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English 308:

   The Feminist Difference in Literary Theory

      Fall 2001 TTh1-2:30   English House III   

Anne Dalke,  ext. 5306   

    Ofc. English House 205

        adalke@brynmawr.edu


Nell Anderson, Praxis Field Coordinator

    Ofc. Dalton 9,  ext. 5031

       nanderso@brynmawr.edu

. . . feminism has already made a difference 

. . . . On the other hand, that difference 

has opened up and brought into view the energies  

of contradiction hidden inside the unsayability of what feminism has now given voice to.  

Once women begin to speak, we begin to 

differ with each other . . . . literature is 

important for feminism . . . as the place 

where impasses can be kept and opened 

for examination, questions can be guarded 

and not forced into a premature validation of the available paradigms.  Literature . . . 

is . . . a mode of cultural work, 

the work of giving-to-read those impossible contradictions that cannot yet be spoken.

Barbara Johnson:  The Feminist Difference: 

Literature, Psychoanalysis, Race and Gender (1998)

Not monolithic, prescriptive, conformist or singular, feminist literary theory written in the United States during the 1980’s and 1990’s covers a wide range of perspectives and approaches, which this class will showcase. The range of theoretical texts we will examine focus mainly on those which address the matters of reading and interpreting literature, but we will attend, too, to broader theoretical concerns, in an attempt to define the questions which contemporary feminisms raise and the different answers with which feminisms reply.  For starters, we will interrogate four terms of our title:  what does it mean to be “feminist”?  What is “difference,” what “literature,” what “theory”?   And:  does it make a difference/what difference does it make that this work originated in the U.S.? Built also into the structure of the course, as a way of ensuring that we consider the cultural and political work these texts might do, will be a commitment to four hours a week of praxis work in the field.
English 308

Required Reading

All assignments can be found in a single anthology, 

available @ the Bryn Mawr Bookshop and on reserve in Canaday:

Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism.  Ed. Robyn R. Warhol and 

       Diane Price Herndl.  New Brunswick, New Jersey:  Rutgers University Press, 1997.

Practice

9/4  
For getting us started…
Nell Anderson, Praxis Field Placement Coordinator, will meet w/ the class today

9/6 
“practice,” 167-170

Deborah McDowell, “RECYCLING:  race, gender and the practice of  theory,” 234-247

9/11
Barbara Christian, “THE HIGHS AND LOWS OF BLACK FEMINIST CRITICISM,” 51-56


Nell will join us again today, to work out the details of your field placements

Institutions

9/13 
Annette Kolodny, “DANCING THROUGH THE MINEFIELD: 

some observations on the theory, practice, and politics of a feminist literary criticism,” 171-187

your field site selection forms are due (assignments will be sent to you via e-mail by 9/14)

9/18
“institutions,” 3-6

James Sosnoski, “A MINDLESS MAN-DRIVEN THEORY MACHINE: 



intellectuality, sexuality, and the institution of criticism,”  33-50
Attend a praxis orientation meeting this week:

Wed, 9/19 or Thurs, 9/20, 7-9 p.m. in Dorothy Vernon Room, Haffner.

Conduct an interview w/ your field site supervisor this week. 

Canon

9/20
“canon,” 73-75

Paul Lauter, “CASTE, CLASS AND CANON,” 129-150

your praxis field work begins

Conflicts

9/25 
“conflicts,” 259-262


Biddy Martin and Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “FEMINIST POLITICS:

WHAT’S HOME GOT TO DO WITH IT?” 293-310

9/27
 we’ll pause here, see where we are,



 

figure out together how/where  we want to go on...
Week Five: Body and Gaze?

10/2

10/4    your praxis fieldwork  agreement  is due
Week Six: Gaze and Desire?

10/9  

10/11   
10/16-10/18 Fall Break
Week Seven: Desire and Reading?

10/23   Reports on your praxis site: 

what are you up to? what are you learning? what questions do you have?

10/25 

Week Eight: Reading and Discourse?

10/30


11/1
Week Nine: Discourse and Ethnicity?

11/6

11/8

Week Ten: Ethnicity and History?

11/13

11/15
 

Week Eleven: History and Class?

11/20

11/22
Thanksgiving Vacation

Week Twelve



11/27-11/29
Panels on how you understand your field placement work, 

  




seen through the lens of these texts

Week Thirteen: Class and Men?

12/4

12/6
praxis field work ends

Week Fourteen: Men and Autobiography?

12/11
 
12/13


Monday, 12/17   6 p.m.

   Dinner Party  @ my house…. 

…to present your final projects, and celebrate the end of the course

Course Requirements 

1/3 Feminist Acts

For 10 weeks of the semester, you will work @ your assigned field placement.  You will need to keep some form of weekly account of both what happens during the 4 hours you spend in the field, and what-you-think-about-what-you-are-seeing-and-doing.  This might take the form of a journal, tape-recordings, photographs, sketches, a scrapbook…

Just after fall break, you’ll be ask to give a five-minute report to the class about the work you have been doing. 

Just after Thanksgiving break, we will convene a series of panels, in which each of you will use an assigned text as a “lens” to read-and-explain to the rest of us what you are learning about the processes of (feminist?) reading and writing in your field placement. 

By semester’s end, you will prepare a 10-pp. paper (or equivalent; the scrapbook, etc. above may form a portion of this account) summarizing your reflections on your field experience.

1/3 Feminist Performances

As the semester ends, we will celebrate @ my house, where you will present your final project to the whole group.  This project (15 written pp. or equivalent) could take one of several forms (or, hey: suggest another!):

--you can prepare a creative project which figures the “canon” of feminist literary theory 
as a whole:  what are the relationships you now see among the various texts we’ve 
read, or should have read?  what image best describes those relationships?

--you can “read the feminist text” that is Bryn Mawr College (i.e.  research the feminist 
origins of the college, read its history and its present with assistance from the 
canon we’ve constructed)


--you can prepare a work of “feminist literary theory” of your own (w/ particular 
attention to the ways in which your style might be expressive of the methodology 
you trace)

--you can argue for the inclusion of other texts (theoretical or literary) in the canon  (this 
would involve 
researching and presenting it within the context of the course—or 
perhaps revising the context altogether?)

--you can perform a comparative analysis of several assigned texts. 

I expect you to make two appointments w/ me to discuss your written work. Our first meeting should take place by October 4, at which point we’ll figure out together both what sorts of projects you want to be doing, and what pacing will work best for you this semester: do you want to submit a 5-pp. paper to me for grading every 3 weeks during the semester? A 10-p. paper before break, and 15-pp. @ semester’s end?  All 25-pp. after the semester ends?  Our second meeting should occur @ whatever point in this process seems to you most fruitful for gathering feedback from me: in brainstorming your projects, reviewing your proposals, guiding your research, responding to your first draft, or after the work is submitted . . . .

1/3: [Those ever-ongoing…] Feminist Conversations 

Read the assigned texts.  

Attend class regularly (I don’t expect you to miss more than two sessions).  

Bi-weekly: I’m expecting you to contribute thoughtfully to class discussion  (this doesn’t mean dominating discussion w/ your thoroughly-thought-through ideas;  it means facilitating the learning of us all: stimulating our thinking by asking questions, responding kindly-but-critically to what others’ say, etc. etc. etc.).  If you find it difficult to speak regularly in class, you should send @ least one e-mail message to the whole class each week, recording your on-going reflections.

Twice during the semester, you will work with another student to “set up” our class discussion.  This includes

--“setting the tone” (appropriately serious-yet-light-hearted) for this discussion: 

--how can you help us gather ourselves into this space of reflection?

--can you make the text “memorable” w/ some non-textual device 

(think multiple ways of knowing; think varieties of sensual experience: 

a song? a picture? a fabric? a food?) What object can invite us to 

consider the affective dimension this text might have in our own work?

--providing historical and biographical context for the text 

--relating the text to current news-or-your field placement

--providing a range of contemporary applications for the text: 

--how does it help you make sense of literary texts which are important to you?

--what scholarly work has come out of it? 

   
--how is it being used in feminist & literary journals?


--what of that conversation interests you? 

  
--what aspects of the text seem not attended to, in current conversations?

--provoking class discussion by offering 3 questions about the text you’d like us 

   
to “chew” on together for the next hour….

For the theoretical portion of this assignment, I want you to become conversant w/ the current scholarly work being done in the field of feminist studies. Your review of current scholarship should feature the most interesting-and-relevant material you’ve discovered by searching a range of sources, including articles in scholarly periodicals, books, and internet resources.  All the material you present to us should be relatively new (published within the past five years), and should be more substantial than that represented by notes or dissertation abstracts.  In your summaries, also consider what methodologies are being used:  are they psychoanalytic, historical, literary?  How do they present themselves as being corrective of earlier approaches?  

Part of the fun-and-frustration of this exploration will be figuring out which of the discipline-or-subject-specific sources best apply to your particular stake in this interdisciplinary conversation. (I prepared the following advice on this process in consultation w/ Andrew Patterson, Reference Librarian.) 

ARTICLES IN SCHOLARLY PERIODICALS   

I’d like you to explore the premier journals in feminist studies (such as Differences, Feminist Studies, Hypatia, Off Our Backs, Signs, Sojourner, and Women’s Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal) that are included in our library’s holdings. To do this, you’ll need to use databases that index the contents of that journal (different databases have different subject slants and different ways to search, so you’ll need to employ more than one). The databases mentioned below are all online and available through the Research Databases and Websites link on the Library home page. 

Contemporary Women's Issues and GenderWatch are two full-text online databases that focus on women's studies.  Project Muse is also a full-text online database that covers journals in the arts, humanities, and social sciences.  Wilson Index and Expanded Academic ASAP also cover most of the feminist studies journals listed above.  Expanded Academic ASAP has a feature allowing you to limit your search to only refereed journals (which means that the articles have been reviewed by experts before publication. You can also identify a refereed journal by checking its masthead or its guidelines for submission, or by asking a reference librarian for assistance).  

The feminist journals may also covered by other subject-oriented databases like ATLA Religion Database, MLA International Bibliography, PsycInfo, and Sociological Abstracts, which can lead you to scholarly work of interest being done in related fields.  Ask a reference librarian how you can determine which indexes and databases are appropriate for your author and approach. 

BOOKS  

Search Tripod for your author as both an author and a subject; also search under broader, related subject headings such as " Harlem Renaissance” or "women economists." You can also do these searches in Books in Print or other library catalogs, to find books not owned by Bryn Mawr, Haverford, or Swarthmore.

The bibliography or footnotes of articles and books on your author can also serve as rich resources for references to other books or articles of interest.

ON-LINE SOURCES  

Many of the databases you will use to find journal articles and books are available online.  Other valuable and interesting internet resources on the web will contain information on your author and text.  Evaluating Information Found on the Internet (Johns Hopkins; http://milton.mse.jhu.edu:8001/research/education/net.html) is a reliable guide to the process of searching and selecting those that are informative, reliable and reputable.

 Feminist Finale

By 6 p.m. Monday December 17, collect and reflect on the work you have done throughout the semester, and present it in a portfolio. This collection should express your evolution, during the course of the semester, as a student of feminist literary theory. In order to demonstrate both what have you done, and what you have learned from doing it, the portfolio should include three artifacts you’ve created, as well as your reflections on the process.  The required artifacts are listed below; they should be introduced by a focused, substantive reflection that includes a thoughtful, critical analysis of the significance of your work.

Introduction: This introductory entry should orient your reader to the scope, content and organization of your portfolio.  It might reflect both on the process of composing the portfolio (is there, for example, an organizing theme or dominant question present throughout?). It might entail an account of your important moments of learning in the course, or what you think you came to understand overall.  Where were the facets of meaning located for you this semester?

1. An account of your participation in our ongoing “feminist conversation”:  what was your role in our class discussion? in our class e-conversation? (Include all relevant e-records in this account.)

2. Your 10 pp. (or equivalent) account and  interpretation of your fieldwork experience.

3. Your 15 pp. (or equivalent) final project.

Assessment of Portfolios

My evaluative criteria for the portfolio include

--the quality of your reflection and analysis:  

To what extent does the portfolio as a whole demonstrate a thoughtful re-examination of the semester’s work, and capture your developing insights into the connections between feminist texts and praxis?  How well does the introductory essay use evidence to support the claims made about the learning that has taken place here?

--your understanding and application of concepts taught in the course: 

To what extent does the portfolio reflect your serious grappling with the central 
concepts in the course? How well does your portfolio make connections across 
texts, discussions and field experiences?

--your range and variation:  

Is your portfolio representative of  a breadth of learning experiences? Does it 
draw on a span of texts, field experiences and other relevant learning 
opportunities (such as other classes, other conversations, outside talks)? 

