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About the Course

Over the last thirty years or so, English Studies (the study of English Language and Literature) has lost its state of innocence. It is no longer possible to pretend, without being seriously challenged, that a literary text is a self-contained universe independent of the world we inhabit, or that there is such a thing as an ideal (i.e., neutral and objective) reader whose position we adopt in our encounter with and reading of that text. Traditional assumptions about the studying and teaching of English have come under attack, and proffered reconfigurations, as also the rationales behind them, have been energetically, and often bitterly, opposed. Neither activity, i.e., the study as well as the teaching, is untainted by political implications. The very act of choosing a text for a course, in that it concedes to an ideological inclination and is, among other things, determined by taste, is a political decision. Taste itself, “accurate taste,” as Wordsworth quoting Sir Joshua Reynolds tells us, “is an acquired talent, which can only be produced by thought and a long-continued intercourse with the best models of composition” (Preface to Lyrical Ballads). But who decides what the “best models of composition” are? And what is there to prevent two persons who equally put themselves through the same process of “thought and a long-continued intercourse with the best models . . . ,” from arriving at different conclusions about the works they study? Taste is encouraged and shaped by, among other things, socio-economic and political factors. So also is the reading of a text. What one chooses to do with it, how one reads it, signifies one’s position on the broad spectrum of theoretical/ideological approaches, themselves the product of the peculiar positioning of their proponents.

What texts does one need to know in order to be recognized as an educated person? Is there a normative list of such texts? Would the list be the same for France as for Algeria? England and Kenya, or India? The United States and England? Who constructs this norm? Can it be challenged? If so, in what way? And, by whom? Is the idea of a norm itself open to investigation? Can it be reconfigured? Should it be? What should be included in it, and why? To make it more comprehensive? Representative? Meaningful? Relevant? What should be excluded? Should “the norm” be entirely done away with? Would that bring chaos to literary studies? What is at stake in all these debates? Is there a genuine threat to Western Civilization in this? Is Western Civilization worth preserving as traditionally received? Or does it need to be modified in view of the fact that historically marginalized groups, women, minorities, even children, have won their claims to civil rights and will not remain silenced any more? 

These and a hundred other questions afflict the field of English Studies today, and anyone who aspires to be a student or a teacher of English (or englishes) cannot afford to ignore them. This course offers the opportunity to learn about the controversies that rack the study and teaching of this discipline and a platform to discuss and debate them. It is conceived as a highly interactive course where participants are encouraged to acquaint themselves thoroughly with the various contesting positions and formulate an informed view of their own. It is hoped that the exercise will help them to become better and more aware teachers in the field. 

Course Schedule

June 02 Introduction, discussion of syllabus, and explanation of course requirements

         03 Falling Into Theory, Selections from “Why We Read”

         04 Falling Into Theory, Selections from “Why We Read”; 2-page note on pp 1-31
         05 Falling Into Theory, Selections from “What We Read”

         09 Falling Into Theory, Selections from “What We Read” 

         10 Falling Into Theory, Selections from “How We Read”

         11 Loose Canons, Part I, Literature, Chapters 1-4; 2-page critical response to readings of the 

              previous week

         12 Loose Canons, Part II, The Profession, Chapters 4-7

         16 Loose Canons, Part III, Society, Chapters 8-10

         17 Loose Canons, Discussion continued

         18 The Empire Writes Back, Introduction, Chapters 1 & 2; 2-page critical response to issues          

              and arguments presented in Loose Canons

         19 The Empire Writes Back, Chapter 3

         23 The Empire Writes Back, Chapter 4

         24 The Empire Writes Back, Chapter 5
         25 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, Traditional Approaches; 2-page critical 

               response to significant issues discussed in The Empire Writes Back

         26 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, The Formalistic Approach

During the following two weeks, each student will make a 15-20-minute individual oral presentation on a critical approach of her choice from the Handbook of Critical Approaches. Presentations must include a r(sum( of the critical methodology and details of its application to one of the literary texts from the book. A question and answer session will follow.

         30 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, The Psychological Approach: Freud

  July 01 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, Mythological & Archetypal Approaches

         02 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, Feminist Approaches

         07 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, Structuralism and Poststructuralism

         08 A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature, Additional Approaches

         09 Holiday

         10 Shaping a Syllabus: Issues and Considerations, Group deliberations and discussions

         14 Shaping a Syllabus: Issues and Considerations, Group deliberations and discussions

         15 Presentations, Shaping a Syllabus: Issues and Considerations

         16 Presentations, Shaping a Syllabus: Issues and Considerations

          Summing up; Sample syllabus, including course description, schedule of assignments, and

              self-evaluation (critical appraisal and justification), due as final Project

The Department of English requires that all assignments must be completed for a student to receive credit for the course. The college policy of penalization by 1/3 letter grade for each day an assignment or paper is late shall be followed. Attendance is crucial to this course. Three missed classes without compelling cause or prior permission shall result in "F" for the course. Each absence without just cause or excuse will affect the grade negatively in proportion.

The Grade break-up is as follows: 1) Class participation and discussion, 10%; 2) Four 2-page critical response papers, 40%; 3) Two individual oral presentations, 25%; 4) Final project, 25%.

All work turned in should be typed or printed on a letter-quality printer. It should be double-spaced and properly proofread for all typographical and spelling errors. Be sure to follow the conventions of the MLA Stylesheet for citation and referencing.

Texts

Required

1) Guerin, Wilfred L., et. al. A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature. OUP. 1992. ISBN 0-19-506948-X.

2) Richter, David H., ed. Falling Into Theory: Conflicting Views on Reading Literature. Bedford Books of St. Martin’s Press. 1994. ISBN 0-312-08122-7. 

3) Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, Helen Tiffin, eds. The Empire Writes Back: Theory & Practice in Postcolonial Literatures. Routledge. 1989. ISBN 0-415-01209-0.

4) Gates, Henry Louis. Loose Cannons: Notes on the Culture Wars. OUP. 1993. ISBN 0195083504.
Recommended

1) Lentricchia, Frank, Thomas McLaughlin. Critical Terms for Literary Studies. U of Chicago Press. 1995. ISBN 0-226-47203-5.

