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CRITICAL METHODS IN LITERARY THEORY  
SYLLABUS, FALL 2019 

 
 
Instructor: Chase Gregory (chase.gregory@duke.edu) 
Office Hours:  Tuesday, 12:00-2:00, or by appointment 
 
This class surveys the field of literary theory as a range of heterogeneous but interrelated schools of 
critical methods interested in language, textuality, aesthetics, reading, and representation.  
 
In the course of the semester, we will gain a thorough understanding of the genealogy of the field of 
Literary Theory, while also getting a feel for the conflicts and shared interests both within and 
amongst said schools. This class ultimately seeks to understand how Literary Theory works as a 
theoretical approach to the study of both literature and culture. Our reading selection strives to 
provide a historical context for the various forms, styles, tones, genres, and arguments of literary 
theory the syllabus tracks. “Literary Theory” marks the convergence between the history of literary 
criticism and that of critical theory. While literary criticism encompasses a wide range of 
philosophical and historical traditions and has its roots in classical debates about art and 
interpretation, “critical theory” has a more recent genealogy, and here names a broad arc of 
transcontinental philosophical critiques of subjecthood, culture, and identity. The goal of this class is 
to map and understand the various approaches to reading, analyzing, and understanding literature 
that emerge in the twentieth century as a result of these critiques. 
 
Throughout the semester, students will critically engage with texts through class discussion, informal 
writing, and essay-length comparative analysis. Part of our project as a class will be grappling with 
the contradictions and conflict within, as well as between, various literary theories. To that end, this 
class seeks to answer several questions. What is the relationship between the history of criticism, and 
the theory of literature?  How, in the course of the twentieth century, do both “critical theory,” and 
the study of literature overlap with, differ from, or transform into “literary theory”? How does the 
encounter of literary studies with critical theory shift, expand, politicize, and complicate traditional 
approaches to the study of literature, and what does it mean to insist on the specificity of literature 
and literary study today? We will pay close attention to where each of these schools overlap and 
where they differ, especially when it comes to their approach to such issues as language, textuality, 
and interpretative method. How does each school of thought understand its focus of study? What 
are its primary interests? And, finally, what is at stake for each school of literary theory? 
 
 
RECOMMENDED TEXTS: 
Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, ed.s, Literary Theory: An Anthology. John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, Malden, 

MA;Chichester, West Sussex, 2017. 
 
 
 
(All other readings will be available on Sakai.) 
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REQUIREMENTS AND POLICIES  
 
Participation 
 
Attendance 
Attendance is required. If you are or will be absent, it is your responsibility to provide 
documentation excusing your absence, and to communicate with the instructor regarding missed 
class time and make-up work. If you miss three or more classes, your participation grade will drop 
significantly. 
 
Readings (etc.) 
Each week will feature reading assignments, which students are expected to read. 
 
In-Class  
Class participation is required. This means speaking and interacting with your fellow classmates 
during discussion, not going on irrelevant websites or checking phones during class, and showing 
up. “A” participation grades are the result of solid attendance, willingness to engage in discussion, 
and going to office hours at least once.  
 
Writing Assignments 
 
Weekly Free-writes 
Free-writes are due by email before class each week on Friday. Free-writes are 250 words and consist 
of questions or comments on the week’s material. Students are allowed to miss one free-write per 
semester. 
 
Critical Responses 
Students are required to complete two critical responses by the end of the semester. A critical 
response focuses on one article, and consists of two double-spaced pages written in the voice and 
style of the article it analyzes. 
 
Midterm Paper 
The midterm paper expands on one of the critical responses. The midterm is 5-7 pages, requires one 
peer review and one revision for full credit, and is due OCTOBER 21. 
 
Final Paper 
The final paper is 7-10 pages, requires one peer review and one revision for full credit, and is due 
DECEMBER 14. In the final paper, students will EITHER 

1. Offer a comparative study of two authors we have discussed in class, OR 
2. Pick a political, cultural, and theoretical project/event/object, and read it in accordance with 

the methods of a school of literary theory that we have discussed. 
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Academic Integrity  
 
All writing must be your own work. Plagiarism is not just copying someone’s paper; it is also failing 
to explicitly and properly acknowledge others’ ideas. Plagiarizing will result in an automatic failing 
grade on the assignment. When in doubt, cite! 
 
Disability Accommodation 
 
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, please contact 
me as early as possible in the term, so that the office of disability resources can provide prompt 
assistance. 
 
Email Policy 
 
This class will frequently communicate through email, sent to students’ assigned university account. 
Students are expected to check and read their university emails, and respond to emails if they require 
a response. Students are also encouraged to send emails to the instructor as needed; in exchange, the 
instructor promises to respond with thoroughness and speed. N.B.: emails should follow formal 
protocol, and be addressed to Dr. Gregory or Professor Gregory. 
 
Gender-Inclusive Language Guidelines1 
 
Aspiring to create an academic environment in which people of all identities are encouraged to 
contribute their perspectives to academic discourse, this class provides guidelines regarding gender-
inclusive/non-sexist language. Just as sexist language excludes women’s experiences, non-gender-
inclusive language excludes the experiences of trans, intersex, and genderqueer individuals. All 
students are therefore expected to use words that recognize and affirm how people describe, 
express, and experience their gender, and to respect and employ language that reflects the gender 
identity of their individual peers. 
 
One Last Note: Class Climate and Content 
This class deals with gender, race, and class. Students should be prepared to grapple with issues of 
identity even though these issues may feel personal at times, or might trigger strong feelings and 
reactions. This class is also about sex and sexuality. Students should be willing to talk candidly and 
thoughtfully about sexual practices and politics. Students are expected to be respectful, even in 
moments of disagreement. 
 
 
Final Grade Breakdown 
Class Participation/Reading/Free-Writes: 30%  Critical Responses: 10% 
Midterm: 20%       Final Paper: 40% 
       
 

 
 

																																																								
1 Source: The University of Pittsburgh Gender, Sexuality, and Women’s Studies Program (2015). 
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READING SCHEDULE 
 
PART I: INHERITANCES 
Part one of this class addresses methods of studying literature concerned with form, as well as with 
traditional criticism focusing on genre, biography, and narrative structure. We begin with works of 
criticism that focus on authorial and canonical influence. It then moves to the interpretative 
approaches based on form and the deployment of specific literary devices that emerged in the early 
half of the twentieth century (“New Criticism” in the United States, as well as various formalisms), 
as well as early theories of language and textuality, beginning with the linguistic structuralism of 
Saussure. These methods focus primarily on the contained text of a printed work, closely regarding 
the form of “the work itself,” rather than focusing on reading as a meaning-making enterprise. 
 
WEEK ONE: Introduction 
 
Wednesday, August 21 
 
Friday, August 23 
Boris Eikhenbaum, “The Theory of the Formal Method” (1927) 
 
WEEK TWO: Russian Formalism 
 
Wednesday, August 28 
Mikhail Bakhtin,  “Discourse in the Novel,” from The Dialogic Imagination (1934) 
 
Friday, August 30 
Roman Jakobson, “Two Aspects of Language” (1956) 
 
WEEK THREE: New Criticism 
 
Wednesday, September 4 
T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1917)  
Erich Auerbach, “Odysseus' Scar” (1946) 
 
Friday, September 6 
W.K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy” (1946);  
 “The Affective Fallacy” (1949)  
Cleanth Brooks, “The Language of Paradox” (1947) 
  
WEEK FOUR: Structuralism 
 
Wednesday, September 11 
Ferdinand de Sassure, “Course in General Linguistics” (1916)  
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Friday, September 13 
Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Structural Analysis in Linguistics and Anthropology,” “Language and the 

Analysis of Social Laws,” “Linguistics and Anthropology,” from Structural Anthropology 
(1958)  

 
PART II:  INNOVATIONS 
“Innovations” traces the use of continental philosophy and criticism, including Marxist and 
psychoanalytic critiques, the Frankfurt school, and the French poststructuralist theorists, as a lens 
for the study of literature. Here, we’ll map the development of the study of literature as influenced 
by these various schools. Marxist criticism, for example, links the historical materialism of Marxist 
critique and theories of literature in order to explore the relation between ideology and literature, 
and to engage questions about the class politics of literature and literary production. Psychoanalytic 
criticism, on the other hand, turns inward toward the subject, asking questions about the 
unconscious life of the text, and how operations of repression inform a work. This section also 
includes amendments to structuralism, including semiotic theory and the contesting analytics made 
by post-structuralism and its still resonant revolution. The section ends with the theoretical influence 
of postmodernism, which charted the cultural shift away from modernism to new practices of 
aesthetic and literary production. These critical theoretical models opened the field of literary studies 
to methods of reading that challenged traditional conceptions of authorship, language, and 
aesthetics, reworking the “literary,” the “social” and the “cultural” alike.  
 
WEEK FIVE: Marxist Criticism 
 
Wednesday, September 18 
Walter Benjamin, “The Crisis of the Novel” (1930) 
Georgy Lukacs, “Narrate or Describe?” (1936) 
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry: The Enlightenment as Mass  
Deception” (1944)  
 
Friday, September 20 
Frederic Jameson, “On Interpretation: Literature as a Socially Symbolic Act,” from The  
Political Unconscious: Narrative As A Socially Symbolic Act (1981) 
 
WEEK SIX: Psychoanalytic Criticism  
 
Wednesday, September 25 
Harold Bloom, “Introduction: A Meditation upon Priority, and a Synopsis,” from The Anxiety of 

Influence (1973) 
Peter Brooks, “The Idea of a Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism” (1994) 
 
Friday, September 27 
Julia Kristeva, “Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection” (1982) 
Jane Gallop, “Introduction,” from The Daughter's Seduction: Feminism and Psychoanalysis (1984) 
 
! MIDTERM PAPER PROPOSAL DUE (10/7) 
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WEEK SEVEN: Semiotics 
 
Wednesday, October 2 
J.L. Austin, How to Do Things With Words (1962) 
John Searle, “What Is a Speech Act?” from Speech Acts (1969) 
 
Friday, October 4 
Terence Hawkes, “Part 3: The Structures of Literature,” from Structuralism and Semiotics (1977)  
Mary Louise Pratt,  “The Poetic Language Fallacy,” from Toward a Speech Act Theory of Literary 

Discourse (1977) 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, “Preface,” from Metaphors We Live By (1980) 
 
WEEK EIGHT: Post-Structuralism 
 
Wednesday, October 9  
Paul Ricœur, “Language, Symbol, and Interpretation,” “Hermeneutic Method and Reflective 

Philosophy,” from Freud and Philosophy (1970) 
Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” (1968); The Pleasure of the Text (1976) 
 
Friday, October 11 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1975) 
Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” (1969) 
 
! MIDTERM PAPER DUE (10/21) 
 
WEEK NINE: Deconstruction 
 
Wednesday, October 16 
Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” (1967); “...That 

Dangerous Supplement...” from Of Grammatology (1967); “Différance” (1968) 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Translator’s Preface,” from Of Grammatology (1980)  
 
Friday, October 18 
Paul de Man, “Rhetoric,” from Allegories of Reading (1979)  
Jonathan Culler, “Apostrophe,” from The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction (1981)  
Barbara Johnson, “Gender Theory and the Yale School,” from The Critical Difference (1980)  
 
PART III :  INTERRUPTIONS 
The penultimate part of this syllabus focuses on the turn in literary theory towards the question of 
difference: these texts address the hegemony of “theory,” as well as the challenge of writing and 
reading “difference.” Many of the works listed in this section also pay attention to the politics of 
representation and identity, and canon formation, intervening in the universalizing rhetorical claims 
of the mid-century theories described above. Post-Colonial Criticism works to de-center the 
geographic and cultural attention of literary studies and critical theory, launching a critique against 
Euro-centric literary analysis. Still other modes of literary criticism focus on identity and the 
problems of “sameness” and “difference” in writing: Feminist and Gender Criticism engages 
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literature with questions of gender and sexuality, while African American Criticism deals with the 
complicated intersections of race, identity, and literature in the United States.  
 
WEEK TEN: African American Criticism 
 
Wednesday, October 23 
James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son (1955)  
Ralph Ellison, “Part I: The Seer and the Seen,” from Shadow and Act (1964)  
 
Friday, October 25 
Henry Louis Gates, "Writing, ‘Race,’ and the Difference It Makes” (1985) 
Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992) 
 
WEEK ELEVEN: Feminist and Gender Criticism 
 
Wednesday, October 30 
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, “Introduction,” from The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer 

and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (1979)  
Cherríe Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldúa, “Foreword to the First Edition,” “Introduction,” “Theory 

in the Flesh,” “Speaking in Tongues: The Third World Woman Writer,” from This Bridge 
Called My Back (1981)  

Elaine Showalter, ed. “Introduction,” “A Map for Rereading,” “Treason Our Text,” “Feminist 
Criticism in the Wilderness,” “Writing the Body,” from The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on 
Women, Literature, and Theory (1986)  

 
Friday, November 1 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Gender Criticism,” from Redrawing the Boundaries (1992)  
Monique Wittig, “The Point of View: Universal or Particular,” “The Trojan Horse,” “The Mark of  
Gender,” from The Straight Mind and Other Essays (1992)  
 
WEEK TWELVE: Post-Colonial Criticism 
Wednesday, November 6 
Edward Said, “Introduction,” Orientalism (1978) 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1980); “In Response, Looking Back, 
Looking Forward” (2010) 
Homi K. Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man,” from The Location of Culture (1991)  
 
Friday, November 8 
Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind (1986) 
Trinh T. Minh-Ha, “Part I,” from Woman, Native, Other (1987) 
Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, “Theory at the Crossroads,” from The Empire Writes 

Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (1989) 
 
! FINAL PAPER PROPOSAL DUE (11/18) 
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PART IV: THEORY’S WAKE 
We now move to the state of the field of literary studies after these innovations and interventions. 
The methods we will examine in the last part of class place literature and aesthetics in their specific 
cultural and historical moment, focusing on the particular and the popular in order to counter the 
sometimes hegemonic tendencies of both continental critical theory and traditional literary studies. 
Cultural Studies turns to the culture of everyday life as the focus of its analysis; Reader Response 
theory emphasizes the reader’s role in creating meaning in a text; New Historicism reclaims history 
as subjective, reading works as the product of their time. The last texts we read lay out discussions in 
contemporary literary theory about the ethics of reading, tackling current questions about how and 
why one critically reads, with special attention to the critique of the “hermeneutics of suspicion’” 
within literary theory, as well as to recent calls for “surface reading” as a new critical strategy. Such 
debates grapple with the ethics of reading, and take up the act of “doing theory” as a linked political 
and ethical project. 
 
WEEK THIRTEEN: New Historicism 
 
Wednesday, November 13 
Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality” (1980) 
Stephen Greenblatt, “Introduction: Greenblatt and New Historicism,” “Part One: Culture and New 

Historicism,” The Greenblatt Reader (2005) 
 
Friday, November 15 
Harold Veeser, ed. “Introduction,” “Towards a Poetics of Culture,” “History as Usual? Feminism 

and the ‘New Historicism,’” “Literary Criticism and the Politics of the New Historicism,” 
from The New Historicism (1989) 

 
WEEK FOURTEEN: Cultural Studies 
 
Wednesday, November 21 
Raymond Williams, “Culture is Ordinary,” (1958); “The Uses of Cultural Theory” (1986)  
Stuart Hall, “Cultural Studies: Two Paradigms” (1980); “The Emergence of Cultural Studies and the 

Crisis of the Humanities” (1990)  
  
Friday, November 23 
Angela McRobbie, “Introduction;” “Girls and Subcultures,” from Feminism and Youth Culture (1991) 
Janice A. Radway, “Women Read the Romance: The Interaction of Text and Context,” from Reading 

the Romance (1991)  
 
WEEK FIFTEEN: Reader Response Theory 
 
Wednesday, November 27 
Stanley Fish, “Is There a Text in this Class?,” “What Makes an Interpretation Acceptable?” from Is 

There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (1980) 
Jane Tompkins, “The Reader in History” (1981) 
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Friday, November 29 
No class—Thanksgiving Break! 
 
WEEK SIXTEEN: Eco-criticism 
.  
Wednesday, December 4 
Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer, “The Anthropocene” (2000) 
Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg, “The Geology of Mankind? A Critique of the Anthropocene 

Narrative” (2014) 
 
Friday, December 6 
Rob Nixon, “Neoliberalism, Slow Violence, and the Environmental Picaresque” (2009) 
Imre Szeman, “Conjectures on world energy literature: Or, what is petroculture?” (2017) 
 
WEEK SEVENTEEN: Conclusions 
 
Wednesday, December 11  
Robert Howell, “Ontology and the Nature of Literary Work” (2002) 
Kathleen Stewart, “Weak Theory in an Unfinished World” (2008) 
Ruth Leys, “The Turn to Affect: A Critique” (2015) 
 
Friday, December 13 
Elizabeth Weed, “Intervention: ‘‘The Way We Read Now’” (2012)  
Sharon Marcus, and Stephen Best, “Surface Reading: An Introduction” (2009) 
Ellen Rooney, “Live Free or Describe: The Reading Effect and the Persistence of Form,” from 

differences, 21.3 (2010) 
 
! FINAL PAPERS DUE (12/22) 


