ENGLISH 580: Gay and Lesbian Literature:

Queer Approaches to Literary History and Interpretation

Professor Debra Moddelmog

Office: 186 University Hall




Office Hours: T 1:00-3:00

Phone: 292-3002 (voice mail)




W 3:00-5:00

e-mail: moddelmog.1@osu.edu




R 11:30-1:30

Mailbox: 186 University Hall







Course Description

A number of critics have argued that some of the most important British and American writers had same-sex attachments that influenced their writing: e.g., William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman.  Other critics have countered that we should ignore such attachments because they either had no effect on the literature these writers wrote or because it would be anachronistic to identify these writers or their characters as homosexual since this word and, arguably, this identity did not exist until the late nineteenth century.  A third group has proposed an alternative: that we take a queer approach to literature, asking not whether an author or character was or is gay but how the gender and sexual norms of a particular time and place might create a fluid, permeable, and conditional notion of acceptability and marginality.  In this class, we will attempt to develop this queer approach by re-reading some of the “classics” as well as some contemporary works, and by exploring historical formations of sexuality.  Our goals will be to understand better how same-sex and queer desire have been expressed and represented in Great Britain and the U.S. and how a queer approach to reading can alter the way we understand literature, history, and our culture.

Required Texts

Sherman Alexie, The Toughest Indian in the World

James Baldwin, Giovanni’s Room

Ernest Hemingway, The Garden of Eden
Nella Larsen, Passing and Quicksand, ed. Deborah McDowell

Herman Melville, Billy Budd
Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway
Leila Rupp, A Desired Past: A Short History of Same-Sex Love in America
Various essays, poems, and stories, available through the Main Library’s Electronic

Reserves (ER) or from the Reserves desk on the first floor of the Main Library

Tentative Schedule

Day 1

Introduction to class

Day 2

Chaucer, from The Canterbury Tales: general prologue, Pardoner’s

description, prologue and epilogue to Pardoner’s tale (ER)



Carolyn Dinshaw, “Chaucer’s Queer Touches/A Queer Touches Chaucer”

(ER)

Day 3

Shakespeare, Sonnets 53, 57, 75, 116 (ER)



Alan Sinfield, Shakespeare and Dissident Reading” (ER)



Eve Sedgwick, from Epistemology of the Closet (ER)

Day 4

Shelley, Frankenstein
Day 5

Frankenstein


Foucault, “The Repressive Hypothesis” (ER)

Day 6

Melville, Billy Budd
Day 7

Billy Budd


Rupp, A Desired Past
Day 8

Dickinson, Selected Poems (ER)

Oscar Wilde, “Portrait of Mr. W. H.” (ER)



Paper # 1 Due
Day 9

Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway
Day 10

Mrs. Dalloway

Day 11

Larsen, Passing and McDowell intro

Day 12

Passing

Day 13

Baldwin, Giovanni’s Room
Day 14

Giovanni’s Room

Day 15

Hemingway, The Garden of Eden
Day 16

The Garden of Eden


Moddelmog, “Casting Out Forbidden Desires from The Garden of Eden:

Capitalism and the Production of Hemingway” (ER)

Day 17

Thelma Seto, “My Grandmother’s Third Eye” (ER)



Beth Brandt, “A Long Story” (ER)

Day 18

Paper # 2 Due


Sherman Alexie, The Toughest Indian
Day 19

The Toughest Indian
Day 20

Conclusions, evaluations

Exam date
Final Project due

Assignments and Grade Distribution

1. Quizzes and in-class writing (15%), except for graduate students, who will do an annotated bibliography instead (15%)

2. 2 five-page essays (25% each), except for graduate students who will do a long (10-15 page) paper that will count for 50% of their grade

3. Final project (25%)

4. Participation (10%)

Quizzes and in-class writing: At least once a week, I will begin class with either a quiz or a writing prompt (on which you will write for 10 minutes) regarding material we have recently read or viewed.  The purpose of these assignments is to make sure you’re keeping up with the reading, reading carefully, and thinking about how the theoretical material might be applied to the texts we’re discussing.  I will grade the quizzes and assignments on a scale of 0-100.  Exception: Graduate students will instead compile an annotated bibliography of selected criticism (8-10 works) on the topic of their seminar paper.  This bibliography will be graded on fairness and usefulness of annotations, formatting (you must use current MLA format), and organization.

Essays: You will write two 5-page (double-spaced, not including endnotes and works cited) essays for this class.  Essay #1 will be a “traditional” critical/analytical essay in which you interpret one of the literary or visual texts we’ve been studying up to that point in the class.  The topic for this essay is open (you choose), although I’ll give you some ideas about a week or so before the paper is due.  Two popular types of critical essays are the interpretation and the critical engagement.  In an interpretation you argue for a particular understanding of a work.  That is, you make the case for reading a story, novel, memoir, film, or episode of a television series in a very specific way.  This doesn’t mean that you explicate the work (paraphrase it line by line or scene by scene), although explication will play a part in your interpretation.  Rather, you take a position regarding the work or a part of the work—what you think it’s about—and supply evidence to support that position.  Your thesis, an arguable assertion, should state your position and indicate the significance of your argument (what I call the “so what” of the essay).  Your topic sentences will be sub-points supporting this thesis, and you will develop them with evidence from the work itself and, if necessary, from outside sources such as critical works, interviews, biographies, histories, etc.  A critical engagement situates your interpretation in relation to an existing interpretation.  You do not attack the person or people who have advanced this other interpretation but instead position your argument in relation to theirs either by addressing inadequacies in their evidence or reasoning or by using their argument as a starting place for building your own.  You can even use sentences that indicate where you disagree with the other’s interpretation, for example: “The argument overlooks important facts” or “The reasoning relies upon some unwarranted claims.”  However, be careful not to attack the person you are arguing with (a tactic that can make you seem petty or hostile) and try to express your differences in diplomatic, even invitational language.  A critical engagement must take off from something, and that something can be anything from a one-sentence re-statement of the other person’s argument to a brief summary of the important elements of his or her position.  How much summary you include depends upon your reader’s awareness of the argument.  It is even possible to engage not a specific argument but a general position held by many people.  In this case, you open your essay by stating what these people believe, indicate the limitations of their interpretation, and present your thesis/so-what.  In other words, although part of your essay will be taken up with directly addressing the existing view, the bulk will focus on your view and its strengths.  Be sure to summarize the other argument fairly, and be ready to return to the other side in the body of your essay when you need to compare your view to the one you’re engaging.  Also, it can be wise to address any objections that others might bring against your interpretation.  Such an effort will show that you’ve thought about alternative views but have been able to dismiss or accommodate them.


Essay #2 will also be an interpretation or a critical engagement on a topic of your choosing; however, this time you also have the option of incorporating autobiographical material into your interpretation.  You may approach this option in any way that fits the assignment of interpretation/analysis, but one idea for how you might pursue it is to compare your experience to that of one or more of the characters in a text we’ve read or viewed.  The tricky part of this approach is to ensure that you’re making an argument, that is, that you have a thesis and answer to the “so what” question and are not simply engaging in simplistic self-description.  In other words, you need to make a particular point with your evidence, for example, about how sexuality and gender are disciplined in our society, what kinds of resistance are possible, whether we have any agency in constructing our identity, etc.  Although it might seem that autobiographical analysis is easy (after all, you’re talking about a subject you know pretty well), it will, in fact, require a great deal of insight and thought.  In other words, this option is not necessarily easier than the first and might, in fact, be more difficult.  But it could be rewarding and fun.


Exception: Graduate students will prepare a 10-15 page critical essay that uses a queer approach to interpret one or more of the works we’ve read this quarter or that develops an alternative queer approach to the one(s) we’ve used in class.  This essay should show familiarity with other research in the area, and it should include a bibliography.  It will be due on Day 18.


Papers must be turned in at the beginning of class.  Papers turned in after that time will lose one letter grade per day (each day of the weekend counts, too!), i.e., from A to B, B- to C-.  Papers turned in after I collect them but before class ends will lose one third of their final grade, i.e., from A to A-, B+ to B.

Final project/paper: The final project/paper will consist of your response to one of several questions/assignments that I’ll pose near the end of the quarter.  It will encourage you to be creative (using different writing forms, different media, etc.) but will also allow for a more traditional response, if you prefer.  You can expect to write approximately five double-spaced pages or the equivalent.  Projects turned in late will lose one letter grade per day (A to B).

Participation and attendance: I view the classroom as a place where knowledge is jointly developed, not simply dispensed, so you must be present in order to participate in this process.  To participate fully, you must attend daily; more than 3 unexcused absences will be cause to lower your final grade by ½ a grade (e.g., from B+ to B-).  You must also contribute regularly to class discussion.  The quality of your comments is just as important as the quantity.  Students who miss a class are responsible for finding out what they missed and should not expect me to repeat a lecture during my office hours.  If you are absent (unexcused), late, or unprepared on the day of a quiz or in-class writing assignment, you will receive a 0 for that assignment.

Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the representation of another person’s work or ideas as one’s own.  It includes the unacknowledged word-for-word use and/or paraphrasing of another individual’s work as well as the inappropriate unacknowledged use of someone’s ideas.  In accordance with university rules, I will report all cases of suspected plagiarism to the Committee on Academic Misconduct.  Being held accountable for plagiarism can entail not only failure of the assignment you plagiarized but also failure of the course.

Accessibility: I am committed to making the classroom accessible for all enrolled students.  The Office for Disability Services, located in 150 Pomerene Hall, offers services for students with documented disabilities.  Contact the ODS at 292-3307.
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