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ENGLISH 740-01: 

STUDIES IN CONTEMPORARY AND POSTMODERN AMERICAN LITERATURE (3.0 CR.)

Postmodernism, Recent Fiction, and Cultural Mythography
Professor Christian Moraru

Spring 2009

______________________________________________________________________________

MHRA 3204, R 6:30-9:20 PM

Office: MHRA 3125

Office Hours: TR 10:45-11:45 AM, and by appt.

Office Phone: (336) 334-3564

Home Phone: (336) 834-9866

Dept. of English Phone: (336) 334-3511

c_moraru@uncg.edu

______________________________________________________________________________

COURSE DESCRIPTION: This is a graduate seminar that focuses on the literature of postmodernism from earlier metafiction to Avant-Pop. In particular, we will look at postmodern fiction as cultural mythography, that is, as both representation and critique of the cultural mythology that begins to take hold of the U.S. private and public imaginary in the early 1960s. Following an introductory discussion of notions such as culture industry, myth, representation, ideology, and critique, we will address the controversial issue of postmodernism’s “cultural realism,” namely, the postmodern sensitivity to the all-pervasiveness of culture (to culture as landscape) in general and especially of certain cultural myths in American everyday life at the dawn of the new millennium. If myth, according to Roland Barthes, speaks to our inability—tactically exploited by various interests—to represent things “otherwise” and more broadly to our incapacity of imagine the “other,” then the case can be made that at least a certain strain of postmodernism has been doing culturally and critically imaginative work. Along these lines, the postmodern can be defined as an attempt to uncover as myth aspects of life that present themselves as natural, normal, and self-evident. There is, to this postmodernism (or to postmodernism viewed along these lines), a historical and critical dimension that cannot be ignored despite the otherwise no less conspicuous ambiguities and complicities of postmodern discourse. 

Required primary texts include novels by Don DeLillo, Bret Easton Ellis, William Gibson, Mark Leyner, Donald Barthelme, and Jonathan Foer. We will also read literary criticism and cultural theory by Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Guy Debord, Jim Collins, John Docker, and Jean-Luc Nancy, among others. The emphasis will be on the primary sources, but we will also discuss and use a fair amount of scholarship, usually matching up a novelist and a theorist. In this class, students learn and apply the research methodology needed for the professional study of literature and culture as well as for the presentation of this study’s outcomes in venues such as peer-reviewed journals and academic conferences. The emphasis will be on identifying the dynamic and features of core concepts and models of current critical and cultural analysis including modernism, postmodernism, globalism, identity, community, and critique. We will situate these notions in their appropriate contexts; we will study their origins in modern theory as well as their forms in cultural history. Classroom work and individual projects, to be presented orally or in writing, are geared toward this goal. 

METHODOLOGY AND CLASS FORMAT: Running for almost three hours, this class will resemble a seminar. It will combine lecture, extensive discussion, student presentations, and some group work. Usually, our meetings will open with a lecture by the instructor providing historical and cultural background and placing the scheduled readings in the appropriate context. Following this introduction, students give 15-20-minute individual presentations on specific aspects of those readings. Then, we discuss collectively the materials for the day. I will set aside time to prepare and evaluate writing projects, presentations, etc.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES: Graduate students are encouraged to use this course to put their work in the larger, more demanding and competitive perspective of professionalism and academic performance. The class is geared toward graduate reading and writing carrying potential for publication and presentation outside UNCG. While fulfilling the course’s requirements is your main goal, I urge you to take these requirements as an opportunity to think about yourselves as part of the academic community, with its standards, language, methods, tools, and venues. Here are a few questions for us: where do I stand as a scholar, teacher, critic, and writer, and which are my goals? What is, or will be, my audience? In what kind of scholarly conversation do I wish to intervene based on what I learn here? What steps do I have to take to do that? What are the available resources? Which are the outlets for my work? What do I have to do, for instance, to turn my seminar presentation/paper into a conference paper/journal article/dissertation chapter/writing sample? (more details in class and individually).

PEDAGOGICAL METHODOLOGY AND CLASS FORMAT: Running for almost three hours, the seminar that combines lecture, extensive discussion, student presentations, and group work. Usually, our meetings will open with a lecture by the instructor providing historical, cultural and theoretical background and placing the scheduled readings in the appropriate context. Following this introduction, students give 15-20-minute individual presentations on specific aspects of those readings. Then, we discuss collectively the materials for the day. I will set aside time to talk about papers, final project presentations, and so forth. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 

1. Oral participation is expected.

2. Individual presentations on the materials for the day. Guidelines for presentations: Students sign up for their final project and oral presentations right away so that we can spread out the presentations over the course of the semester. Each student will give a brief, 15-20-min. talk on the scheduled readings. The presentations need not be written. Presentations cover a relevant aspect or material for the day. I do not expect you to fully analyze or explain the assignments or even one of these assignments. I ask you to a) briefly outline the argument or content of the readings you intent to talk about; b) identify one major element or theoretical problem in these works, which should help us open up our conversation. Feel free to consult with me before you pick your presentation topic.

3. Final Project Presentation: Each student will give a 10-min. presentation on his or her final paper (see syllabus, last weeks).

4. Papers: a midterm (10 pp. max., including notes and Works Cited) and a final paper (20 pp. min. plus notes and Works Cited). The final paper may expand the midterm if the latter has been particularly successful. Both essays must be thesis-based and incorporate research.

5. Attendance and Participation. Both are expected and will factor into the final grade (see below under course policies).

CONFERENCES: Please meet with me during my regular office hours or make an appointment to discuss your specific interests, goals, or any aspect of this class. We will also talk about your plans for the final project.

COURSE POLICIES: 

1. Late Papers: No late papers—and any other kind of late work for that matter—accepted. However, if you foresee any deadline-related problems, please come to see me ahead of time. We shall work together to find a solution.

2. Absences: You are allowed no more than 2 (two) justified absences during the semester for illnesses (which you must document afterwards), religious holidays, or emergencies preventing you from attending. No undocumented absences allowed. Should they occur, they will affect your final grade. I will subtract 5% from the latter for any undocumented absence. Since we meet once a week, attendance is particularly critical to the success of your work. If you are the victim of an emergency, please stay in touch with me by e-mail or phone. 

GRADING: As a general rule, no incompletes (but come to see me if you anticipate any problems). The quality of your work will be reflected in the final grade as follows:

1.
Papers: 85%

2.
Oral participation (includes group work and presentations): 15%

Note: We will discuss these percentages and all requirements in general at our first meeting.

REQUIRED TEXTS:

1. Primary Texts:

DeLillo, Don. White Noise: Text and Criticism. Mark Osteen, ed. New York: Penguin, 1998. 
ISBN 0140274987

Ellis, Bret Easton. Less than Zero. New York: Vintage, 1998. ISBN 0679781498

Gibson, William. Mona Lisa Overdrive New York: Random House, 1997. ISBN 0553281747 

Leyner, Mark. Et Tu, Babe. New York: Vintage, 1993. 0679745068

Barthelme, Donald Snow-White. New York: Scribner, 1996. ISBN 0684824795

Foer, Jonathan, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005. ISBN 
0618329706

2. Secondary Texts:

Barthes, Roland. The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies. Translated by Richard Howard. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997. ISBN 0520209826
Baudrillard, Jean. The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures. Introduction by George Ritzer. 
Translated by Chris Turner. London: Sage, 1998. ISBN 0761956921

——. The System of Objects. New York: Verso, 2006. 1844670538
Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. Translated by Ken Knabb. London: Aidgate Press, 
2006. ISBN 0946061122
Collins, Jim. Uncommon Cultures: Popular Culture and Post-Modernism. New York: 
Routledge, 1989. ISBN 0415901375
Docker, John. Postmodernism and Popular Culture: A Cultural History. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995. ISBN: 0521465982

Nancy, Jean-Luc. The Inoperative Community. Edited by Peter Connor. Translated by Peter 
Connor, Lisa Garbus, Michael Holland, and Simona Sawhney. Foreword by Christopher 
Fynsk. The University of Minnesota Press, 1998. ISBN 0816619247 

3. Optional Secondary Texts:

Moraru, Christian. Rewriting: Postmodern Narrative and Cultural Critique in the Age of 
Cloning. Albany, New York: SUNY Press, 2001.

WEEKLY SYLLABUS:

Week 1

Thu 01/22
Course presentation and discussion; group work.



Individual presentations (sign-up)


 
Postmodernism, mythography, critique: introductory lecture

Week 2

Thu 01/29
CCI Visiting Scholar Lecture: Professor Kent Ono, Communications and Asian 


American Studies University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign –

  

“Remnants of a Colonial Past: Remembering and Forgetting Colonialism in 


Contemporary Visual Culture” 



Assignments: Debord, The Society of the Spectacle


Note: Start reading DeLillo, White Noise (due 02/12)


7:30 PM  Science Building Room 201 



Lecture Summary: Colonialism in the United States is often thought of as 



something from the past. However, there was never an official "end of 



colonialism." Indeed, unlike 
postcolonial societies, where the colonizer left, in 


the United States, the colonizer continued occupying colonized space. This lecture 

investigates contemporary visual cultural imagery that serves on the one hand as a 

remnant, or trace, of colonialism, and on the other hand as a figure for forgetting 


colonialism. From films like Pocahontas and The Indian in a Cupboard to 



television shows like Star Trek, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and Dark Angel, 


visual memories of colonialism linger, providing evidence of a profound psychic 


trauma surrounding the history of colonialism and its persistent irresolution.


Week 3

Thu 02/05
Culture: spectacle, myth, ideology



Assignments: Debord, The Society of the Spectacle




Barthes, The Eiffel Tower

Week 4

Thu 02/12
Object, myth, consumption



Assignments: DeLillo, White Noise




Baudrillard, The System of Objects, esp. 147-224

Week 5

Thu 02/19
Object, myth, consumption (ctd.)



Assignments: DeLillo, White Noise




Baudrillard, The Consumer Society, esp. 25-128 and “Conclusion”




Discussing the midterm paper: ideas, proposals, etc.

Week 6

Thu 02/26
Postmodernism and bricolage



Assignments: Leyner, Et Tu, Babe




Collins, Uncommon Culture, 1-89





Optional: Moraru, Rewriting, 127-142


Week 7

Thu 03/05
Postmodernism and bricolage (ctd.)



Assignments: Leyner, Et Tu, Babe




Collins, Uncommon Culture, 91-147

Week 8

Thu 03/12
Spring Break - No Class

Week 9

Thu 03/19
Modernism, postmodernism, and cultural carnival; bricolage to rewriting



Assignments: Barthelme, Snow White


Docker, Postmodernism and Popular Culture, esp. 168-284



Optional: Moraru, Rewriting, Part I, Epilogue



Midterm paper due in class



Final project presentations (sign-up)

Week 10

Thu 03/26
MTV and the rhetoric of disappearance



Assignments: Ellis, Less Than Zero



Week 11

Thu 04/02
Cyberculture and the new global mythologies



Assignments: Gibson, Mona Lisa Overdrive



Week 12

Thu 04/09
Fashionable myths: joint session, English 740 and History 722



Class team-taught with Professor Hunter, UNCG History



Assignments: Rachel Snyder, Fugitive Denim (selections on Blackboard)
Week 13

Thu 04/16
Mythology interrupted: culture and community 



Assignments: Nancy, The Inoperative Community



Presentations, final project (ctd.)
Week 14

Thu 04/23
Mythology interrupted: culture and community (ctd.)



Assignments: Nancy, The Inoperative Community




Foer, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close



Presentations, final project (ctd.)
Week 15

Thu 04/30
Last meeting



Presentations, final project (ctd.)


Course overview



Final evaluations



Final papers due in class

