English 733: Studies in Am Lit

Scott Romine (sbromine@uncg.edu)

Fall Semester 2008


Office: 117 McIver (334-5384)

T 3:30-6:20



Home Phone: 273-7156

=====================================================================

Office Hours: T, 1:00-3:00, Th 12:30-2:00, and by appointment.

Texts:  

Richard Rodriguez, The Hunger of Memory
Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera
Chang-Rae Lee, Native Speaker
Maxine Hong Kingston, The Woman Warrior
Percival Everett, Erasure

Trey Ellis, Platitudes
Sherman Alexie, Indian Killer
Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony
Don DeLillo, White Noise
Films/narratives to be determined by the class

Assigned readings to be distributed piecemeal throughout the semester

Course objectives

This course, which I’m loosely entitling The Work of Narrative in an Age of Cultural Reproduction alludes (dissonantly) to Walter Benjamin’s classic essay, “The Work of Art in an Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”   Here Benjamin famously defined aura as that which is lost in mechanical production, a thesis consonant with wide range of discourses defending traditions (of various sorts) from the encroachments of globalization, simulation, and capitalist commodification. What is often missed or elided, however, in appropriations (or popularizations) of Benjamin is his generally positive orientation toward the depletion of aura, and specifically of mechanical reproduction’s “cathartic” liquidation of “the traditional value of cultural heritage.” For many commentators, however, "faking it" acquires, almost inevitably, the negative connotations associated with the work of Benjamin’s antagonist, Theodore Adorno, in his powerful critique of the Culture Industry.  One of the recurring questions of this course is whether a regime of mechanical reproduction is preferable to one of auratic plenitude.  Still, if mechanical reproduction tells a different story than the industrialization of culture, the two stories are equally committed to a discontinuous narrative of historical rupture. Cultural reproduction, however, describes what cultures are supposed to do and are supposed always to have done.  The term, then, signals a double narrative of continuity and rupture, a doubling I wish less to adjudicate than to preserve, since it is precisely this liminal space that I want to explore as it finds expression in a variety of contemporary narratives. Where and how do tests of authenticity (racial, ethnic, local) affect and inflect lived experience? How do narratives register, construct, negotiate, and navigate virtual domains? Why do authenticity and reality emerge as such compelling (and problematic) themes in contemporary culture and in discourse about what culture is? The bulk of the course will be organized around the idea of ethnic or racial authenticity, including—tentatively—a discussion of DeLillo’s White Noise as an diagnosis of pathological whiteness.  For our final “open” class, we’ll select an addition text (or possibly a film or two) to discuss.  
Student Learning Outcomes—At the end of the semester, students will be able to demonstrate:


• familiarity with a range of contemporary writing 

• pragmatic understanding of major theories of globalization and postmodernity, and of how such theories

   problematize concepts of the authentic and the Real

• an ability to analyze, synthesize, compare, and critique literary and filmic texts


• an ability to communicate in a sophisticated, clear way—both verbally and in written form—about texts
Assignments—Your grade will consist of two parts: an 18-20 page term paper (60%) and a series of oral reports combined with class participation (40%).  Your term paper, which should engage the major concerns of the class, will be developed as a series of preliminary assignments (more on this later).  Early term papers are welcomed and may be of interest if you wish to avoid backloading your grade.  At the end of the semester, you will present your research to the class in an abbreviated format. 

Seminar Reports—Students will be responsible for four oral reports.  These will be short (500-700 words) written assignment that you will read to the class.  (If you want to extemporize a bit, that's fine, but your paper should be read.)  Reports will be open-topic, and should lead to substantive discussion by the class.  Although you should use the day’s readings as (at least) a point of departure (you may focus exclusively on the text if you wish), you are free to broaden the scope of your presentation to engage larger cultural and theoretical questions.  A specific respondent may be assigned to respond to arguments you make, challenge specific points, ask for clarifications, ask for extensions of your ideas, request further proof for unsupported assertions, and so forth.  Part of the evaluation for these reports will consist of how well your report generates class discussion.  Consequently, you will need to identify a substantive topic about which you feel you have something to say.  You are not, however, required to simulate a final, once-and-forever grasp of the subject. The best approach will be to combine substantive but informal commentary with a conclusion in which you pose a few questions that remain to be solved, and/or alternate possibilities or theories that you'd invite the group to ponder and adjudicate.  One copy of your report is due to me half an hour before the class in which you're presenting it.  You may email these as text if you wish.  This will give me some sense of where your presentation will best fit in the class discussion.  In addition, please make copies for your classmates as well.  

Class Participation—As a graduate seminar, this class necessitates your participation.  If you do not contribute substantively to class discussion each week, I will assume that you have not read the material.  Since class participation represents 40% of your grade, this is an assignment you need to take seriously.  

Absences—Any unexcused absence will negatively affect your class participation grade.  If you miss more than one class for any reason, you will submit a copy of a 2-3 page response paper to all members of the class for the novel covered during the missed class.  This will not substitute for one of your presentations.  If you miss three classes for any reason, you will be dropped from the course.  

Blackboard—We will use Blackboard as a means of communication.  Check regularly.  Often, I will post a series of questions to consider on the Sunday before class, so please check before coming on Tuesday.  In addition, theoretical readings will be posted on a weekly basis (occasionally, these will be distributed in hard copy the week before we discuss them.)
Syllabus
August
26—Introduction

Sept
2—Coursepak materials; short writing assignment

9—Richard Rodriguez, The Hunger of Memory

16—Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera

23— Chang-Rae Lee, Native Speaker


30— Maxine Hong Kingston, Woman Warrior
Oct
7— Percival Everett, Erasure

14—Trey Ellis, Platitudes

21—Fall break; no class


28—Sherman Alexie, Indian Killer
Nov
4—Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony

11— Don DeLillo, White Noise

18—open class (to be determined)

25—present research
Dec
2—present research; last day of class; papers due
Problems, Premises, and so forth
 (1) Authenticity and/or Reality.  To what extent are these terms synonymous; to what extent are they oppositional?  More broadly, where, how, and why do these terms accumulate around groups, histories, places, and things?  One challenge here lies in the abstract and plastic nature of the terms themselves.  Note, for example, the paradox of the Real, which on the one hand describes what we have (the “real” in “the real world,” where one has to confront taxes, bills, and other unpleasantries) and what we want (the “real” in the “The Real Thing,” which promises gratification and a world of “perfect harmony”).  
(2)  The Work of Narrative.  In contrast to Benjamin’s “Work of Art,” “Work” here acts as both a noun and a verb.  Since narrative is (minimally) understood as a sequential ordering of causes and effects, it can do things.  But what does it do?  For one thing, it tends to engage (as Jameson and others have shown) utopian and dystopian drives; it tends to organize sequences into worse(better (or vice versa).  For another, fictional narrative can be viewed as a prototype for virtual reality itself (as a highly artificial form explicitly attentive to the intersection of desire and reality; think of  Don Quixote.)  But the sharp lines between fantasy and reality in Cervantes’s novel have become blurred in a media-driven consumer culture, as have the difference between its protagonist, a literate aristocrat who can afford to project fantasy, and the illiterate masses who cannot.  Today, we are all Don Quixote; entering a virtual world where we can fight monsters isn’t that big a deal; buy a PlayStation.  Here we may want to consider Arjun Appadurai’s suggestion in Modernity at Large that the imagination acquires a “newly significantly role” in the postelectronic world, breaking out of “the special expressive space of art, myth, and ritual and . . . becom[ing] a part of the quotidian mental work of ordinary people in many societies” (5).  
(3) Keeping it Real.   I hope that Appadurai’s understanding of imagination as implicitly “projective,” expressive, and externally oriented (7), informs our consideration of the pragmatic, “real-life” consequences of the questions we’re considering.  I hope, that is, that this course will spend less time on the metaphysical questions of defining terms such as “authentic” and “real” than in understanding how individuals and group use these concepts in a variety of social and historical contexts.  Indeed, one of the premises of this course is that reality and authenticity have escaped the province of the metaphysician and the connoisseur, respectively, to become matters of everyday practice, conceptual tools that individuals and groups use to probe and test their worlds, to orient scenarios, and to project themselves imaginatively into social spaces.  
(4) Space and its Discontents.  Postmodernity and globalization are often “told” as a dystopian narrative of assaults: the assault of the local by the global; of place by tourism; of history by the museum (or the broader trend of what Hermann Lubbe calls “musealization”); of the real by the simulacrum (Baudrillard); of aura by mechanical reproduction; of coherent space by time-space compression (David Harvey); of authentic space by themed space; of depth by surface; of value by consumerism.  Jameson, who offers one of most powerful (and bleakest) versions of this narrative in The Seeds of Time, argues that regionalism is itself ineffectual against “a genuinely global late capitalism” that penetrates local populations by “adapting its various goods to suit . . .  vernacular languages and practices” (204).  The penetration, Jameson says, of “corporations into the very heart of local and regional culture” makes it “difficult to decide whether it is authentic any longer (and indeed whether that term still means anything).  It is the EPCOT syndrome raised to a global scale . . . since now the ‘regional’ as such becomes the business of global American Disneyland-related corporations, who will redo your own native architecture for you more exactly than you can do it for yourself [emphasis added]” (Seeds of Time 204-05).  In The Geography of Identity, Patricia Yaeger argues that the consumption of themed spaces such as Disneyland 

gratifies much more than a whimsical desire for homogenized, coherent space; it suggests a longing for incorporation, a longing to inhabit credible space.  What does it take for space to be credible?  In the absence of the support systems provided by communal life, costumes, props and crowded stage settings help, and thus a whirl of costume dramas and artificial backdrops have invaded our lives.  (18-19)
I want, at least as a heuristic gesture, to suspend the dystopian assumptions underlying such commentary to consider whether the alteration of space has its compensations as well.  Why do people consume Disneyland, Cracker Barrel, themed communities, and other “fake” environments?

(5) Culture/Identity.  Accounts of contemporary cultures are often similarly dystopian.  Authentic cultures are represented as compromised or corrupted by the commodification, homogenization, and other disruptions associated with late modernity.  For many people, the “real South” is the South that’s not Atlanta, while “authentic Native American culture” comprises rituals, not casinos.  Again, I want to bracket such judgments in order to interrogate what’s at stake in them—that is, I want to try to discuss contemporary culture(s), as inflected by other “kinds” of culture (mass, pop, late capitalist, American, global, and so forth), as culture(s) and to do so without reiterating some imaginary division between them and culture(s) “proper.”  Along these lines, I want take seriously the very idea of consumer culture as something other than the corruption of culture by consumption.  Let’s at least entertain the idea that consumption may constitute culture, not simply corrupt it—that the shopping mall, as the poet Robert Pinsky has suggested, may be “our” Stonehenge.  More broadly, I hope we can interrogate some fairly basic questions about the relationships between the things we call cultures, identities, races, and ethnicities—all fully loaded terms around which invariably hover, I want to suggest, questions of authenticity.  A few passages to consider: 
Stuart Hall’s poststructuralist approach to cultural identities juxtaposes them against essentializing concepts of a “collective or true [cultural] self hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially imposed ‘selves.’”  Such essentialist gestures, Hall suggests, are deployed to “stabilize, fix or guarantee an unchanging ‘oneness’ or cultural belongingness underlying all other superficial differences.” Instead, Hall argues, we should “accept that identities are never unified and, in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices, and positions.”  For Hall, identity is best understood as “the meeting point, the point of suture, between on the one hand the discourses and practices which attempt to interpellate, speak to us or hail us into place as the social subjects of particular discourses, and on the other hand, the processes which produce subjectivities, which construct us as subjects which can be ‘spoken.’”  Thus conceived, identities constitute “points of temporary attachment to the subject positions which discursive practices construct for us.  They are the result of a successful articulation or ‘chaining’ of the subject into the flow of the discourse.”
  

According to Fredric Jameson, “a ‘culture’” is nothing more than “the ensemble of stigmata that one group bears in the eyes of the other,” an outside-in proposition that must be “always rigorously unmasked as an idea of the Other (even when I reassume it for myself).”
  

Following Jameson’s concept of culture as differential, Arjun Appadurai explicitly refuses the nominal use of the word itself, substituting in its place “an adjectival approach to culture, which stresses its contextual, heuristic, and comparative dimensions and orients us to the idea of culture as difference, especially difference in the realm of group identity.”  Reworking what, for Appiah, amounts to the fetishization of minor differences, Appadurai reconstitutes culture—or, as he prefers, the cultural—as the diacritics used to mark the “conscious and imaginative construction and mobilization of differences.”  Appadurai bases his post-substantial model of culture as “situated and embodied difference” on the relation between what he calls “Culture 1,” the “virtually open-ended archive of differences,” to “Culture 2,” the subset of differences consciously mobilized to articulate “the boundary of difference” upon which group identity depends.
  While Appadurai explicitly rejects that he is reproducing a concept of ethnicity based on biological and genealogical criteria, it is arguable (a) whether the archive from which Culture 2 draws is even “virtually” open-ended, and (b) how much agency is available in such acts of selection and mobilization (see Jameson).  
Anthony Appiah: “If we going to do cultural studies, let us at least do it without cultures.”  For Appiah, the trouble with culture is that, “like the luminiferous ether of nineteenth-century physics, it doesn’t do much work.”
  The reason it doesn’t, he argues, is that culture derives from identities rather than shaping or cultivating them.  In The Ethics of Identity, Appiah connects “the thinning of the cultural content of identities and the rising stridency of their claims.”  Despite anti-globalist anxieties over the homogenizing effects of importing Western culture, Appiah suggests that “among the most successful Western cultural imports has been the concept of culture itself”—a concept often redeployed, as Benedict Anderson argued of the nation, in projects of anti-Western resistance.
  Pondering in an earlier essay why “we have come to invoke ‘culture’ as the name for the gap between us here and them there,” Appiah offers as an explanation anthropology’s “professional bias toward difference,” since “Who would want to go out for a year of fieldwork in the bush to announce, They do so many things just as we do?”
  Appiah’s discomfort with culture derives from its genealogical break with “German notion of Kultur (which is the possession of a Volk, and which aspires to authenticity).”
  For Appiah, this rupture marks a culture that isn’t very cultural any more, thereby exposing “stridency” as simulation or fakery.  It is in this sense that Horkheimer and Adorno pronounced that “To speak of culture was always contrary to culture.”
  

Employing a different line of attack, Edouard Glissant valorizes a “poetics of relation” against the snares of genealogical identity.  In The Poetics of Relation, Glissant writes that 

The quest for legitimacy and the assurance of filiation promise that we can conquer the ephemeral and the everlasting at the same time, whether by trying to establish an estate and a family or by trying to make people believe we are destined for a new creation of the world and therefore become “founding fathers” or first men. . . .  Certainly when established traditions—races—come into clashing contact, there is a great temptation to get beyond nettlesome cross-breeding by retreating to primordial unity.  We seek truth in Being, trying to insure ourselves against the risks in Becoming.  That is, we try to return to a source that would legitimize everything.  And we strive to pass down this legitimacy without error or interruption.  

For Glissant, relation “is linked not to a creation of the world but to the conscious and contradictory experience of contacts among cultures; is produced in the chaotic network of Relation and not in the hidden violence of filiation; does not devise any legitimacy as its guarantee of entitlement, but circulates, newly extended; does not think of a land as a territory from which to project toward other territories but as a place where one gives-on-and-with rather than grasps.”
  

Assignment for week 2: In a short (1 page single spaced), informal response paper, locate an “example” of problematized reality/authenticity in contemporary culture (reality TV, theme parks, tourist destinations, ethnic or racial issue, whatever—be creative), and analyze it through the lens of one of the theoretical essays we are reading.  What theoretical or cultural issues are embedded in your example?  

� Stuart Hall, “ Who Needs Identity?,” in Questions of Cultural Identity, (London: Sage Publications, 1996), 3-4, 6. 


� Fredric Jameson, “On Cultural Studies,” in The Identity in Question, (London: Routledge, 1995), 271, 272. 


� Appadurai, Modernity at Large, 13, 14, 15.  


� K. Anthony Appiah, “Cosmopolitan Reading,” in Cosmopolitan Geographies: New Locations in Literature and Culture, edited by Vinay Dharwadker (New York, Routledge, 2001), 223, 22.


� Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Ethics of Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 117, 119.  


� Appiah, “Cosmopolitan Reading,” 222. 


� Appiah, Ethics, 115.  


� Horkheimer and Adorno, “Culture Industry,” 131.


� Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 142, 144. 





