1960s: the Vietnam era and counterculture.

6. The American presidency in the 20th century: leaders and losers.

C. American Minorities

1. From savage to citizen: "Indian policies" from colonial times to the 20th century.

2. Native Americans in the 20th century: from reorganization to self-determination. 

3. American Women: from suffrage to feminism.

4. African Americans: from emancipation to civil rights.

5. Latino America: Mexican, Cuban, and Puerto Rican Americans in 20th century American society.

6. Myths and realities of the American Melting Pot: from nativism to multiculturalism.

D. American Literature before 1900

1. The impact of Puritanism on American ideology and imagination.

2. American Enlightenment. Thomas Jefferson, Hector Crèvecoeur, and Benjamin Franklin as makers of the American national mythology. 

3. Three faces of American Romanticism: Edgar Allan Poe, Henry David Thoreau, Nathaniel Hawthorne. 

4. Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson: similarities and differences with their contemporaries. 

5. Mark Twain and Henry James as forerunners of modern literature.

6. American humor in the 19th century: Herman Melville, Mark Twain, Ambrose Bierce.

E. 20th-Century American Literature

1. The female voice in contemporary American literature – discuss 3 novels. 

2. Old realism vs. “New Realism.” Differences in subject matter and method.

3. The Beats and their impact on the countercultural rebellion of the 1960s.

4. Modernism vs. Postmodernism. Continuity and innovation.

5. War in 20th century American literature – discuss 3 texts.

6. Three poems that transformed 20th century American poetry. Comment on their originality and literary significance.

F. Ethnic Writing in the United States 

1. Postcolonialism. Political and social background. The impact of postcolonialism on literature. 

2. The experience of slavery in American literature by white and black authors.  Discuss 3 literary texts. 

3. Becoming an American. The issue of identity in contemporary ethnic literature.  Compare 3 texts representing different ethnic groups. 

4. The concept of “double marginality” in the literature of ethnic women writers. Discuss 3 literary texts. 

5. Generational conflicts in contemporary ethnic literature – discuss 3 literary texts. 

6. From the Harlem Renaissance to Black Arts Movement to contemporary African-American literature. Evolution of attitudes and concerns.

G. Popular Literatures in the U.S. 

1. The phenomenon of pulp magazines and the emergence of popular genre literatures in the first decades of the 20th-century. 

2. The 20th century marked a slow but inevitable convergence of popular and mainstream literatures. Discuss examples of texts/authors that bridge both categories and describe the ways in which genre and mainstream writers exchanged ideas, motifs, and themes. 

3. Discuss the ways in which American science fiction reflected the political, social, and economic concerns and anxieties of the United States over the course of the 20th century. Be prepared to discuss at least one example of each in detail. 

4. Discuss the transformations of American Gothic and horror literature from H. P. Lovecraft to Shirley Jackson to Joyce Carol Oates to Stephen King. 

5. Thriller in the U.S. – discuss its varieties and main representatives. What are the connections of the genre with the American reality? 

6. Discuss selected examples of the intersections between popular literatures and ethnicity. In what way do these intersections revitalize both fields? 

H. American Culture 

1. What is the role of popular imagery in American post-war art? Give three examples and elaborate on them. 

2. What makes American art distinct from the European tradition? Pick two American artists and discuss their work in some detail. 

3. How are American media protected from censorship and what are the ways and means of influencing media content? 

4. Characterize U.S. network television and the practice of syndication as well as the changes triggered by the introduction of cable television. 

5. American press and magazines – characterize the U.S. press market and note the differences that distinguish it from its European counterparts. 

6. American suburbia – characterize its origin, development, and influence on American life. 

I. Film and Television in the U.S. 

1. Chart the transformations of the Western cinema in 20th century American film. 

2. American Film Noir – aesthetics and transformations. 

3. Hollywood vs. independents – discuss the differences and business models. 

4. The transformation of the TV show (make sure you understand what a “TV show” is) between the 1970s and 2000s. Provide examples that illustrate the character of the transition. 

5. Classical Hollywood and post-classical American cinema. Discuss differences between the two in terms of style and mode of production, as well as their social and ideological contexts.

6. American auteurs – choose two figures and characterize their work, citing at least three productions by each. 

J. Literary and Cultural Theory  

1. Feminism and literary theory – discuss the connections and interactions between them. 

2. In what ways did modernist writers rebel against their predecessors? Provide examples. 

3. Select one of the foundational essays of postmodernism and discuss it, using a literary text of your own choice. Focus on the extent and the ways in which the theoretical assumptions work out in practice in the text. 

4. Discuss the division of literature into mainstream and popular. Is this distinction still valid? 

5. What is the agenda of gender studies and how does this critical perspective influence the reading of literary texts? Provide one example of a gender studies reading of a classic American text. 

6. What position does postmodern theory take in relation to previously marginalized texts, authors, schools, etc? What consequences does this have for the concept of the literary canon? 

K. Canadian history

1.  Historical reasons for Quebec’s special position in contemporary Canada.

2.  Colonization and the First Nations: a history of cooperation and conflict. 

3.  Key moments in the building of Canadian nationhood.

4. Canadian multiculturalism: origins, accomplishments and discontents.

5.  Canada’s relations with the US in the twentieth century.

6.  Canada’s political and economic significance in the modern world.

L. Canadian literature and culture:

1.  Northrop Fry’s concept of “garrison mentality” and Margaret Atwood’s concept of “survival” as

    defining Canadian experience.

2.  Early Canadian literature of exploration and settlement.

3.  Two Canadian writers of prairie life. 

4.  The North as myth and theme in Canadian literature.

5.  Two artists who tried to make Canadian art distinctly Canadian. 

6.  The accomplishment of  E.J.Pratt  OR Robertson Davies OR Alice Munro OR Carol Shields.

