Literary Theory

1. Imagine that you have been asked to develop an upper-division undergraduate literary and cultural theory course. This would be a survey with a thematic focus, namely, gender—a sort of rereading of your list from the standpoint of gender issues. You would have to incorporate works from at least three sections of your theory list. What would be the required readings? Provide the complete list, and then zero in on four core texts and indicate briefly how you would introduce your students to them, how you would teach the texts, what kind of applications you would present, and how you would present them (on which primary materials you would illustrate the theory). Also, discuss the overall structure of the course, its goals, requirements, assignments and related matters. 

2. Authorship is a core issue in modern criticism and theory. Broadly speaking, all theory engages with this problem, but some critics and theorists focus on it more extensively than others. Pick at least three different critics or theorists who illustrate three different definitions of authorship. Discuss these definitions in detail by a) working out the necessary parallels and b) relating these definitions, if possible, to explicit or implicit medieval notions of authorship. Finally, use these three examples to suggest wider trends or paradigms and their bearings upon literary and cultural analysis.

3. More often than not, psychoanalysis has been used as a “method” to explore “content.” Setting aside for a moment the problematic distinction between form and content in literature, try to argue for the relevance of psychoanalysis in the understanding of literary language, style, and “form” generally. Identify at least three critics/theorists on our list who would help you make your case. Discuss their work and, finally, pick one literary text from your primary list to illustrate your argument.

4. You have been asked to develop an upper-division, undergraduate theory course with a focus on gender. Drawing from your Literary Theory list, put together a survey of modern gender theory and criticism in which you also help your students see how such a critical model can be applied meaningfully to two or three major texts from your primary list. Be specific about course objectives, requirements, methodology, readings (both theory and literature), and the dynamic of lecture and discussion, and describe the in-class exercises where your students test out concepts and theories.

5. Here is a list of authors: Freud, Benjamin, Lacan, Lyotard, Vizenor, Said, Bhabha, and Appadurai. Using at least four of them, discuss the distinction between modernism and post modernism in 20th-century theory largely defined. Describe the critics’ position carefully and identify the distinctions, the fault lines, and the overlaps. Finally, pick one literary work of your choice to illustrate a modern vs. a postmodern understanding of literary discourse. If the chosen example is medieval, then you need to make a case for the usefulness of this dichotomy in medieval scholarship.

6. One common criticism of the English Department as an academic institution is that it is haphazardly eclectic, dabbling in other disciplines without mastering any, and in many cases treating as authoritative theorists who are ignored or disreputable in their own fields (many psychologists don’t think much of Freud). Furthermore, from within English Departments, some have been critical of theories that are not explicitly literary in focus, again on the grounds of “dabbling.” Drawing on three theorists on your list whose work does not focus primarily on literature, write an essay in which you explore their applicability to the study of literary texts. What are the dangers and/or benefits of looking to theories “outside” the historical province of literary criticism?

7. When paired with the term “text,” “culture” becomes knotty as it may refer to the aesthetic qualities of the text, to the cultural representations within the text, to the text as a commodity of culture, or to some combinations of these. Using two or three theorists from at least two categories on your list, discuss their views of the relationships between text and culture. What is at stake in these relationships, and what are the implications for literature?

8. Theorists in at least three categories on your list deal with the role of gender in representation. Outlining at least three different approaches to gender from at least two categories on your list, address the distinctions among these approaches by using specific literary examples from your literature reading lists. What do you see as the advantages of and/or difficulties in using multiple critical gender models when analyzing literature?

9. Imagine you are giving a 20-minute lecture before an undergraduate audience. The topic: “Structuralism and Poststructuralism—Inside and Outside the Classroom.” The goal of the lecture would be to describe the two models of analysis in terms that your students would comprehend. You would have to show clearly what structuralism is, talk about its major concepts, and explain how poststructuralism both carries on the structural model and critiques it. Also, you must use a literary example to show how “it works”: that is, pick a text from your 20th-century American or British list and analyze it along structural and poststructural lines. Finally, incorporate at least four of the following seven critics into your “lecture” (that is, into your answer to this question): Lévi-Strauss, de Man, Barthes, Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze, and Guattari.

10. Several of the authors on your reading list talk about the construction of "Other." Donna Haraway, for example, says that people who work in primate studies always carry their own histories and cultures with them. Some theorists argue that it is impossible to study "the Other" without negotiating boundaries and ordering differences. Others attempt to remap the relationship between those who study and those who are studied. Drawing on at least three theorists as well as relevant real-life examples, discuss how scientists, theorists, and/or the average citizen construct "Otherness" explicitly or implicitly through language.

11. An important cluster of ideas on agency has been derived from poststructural theory, including the suggestion that subjectivity does not precede language but is an effect of discourse. This perspective complicates our understanding of whether and how humans can use language intentionally to achieve desired ends, such as promoting an end to oppression or introducing methods to valorize the work of writers whose voices have been excluded from the literary canon. Indeed, poststructuralist studies of language and power have been accused of validating a relativistic way of judging that undermines attempts to use the study of language to promote social change. Drawing from three theorists across your list, discuss the advantages and/or difficulties of poststructural ideas about language and agency.

12. According to Kathleen Lennon and Margaret Whitford, "Feminism's most compelling epistemological insight lies in the connections it has made between knowledge and power. This is not simply in the obvious sense that access to knowledge enables empowerment; but more controversially through the recognition that legitimating of knowledge-claims is intimately tied to networks of domination exclusion." Use this observation to outline differing critical views of language, power, and knowledge epistemology across your list. What is gained and/or lost for the individual because of each theory?
13. Traditionally, academe has thought of itself as the ivory tower in its pursuit of knowledge, separated from the hoi polloi and daily material workings of society. However, more and more scientific research and grant funding on US campuses are sustained through for-profit corporations. In addition, campuses contract with corporations for their technology (i.e., Microsoft and Dell) and their food services (i.e., a Pepsi vs. Coca Cola campus) so that researchers and theorists are tacitly agreeing to this new relationship between business, knowledge formation, and education. Drawing on at least three theorists, explain what critical theory can or cannot offer us in understanding and critiquing this new meaning of the "marketplace of ideas" or this uneasy relationship between capitalism and academe.
14. Imagine you are giving a 30-minute lecture in an upper-level undergraduate class. The subject—daunting as it may sound—is “Truth, Language, and Art.” Your presentation should dwell in detail on at least one author from each section of your list yet should follow by and large the same thread (concept or theory) in chronological order. In other words, you would have to make sure you move from a classic theorist to a modern author and then to the next one logically, by pursuing the history of the same idea. Again, you have no more than 30 minutes to do this, in a language accessible to your audience. Your goal is, on the one hand, to make a specific point about, say, the truth of poetic language, and on the other hand, to show how the theorists develop their notions in direct and indirect conversation with their precursors. 
15. Discuss the dynamic of reading and identity in four critics from your theory list. At least one critic must be among those listed under “classic” theory. Make sure you explain clearly what the particular authors mean by identity and how it factors into the reading process. You need to demonstrate a command of the individual materials as well as of the broader directions and movements those texts illustrate. 

16. What is Hirsch’s “objective” interpretation and how is it different—if indeed it is—from what Bleich proposes in his book on “subjective criticism”? Define both positions clearly; discuss their philosophical and theoretical presuppositions; make a case for their current relevance (or obsolescence); then pick the one that appeals to you most and show why, possibly by addressing its pedagogical benefits in the undergraduate classroom.
17. Philip Sidney argues that the purpose of poetry (literature) is “to teach and delight.” Some theorists suggest that pleasure is the only goal, while others emphasize literature’s didactic ends. Drawing on at least three theories, with at least one before 1900, discuss the relationship between pleasure and instruction in literature. Are they coterminous terms? Why or why not? 

18. In what ways has the new media changed our understanding of literary theory?  What is brought into view because of these theories that was not in the classical/traditional theories or in the poststructural ones? What is the value of that?

19. Representation is always an issue in theories of literary, historical, or hermeneutic interpretation. Choosing three different approaches to representation, explain what is represented and how. What are the limitations of these theories?  What is your definition of representation, and what does it value? How does it account for the limitations of these other theories or should it?  

20. Explain how the theorists across this list might inform a two-week introductory segment in an undergraduate course that reflects some type of historical trajectory or historical problem about literary theory. What trajectory, question, or issue would you focus on? Whose theories would you include and why? What would you want the students to gain from this two-week introduction?
21. Using at least three authors from your theory list, identify two different ways of understanding the relations between postmodernism and politics (or political effectiveness). In your answer, outline the theorists’ arguments clearly and indicate which one, if any, makes more sense to you and why.

22. Authorship is a perennial problem in aesthetics, criticism, and theory. Discuss the impact of the notion. In your response, use at least three authors besides Saussure and Bakhtin. As you analyze their contributions, show the broader patterns and trends in recent authorship theory.

23. Performance becomes an increasingly consequential concern in modern criticism and theory. The notion draws on more traditional concepts and practices such as play, role-playing, mimicry, and theater. But it has been used lately as a trope to describe the “construction” of identity through discourse generally. Discuss the dynamic of performance and political agency in at least three authors from your theory list, showing which ones—if any—allow for the performative production of politically effective subjectivity. Finally, briefly tell us how you would clarify the notion of performance for an undergraduate audience. What sort of concrete example would you use?

24. Discuss the dynamic of “readability” and “legality” in four of the authors on your list, one of whom must be pre-1900. Specifically, your response must pursue the complex implications of legibility in critics concerned with law, and vice versa, issues of legality, normativity, and abnormality (nomos is “law” in Greek) in reader-response and reception theorists.

25.  Critical theorists often theorize the aesthetic in relation to the ethical. Using at least one theorist from each of your sections (classic theory, gender studies, cultural studies), discuss how each understands the relation between the aesthetic and the ethical. What are the ethical stakes in certain aesthetic forms, modes, and/or practices? What is the role of art in relation to the ethical?

26.  Cultural Studies and Gender Studies are fields that have been especially invested in defining and interrogating theories of agency, often theorizing agency in relation to their particular investments in troublesome concepts such as “experience,” “subjectivity,” “the body,” “reification,” “ideology,” and so on. Articulating the stakes and histories that accompany these theories, discuss at least 4 theorists’ treatment of agency.

27.  The role of the intellectual (philosopher, poet, organic, academic) seems an important one to the theorists on your list. Drawing on at least one author from each of your sections (classic theory, gender studies, cultural studies), describe and evaluate the competing notions of the intellectual. How is his/her function imagined and why? What is at stake in the notion of the intellectual in the present-day?

28.  As a theorist trained in a postmodern and post-structuralist milieu, assess the status of literary study in the university as you see it. How might the curriculum of an English Department be productively reimagined as informed by the theorists on your list? Things to consider might include: textuality, linguistics, the death of the author, the emergence of the reader, hermeneutics, play, rhetoric, difference, etc.
29.  Pick two authors from the “Classic Theory” section and two more from the rest of your list to discuss the problem of the image as a rhetorical object. In other words: explain how the critics approach images as representations geared toward particular effects on these images’ viewers. Based on your discussion of the four critics, sketch out a brief evolution of “image theory” across ages.

30. Write an essay in which you address the problem of responsibility/answerability in at least four authors from your Theory list. At least one author must be from the “Classic Theory” part. Pay attention to what the two terms share semantically as well as to the distinctions between them. 

31. Distinguish between “subjectivity” and “agency” and then pick four authors from your Theory list (at least one from “Classical Theory”) whose works on subjectivity and language or textuality broadly conceived allow room for human agency. What does agency mean in each work and how do language use, expression, and textual forms in general body forth that agency? Your answer must also focus on at least one critic from the “Cultural Studies, New Historicism, Neo-Marxism” segment.

32. Write an essay where you provide, first, a brief synopsis of one text from the “Classical Theory” segment that had the politics of gender at its core. Next, pick one core idea developed by that text and pursue its career, that is, the reformulations and replies received in modern times, directly or indirectly, in three works from the rest of your Theory list. Summarize these responses and, drawing from them, sketch out a brief modern history of that core idea.
33. Augustine devotes a good deal of his Confessions to discussions concerning time. Augustine is particularly concerned with how conceptions of time influence the development of identity. Discuss how an analysis of temporality might be used to critique twentieth-century theoretical definitions of subjectivity and agency. 

34. Cultural Studies, like post-structuralism, is difficult to define; however, a number of post-structuralism’s tendencies influence contemporary cultural studies, particularly the ideas of linguistic “play” and “indeterminability.” These tendencies have led to the charge that the interpretive conclusions of a cultural studies approach to literature will necessarily end at relativism. Respond to the claim of relativism, and offer an alternative goal of cultural critique. 

35. In the Republic, Plato raises his concerns about the role poets play in society. Socrates, at the end of the Plato’s treatise, contends that the poets should be expelled from the republic because they distort the “real” and these distortions negatively affect citizens as they attempt to make decisions concerning issues of state. Plato assumes that language “represents” reality, and therefore representations can be true or false. Post-structuralism has challenged the notion that language “re-presents” reality and in doing so has claimed that meaning is contingent and indeterminable. Post-structuralism’s critique of structuralism, however, relies heavily upon the Platonic notion that language, understood as an abstract entity, exists although it disseminates and unravels upon inspection. Using three or more theorists, including at least one author from the classical theory list, discuss how issues of subjectivity and objectivity still influence postmodern/poststructuralist approaches to literary study, and offer an assessment of the conclusions drawn from this approach to literary study. 

36. Some theorists have offered “discourse studies” as an alternative theoretical paradigm for literary studies. First, briefly outline the scope of discourse studies, and then demonstrate how at least three other theorists offer helpful insights to developing discourse studies as an interpretive methodology. 
37.  Scarry concludes The Body in Pain with the following call:  “Directed against the isolating aversiveness of pain, mental and material culture assumes the sharability of sentience.  It holds within itself the universal salutation of Amnesty’s whispered ‘Corragio!’  It passes on the password of Isaiah’s ancient artisans – ‘Take Courage!’”  To what degree does literary theory participate in this work?  Choose three theorists from your list and discuss the extent to which they work to make or unmake the world in Scarry’s terms. 

38. This question asks you to identify four authors from your theory list—one from each section—whose works strike you as resting or building strategically on a contradiction, paradox, aporia, or unsolved tension between two opposed concepts or between different ways of understanding/using those concepts. Present the arguments involved, the solutions (if any) offered by the authors to the contradictions at hand, and the practical implications of those solutions (or lack thereof) for those arguments’ respective fields and possibly for your own work.  

39. Issues of topology—place, space, location, home and homeland, liminality, boundary, cultural geography, and the like—have received increased attention from critics and theorists over the past decades. Drawing from three authors on the theory list, discuss how they present the dynamic of culture and space. While the discussion should focus on these three authors, your answer must also refer to at least a classical source listed under “Classic Theory.” 

40. Define, first, the concept of épistème in Foucault’s The Order of Things, with particular reference to the role played by “Man” as both subject and object of knowledge and to the discourse of humanism generally in the setting up of what the philosopher calls modern épistème. Then choose three theorists from your list who deal with epistemological issues consistently, and show how the critics’ works relate to Foucault’s discussion of epistemology. 

41. Some theorists, such as De Man, argue the indeterminacy of linguistic meaning. Others, such as Eco, argue that while “the” meaning of a text may be impossible to determine, it is possible to determine reasonable interpretations, and whether one is better than another. Explain and distinguish between three theories of interpretation, that is, what interpretation can and should be (and why). Following Eco, suggest which of these perspectives is best, in your view, and why.

42. Compare and contrast causal (e.g. Davidson) and representational (e.g. Structuralist/Post-Structuralist) theories of language, exploring theoretical consequences to literary interpretation and criticism with respect to three of the following four issues: (a) free will, (b) what language “is,” (c) meaning and its determinacy/indeterminacy, (d) genre.
43. What in your view are the responsibilities, i.e. the social role, of the literary critic? Discuss in terms of three of the following four: society, the author, the text, and “language.” In the course of your answer, situate your position using three theorists, one from each of your Literary Theory lists.

44. Develop an upper-level undergraduate theory course that surveys aesthetic theory. Justify a course in aesthetic theory, explain what texts you would include and why.

45. Referring to at least three of the writers on your list, compare, contrast, and critique two ways in which the relationship between rhetoric (as a science or art of discourse production) and hermeneutics (as a science or art of discourse interpretation) has been theorized. In your critique, address, if only briefly, the question of which (if either) theory addresses the issue of how an author’s beliefs about rhetoric (about how discourse works) affects, or should affect, the critic’s beliefs about the hermeneutic techniques that are appropriate for interpreting that author.

46. Several theorists on your Classic Theory list state that literature’s purpose (or at least one of them) should be didactic. But for what end? To maintain the status quo, to upend the status quo, to free the individual from him/herself and the culture, some other outcome? Drawing on two-to-three theorists from across at least two of your theory sections, discuss the role of instruction in literature. Do you think literature is or should be edifying? If yes, in what ways and for what outcome? If no, what should be the purpose of literature and for what outcome? How do your views work within or against those theorists you have addressed.  

47. Kenneth Burke argues that language operates as “terministic screens,” as ways of shaping what we do and do not understand. Across all three of your exam lists, theorists offer various views on how language directs our gaze. With this in mind discuss how literary and language theory account for the determinacy or indeterminacy of meaning? Include two theorists on your literary theory list and one or more theorist(s) from your other lists. 

48. Literary criticism often describes literary art either as mimetic (that is, as a re-presentation of the actual objects and/or relations with which we interact in our world) or as constitutive (that is, as a means by which we construct the objects and/or relations with which we may interact).  Using at least three of the writers on your list, discuss these alternative views with respect to one of the following issues:  (1) the grounds for communicative success, (2) the grounds for belief in objective truth, or (3) the grounds for ethical judgment.
49. Many theorists on your list look to history for support of the aesthetic or juxtapose it to the aesthetic. For instance, Nietzsche’s critique of, what he calls, monumental, antiquarian, and critical histories operate as the backdrop for his claim for art and religion as the foundation of cultural and social identity (the suprahistorical). After elaborating on Nietzsche’s argument, discuss how history is used to establish communal/community identity in two or three of the following: Anderson, Armstrong, Chakrabarty, Foucault, Gilroy, Kristeva, Motzkin, and Woolf. 

50. Pulling from two or more theorists from at least two of your lists, focus on the different views of representation of women’s bodies, and demonstrate these views of representation with literary examples.   

51. Theories of art often talk about its purpose in relation to reality. These relationships range from art as imitating reality, as transcending reality (sublime), as learning about reality (didacticism), as changing reality (politics), etc. Choosing at least two of these relationships, show how they are represented across your list and discuss the implications of this relationship for understanding reality (the self, society, nature, etc.) through art.

52. Benedict Anderson defines nation as “an imagined political community imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.” After explaining Anderson’s statement, draw on two or more postcolonial theorists to show how “nation” is a contested term. Illustrate these different viewpoints with one or more literary works on your other lists.

53. As an act of interpretation, reading can be viewed as an engagement with the Other and otherness. Using Rosenblatt from your rhet-comp list and at least two theorists from your literary theory list, discuss the ethical stakes in certain reading practices and approaches to the Other. How does one read ethically? How can ethical reading be taught to students?

54. The idea of performance plays a major role in modern theories of gender and identity. Paradoxically, the acceptance of Foucauldian/Butlerian theories of performativity has limited the discussion of performance to issues of sexual and gender identity. Using authors from at least two categories on your theory list, build an argument working from (or against) those sexual/gender identity theories to explore how a broader conception of performance and performativity could alter conceptions of the body in relation to the Real, the Virtual, blackness/whiteness, etc.

55. Imagine that you have a job position in a small liberal arts college as a rhetoric and composition professor. In addition to your rhet-comp courses, you have been asked to teach Introduction to Literary Theory. How would you design such a course so that students learn to approach both literary and non-literary texts with theoretical insight and understanding?  What theorists would you have them read and why?

56. In “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” Louis Althusser identifies “the cultural ISA (literature, the arts, sports, etc.).” Since he does not pursue this claim in the essay, the means by which ideology operates through cultural operations or is manifested in individual cultural works is left unclear. The more recent concept of “visual rhetoric” and theories of visual argumentation (such as the one posited by J. Anthony Blair) imply that the ideological work of imagery and visual art can be analyzed in terms of oral/textual argumentation. What do you see as the relationship among Althusser’s ISAs, visual rhetoric, argumentation, and aesthetics (the beautiful, sublime, transcendent)? 

57. As an act of interpretation, reading can be viewed as an engagement with the Other and otherness. Using Rosenblatt from your rhet-comp list and at least two theorists from your literary theory list, discuss the ethical stakes in certain reading practices and approaches to the Other. How does one read ethically? How can ethical reading be taught to students?

58. The idea of performance plays a major role in modern theories of gender and identity. Paradoxically, the acceptance of Foucauldian/Butlerian theories of performativity has limited the discussion of performance to issues of sexual and gender identity. Using authors from at least two categories on your theory list, build an argument working from (or against) those sexual/gender identity theories to explore how a broader conception of performance and performativity could alter conceptions of the body in relation to the Real, the Virtual, blackness/whiteness, etc.

59. Imagine that you have a job position in a small liberal arts college as a rhetoric and composition professor. In addition to your rhet-comp courses, you have been asked to teach Introduction to Literary Theory. How would you design such a course so that students learn to approach both literary and non-literary texts with theoretical insight and understanding?  What theorists would you have them read and why?

60. In “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” Louis Althusser identifies “the cultural ISA (literature, the arts, sports, etc.).” Since he does not pursue this claim in the essay, the means by which ideology operates through cultural operations or is manifested in individual cultural works is left unclear. The more recent concept of “visual rhetoric” and theories of visual argumentation (such as the one posited by J. Anthony Blair) imply that the ideological work of imagery and visual art can be analyzed in terms of oral/textual argumentation. What do you see as the relationship among Althusser’s ISAs, visual rhetoric, argumentation, and aesthetics (the beautiful, sublime, transcendent)? 

