
MENG 6710 

Approaches to Literary Theory 

Weber State University 

 Fall 2015 

 

Instructor: Nathalie Aghoro 

Office: xxxx / Office Hours: xxxx 

Meeting Place: xxxx / Meeting Time: xxxx 

Phone: xxxx 

Email: xxxx 

 

Required Texts (in order of consideration): 

The Norton Anthology of Theory & Criticism, Second Edition, 2010 

Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, continuum, 2004 

Marsha Norman, ‘night, Mother 

Richard Powers, The Echo Maker 

PDF-Readings printed out from ereserve and brought to class. 

 

Course Description: 

This course focuses on literary criticism of the twentieth century. It starts with a contemporary re-

reading of classical texts on the functions and definitions of the literary arts, since these texts 

have been of fundamental relevance for the development of the major Western schools of thought 

that we will explore in class. We will discuss the significance of the author for the interpretation 

of a text, the reader’s involvement in making sense of literature, and the differences between 

reading a play and attending a theater performance. We will furthermore investigate text-related 

approaches such as structuralism and poststructuralism as well as the impact of larger contexts 

like postmodernism and posthumanism on our understanding of a literary work. With an 

accompanying selection of literary texts we will put the different critical perspectives on 

narrative, poetry, and drama to the test and assess their contributions to the study of literature. 

 

 

MENG Learning Outcomes: 

The MENG Program is dedicated to helping students master the following learning 

outcomes. 

 

Learning Outcome 1: Demonstrate an ability to gather, analyze, and communicate 

information effectively.  

 

Learning Outcome 2: Cultivate skills in careful reading, critical thinking, logical argument 

from evidence presented, creative expression, and persuasive writing. 

 

Learning Outcome 3: Apply various theoretical perspectives and literary terminology to 

interpretations of literary texts to showcase an understanding of theoretical perspectives. 

 

Learning Outcome 4: Demonstrate knowledge of and interaction with foundational and 

current scholarly criticism. 

 

Learning Outcome 5: Acknowledge and articulate the significance of key primary texts in 

one specific literary genre, period, culture, or style. 

 



Learning Outcome 6: Demonstrate an ability to employ academic conventions and 

protocols for written or multimodal presentations, including the application of appropriate 

conventions, citation formats and style manuals, such as the MLA style sheet for literary 

papers or the Chicago or APA formats for papers that range into historical or  

sociological areas of study. 

 

This class  focuses  specifically  on  learning  outcomes  #  1,  2,  3, 4,  and 6. 

 

Assignments and Grades: 

Your grade for the course is based on a 100-point scale. It consists of the following assignments: 

 

•  One 12-15 page paper (LO 1, 2, 3, 4, 6).  (50 points) 

 

•  Three 500-600 word response papers on assigned reading (LO 1, 2, 4, 6). (18 points) 

- Will help you prepare for longer paper and gain a better understanding of the reading. 

- Hard copy of the response paper and discussion-oriented question is due at the beginning 

of class. 

         

• Active classroom participation (LO 1, 2, 3, 4):  (10 points) 

 -  includes frequent and quality contributions to class discussions, completing assigned 

readings, participating in peer editing workshops, and working independently in small 

groups.             

    

• One 15-minute class presentation (LO 1, 2, 4). (14 points) 

 

• Two discussion questions (LO 2, 4). (8 points)  

 

Course Policies: 
Class participation: Please arrive on time with assignments complete. 

 

Attendance: There are no “excused absences,” but you will be permitted one absence 

without penalty. The second absence, regardless of the reason, reduces your final grade by 

one letter grade. Three absences automatically result in a failing grade. If you miss class, 

contact me or a classmate to get caught up on the work you missed. 

 

Papers: Hard copy of work is due in class on the assigned date.  Late papers will not be 

accepted, except in the most extraordinary circumstances; one letter grade will be deducted 

for each day the paper is late, regardless of the reason. 

 

Response Papers: I will ask you to hand in 3 self-directed response papers to the assigned 

readings. I will collect these responses as a hard copy at the end of class, so that you can 

use your response paper during class discussion. Please note that you cannot "hand them 

in" electronically. No emailed or late response papers. It’s your responsibility to provide 

hard copy.  

 

Academic Integrity: It is your responsibility to become familiar with the standards of 

academic integrity at WSU. Passing off someone else’s work or ideas as your own is 

grounds for failure.  

 

Disability Accommodation: PPM 3-34 notes: "When students seek accommodation in a 

regularly scheduled course, they have the responsibility to make such requests at the Center 



for Students with Disabilities (SSD, #181 of Student Services Center, 801-626-6413) 

before the beginning of the semester in which the accommodation is being requested. When 

a student fails to make such arrangements, interim accommodations can be made by the 

instructor, pending the determination of the request for a permanent accommodation." 

 

Emergency Closure: In the unlikely event of an extended campus closure, we will conduct 

our course electronically via email and virtual discussion groups. In this case, please make 

sure that you check your email account regularly for messages and attachments (in Word, 

PowerPoint, or audio) coming from me and/or your fellow seminar participants. Such 

messages may function as lecture substitutes, provide directions for reading and writing 

assignments, and contain other relevant information. Also make sure that your account has 

adequate storage capacity for transmitting documents. I will collect your email address and 

verify its availability during the first week of class. Please let me know by the end of the 

first week of the semester if you do not have access to a computer and/or the Internet from 

your home.  Thanks. 

 

Core Beliefs:  According to PPM 6-22 IV, students are to "[d]etermine, before the last day 

to drop courses without penalty, when course requirements conflict with a student's core 

beliefs. If there is such a conflict, the student should consider dropping the class. A student 

who finds this solution impracticable may request a resolution from the instructor. This 

policy does not oblige the instructor to grant the request, except in those cases when a 

denial would be arbitrary and capricious or illegal. This request must be made to the 

instructor in writing and the student must deliver a copy of the request to the office of the 

department head. The student's request must articulate the burden the requirement would 

place on the student's beliefs." 

 

 

 

 

 

Topics and Readings: 

 

08/xx 

Class One:  Literature & Theory: Functions & Approaches. 

Plato, The Republic, Book X (http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.11.x.html) 

Aristotle, Poetics, Part I-XV (http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/poetics.html) 

Jacques Rancière, “The Distribution of the Sensible” and “Artistic Regimes and 

the Shortcomings of the Notion of Modernity” in The Politics of Aesthetics 

Paul Lawrence Dunbar, “Life’s Tragedy” (http://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/192/lyrics-of-

love-and-laughter/4207/lifes-tragedy/) 

Response paper #1 due 

 

09/xx 

Class Two:  Authors & Readers 

William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy” in 

Norton Anthology 

  Stanley Fish, “Interpreting the Variorum” in Norton Anthology 

Wolfgang Iser, “Interaction between Text and Reader” in Norton Anthology 

Emily Dickinson, “I heard a Fly buzz” (pdf will be provided) 

Class Presentations and Discussion 

  



09/xx 

Class Three:  Structuralism 

Ferdinand de Saussure, excerpts from Course in General Linguistics in Norton 

Anthology 

Roland Barthes, “Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives” in Image, 

Music, Text (pdf will be provided) 

Mikhail Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel” in The Dialogic Imagination (pdf 

will be provided) 

Richard Powers, The Echo Maker, Part 1  

Response Paper #2 due 

Class Presentations and Discussion 

  

09/xx 

Class Four: Poststructuralism & Deconstruction 

Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” in Image, Music, Text (pdf will be 

provided) 

Michel Foucault, “What Is an Author?” in Norton Anthology 

Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human 

Sciences” in Writing and Difference (pdf will be provided) 

Richard Powers, The Echo Maker, Part 2-3 

Class Presentations and Discussion 

 

 

09/xx 

Class Five:  Theory & Performance 

Erika Fischer-Lichte, “Written Drama/Oral Performance” in Theatre in Theory 

(pdf will be provided) 

Bert States, “The World on Stage” in Theatre in Theory (pdf will be provided) 

Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” in Literary Theory: 

An Anthology (pdf will be provided) 

Marsha Norman, ‘night Mother 

  Class Presentations and Discussion 

 

10/xx 

Class Six:  Postmodernism 

Jean-François Lyotard, “Defining the Postmodern” in Norton Anthology 

Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, “Introduction: Rhizome” in Norton Anthology 

Fredric Jameson, “On Interpretation: Literature as a Socially Symbolic Act” in 

Norton Anthology 

Richard Powers, The Echo Maker, Part 4-5 

Rough Draft of 12-15 page paper due  

Class Presentations and Discussion 

 

10/xx 

Class Seven:  Post/Humanism 

Katherine Hayles, “Virtual Bodies & Flickering Signifiers” in Norton Anthology 

Mat Cohen, “The New Life of the New Forms: American Literary Studies and 

the Digital Humanities” in Companion to American Literary Studies (pdf will be 

provided) 

Final 12-15 page paper due 


