
ENG 223 
 

Superheroes: an American Fantasy 
 

 

 
3 Credits 
 
Course Format: Online, Accelerated 
Instructor: Peter Nagy, Ph.D.  
Email: pnagy@cedarcrest.edu 
Phone Number: x3417 
Office: Hartzel Hall 111 
Office Hours: By appointment. 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                       
 

 
“I believe in metaphors.  

Metaphors are real.”  
– Elliot S. Maggin 

 
Course Description:  
Superheroes are an American fantasy. Since Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster's creation of Superman 
in 1939, we have been fascinated with caped crusaders. Our fascination has grown over time. In 
the last 15 years, the superhero genre has soared in popularity, reaching wider and more diverse 
audiences through a variety of media, but especially television and big budget Hollywood films.  
 
But what does our enduring obsession with heroes mean? Why do we continue to love fantasies 
about super-powered individuals?  The course aims to explore these questions. We will pry into 
the depths of our abiding attachment to the superhero by studying the genre through a range of 
frameworks. We will study the conventions of the superhero, its history, and its politics through 
a ranges of lenses. We will look at serial comic books, graphic novels, television, film, and the 
superhero novel.  
 
Course Textbooks and Resources: 
 
Readings and supplementary material distributed in class or electronically via CC website. 
 
Alan Moore, Watchmen, ISBN-13 : 978-1852860240 



G. Willow Wilson, Ms. Marvel: No Normal Vol 1., •  ISBN-13 : 978-0785190219 
 
 
Film and Television: 
*Film and television material will not be provided. Students are responsible for gaining access to 
films and television independently.  
 
Television: 
Jessica Jones, episode 1 [Netflix] 
Luke Cage, episode 1[Netflix] 
 
Film: 
Doctor Strange (2016) [Rent on multiple streaming platforms] 
Black Panther (2018) [Rent on Amazon] 
 

Course Student Learning Outcomes: 

English 223 is designed to meet the following educational outcomes:  
 

• Students will demonstrate basic knowledge of comic book history 
• Students will demonstrate how individual works fit into broader literary, historical, and 

cultural contexts. 
• Students will demonstrate reading and analytical/critical thinking skills with oral practice 

in the discussion portion of the class and through writing activities. 
• Students will demonstrate competency in college-level, analytical writing skills. 
• Students will demonstrate knowledge of basic cultural studies terms. 

 
In order to attain these outcomes, ENG 223 has the following course objectives: 

• At the completion of this course, students will have an overview of chronological 
developments in superhero literature 

• Students will have knowledge of works of significant graphic novels and their historical 
and cultural contexts. 

• Students will be able to analyze a work of literature based upon both its formal qualities 
and its literary and cultural contexts. 

• Students will be able to devise approaches to their own teachings of similar courses on 
the high-school level. 

• Students will be able to write effective analytical essays. 
• Students will have gained an appreciation of literature and of the connections among 

literary works. 
 

ENG 223 meets its educational outcomes through the following forms of assessment: 

• Each student will demonstrate knowledge of course content by the completion of three 
exams, one analytical paper, discussion board posts, and regular course participation. 



• Students will demonstrate the ability to engage in critical analysis through class 
discussions and written assignments. 

• Students will demonstrate the ability to write clearly and effectively in exams and 
analytical papers. 

 

Course Assignments and Expectations: 

Your final grade will be based upon your performance on the following assignments. 

• Discussion Board Posts—Students will respond to discussion prompts as well as their 
classmates’ responses on the course website (under the “Discussion” tab) throughout the 
semester. Prompts will ask students to respond to primary as well as secondary texts. I 
will use these posts to survey your engagement with the texts and to guide class 
conversation. 

 
• Exams—We will have three exams throughout the semester. Exams will be a 

combination of short-answer and essay questions. 
 
• Reading Quizzes—We will take reading quizzes throughout the semester. These quizzes 

will be multiple choice. They will include questions based on the readings, viewings, and 
lectures. 

 
• Participation– Lively and thoughtful: that’s how we want our course discussions to be. 

You are expected to actively contribute to our class discussion each week, having arrived 
to class familiar with the selected readings and having considered the provided discussion 
questions. Contributions to class discussion should strive to include your own questions 
or understanding about the literature along with our developing course concepts. Your 
participation will be assessed once at mid-term and again at the end of the semester 
according to the below evaluation standards. 
 

Evaluation of Course Participation 
Grade Criteria 

A 

o Consistently raises thoughtful questions and proposes original ideas based upon course texts 
and concepts. Makes substantive connections, criticisms, and interpretations between multiple 
texts. Goes beyond those interpretations presented in lectures and readings. 

o Regularly cites specific textual evidence (passages from the readings, scenes from a film, 
etc.). When offering reader-response to a text or drawing upon personal experience or 
anecdotal evidence, regularly bases those reactions in a clear understanding of how textual 
language and images operate. 

o Regularly engaged in discussion with professor and classmates, and responds constructively 
to questions and alternative interpretations. Maintains consistent participation throughout the 
semester.  

o Demonstrates excellent understanding of course texts and concepts. 

B o Frequently contributes to discussion with relevant points and questions drawn from course 
texts and concepts. 



o Tends to cite specific textual evidence. May rely upon reader-response to a text, personal 
experience, or anecdotal evidence with a vague understanding of how textual language and 
images operate. 

o Listens attentively to discussion with professor and classmates, and responds to questions and 
alternative interpretations.  Maintains regular participation throughout the semester.  

o Demonstrates good understanding of course texts and concepts. 

C 

o Infrequently contributes to discussion except when called upon, but contributions demonstrate 
familiarity with essential course texts and concepts. 

o Occasionally cites textual evidence. Relies heavily upon unqualified reader-response to a text, 
personal experience, or anecdotal evidence without reference to how textual language and 
images operate. 

o Listens to discussion with professor and classmates, but does not respond to questions or 
alternative interpretations. Participation variable throughout the semester.  

o Demonstrates competent understanding of course texts and concepts. 

D 

o Rarely contributes to class discussion except when called upon and contributions are off-topic 
and do not reference course texts and concepts.  

o Does not cite textual evidence. Relies almost exclusively upon unqualified reader-response to 
a text, personal experience, or anecdotal evidence without reference to how textual language 
and images operate. 

o Absent from several classes.  
o Demonstrates unsatisfactory understanding of course texts and concepts. 

F 
o Fails to contribute to class discussion.  
o Absent from multiple classes. 
o Demonstrates negligible understanding of course texts and concepts 

 
 
Course Grading Policy: 
Your final grade for this course is computed on a 1000-point scale. The specific expectations for 
all assignments will be clearly conveyed in individual assignment directions. 
 
The method of assessment breakdown is as follows:  
Final Grade Assessment: Assignments will carry the following weights relative to your final grade. 

• Reading Quizzes: 5 quizzes, 20 points each (100 total)  
• Discussion Board Posts: 10 posts, 15 points each (150 total) 
• 3 Exams: 250 points each (750 total)  

1000 points Total 
 
Course grade will be computed on a straight percentage of the total possible number of points.  
Below is the breakdown of grades: 
 
930-1000 points: A 
900-929 points:  A- 
870-899 points:  B+ 
830-869 points:  B 
800-829 points:  B- 
770-799 points:  C+ 
730-769 points: C 
700-729 points:  C- 
670-699 points:  D+ 



630-669 points:  D 
0-629 points:  F 
 
Final note on grading: Please be aware that there is a qualitative component to grading that is up 
to the professor’s judgment. If you do not understand the comments or grade on any assignment 
(or for the course), please ask me about it. However, please do not ask for reconsideration of 
your grade. If you have concerns, you may appeal to the department chair.  
This syllabus may be revised with the notice of the professor.  
 
Cedar Crest College Honor Philosophy: 
The Cedar Crest College Honor Philosophy states that students shall uphold community 
standards for academic and social behavior to preserve a learning environment dedicated to 
personal and academic excellence. It is based upon the principle that, as a self-governing body, 
students have the ability to create an atmosphere of trust and support.  Within this environment, 
individuals are empowered to make their own decisions, develop personal regard for the system 
under which they live, and achieve a sense of integrity and judgment that will guide them 
through life. 
 
Classroom Etiquette: 
From Cedar Crest website: 
“Appropriate classroom behavior is implicit in the Cedar Crest College Honor Code. Such 
behavior is defined and guided by complete protection for the rights of all students and faculty to 
a courteous, respectful classroom environment. That environment is free from distractions such 
as late arrivals, early departures, inappropriate conversations and any of the behaviors that might 
disrupt instruction and/or compromise students’ access to their Cedar Crest College education. 
Faculty members are entitled to expect students to attend and be prepared for all classes, to arrive 
and leave on time, to treat the faculty members and fellow students with respect, to refrain from 
any activities within the classroom that do not directly pertain to the business of the class (such 
as writing letters, reading external materials), to use language that is respectful and non-abusive, 
and to otherwise refrain from any behavior that disrupts or jeopardizes the learning environment. 
If a student would like bring a guest to class, permission must be secured from the instructor 
prior to the class time. Faculty members are entitled to discipline a disorderly student. Such 
discipline can range from asking a student to behave to telling the student to leave class. Faculty 
may further choose to treat dismissal from class as an absence, for the purpose of attendance 
policies. If a student refuses to leave when requested, the faculty member is to call Campus 
Security and have the student removed.” 
 
Academic Misconduct: 
Plagiarism is a serious breach of academic conduct and a violation of the Honor Code.  I will 
respond to evidence of plagiarism, whether deliberate or accidental, by failing the plagiarized 
assignment; I further reserve the right to give the student who plagiarizes an "F" for the course if 
I feel the circumstances merit it.  Further, according to Cedar Crest College’s policy on academic 
misconduct, I am required to give the name of a student who plagiarizes to the Provost.  
Depending upon the nature and severity of the offense, there may be additional penalties for 
plagiarism at the discretion of the College. 
 



Please see the following description of plagiarism from Cedar Crest website: 

“It is academic dishonesty to submit oral or written work that is not entirely the student’s own, 
except as may be approved by the instructor. A student must follow the requirements of the 
instructor regarding when and how much collaboration with other students is permitted. Any 
language taken from another source, whether individual words or entire paragraphs, must be 
placed within quotation marks and attributed to the source, following the citation format 
specified by the instructor. Paraphrased material from an outside source must also be attributed. 
In addition, if the student is indebted to another source for a specific perspective or a line of 
argument—regardless of whether the student has directly quoted the source or not—that debt 
must also be acknowledged. If a student fails to acknowledge debts to outside sources, that 
student has committed plagiarism. Deliberate or accidental, academic dishonesty is a serious 
academic offense and a violation of the spirit of the Cedar Crest Honor Code philosophy. The 
response to evidence of academic dishonesty rests with the individual instructor. Depending on 
the severity of the offense and at the discretion of the instructor, penalties for academic 
dishonesty may range from a request to redo the assignment before the grade is assigned, to the 
assignment of an ‘F’ for the assignment, to the assignment of an ‘F’ for the course, to suspension 
or expulsion. Suspension or expulsion from the College is by the Provost, after consultation with 
the instructor and Chair. An instructor is entitled to take into account the student’s degree of 
academic experience and any prior instances of academic dishonesty in the student’s time at the 
College, in determining the penalty for the offense. If the student withdraws from a course and 
the instructor discovers academic dishonesty either before or after the withdrawal, the 
instructor’s grade of ‘F’ for the course supersedes the ‘W.’” 
 
Guidelines for Papers: 
All documents, including essays and papers, that are submitted electronically to our eCollege site 
should be saved as an MSWord (.doc/.docx) or Text document (.rtf).  Most word processing 
documents allow you to save files in either Word or RTF formats.  Do not submit assignments in 
a different format (e.g., WordPerfect, Microsoft Works). All essays and papers for this class 
must be typed, double-spaced, with one inch margins at top, bottom, and sides.  Use Times New 
Roman type-font, 12 pitch.  Do not use a cover sheet, nor a plastic document holder; instead, put 
your name, class number and section, assignment type and number (e.g., Reflection 1, Essay 1, 
Paper 1), and date submitted at the left-hand margin of the paper.  Double space after this 
information and center the title of your essay or paper.  Double space after the title and begin 
your essay/paper, making sure to indent (or tab) at the beginning of each paragraph. When you 
include quotations or paraphrased information from any of the material in our book(s) or other 
sources (including lectures and interviews, as well as research materials obtained through the 
library or Internet), acknowledge your debt to these sources by properly citing the information in 
the body of your paper and providing an appropriate reference at the end of your paper, using 
MLA, APA, or CSE documentation style.  (Directions for using each of these documentation 
formats can be found in The Pocket Cengage Handbook.) 
 
Attendance: 
Attendance is mandatory. Unexcused absences are not permitted, nor is being unprepared for 
class or coming to class late. For each unexcused absence, your grade will be lowered one tier. 
To have an absence excused, you must present me with a legitimate reason for your absence (e.g. 



an emergency or important medical appointment) BEFORE the anticipated absence, or you must 
submit an officially documented excuse. Extra-curricular obligations, such as sports practices, 
are not legitimate excuses. 
 
 
Class Cancellation Policy: 
For notification of the College closing, for inclement weather or other emergencies, refer to 
Cedar Crest’s e2Campus system, the Inclement Weather Hotline at 610-606-4629, or the 
College’s MyCedarCrest website for notification. If Cedar Crest College closes, class is 
automatically cancelled. If, for any reason, I need to cancel class, I will notify you ASAP via a 
class-wide email. 
 
Accommodations Policy: 
Cedar Crest College is committed to making reasonable accommodations in accordance with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act in 
order to assist students with disabilities in reaching their academic potential. If you have a 
disability that may affect your academic performance in this course, please contact Academic 
Services (CUR 109, ext. 4462 advising@cedarcrest.edu) to discuss the needed accommodations. 
Please note that accommodations are not retroactive and may require advance notice to 
implement. 
 
Note about Course Material: 
In this course, we will cover a range of literary representations, some of which may address 
deeply controversial issues. By signing up for this class, you commit to engaging all course 
material in the spirit of mature intellectual inquiry, and to discussing the material we cover with 
the sophistication and gravity they warrant. However, if you ever feel uncomfortable watching or 
discussing some material, please speak with me about the matter--ahead of time if possible. Your 
grade will not be adversely affected in the event that you are unable to grapple with coursework 
that truly makes you feel uncomfortable. 
 
Course Schedule: 
Course readings can be found in Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter Eighth 
Edition. In addition to the contextual readings and literature listed below, you should also peruse 
the biographical information for assigned authors. We'll also read Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun 
Also Rises as a separate novel, and have additional handouts available through our course 
companion site on Cedar Crest Online. We may alter the syllabus and schedule throughout the 
semester. Pay attention to alterations. 
 
***Outside of the two comics I’ve asked you to purchase, all other material, including the 
documentary, comics, and articles can be found on Canvas 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Modules/
Weeks 

Topics 
 

Assignments Due 

 Unit 1: The Genre and History of the 
Superhero 

 

Week 1 
 
 

1.Introduction to Course and Syllabus  
2.Understanding Comics and Superheroes 

Course Introduction Video; Syllabus; and 
Discussion Board Guidelines 
 
Introductory Discussion Board Post: “Please 
Introduce Yourself to the Class (Canvas) 
Watch: Superheroes: A Never Ending Battle, Part 1 
& Part 2 (Canvas) 
Read: Scott McCloud, selections from 
Understanding Comics (Canvas); and Siegel and 
Shuster, Action Comics #1 (Canvas) 
Watch: Lecture #1, Mission, Powers, Identity 
Discussion Board #1 (Canvas)     

Week 2 
 

1.The Ages of the Superhero 
2.Who Watches the Watchmen? The Iron Age 
Deconstruction of the Superhero 

Watch: Superheroes: A Never Ending Battle, Part 3 
(Canvas) 
Read: Alan Moore, Watchmen (book) 
Watch: Lecture #2, History of the Superhero 
Watch Lecture #3, Who Watches the Watchmen? 
Discussion Board #2 (Canvas) 
Reading Quiz #1 (weeks 1-2) 
 

Exam 1 Exam 1 will be taken on Canvas. The exam will 
cover all material from weeks 1 & 2. To prepare 
for the exam, please be sure to review the power 
point slides, the discussion boards, the readings, 
and your notes. 

Optional Practice Exam 
Exam 1 

  
Unit 2: Disability, Death, and 
Superheroes 

 

Week 3 Superheroes and Disability 
 

Watch: Ted Talk, “I’m Not Your Inspiration” 
(Canvas) 
Read Garland-Thomson, “The Politics of Staring” 
(Canvas) 
Read: Dixon, Black Canary/Oracle: Birds of Prey 
#1 (Canvas) 
Watch: Lecture #4, Superheroes and Disability 
Discussion Board #3 (Canvas) 
Reading Quiz #2 (week 3) 



Week 4:  
 

Superheroes and Death  
 

Watch Dr. Strange (rent or buy) 
Read: The Death of Superman (Canvas); and 
Michael Kobre, “Whatever Happened to The Man of 
Tomorrow” (Canvas) 
Watch: Lecture #5, Superheroes and Death 
Discussion Board #4 
 
 
 

Exam 2 
 
 

Exam 2 will be taken on Canvas. The exam will 
cover all material from weeks 3 & 4. To prepare 
for the exam, please be sure to review the power 
point slides, the discussion boards, the readings, 
and your notes. 

Exam 2 

 Unit 3: Comic Books Aren't for Women?  
 

 

Week 5:  
 

1. Superheroes and Feminism: an Unlikely 
Dynamic Duo? 
2. Women in Refrigerators  
3. Jessica Jones: Feminist Anti-Hero, and the New 
Direction in Female Superhero Narratives? 
 
 

Read selections from classic Wonder Woman, #1-4 
(Canvas) 
Read Sensational She-Hulk #40; and Thor: Goddess 
of Thunder (Canvas) 
Watch: Lecture #6, Comic Books Aren’t for 
Women? 
Watch: Lecture #7, Wonder Woman 
Discussion Board #5 
Reading Quiz #3 
 
Moore, The Killing Joke (Canvas) 
Dixon, Birds of Prey: Manhunt #1-4 (Canvas)Watch 
Marvel's Jessica Jones, Episode #1 (Netflix) 
Watch: Lecture #8, Women in Refrigerators 
Visit the WiR Website: http://lby3.com/wir (Canvas 
or plug in above URL in web broswer) 
Optional Reads: Nagy, “The Only Good Mother is a 
Dead Mother,” bitch media; and Nagy, “Tearing 
Down the Fridge,” Ms. Magazine 
Discussion Board #6 
Reading Quiz #4 
 

 Unit 4: What a Hero Looks Like  

Week 6: 
 

1. When She Becomes the Genuine Thing:  
Ms. Marvel and the Politics of Superhero Diversity 
 
2. Superheroes and the LGBTQ+ Community 
3. Super Black 
 
 
 

Read Ms. Marvel: No Normal, Vol.1 (canvas) 
Watch: Lecture #9, Ms. Marvel 
Discussion Board #7 
Reading Quiz #5 
 
Read Northstar Astonishing X-Men, Northstar Alpha 
Flight, selections from Doom Patrol; and Batgirl 
#19 (Canvas) 



 

 [Optional Reading] Peter Nagy, “TV’s Radical, 
Bisexual Comic-Book Antihero,” The Atlantic 
(Canvas); “DC’s Transgender Chars and Gail 
Simone” (Canvas) 
Watch: Lecture #10, LGBTQ+/Queer Superheroes 
Discussion Board #8 
Discussion Board #9 
 
Read Black Panther #1 and Black Panther Original 
Appearance; Luke Cage, Hero for Hire #1 (Canvas) 
Watch Black Panther (streaming) 
Watch opening credits for Luke Cage (Netflix) 
Optional Reading: Rolling Stone, “Black 
Superheroes Matter”; and NYTM, “Black Panther 
America” 
Watch: Lecture #11, Super Black 
Discussion Board #9 
 

Exam 3 
 

Exam 3 will be taken on Canvas. The exam will 
cover all material from weeks 5 & 6. To prepare 
for the exam, please be sure to review the power 
point slides, the discussion boards, the readings, 
and your notes. 

Exam 3 


