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ENGLISH 303-02: CRITICAL APPROACHES TO LITERATURE 

(SPEAKING INTENSIVE - 3 CR.)

Professor Christian Moraru

Spring 2009
______________________________________________________________________________

Moore 1204: TR 9:30 – 10:45 AM

Office: Moore 3125 

Office Hours: TR 10:45 – 11:45 AM

Office Phone: (336) 334-3564

Home Phone: (336) 834-9866

c​_moraru@uncg.edu

______________________________________________________________________________

“Theory is often a pugnacious critique of common-sense notions, and further, an attempt to show that what we take for granted as `common sense’ is in fact a historical construction, a particular theory that has come to seem so natural to us that we don’t even see it as a theory. As a critique of common sense and exploration of alternative conceptions, theory involves a questioning of the most basic premises or assumptions of literary study, the unsettling of anything that might have been taken for granted: What is meaning? What is an author? What is to read? What is the ‘I’ or the subject who writes, reads, or acts? How do texts relate to the circumstances in which they are produced?” (Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction 4-5)

COURSE DESCRIPTION AND GENERAL GOALS: The course provides an introduction to the interpretation, analysis, and research of literature. Specifically, this class will familiarize you with the fundamentals of literary and cultural criticism: its basic notions, terminologies, methods, tools, schools, and resources. We all are, in one way or another, readers of literature, enjoying it more or less “naturally” to varying degrees. In this course, we will move from “passive,” less reflective reading and enjoyment of literature—the “pre-critical” stage, as we will call it—to criticism or interpretation, that is, to understanding how literary discourse comes to be what it is, how it works, finally, how and why literature moves us. Thus, we will become aware of what literature means, how it does so, what it does to us, and how its effects depend on form and the cultural-historical context bearing on this form. Reading of both primary texts and criticism/theory, as well as research, on which the course provides detailed instruction, and student work are geared toward these goals.

CONTENT, SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES, AND METHODS: We will explore and test out a range of approaches in literary-cultural criticism, studying and trying our hands at various interpretation methods from the more traditional ones to the most innovative. Generally, the course will follow the “schools-and-movements” method of presentation. Remarkably diverse and more often than not based on seemingly mutually exclusive premises, interpretive methods can be confusing. To prevent this confusion, we will begin by organizing them—and by the same token our class—around a model of literary discourse understood as a particular form of communication. After all, literature is something, a message in specific form, a text or discourse fragment somebody—a writer—communicates to somebody else, i.e., the reader.

Along these lines, we will sort out the fundamental components of any act of literary communication. As we will notice, some critical approaches address primarily certain elements such as the context of the text (the historical ambiance of literary production, for example), while others focus on the author (the message’s “sender”), or on the text itself (the message) and its style. Depending on what these approaches insist upon, we should be able to differentiate among distinct interpretive models such as psychoanalysis, formalism and its various schools, structuralism and poststructuralism, the New Historicism, cultural and identity studies, and so on. These both dispute each other’s claims and share significant premises and concerns, which is why the distinctions among them are not always clear-cut. Nonetheless, by the end of the class we should know a) what they are, b) how they work, and c) how to use them—where their limitations lie and how to step across them.

STRUCTURE: While the course covers a range of approaches to literature and culture, the emphasis is on cultural studies. To lay out the differences among these approaches, we shall go beyond their theoretical study. Thus, we shall observe a number of critical models at work on a “target” text The Great Gatsby. The critical handbook used in the course will help us see how the same work has generated a range of competing readings. Let me also point out that our discussion of Gatsby will not seek so much to touch on all aspects of this work as to develop particular interpretations by rehearsing specific methods of reading and becoming aware of the theories behind them. In addition, the course runs chronologically, tracing the modern history of critical theory and methodology from psychoanalysis to post-World War II recuperations of the formalist tradition and recent reactions against this tradition. The first 2 weeks or so stress the study of consecrated critical approaches, how they produce interpretations when applied to our primary texts by major critics; the last week will be spent mostly on exercises, research, individual consultations, and other kinds of work leading to your final project.

FORMAT: ENGLISH 303 IS A SPEAKING-INTENSIVE CLASS. The course combines opening lectures by the instructor and discussion, with emphasis on the latter. It also requires group work and a considerable amount of research of different kinds. In this class, student will present orally, individually, and in groups, and will receive training in effective public speaking, formal presentation, audience analysis, and related activities. The course requirements listed below generally reflect oral activities, the stress on speaking and speech delivery skills in the context of our class’s learning goals.
NOTE ON BLACKBOARD MATERIALS: You must go to the English 303 Blackboard website the day before each class, check if there is a HANDOUT posted for the specific meeting, download it if there is one, and bring it with you.
A.
Course Requirements and Student Evaluation:

1.
Class discussion, with primary focus on broader issues, and geared toward more formal, more articulated personal contributions. Attendance and participation are expected and will factor in the final grade (see below). Since this class combines lecture and discussion and is speaking-oriented, students’ active oral participation is critical. I expect you to come to class with your assignments completed, ready to ask questions, engage in discussion and group work. These activities require, besides preparation, civility, respect for others’ opinions, and willingness to learn from your peers even when you find yourself in disagreement with them.

2.
Small-group discussion. Group work (4-5 groups for a class of 25), with focus on particular materials, applications of various critical methods to certain literary works, etc. Groups debate a topic and then designate a student to report the findings to the rest of the class (5 min.). Presenters take turns throughout the session. This is collective work for which group members receive the same grade.
3.
Midterm Exam. This is an in-class written exam that will ask students to interpret a short passage, theme, or aspect of our primary text by using one of the critical methods covered by exam day.
4.
Each student will give a final, in-class oral presentation on a topic of his or her choice (10 min. followed by 4-5 min. of class discussion and feedback). Prior to this presentation, students meet with me individually to select and discuss their topic, research for the 
project, format, and related matters. They will turn in, on the day of the presentation, a written version of their talk (3-4 double-spaced p.), in essay form and accompanied by a brief bibliography. The oral presentation is the most important project in this class, and we will work toward it individually (I will meet with students on a one-on-one basis once or twice), in groups, and collectively as a class. Students submit a 1-p., single-spaced proposal, then discuss it with the instructor. Once the proposal has been accepted and they have received feedback, they start working on the presentation. Also, students receive feedback on their presentations (from peers and instructor) right after delivery. Note on 303 writing: As stated above, students are expected to turn in a paper in essay form (no “bullets” or “pointers”) for the final presentation. The paper should contain a brief bibliography. The essay is basically the written version of the presentation. It should include: an introduction featuring the description of the object under discussion, the goals of the talk, and the thesis; the essentials of the argument or the treatment of evidence; a brief description of the critical model or theory used; a presentation of the type of research involved; the conclusion. Students should use the MLA format for the essay, which will be graded, too. The essay is due in class when they are scheduled to deliver the presentation.

B.

The suggested final grade breakdown is:



Class participation (includes group work):
30%


Midterm:




25%



Final presentation:



45%
C.
Instruction and Feedback:
I will discuss SI issues constantly during the session. I will provide feedback to groups as well as to students individually. The format, requirements, and techniques 
for the a) high-quality oral expression and b) the final presentation will be discussed in detail—at least one class will be set aside for this purpose. I will also ask students to practice the delivery of their final project with a) peers; b) SI Center counselors, and then c) contact me for final revisions and suggestions.

CONFERENCES: Please meet with me during my office hours or make an appointment to discuss your work or the course. I encourage you to make at least one “formal” appointment. I will also hold a second round of formal conferences, where, besides discussing your final presentation, we will talk about your progress throughout the session.

COURSE POLICIES:

1.
No late work accepted. Please come to see me ahead of time if you foresee any deadline problems.

2.
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the unacknowledged use of others’ materials both in form (wording) and substance (ideas). Any submission bearing your name signifies that you are the author, namely, that the words and the ideas are yours, with exceptions indicated by quotations marks and paraphrases. Evidence of plagiarism will result in one or more of the following: a failing grade for the assignment, an “F” for the whole course, and/or a report filed with the dean. Also, consult the UNCG policies on plagiarism. 

3.
Absences: You are allowed no more than 3 absences (which you must document) during the semester, for illnesses, religious holidays, and emergencies preventing you from attending. Any absences beyond this number will affect your grade and may result in your being asked to drop the course. If you are the victim of an emergency or serious illness, please stay in touch with me by e-mail or phone. Do not hesitate to call me at my home number. And because tardiness disrupts class, too, be aware that coming in late 2 times counts as an absence.

GRADING: No incompletes. To pass, you must submit assigned work on time, come to class regularly, and participate in discussion.

REQUIRED READINGS:

1.
David Lodge and Nigel Wood, eds. Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader. 3rd ed. New York: Longman, 2008.

2.
Lois Tyson. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge, 2006.

3.
Fitzgerald, F. Scott. The Great Gatsby. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995. 
ISBN 0684801523 or latest.

Note: “Assignments” are for the day they come under.

DAILY SYLLABUS:

Week 1

Tue 01/20
Presentation of the course: topics, goals, requirements, grading, testing, and policies. Reading, writing, and research. Our speaking-intensive class. Evaluation of student work; reading groups. 303 Blackboard website. Course syllabus and discussion. Our course’s materials and tools. Start reading The Great Gatsby (due 01/29).

Thu 01/22
“Precritical” vs. “critical” reading. Interpretation and methodology: organizing critical models; literary and cultural criticism, history, and theory 



Assignments: Tyson 1-10
Week 2

Tue 01/27
Author, authorship, authority: psychoanalysis







Assignments: Tyson 11-39; Freud 51-69 

Thu 01/29
Psychoanalysis (ctd.); psychoanalyzing The Great Gatsby


Assignments: Tyson 39-52

Week 3

Tue 02/03
Library & Internet resources workshop (Jackson Library; no readings for the day)



CITI (Nancy Fogarty). During class time
Thu 02/05
From author to text—structure and structuralism



Assignments: Tyson 209-248; Saussure, Lodge 42-50

Week 4

Tue 02/10
Library & Internet resources workshop (Jackson Library; no readings for the day)



CITI (Nancy Fogarty). During class time

Thu 02/12
Structuralism (ctd.) and beyond; text, intertextuality, discourse



Foucault, Lodge 280-293 



( How to read Derrida (reading guidelines provided)

Week 5

Thu 02/17
From “structure” to “deconstruction.” Structuralism 
vs. poststructuralism. 


Assignments: Derrida, Lodge 210-224

Thu 02/19
Deconstructing The Great Gatsby



Assignments: Tyson 249-280

Week 6

Thu 02/24
From text to reader. Reader-response criticism



Assignments: Fish, Lodge 382-400; Tyson 169-208



Hands-on: Responding to The Great Gatsby 
Thu 02/26
Text to culture; cultural materialism



Assignments: Williams, Lodge 337-347; Tyson 281-315

Week 7

Tue 03/03
“Old” and “New” Historicism



Assignments: Greenblatt, Lodge 555-571

Thu 03/05
Midterm exam (in-class)

Week 8

Tue 03/10
Spring Break - No Class
Thu 03/12
Spring Break - No Class
Week 9

Tue 03/17
The New Historicism (ctd.)



Hands-on: The Great Gatsby and the New Historicism

Final presentations: sign-up sheet

Individual conferences: sign-up sheet
Thu 03/19
Cultural studies and identity analysis: Gender, sex, class, race, ethnicity; culture 


and collective experience



Gender studies, feminism; gender and reading



Hands-on: The Great Gatsby and feminist analysis



Assignments: Cixous, Lodge 358-365; Tyson 83-134
Week 10

Tue 03/24
Critical race studies



Hands-on: The Great Gatsby and African American studies



Assignments: Tyson 359-415
Thu 03/26
What is postmodernism?



Assignments: Baudrillard, Lodge 421-430; Jameson, Lodge 541-554
Week 11
Tue 03/30
Final presentation  - individual conferences in my office during and outside class 


time (I)


1-p. proposal due (e-mail)



See sign-up sheet; no class meeting


Tue 04/02
Final presentation - individual conferences in my office (II)



See sign-up sheet; no class meeting

Week 12

Tue 04/07 
Final presentation - individual conferences in my office (III)



See sign-up sheet; no class meeting

Thu 04/09
Final presentations (followed by discussion) (I)
Week 13

Tue 04/14
Final presentations (followed by discussion) (II) 

Thu 04/16
Final presentations (followed by discussion) (III) 

Week 14

Tue 04/21
Final presentations (followed by discussion) (IV) 

Thu 04/23
Final presentations (followed by discussion) (V) 

Week 15

Tue 04/28
Final presentations (followed by discussion) (VI)

Thu 04/30
Last meeting


Course overview



Course evaluations

Note: I would like to think of the syllabus as final. Nonetheless, I welcome your input, and we may make some changes as we go on.

