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ENGLISH 314: LITERARY THEORY AND CRITICISM 
Winter 2016, Mondays 6:00-8:30 pm, MC 291 

Darcy L. Brandel      Office Phone: MC 262 / 313.927.1447 
Chair, English and Modern Languages    Office hours: T, W 11:00-12:00 
dbrandel@marygrove.edu     Additional hours available by appt. 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

The primary purpose of this course is to consider what happens when we read, how we use language to make meaning, and 
why either of these matters. The course introduces much of the twentieth-century thinking that gets invoked when people in 
literature departments refer to “literary theory,” a phrase which includes many dimensions of literary study, from ideas 
about what counts (and doesn’t count) as literature to ideas about what happens when we communicate with and interpret 
language, as well as ideas about the relationship between literary activity and the larger world. It might be fairer to say, 
then, that this is a literary, critical, linguistic, and political theory course, and that it could be as logically housed in a 
Philosophy or Political Science department as in English.  

This course is challenging as it encourages you to expand your professional vocabulary and become more self-conscious 
about the process by which you produce meaning in your reading and writing. Furthermore, the readings in the course, 
though not particularly long, are by their ideas and their vocabulary challenging enough to take a long time to get through 
productively. “Theory” is often a language in itself. Therefore, you will need to spend a significant time reading and 
rereading the texts, working doggedly toward a sometimes partial understanding, noting words you don’t get, even after 
consulting a dictionary, and you will always, always need to come to class with your questions. 

INSTITUTIONAL AND COURSE LEARNING OUTCOMES 

Marygrove College believes that every individual has the responsibility to exercise leadership for the common good. A 
Marygrove education concentrates on developing the knowledge, awareness, abilities, and courage that produces compe-
tent, compassionate, and committed graduates whose leadership benefits the communities in which they live and work. As 
such, Marygrove has adopted seven institutional learning outcomes that promote urban leadership aptitudes. English 314 
is designed to help you develop capabilities in the following areas: (1) critical and creative thought, (2) effective communi-
cation, (3) depth and breadth of knowledge, and (4) promotion of social justice. 

Further, as part of your successful completion of English 314, you will: 
1. Demonstrate an understanding of the assumptions, strategies, and purposes shaping major schools of contemporary 

literary critical theory. 
2. Analyze a literary text by a prominent visiting author and discuss its aesthetic and political elements critically. 
3. Apply various methodologies of literary criticism to your own life experience as well as to literary works. 
4. Acquire critical vocabularies to increase your abilities to speak about literature and culture in academic contexts.  
5. Develop an informed interpretation of literature and culture, and communicate that interpretation to your audience 

using appropriate evidence. 
6. Sharpen your critical thinking abilities, and demonstrate them in oral and written form. 

COURSE MATERIALS 

1.  The following required books will be made available to you for purchase in the bookstore: 
  Barry, Peter. Beginning Theory. 3rd ed.  
  Rankine, Claudia. Citizen: An American Lyric 
  Rankine, Claudia. Don’t Let Me Be Lonely: An American Lyric 

2. The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory is recommended as a useful reference text.  
3. Additional readings will be provided in class and/or placed on our course Blackboard site. 



ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING 

1. One formal essay (30%). You must write a critical research essay (about 10-12 pages) on Claudia 
Rankine’s work. This essay should be written using one of the critical approaches that you have learned in 
the class. Since this is the major writing project of the course, we will be preparing for the essay throughout 
the semester: all of the rest of your assignments are designed to help you gradually work through the paper 
process. 

2. Final exam (25%). Will cover all readings and class discussions. Details TBA. 

3. One mini-essay (20%). This shorter (5-6 page) interpretive essay on elements of Rankine’s work using 
one of the critical approaches we discuss is designed to help you gain familiarity with the kind of thinking 
and writing expected in your formal essay. Undergraduates are strongly encouraged to submit this essay to 
the McCombs-Currier writing contest, held in conjunction with Claudia Rankine’s visit. 

4. Weekly Blackboard responses (10%). Prior to each class, you will post a short paper (1-2 pages) on our 
online Blackboard discussion forum taking up some aspect of the weekly reading that particularly engaged 
you, confused you, or otherwise got you thinking. Be sure to reference specific passages from the reading 
in articulating your thoughts and questions. Blackboard responses should be posted *no later than 9 am the 
day of our class* in order to allow everyone time to read each other’s postings before we meet as a group.  

5. Attendance and participation (15%) in all class discussions and activities. You are also required to attend 
a public reading by Claudia Rankine at Marygrove on Friday evening, April 8. Additional details TBA. 

COURSE POLICIES AND PROCEDURES 

1.    Attendance is mandatory. Come to every class and come on time. In a discussion-based class, the process of 
critical thinking and collective inquiry is as important as the conclusions reached. Therefore, in order to be 
successful in this course, it is essential that you attend class AND participate. If you are not able to attend, 
you are responsible for material missed, so make a friend on the first day that you can call to find out what 
we covered. Understand, however, that no summary of a discussion can replace your own participation in 
the classroom learning process.   

2.    If I detect a pattern of absence, I will contact the Dean and your advisor in order to recommend that you 
withdraw from the course. You cannot pass the course if you demonstrate an extensive pattern of absence. 

3. We will often begin with an informal check-in, to gauge our collective states of mind. Toward the end of 
each session, we will take time to reflect on how our seminar discussion went: what have we learned about 
the topic at hand and about our own group process, and why does any of this matter? 

4. Texting and/or taking phone calls is not appropriate during class. Make sure you silence your phone before 
class begins. 

5. You are expected to complete all assignments on time. If you think that you will be unable to meet a 
deadline, talk with me ahead of time to negotiate a possible extension. Late assignments will be lowered 
one full letter grade. I only give make-up exams in cases of serious emergency. Your ability to meet the 
deadlines of this course will be factored into your attendance and participation grade. 

6. Plagiarism is a serious breach of academic honesty and discipline. You are responsible for understanding 
and complying with the policy on plagiarism as described in the undergraduate catalog. Plagiarized 
assignments are given a grade of 0/E. Any student guilty of plagiarism or cheating is reported to the Dean. 
Such offenses may result in academic probation, suspension, or dismissal from the college. 

7. Marygrove College maintains a supportive academic environment for students with disabilities. To ensure 
equal access to all educational programs, activities and services, students with disabilities should notify the 
College, provide documentation, and request reasonable accommodations. If you require academic 
accommodations in this course, you must contact Disability Support Services by email at 
<dss@marygrove.edu> to establish an accommodations plan with the Coordinator; I will be as cooperative 
as possible in honoring your approved accommodations plan. 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 

Week 1  
Jan 25  Course introduction and syllabus overview; getting acquainted  

Week 2  
Feb 01  What is theory, why does it matter, and why is it so difficult? 

Relevant readings: Barry, Introduction 
     Butler, Judith. “Values of Difficulty” (copy) 
     hooks, bell. “Theory as Liberatory Practice” (copy) 

Week 3  
Jan 08   What does theory have to do with literature?: New Criticism 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 1 
   Rankine, Claudia. Citizen 

   
Week 4 
Feb 15  How language works: Structuralism and Linguistics 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 2 
de Saussure, Ferdinand. From Course in General Linguistics (copy) 

Week 5  
Feb 22  Muddying the linguistic waters: Post-Structuralism 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 3 
Derrida, Jacques. From “Différance” (copy) 

Week 6  
Feb 29  NO CLASS – SPRING BREAK  

Relevant readings: Rankine, Claudia. Don’t Let Me Be Lonely 

Week 7  
Mar 07  How economic class shapes perspective: Marxist Criticism 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 8 
   Marx, Karl. Preface to a Contribution to the Critique of Political  

Economy  (copy) 
     Althusser, Louis. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (copy) 
Week 8  
Mar 14  Imperialism, ethnicity, and race: Postcolonial Studies 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 10 
Achebe, Chinua. “An Image of Africa” (copy) 
Said, Edward. Introduction to Orientalism (copy) 

Week 9  
Mar 21  Negotiating the impact of gender on our lives: Feminist Theory 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 6 
   Lorde, Audre. “Age, Race, Class, and Sex: Women Redefining  
    Difference (copy)  

Week 10 
Mar 28  *Mini-essay due by 11am Tuesday, Mar 29*; Queer Theory 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 7 
   Butler, Judith. “From Interiority to Gender Performatives” (copy) 

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. From Epistemology of the Closet (copy) 
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Week 11  
Apr 04  Negotiating the unconscious: Psychoanalytic Criticism 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 5 
   Freud, Sigmund. “A Note on the Unconscious…” (copy)  

 

Week 12  
Apr 11  What counts as literature?: New Historicism & Cultural Studies 

Relevant readings: Barry, Chapter 9 
Tompkins, Jane. “Masterpiece Theater: The Politics of Hawthorne’s  

Literary Reputation” (copy) 
     Greenblatt, Stephen. Introduction to The Power of Forms in the English  
      Renaissance (copy) 

Week 13 
Apr 18  *Final paper due by Friday, Apr 22*; challenging how we read: Reader-Response 
  Relevant readings: Fish, Stanley. “How to Recognize a Poem When You See One” (copy) 

Tyson, Lois. “Using Concepts from Reader Response…” (copy) 

Week 14 
Apr 25  Exam review, final wrap-up, course evaluations 

Relevant readings: Tyson, Lois. “Gaining an Overview” (copy) 

Week 15  
May 02  *FINAL EXAM* 
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*Friday, April 08:  Claudia Rankine on campus; required lecture in Alumnae Hall at 8 pm*


