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ENG 240: Methods of Literary Analysis

Having begun this project with the conviction that one of the chief problems that haunts this course (and others like it, regardless of title) is student resistance and the entire reductive pragmatic discourse that attends such resistance ("Derrida is too hard"; "why do we have to read this stuff?"; "isn't it all just up to the individual?"), my main intervention -- at the level of assignments -- was a dialogue exam that required students to inhabit various critical, theoretical, and literary figures.  This alternative exam structure proved moderately successful, as student responses improved dramatically after the exam.  The downside, of course, is that this progress did not occur until midway through the semester.  In the future, I would experiment with more and more directive response papers, asking students to mime theoretical texts earlier in the semester.

The other major intervention for this course involved the characterization of theory in class discussion and course materials: as such, this intervention is much less concrete and its results are more difficult to assess.  Basically, the second major difficulty that I isolated early on was the place of this course in the English major curriculum: there is no second criticism and theory course, no seminar that asks students to further use what they've learned in Methods of Literary Analysis.  Such a structure reinforces the presupposition among students that this course is esoteric, useless complication of a fundamentally simple process -- reading literature.  Application models of this course -- where theory gets applied to literary texts -- tacitly reinforces this presupposition by presenting literature as the concrete object that theory comes along to explain.  Throughout this course, I attempted to resist this self-defeating characterization of theory and criticism, treating literature as always already theoretical.  This approach seemed to be successful in some cases, but its success depended entirely on daily student involvement: students who missed substantial numbers classes fell hopelessly behind in these respects.

This course continues to have one major problem: teaching students to wield the theoretical concepts that they've learned in relation to literary texts and other criticism.  In future installments of this course, I would do two things differently.  First, following Jonathan's example, I would make my note available online, as a second introductory source (I already have one introductory text, A Theory Toolbox).  Second, I would assign a fourth type of text: at present, the sequence is 1) Toolbox book intro; 2) Literary text or filmic appropriation thereof; 3) primary theoretical source.  I would add criticism explicitly on Hamlet to the course, which would allow us to model in class how criticism functions and ways of theoretically engaging critical texts.

My interventions this semester certainly allowed students to better grasp the theoretical concepts at work and their interrelations.  Their ability to wield these concepts in relation to literary criticism and literary texts did not improve as substantially as I had hoped, but future alterations in course structure could well spark such improvement.


English 240 – Methods of Literary Analysis
Instructor: Ryan Netzley

Response Papers

You will write five response papers.  All of them must be to essays in the packet (not chapters from The Theory Toolbox or the literary works).  You may choose the texts to which you respond.  Responses are due on the day that we begin discussion of a given text.


Response papers ask you to critically engage a text and produce some analytical commentary on it.  “Critical engagement” means that you should approach the text on its own terms, not bringing extraneous moral or aesthetic or rhetorical evaluative systems to bear on it (for example, “Derrida’s work is complicated and esoteric and therefore useless and irrelevant”: such an evaluation assumes that “useless” equals “complicated” and, moreover, that an individual’s judgment is enough to render a thing “complicated” – in short, don’t be anti-intellectual in these responses).  Instead of evaluation, your responses should examine the consequences and effects – for literature, politics, culture, quotidian existence – of a text.  How would such an approach alter the way one reads or writes literature?  You may also discuss the internal consistency of an argument.

“Analytical commentary” means that you should not simply produce summaries of a text’s arguments or confessional statements about whether you like or dislike the text.  “Analysis” also implies that you should address the text on its own terms.  Instead of asking whether you agree or disagree, whether it’s right or wrong (both judgment questions), you should begin be asking how the text works, what effects it produces, with what other cultural phenomena it echoes.  Here then, are some possible ways to approach response papers (of course, this list is not exhaustive):
1) One could start by reflecting on how a given text responds to or produces an interesting reading of the literature that we’ll read or even of recent cultural phenomenon (“Boy Meets Boy” or “Queer Eye for the Straight Guy,” reality television).  Here, you would essentially be “applying” (although we’ll discuss the ways in which this word is a problem when applied to theory) a theoretical approach/insight/concept to a cultural object.
2) One might focus exclusively on the text at hand, producing a close reading of its argument and the ways in which that argument proceeds.  If you choose this option, do not simply get to the end of your response and assert that the argument is “self-contradictory” or “hypocritical” or “difficult”: you cannot assume the value of the non-contradictory or the non-hypocritical or the easy.
3) One could treat this as a paper proposal.  But if you choose this option, be sure to do more than say things like “I will examine. . .”  You must tell me, at least provisionally, the expected or actual results of said examination.
Basically then, you should either focus on the text at hand or the possible uses of the text at hand.  Also, please use response papers to ask whatever pressing questions or concerns that you may have about the reading.  Finally, we will occasionally turn to these in class as a point of discussion: i.e., we’ll sometimes read them in class.


English 240 – Methods of Literary Analysis

Instructor: Ryan Netzley

Exam One


For this exam, you will produce two dialogues between critics, theorists, authors, or characters.  You may choose from the following three options:

1) David Foster Wallace, Foucault, and Nietzsche on the subject of meaning and its proliferation.

2) Hamlet (the character, not the play or “Shakespeare”), Freud, and Foucault on the subject of subjectivity, individuality, and personhood.

3) Nealon (co-author of The Theory Toolbox and primarily responsible for the sections on popular culture and ideology), Adorno (you may ignore Horkheimer for our purposes), and Benjamin on either Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet or Michael Almereyda’s Hamlet (do not attempt to address both films!).

In short, you should produce a discussion between three figures that addresses one of the major concepts that we’ve discussed in class.


Essentially, the goal of these dialogues is for you to inhabit the various critical positions that we’ve discussed to this point.  Your job is to faithfully render their positions on the given subjects and present the disagreements that their positions entail.  In other words, “dialogue” does not mean three soliloquies on meaning with an implied agreement at the end to disagree.  Your dialogues need not resolve the issue, if by “resolve” we mean judge who is finally correct.  Your dialogues may well conclude with tenuous agreement between two or more of these figures, but do not foist false relativisms or consensus on these characters.


You should use quotations from the texts that we’ve read in order to construct these dialogues, but a successful dialogue must also speculate on and produce, say, Foucault’s response to Wallace’s short story.  In other words, your dialogue must piece together Benjamin’s reaction to a film and how it might differ from Adorno’s.  Of course, to do this, you must show, not just say what Benjamin’s position could conceivably be, which requires quotation and attention to specific textual passages.


Finally, this assignment asks you to inhabit the critical/theoretical discourse of others.  You should not create a dialogue in which Foucault deploys your own critical concepts: e.g., Foucault will not accuse Nietzsche of being hypocritical, nor will he suggest that anything is up to the individual.


At its most basic, these dialogues ask you to demonstrate 1) that you have a basic grasp of the concepts and terminology employed by each of these critical theorists and 2) that you understand how these various concepts connect and disagree.  I will not count pages, but it will take approximately three pages to adequately perform these tasks.  Your dialogues are due on Monday, 27 October at the beginning of class.

BRIDGE Update: 17 May 2004

Tracking ENG 240 students in 300-level lit courses


I had the good fortune to have four students from my fall 2003 section of Methods of Literary Analysis enrolled in my spring 2004 section of Seventeenth-Century Literature (ENG 335).  Although these students are obviously self-selecting and, thus, not statistically viable sample, the difference between their work in Seventeenth-Century Literature was such that, I would argue, my innovations in Methods of Literary Analysis can be termed successful.


First some caveats and anticipatory debunking: it could well be argued that these returning students simply knew my pedagogical idiosyncrasies better than did their counterparts, that they had learned what I wanted to hear and merely gave me that.  Although this accusation cannot be completely discounted, the differences in analytic approach demonstrated by these students is substantial enough to outweigh mere familiarity as an explanation.  It could also be argued that good student or students who did well in my fall section merely turned around and enrolled in Seventeenth-Century Literature, in which, unsurprisingly since they’re good students, they did well.  Again, such objections miss the point, insofar as grades are not the most important evaluative factor here.  Although two of these retread students did earn A’s in the course, one received an incomplete, one a C- (this last student failed the fall course due to absences – around fifteen; thus, her work in either course is irrelevant for this analysis).


As a first example, I want to compare the analytic precision of two students, one who had my theory course, one who did not.  First, the concluding paragraph from a final paper, from a student who did not have my section of ENG 240:

The great debate between religion and politics continues, but King Charles’s execution serves as a crucial moment in the controversy.  By reading Philips’s poem, modern readers can clearly see that religion, at least in these times, is always immersed in politics.  It is nearly impossible to separate the two, and as such, there is no such thing as secular politics.  A modern reader might also be able to make a connection between this belief and politics in our own time.  A conclusion can be drawn that even now, politics and religion still coincide.  The poem could then be applied to our own lives, and readers can recognize this ongoing theme in our modern world.

This is a good conclusion to a good paper (it received an A-).  That said, compare the precision in the following paragraph:

Perhaps that is why in the Norton Anthology of English Literature, the editor tries to cover up the word “ravish” which actually means “to rape,” with a footnote that gives rape credit but also quickly jumps to what could be deemed a more appropriate, or conventional explanation for “ravish”: “Rape, also overwhelm with wonder” (Norton 1271).  The line before that last one also has an interesting footnote.  The line reads, “Take me to you, imprison me, for I, / Except you enthrall me.”  Enthrall is the operative word in this line.  The Norton’s footnote definition says, “’Enthrall’: enslave, also enchant” (Norton 1271).  Another attempt to cover up that Donne is asking God to enslave him, to have complete mastery over him.  Modern readers seem to be a bit squeamish with this overly violent, masochistic image of God.  It is not that they are particularly offended by an implied sexual relationship between God and man, because there have been many cases where Christ is referred to as “bridegroom” implying a sort of marriage of God to the church or of God to man.  Calling Christ a bridegroom, and referring to a religious relationship as a marriage, implies some sort of equality to modern readers.  What Donne is suggesting is that that equality does not exist.  For a divine relationship to work, for him to be fully able to commit to God, Donne needs God to enslave him.

This paragraph, in some ways, is more poorly written and argued than the aforecited concluding paragraph.  Despite this stylistic inadequacy, or perhaps because of it, this paragraph demonstrates a more precise and sophisticated analytic engagement with the text at hand.  First, the student discusses the ways in which an anthology’s editorial apparatus attempts to influence reader interpretation – in this case how it attempts to desexualize Donne’s “Batter my heart, three-person’d God.”  Second, the student makes a careful distinction between the “violent, masochistic image of God” and “an implied sexual relationship between God and man.”  In the end, this paper attempts to explain why this poem prompts so much uneasy amongst critics and students: “Donne’s religious poetry does not necessarily get scoffed at for carrying strong sexual overtones in relation to God, but for displaying blatant accounts of a masochistic sexual relationship between God and man.”


The first paragraph here cited is not terrible, but it doesn’t exhibit the same analytic complexity and care.  For example, “religion” and “politics” both appear as relatively unproblematic entities.  All of the second paper, on the other hand, has been devoted to problematizing what we mean by “religion.”


The paper on Donne is the first paper that the student wrote for the course.  She did not have a chance to view my comments on previous papers, other than response papers (although here her familiarity with my pedagogical style may have helped her).  Similar examples of this disparity in analytic engagement abound in this course.


Although no definitive conclusions may be drawn from this unscientific process of tracking, the difference in approach to writing literary analysis papers does support the basic hypothesis that governed my original innovations in Methods of Literary Analysis.  These papers do not reveal that these students know Derrida or feminist criticism better than their counterparts (although I’d argue that this is probably true as well).  They do however reveal that an exposure to complicated theoretical texts can prompt and enable a more careful and precise engagement with literature.  I would not argue that the students from my Methods course wrote “better” papers than their counterparts in Seventeeth-Century Literature.  I would argue that they wrote more engaged, more careful, and more nuanced papers than other students.  Moreover, they did so independently, without recourse to any of the “tricks” to which a theory course often reduces (e.g., Marx on Jonson).  Tracking these students through ENG 335 has demonstrated, more than anything else, that the theory course in English departments works most successfully when it attempts to inculcate habits, not by announcing that it’s about inculcating habits, but by exposing students to real, unadulterated, unsynopsized theory.  In other words, an engagement, however frustrating, with difficult, even incomprehensible theory promotes and provokes the very analytic habits that these students have exhibited.

