
 

Course Descriptions │ Spring 2015 
 
ENGL 676: Critical Approaches to Film and Literature 
Dr. Tom Slater 
T 6:00-8:30 

In this course, students will gain an introduction to film and literary theory through the study of 
several films in relation to specific theoretical approaches. Students should be prepared to write at 
least three short essays and one major research paper during the semester. 

Required Texts: 

• John Hill & Pamela Church Gibson, Film Studies: Critical Approaches, Oxford, 2000 

• Lois Tyson, Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide, 2nd ed. Routledge, 2006. 

 
ENGL 757/857: Digital Comp, Lit., & Pedagogy 
Dr. Sherwood 
T/R 12:30-1:45 
 
In the preface to Blackwell’s Companion to Digital Literary Studies, Alan Liu writes “that the boundary 
between codex-based literature and digital information has now been so breached by shared 
technological, communicational, and computational protocols that we might best think in terms of 
an encounter rather than a border.” As a component of a society increasingly penetrated and 
reshaped by digital networks, the contemporary classroom is also a space of encounter.  
 
Fortunately, the academy has begun to move beyond the false dichotomy of “digital immigrants” 
and “digital natives” to recognize that digital literacy can best be understood as a set of learned 
knowledges and practices. As graduate students move into their roles as the classroom teachers of 
millennials, they will find that this course has helped them to teach more effectively. “Digital 
pedagogy,” according to Katherine D. Harris, “borrows from the mainstays of Digital Humanities: 
collaboration, playfulness/tinkering, focus on process, [and] building (very broadly defined). Digital 
pedagogy requires re-thinking curriculum, student learning outcomes [and] assessment.... It’s not just 
about the flashy use of tools.” 
 
This course introduces students to the issues at the intersection of composition, literary studies, 
pedagogy and emerging digital technologies. Addressing history, theory and teaching practice, it 
explores the emerging conventions of writing for digital environments, giving students practice in 
conceiving, composing, and producing networked texts; extends traditional skills of literary 
interpretation to emergent, digital genres, including both remediated/archival, print texts and 
contemporary, “born digital” e-literature; and familiarizes students with changes in the field, 
exploring exemplary projects of digital scholarship and how they can be integrated into teaching.  
   
At the conclusion of this course, students will be able to: 

 describe and identify specific conventions of writing in digital environments; 

 produce writing that demonstrates familiarity with these conventions and present it in a 
digital form 
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 articulate, plan and demonstrate appropriate teaching strategies for digital writing; 

 describe changes in literature interpretation and criticism, evaluating effective responses to 
digital literature; 

 produce literary interpretations informed by the changes related to digital environments, 
scholarships, and born-digital literature; 

 articulate, plan and demonstrate appropriate teaching strategies involving the production 
and/or use of digital literary scholarship. 

 
ENGL 761/861: Topics in American Literature before 1870—“All Mexico”: Literatures of 
the US-Mexico War 
Dr. Todd Thompson 
M 6:00-8:30 
 

 “The United States will conquer Mexico, but it will be as the man swallows the arsenic,  
which brings him down in turn.  Mexico will poison us!” ~Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 
The U.S.-Mexico War—which was fought between 1846 and 1848 and doubled the size of the U.S. 
through seizure of Northern Mexican territory—was an watershed moment in the history of 
American imperialism, nationalism, race relations, and mass media. But what has been called the 
U.S.’s “first foreign war” is often neglected in historical and literary scholarship in favor of the Civil 
War and even the Spanish-American War. Taking a comparative, hemispheric approach, this course 
will examine cultural production of and around this conflict to consider concepts of citizenship, 
race, and empire at a time when national boundaries were hotly debated and entirely in flux. We will 
study a wide variety of literary and political texts, from John L. O’Sullivan’s oft-repeated claim of 
“manifest destiny”; to Mexican “corridos” and counter-histories;  to novelist George Lippard’s 
gothic jingoism; to satiric reproofs of James Russell Lowell (as Hosea Biglow) and Seba Smith (as 
Jack Downing); to then-congressman Abraham Lincoln’s Whiggish (and waggish) speeches in the 
House of Representatives; to the moral outrage of Transcendentalists such as Theodore Parker, 
Henry David Thoreau, and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Projects will include weekly Moodle posts, a 
collaborative annotated bibliography, a critical history, and a final seminar paper. 
 
ENGL 763/853: Literature before 1660: Introduction to Old English 
Dr. Gail Berlin 
T/R 3:30-4:45 
  
Wyrd bið swiðost.  Winter bið cealdost. 
lencten hrimigost   (he byð lengest ceald). 
 
Fate is strongest. Winter is coldest, 
spring is frostiest   (it is cold longest). 
 
This is not a weather report from the year 1000; it’s part of an Old English list of maxims, or 
expressions of wisdom. If you are intrigued by these lines, Old English will appeal to you. This 
course will introduce students to Old English language and literature.  After providing a thorough 
grounding in Old English grammar—starting with whatever you don’t yet know in Modern English 
grammar—we will move on by mid semester to reading such poems as “The Wanderer,” “The 
Wife’s Lament,” “The Battle of Maldon,” “Wulf and Eadwacer,” “Maxims,” and “Dream of the 
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Rood," all in the original Old English language. We will investigate historical, cultural, and literary 
backgrounds as well. Self-checking exercises will allow you to gage your progress without penalty, 
and grammar paradigms have been set to music to assist you in memorization. The course will also 
include grammar quizzes, a midterm, a final, a brief oral report, and one paper. Success in the final 
exam will be used to grant credit for the Foreign Language Requirement. And your knowledge of 
the poetry will assist you in the candidacy exam. Note that we will be meeting two days a week to 
allow you time to absorb the grammar in small enough chunks. Text book(s) to be announced. 
 
ENGL 765/865: Studies in Genre—Pastoral 
Dr. Christopher Kuipers 
R 6:00-8:30 
 
This course will trace the long, vivacious literary heritage of pastoral since the classical era. After 
close attention to the two Western founders, Theocritus and Virgil (in translation), major English 
pastoral texts will be selected from such authors as Spenser, Milton, Marvell, Pope, Behn, 
Wordsworth, Jewett, Tennyson, Frost, and Heaney. As this canon suggests, the focus will linger on 
British pastoral poetry since the Renaissance, but the many versions of pastoral (visual art, music, 
drama, fiction, ecocriticism, film, etc.) will also be touched upon by occasion, including non-Western 
pastoral. Formal work will involve written summaries and oral reports of critical works on pastoral 
literature as well as a seminar paper on a pastoral topic, designed in consultation with the instructor. 
 
ENGL 771/871: Differential Texts: Topics in Postmodern Literature 
Dr. Sherwood 
M 6:00-8:30 
 

“Differential texts— . . . exist in different material forms, with no single version being the definitive one.”   
~ Marjorie Perloff, "Screening the Page/Paging the Screen." 

 
This course will introduce students to some of the most innovative and exciting writing in the last 
few decades, with an emphasis on the poetic, conceptual, and hybrid (print/digital) writing that 
Marjorie Perloff calls differential texts.  Some of the readings for the course could also be 
categorized in terms of new poetry movements (Post-Language, Conceptual Poetics, Uncreative 
Writing, Documentary Poetics, etc.) or genres of digital literature (algorithmic texts, kinetic poetry, 
hypertext).  And I have taught Topics in Postmodern Lit under those rubrics in the past. But this 
semester, I wanted to move beyond this kind of categorization. 
 
But like Perloff and many others critics, I have come to be suspicious of the broad labels 
“postmodern literature” and “postmodern poetry,” which tend to invite a literary historical focus on 
what constitutes "postmodern" or whether postmodern poetry is any "good," diverting our attention 
from the ways in which innovative writing actively converses with our contemporary moment and 
all that the unsettled qualities it entails: endless war, media overload, changing notions of intellectual 
property, remixing culture, social constructedness, etc.  
 
I am interested in writing that aspires to reenvision its relationship to the subject and the social; 
writing as an extension of thinking or an avenue towards defamiliarization; writing conceived not as 
a collection of received forms and genres but as the ongoing process of rethinking what it is to write, 
and doing that through writing (as form and content, and beyond that binary!). 
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Some of you have taken a version of my Postmodern Topics that focuses on Digital Literature, 
Otherstream American Poetry, Documentary Poetics, etc. Our texts will be new and unfamiliar, 
some of which are only on the threshold of receiving critical scholarly attention. Most of you will 
not have read any of these authors, and you will find few of them included (yet) in your teaching 
anthologies. In a similar spirit, you (students) will be encouraged to explore the readings in an open, 
curious fashion by, for instance, producing creative and experimental texts of your own in response 
to the readings. I don’t suppose this course will appeal to all graduate students! You should be 
prepared (and excited) for the prospect of a different kind of reading experience. 
 
ENGL772/872: Feminist Ecologies: Theory, Literature, Politics 
Dr. Susan Comfort 
T/R 11:00-12:15 
 
This course explores the intersection of gender and sexuality with the environment in twentieth and 
contemporary theory, literature and politics. Ecofeminism, as we’ll see, is not a unified or monolithic 
perspective, but rather represents “scattered, uneven and disconnected movements and discourses,” 
as Noёl Sturgeon has observed. Indeed, ecofeminist thinking, more often than not, has worked to 
link sex/gender and nature to race, ethnicity, caste and/or class in varying critiques of militarization, 
colonialism and capitalism. We’ll start our reading with selections from grassroots movements that 
first connected sex/gender and ecology, including the anti-toxins movements in the U.S. and Third-
World struggles around livelihoods and land. We will then read a representative sampling of major 
ecofeminist thought, including from the Marxist, socialist and anarchist traditions associated with 
Val Plumwood, Carolyn Merchant, Maria Mies, and Vandana Shiva as well as from different streams 
of feminist environmental justice and postcolonial thought. And, finally, we will consider recent 
developments in ecofeminism and biopolitics, queer ecologies, and the new ‘feminist materialisms’.  
 
As we explore this range of theory and activism, we will at the same time analyze how major issues 
for feminist ecologists—such as of labor and subsistence, reproduction and embodiment; 
biodiversity and non-human nature; as well as climate justice—have been represented in influential 
and diverse works of women’s literature and cultural production. All of our discussions will seek to 
engage feminist ecologies that enable us to make connections among what are often perceived as 
separate issues of sex/gender, ecology and environmentalism, race oppression, class injustice, 
homophobia, as well as speciesism. As we explore the course reading, then, we will strive to become 
active agents in generating feminist ecological knowledge by engaging theory and cultural production 
in ways that we find most interesting or relevant to our historical and political moment. It is also the 
aim of this class to practice collaborative learning as a distinctly feminist pedagogical principle. 
 
Course Requirements: Two presentations, one on an ecofeminist thinker and another on the 
course project; An annotated bibliography and course project proposal; A course project (12-15 
pages) 
 
Tentative Course Readings: 
 
Selected chapters from the following theory anthologies and books: 

• Beatriz da Costa & Kavita Philip, Eds, Tactical Biopolitics: Art, Activism, Technoscience (2008) 

• Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism: Critique, Influence, Change (1993/2014) 

• Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands, and Bruce Erickson, Eds., Queer Ecologies (2010) 
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• Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (1993)  
 
Selected theory articles & book chapters posted on D2L: Stacy Alaimo, Claire Colebrook, Silvia 
Federici, Greta Gaard, Rosemary Hennessy, Winona LaDuke, Susan Archer Mann, Mary Mellor, 
Carolyn Merchant, Kamala Platt, Ariel Salleh, Gayatri Spivak, Noël Sturgeon, Julie Sze, Priscilla Solis 
Ybarra  
 
Literature (Selected from the following texts): 

• Margaret Atwood, Surfacing (Canada, 1972) 

• Mahasweta Devi, Imaginary Maps & Breast Stories (India, 1994/1996) 

• Ursula Le Guin, The Dispossessed (U.S., 1974) 

• Wangari Maathai, Unbowed: A Memoir (Kenya, 2006) 

• Shani Mootoo, Cereus Blooms at Night (Trinidad, 1996) 

• Ruth Ozeki, All Over Creation (U.S., 2004) 

• Helena Viramontes, Under the Feet of Jesus (U.S., 1994) 

• Jesmyn Ward, Salvage the Bones (U.S., 2012) 
 
ENGL 956: Literary Theory for Teachers and Scholarly Writers 
Dr. Mike Sell 
T 6:00-8:30 
 
This course is a bookend with ENGL 955: History and Theory of Criticism, focusing on more 
recent critical-theoretical writings and issues and emphasizing both scholarly and pedagogical 
practice.  We will survey several critical trends, approaching them—and theory more generally—as 
elements of a critical-theoretical canon, as methods for textual interpretation, and as contributions to 
an ongoing argument concerning what we read, how we read, why we read, and who (reads, teaches, 
writes, learns, etc.).  Considering theory in this tripartite fashion, we can better understand some of 
the ways that scholars and teachers can generate interesting, pertinent perspectives on literature, on 
English Studies as an institution, and on the work we do in our classrooms as teachers.   
  
That said, like 955, this course is about more than surveying critical theories and applying them to 
texts the same way one applies a cutter to cookie dough. The fundamental goal of this course is to 
help you become a theorist.  That is something more than just “someone who knows and uses 
theory X, Y, and Z.”  A theorist is someone who recognizes the need to honor or broach 
disciplinary boundaries, to shift cognitive registers, to invoke or defer considerations of context, to 
dislocate or root language, to ask questions rather than make assertions.  To that end, we’ll do some 
conventional theoretical interpretation of recognizably literary texts like stories and movies, but also 
consider texts that challenge the old-fashioned notion of theory as agent and text as object of 
interpretation, texts such as lesson plans, video games, and installation art. 
  
Major assignments:  Three brief analytic essays, annotated bibliography, syllabus, lesson plan.   
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ENGL 985: Comparative Literary Theory Applied to Traditional and Special Literatures. 
“Fictions of the Second Sex in Eighteenth-Century Literature.” 
Dr. Melanie Holm 
T 6:00-8:30 
 
Simone de Beauvoir opens Book two of her seminal work, The Second Sex, with the bold thesis: “One 
is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” Whatever “woman” may be—or may be in a specific time, 
place, or text—it is not a natural classification, but a cultural construct into which women are 
instructed and disciplined. From the angel of virtue to the coquette, and the widow to the spinster, 
in this class we will examine the construction and deconstruction of women in the European long 
eighteenth-century as articulated by medical, legal, narrative, and philosophical texts of the period 
alongside novels written by and about women. To help us in this examinations, we will read the texts 
in dialogue with a variety of contemporary theoretical approaches that may include 20th- and 21st-
century gender, queer, and feminist theories, new historicist paradigms, and the history of science.   
 
We will inquire into how the rise of domesticity, literacy, the public sphere, and the invention of the 
middle class create new ideas about what “woman” is or should be, and the ways in which fiction by 
women interrogate, satirize, or affirm different concepts of “woman.” 
 
Authors may include, but are not limited to:  

• Mary Astell  

• Aphra Behn 

• Fanny Burney 

• Margaret Cavendish 

• Susan Centlivre  

• Charlotte Dacre 

• Denis Diderot 

• Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle 

• Wolfgang von Goethe 

• Eliza Haywood 

• Mary Wollstonecraft 

• Mary Shelly 
 
Theorist may include, but are not limited to: 

• Sarah Ahmed 

• Lauren Berlant 

• Judith Butler 

• Terry Castle 

• Peter Dear 

• Michael McKeon 

• Paul Ricoeur 

• Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
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ENGL 797/897 Independent Seminar: 
 
Dr. Susan Comfort: Postcolonial and Third-World Studies (especially Anglophone Caribbean and 

South Asian literatures and cultures); Feminist and Queer Ecologies; Environmental Justice; 
20th Century/Contemporary Women's Literature; Feminist and Sexuality Studies; Marxist 
Theory and Literary Criticism; Popular Culture & Cultural Studies; War Literature and Film 

 
 

Dr. Tom Slater: film theory, anaylsis, or history; film and literature; 20th century Am. lit. 
 

Dr. Michael T. Williamson: British literature from 1660 to the present, [in the 18th century, only 
poetry and prose, not the novel]; Global Literature, including Canadian, African, and Eastern 
European literatures; Classical Literature in Translation, including Bible as Literature; 20th 
century American literature, especially postmodern; 19th century American Romanticism  
and 19th century American women poets 

 


