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COURSE OVERVIEW:

This course is designed to introduce you to some major theoretical concerns shared by Western thinkers, many of them undermining conventional, largely Romantic, assumptions about the relationships between the writer, the text, and the world. In light of these theories, you will analyze your own creative work from past courses--poetry, fiction, and/or creative non-fiction--in workshops and in three or four (depending on their length) analytical papers. 

To structure our inquiry, the course is divided into four units, the introduction followed by three units labeled politics, philosophy, and psychology. We will conclude our study of each unit by workshopping your previous creative writing.

These units are ordered in such a way that they serve as a kind of chronological study of many of the most important theorists in the West, and as such the course provides an introduction to the history of ideas of Western civilization through the lens of creative writing theory. To be more specific, as the focus of the course moves from politics to epistemology to psychology it reflects the evolution of Western thought from a faith in the externality of being (politics) to a disruption of that faith and a discovery of the subjectivity of being (epistemology) to a full embrace of the psyche’s powerful influence on perception (psychology) and then going so far as to critique the validity of commonsense perception (postmodernism).

Unit 1. Introduction: What Theoretical Assumptions Have I Been Working With in My Own Writing?

To help us build a foundation upon which to understand our topic, we will discuss some broad overviews on literature some theorists have derived, addressing such questions as What is literature’s function, to us writers and to our respective cultures? Why do we produce it? Does literature serve a moral purpose over and above its expressive qualities, or is it merely a reflection of our own needs? We will begin with Peter Barry's very simple division of literary theory into the humanist and post-humanist camps, which division is all the more simple for being periodic in academic history, brewing in the 1960s and blossoming in the 80s (in intellectual history itself, however, we usually mark the beginning of post-humanist theory in the late 19th century, with Nietszche's publications). Briefly stated, Barry’s distinction between liberal humanists and post-liberal humanists is that the former believe literature to be an ontological term, that is, it tells us about the fixed being of things, what is good, what is bad, what is truly meaningful and what isn’t; whereas the latter, post-liberal humanists, believe literature simply tells us what we happen to value during the time that literature was created. We will then look at the definitional schemas of four other theorists: M. H. Abrams, Hazard Adams, Donald Keesey, and me (as articulated in this syllabus). Your first paper will be an analysis, in the context of these schemas, of some of the assumptions concerning the nature of literature that you have been working with thus far in your work.
Unit 2.  Politics: What Political Role do I Think I Play as a Writer?

From the very beginning of literary theory, exactly what writers are good for has been a contentious issue. Plato, the first major figure in the history of Western philosophy, banned poets from his utopia because he thought them mad and thought their irrational activities led people away from truth. We will read sections from his Ion and The Republic and discuss his ideas. We will discuss several more liberal humanist thinkers, covering the status quo of literary theory from Plato and Aristotle up to the beginning of the 19th century before moving on to the political ideas of post-liberal humanists, among them Marx and Nietzsche in the 19th century, and Foucault in the latter part of the 20th. This unit is the longest, taking up the bulk of the semester, as I believe is appropriate for a course purporting to inquire deeply into the nature and purpose of literature. If you have been assuming that your writing is apolitical, I hope that this course, if it does nothing else for you, reveals the error of your presumption. At the end of this unit are four readings I label “Sustainability Readings”: these are readings arising from ideas emerging from the Romantic movement in the 18th century that are particularly applicable to our thinking about creative writing in the context of the environmental crisis we find ourselves in.

For the unit’s paper, apart from the obvious option of analyzing any overt political content in your work, you might analyze its implicit political elements, such as assumptions about the role of government in our lives in, say, a poem about abortion or euthanasia, or about the conflicts we confront when our consumerist behavior is at odds with our obligations to provide everyone with a healthy environment in which to live. You could also explore ways your work supports the political status quo, subverts it, or both, and these “ways” could manifest in your writing’s form as well as its content, such as a tendency toward iambic rhythm or toward no rhythm at all, or a tendency toward irony or satire. Or you could analyze ethnic or regional elements in your work as a way of discovering assumptions about your political responsibilities as a writer.

Unit 3.  Philosophy: When I Write, What Philosophical Assumptions Do I Make (primarily metaphysical, ontological, and epistemological)? 

The 1st century Roman theorist Longinus notwithstanding, until well into the eighteenth century literary theorists had little concern for the role makers of literature had in its creation, most theorists agreeing that literature simply reflected nature. But the Romantic period brought a paradigm shift that led to a tradition of a literature of self-expression. In this unit we will explore the philosophy behind this development, British empiricism, which profoundly supported tendencies and premises in Romantic literature that were developing from other sources (the erosion of religious and political structures), and the effects this philosophy has had on writers. We will trace empiricism from Francis Bacon’s emphasis on the observable phenomena to David Hume’s radically skeptical position that ultimately empiricism’s principles deny the possibility of either directly knowing the real world or of making any necessary inferences from it. We will examine the effects of his skepticism on the activity of creative writing. While his position was not and is not generally adopted, writers still feel the effects of a widespread assumption from it, that one’s hold on objective truth is uncertain and that opinions and assertions can be spoken only from a personal point of view. Writers manifest this effect primarily by assuming their natural role in the world to be an isolated one, and for many in this century the problem presents itself as a choice between the word and the thing the word denotes. This unit, in fact, is divided into two sections, the first being epistemology, the study of how we know what we know, and the second linguistics, the study of how language affects our perspectives of reality—the shift from one to the other for us is a historical shift, with Nietzsche representing that shift for us around the middle of the 19th century. We will consider some modern writers whose works suggest conspicuous responses to that choice between the word or the thing: Ludwig Wittgenstein and Jacques Derrida. We will read at least one philosophically minded contemporary American fiction writer, Paul Auster, who explores this issue extensively in his work.

For your second paper, you could analyze characteristics of your own writings that may reflect this doubt concerning the existence of a knowable world outside yourself or of the  even more radical doubt about the existence of the self. If your primary genre is fiction, perhaps examine the level of reality you assume your characters take on, and how this attitude about what is real outside your own perception of things affects your development of these characters. Or you may examine the level at which you project onto your characters their sense of isolation from the world outside themselves. If a lyrical poet, you might consider ways this philosophical subtext is at the root of a predominant tone in your poems, melancholy or playful or perhaps both. You could examine your relationship to language, whether you believe language is primarily a transparent conduit revealing the thing or idea it denotes or primarily signifiers bouncing off themselves.

Unit 4. Psychology: What Are My Psychological Motivations for Writing?

Ever since John Locke and David Hume, in the 17th and 18th centuries respectively, and their empiricist followers gave so much attention to the processes of the mind, psychology as a discipline has offered some very enticing answers to why we do what we do and, for our purposes, why we write. Freud’s idea that writers are neurotics whose works manifest the fantasies of their neuroses is a powerful notion to us in our highly psychologized culture. We’ll read an essay of Freud’s and, time permitting, consider some literary passages that lend themselves to this kind of analysis--fear of entrapment in Poe and of persecution in Kafka, obsession in Hemingway, etc. Is Freud’s theory a gross simplification or remarkable insight? We will take up a contemporary critic of Freud, Frederick Crews, and time permitting the contemporary theorist Jacques Lacan’s re-interpretations of Freud in linguistic terms. Especially relevant to us, given our studies in the previous unit, will be Lacan’s definition of desire as the endless movement of one signifier to another in an attempt to recapture a sense of the whole self, resulting in a frustrated realization that we can never have any direct access to reality or to that self. In this unit’s paper, you will analyze your own creative work from a psychological perspective, using either a Freudian or Lacanian methodology, or an idiosyncratic one informed by one or more of these theories. 

What Are We Writers to Make of All this Theory?

For Lacan, meaning is always in some sense an approximation. Given the breadth of material in this course, you may be relieved by such an assertion. It is my hope that your studies in this course will be helpful to you in developing your voice. The help may come in the form of an increased awareness of some literary stances you take when you write, knowingly or not. It is sometimes said that confusion is the first step to enlightenment. I hope you will keep this maxim in mind if ever you become confused, either at the primary level of understanding our source material or at the secondary level of synthesizing these theories in the analyses of your own poetics. Whatever form your inquiries take, I hope you will benefit from an increased awareness of the theoretical assumptions in your work.

_____________________________________________

REQUIREMENTS:

Summaries of Readings

For each reading, I will take up a 1-page summary and a 1-page response, typed and double-spaced, due on the first day of the discussion of that reading. My hope is that these summaries and responses will help you comprehend these difficult texts better than previously, and thus perhaps make them more meaningful for you. They may also give me a better sense of how well and carefully you’re reading, especially those of you who have more quiet natures that keep you from representing yourself verbally in the course. 

Responses

A one-page response to some issue in the reading or to some passage that you find puzzling, interesting, or memorable. I also encourage you to voice in this response questions you may have concerning the reading.

Student-led Discussions

Each of you, in teams of two, will lead two discussions on a theorist in our syllabus. I will hand out a preference sheet and provide you with a schedule as soon as possible.

Papers

You will write three papers, a total of 25 pages. Your first critical paper will be 2 to 4 pages long, your next two 10 to 12. Papers will be graded A to F.

DUE DATES

We will spend the bulk of the semester (about 3/4 or more) on the introduction and the politics unit. The rest of the semester will be spent on the philosophy and psychology units. We will also spend some time workshopping your own analyses. Your first paper will be due near the third or fourth week of class, following the introduction unit. The second paper will be due following the politics unit, and the third toward the end of the semester, depending on your choice of units to write on, philosophy or psychology or both.

ATTENDANCE:

Absences: You are given two unexcused absences. When tallying your final grade I will take off one third of a grade for every unexcused absence over two: three unexcused absences and your final grade is reduced one third of a grade (from, say, a B- to a C+); five absences and the final grade goes down 2/3 of a grade (from, say, a B- to a C); seven and the final grade goes down a full grade. IN ACCORDANCE WITH DEPARTMENTAL POLICY, ANY STUDENT WHO MISSES NINE (9) M-W-F CLASSES OR SIX (6) T-TH CLASSES IS AUTOMATICALLY TO BE GIVEN AN “F” AND DROPPED FROM THE COURSE. 

Tardies: Two tardies equal one absence.

FINAL GRADE

50% papers 

20% summaries of readings and responses

15% student-led discussions 

15% class participation

VI. TEXTS

required:

1. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, 2nd ed., 

Peter Barry 

2. Critical Theory Since Plato, 3rd ed., Hazard Adams 

3. The Norton Anthology of Western Literature  (2 volume set)

4. supplement reading booklet, distributed by me

_________________________

suggested:

reference and literature:

Totem Books on Individual Authors we read, (e.g. Introduction to Foucault), esp. those you are leading a discussion on.

A Glossary of Literary Terms, M.H. Abrams

poetry history & theory:

The Mirror and the Lamp, M.H. Abrams

Reading Poetry, Furniss & Bath (out of print, but worth looking for)

Poetics, Charles Bernstein

The Last Avant Garde, David Lehman

READINGS for POETICS, in chronological order

Professor Cory Brown, fall ‘07

Introduction:
1. from Beginning Theory, Barry, pp. 1-21 (including the Poe story on page ?)

& then pp. 21-36 (“Theory before ‘Theory’—liberal humanism”)

2. from Critical Theory Since Plato:

M.H. Abrams, pp. ? - 1100 

Hazard Adams, Introduction, pp.1-7 

3. from supplement: Contexts for Criticism, Donald Keesey, pp. 2-4 (stop @ btm 

p.4)

Political Unit (a), Classical & Pre-Modern:
4. handout essay on the invention of language, from Jared Diamond’s 

Guns, Germs, and Steel
from Critical Theory Since Plato [exceptions in brackets]:

5.[Norton Anthology Volume I, The Ancient World, pp. 1-12 & my lecture 

on “The Classical Period in Greek Art & Philosophy” in Politics Unit in Supplement.]


6. [supplement, intro to Plato & Aristotle’s poetics, pp. 27-50]


7. Plato, from Republic, pp. 8-41

8. Aristotle, from Poetics, pp.48-73 

9. Longinus? (pp. 94-18); Horace? pp. 78-89; Sydney? pp.185-195; all of 

them?

10. [Norton Anthology Volume I, The Middle Ages (pp. 1143-1147) & The 

Renaissance (pp. 1883-1893)] 

11. [Norton Anthology Vol. II, The Enlightenment, pp. 1-9]

12. Pope, from “An Essay on Criticism,” pp.297-306

13. [Norton Anthology Vol. II, “The Nineteenth Century,” pp. 485-495]

14. Wollstonecraft, from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, pp.441-

446

15. Wordsworth, from Preface to the Second Edition of  Lyrical Ballads, 


pp.481-492

Sustainability Readings:

16. Peter Barry’s chpt. on Ecocriticism

17. Thoreau? Emerson? Whitman?

18. “A Place for Stories: Nature, History, and Narrative,” William Cronon

19. from The Land Ethic, Aldo Leopold

Political Unit (b), Modern & Postmodern:

from Critical Theory Since Plato [exceptions in brackets]: 



20. Marx, from The German Ideology and A Contribution to the Critique 



of Political Economy, pp.607-616

21. Nietzsche, from The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music and Truth and Falsity in an Ultramoral Sense, pp. 686-697

22. [Norton Anthology Vol. II, “The Twentieth Century, pp. 1621-1631]


23. Eliot, from Tradition and the Individual Talent, pp.760-764
24. Foucault, “What is an Author” & from Truth and Power, pp.1259-

1279

Optional Reading:

from Beginning Theory, Barry: chpt 6 on Feminism; chpt 7 on Lesbian/gay criticism; chpt 8 on Marxism, chpt 9 on New historicism & cultural materialism; chpt 10 on Post-colonial criticism

Philosophy/Psychology Unit:
from supplement:
25. Bacon, from Novum Organum, pp. 97-106 

26. Hume, from An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, pp. 107-

115

27. from The Mirror and the Lamp, M.H. Abrams, pp.156-183

from Critical Theory Since Plato [exceptions in brackets]:

28. Nietzsche, from The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music and Truth and Falsity in an Ultramoral Sense, pp. 686-697 (these readings are also in the political unit)

29. Sigmund Freud, pp. 746-756 and [Frederick Crews, “The Making of a 

Freud Skeptic,” pp. 237-246 in supplement].



30. [Carl Jung, handout from me] 



31. Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human 



Sciences,” pp.1203-1215



32. Wittgenstein, pp.  823-855

33. Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage…,” pp. 990-994

Helpful optional reading:

from Beginning Theory, Barry: 

chpt 2 on Structuralism; 

chpt 3 on Poststructuralism and deconstruction; 

chpt 4 on Postmodernism; 

chpt 5 on Psychoanalytic criticism 
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