
English 251B (006): “Criticism” 
Winter 2011 
HH280, Tues/Thurs 1:00 - 2:20 pm  
 
Professor Heather Smyth (hsmyth@uwaterloo.ca) 
Office: HH Rm 268; x 36027 
Office Hours: Tues/Thurs 11:45 am – 12:45 pm, or by appointment 
 
Outline and goals of the course: 
 
This course introduces students to the history of literary criticism and to key theories and 
approaches in literary and cultural studies today. It will offer students a context for 
understanding how ideas about language, readers, texts, culture, and literature change 
over time and according to angles of vision and social/political beliefs. We will discuss the 
centrality of theory in the contemporary discipline of English, the relationships between 
theoretical and creative uses of language, and the everyday ways that we all use theory to 
interpret literary and cultural “texts” (not just those things we call “art” but all forms of 
communication and representation). Discussion and readings will correspond to a range of 
theoretical schools and movements including formalism, structuralism and 
poststructuralism, psychoanalytic criticism, hermeneutics, Marxist literary theory and 
Cultural Studies, postcolonial studies, and feminist and queer theories. We will also be 
reading a literary text (Australian writer Brian Castro’s novel Birds of Passage) so that we 
have common ground for discussing the application of these literary theories. 
  
Class format will combine lectures and class discussion. Many of the readings will be 
challenging, and I recommend that you read each one at least once before class. This will 
enable you to follow lectures more closely, formulate questions to ask during class, and 
contribute to class discussion. 
 
Required Texts: 
 
English 251B Course Readings (available in the Campus Bookstore) 
Brian Castro, Birds of Passage (Allen & Unwin, 1983/1999; available in separate 
courseware package sold in bookstore) (on reserve at Dana Porter library PR 9619.3.C3878 
B5) 
 
Optional Texts 
 
Aaron et al. The Little, Brown Compact Handbook, 4th Can. ed. 
Abrams, Glossary of Literary Terms, 9th ed. 
 
 Assignments:  In-class test 20% 

Essay 40% 
Final Exam 40% 

 
In-class test (Feb 17): A 60 minute in-class exam consisting of short-answer questions on 
lecture and reading material covered in the classes preceding the exam. 
 
Essay (1500-2000 words, due March 17 [see below]): Your essay will either use one or 
two theoretical strategies to discuss a text of your choice or critically explore a concept by 
one or more theorists. Some topic suggestions will follow. Essays will be typed and 
double-spaced, using 10-12 point font and one-inch margins, will have a title and “Works 
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Cited” page, and will follow correct MLA style of documentation as explained in The Little, 
Brown Compact Handbook (Aaron and McArthur).  
 
There are two deadline dates for this essay: the “true” date is March 17, and these essays 
will receive comments. Essays handed in after class on March 17 and up to March 22 will 
receive a 5% penalty and may not receive comments. In either case, essays are due at the 
beginning of class, and papers submitted on the deadline date but after class has started 
are considered late. After March 22 (in class) an additional late penalty of 3% per day 
(including weekends) will be applied unless a student provides, as soon as possible, 
detailed and satisfactory supporting documentation (e.g. medical note).  Essays not 
handed personally to me must be date-stamped at the English department office during 
business hours or deposited in the English Department assignment drop box (across from 
the main office in Hagey Hall). Essays put in the drop box after business hours on Friday 
will be stamped with the next business day’s date (usually Monday, unless it’s a holiday). I 
do not take responsibility for any essays not handed directly to me that go astray. I do not 
accept essays attached to emails. No essays will be accepted after the date of the final 
exam. 
 
Final Exam (TBA): The final exam will be written in the examination period and will consist 
of essay questions that cover the readings, lecture material, class discussions, and 
handouts from the course (2.5 hours). The final exam is part of this course and you are 
expected to book your holiday or travel plans with the date of the exam in mind. Please 
consult the Undergraduate Calendar for information on rescheduling exams for medical 
reasons. 
 
Note for students with disabilities: The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD),  
located in Needles Hall, Room 1132, collaborates with all academic departments to 
arrange appropriate accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising 
the academic integrity of the curriculum.  If you require academic accommodations to 
lessen the impact of your disability, please register with the OPD at the beginning of each 
academic term. 
 
Note from the Faculty of Arts on Avoidance of Academic Offences:  
 
Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the 
University of Waterloo are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and 
responsibility. (See Academic Integrity website http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/) 
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 
committing academic offences, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student who 
is unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning how to 
avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group work/collaboration 
should seek guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, or the Undergraduate 
Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have occurred, disciplinary 
penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student Discipline. For information on 
categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer to Policy 71 - Student 
Discipline,  http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm 
 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her 
university life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a grievance. 
Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4,  
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm 
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Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under Policy 
70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 71 - 
Student Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be established. Read Policy 72 - Student 
Appeals, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm 
 
Plagiarism is a highly serious offence with serious penalties. It is your responsibility to 
learn what constitutes plagiarism and how to avoid committing it inadvertently (it is an 
academic offence even if not deliberate). You must avoid plagiarism in any oral or written 
assignments. Read “Avoiding Academic Offences” at: 
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html 
 

 
Schedule of Readings and Lectures (subject to change) 

 
Jan 4  Introduction 

 
Jan 6  Graff, “Disliking books at an early age”; Culler, 

“Theoretical Schools and Movements” 
 

Jan 11 Formalism and New 
Criticism 

Shklovsky “Art as Technique” and “Sterne’s Tristam 
Shandy”; Hopkins, “The Windhover”; Bakhtin “Discourse 
in the Novel” 
 

Jan 13  Brooks, “The Formalist Critics” 
 
 

Jan 18 Structuralism Belsey, “Creatures of Difference”; Barry, “Ten tenets of 
liberal humanism” 
 

Jan 20  De Saussure, “Course in General Linguistics: Nature of 
the Linguistic Sign” and “Language as Organized 
Thought” 
 

Jan 25  De Saussure 
Barthes, “Wine and Milk” 
 

Jan 27 Poststructuralism Barthes, “The Death of the Author”; Foucault, “What is 
an Author?” 
 

Feb 1 
 

 Derrida, “Différance” and “Structure, Sign and Play in the 
Discourse of the Human Sciences” 
Selden, “Deconstruction” 
 

Feb 3  Castro, Birds of Passage and postmodernism 
 

Feb 8 Hermeneutics 
 

Clark, “Interpretation: hermeneutics” 
Gadamer, “Language as the Medium of Hermeneutic 
Experience” 
 

Feb 10 Psychoanalytic 
Criticism 
 

Selden, “Psychoanalytic Theories” 
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Feb 15 Cultural Studies Culler, “Literature and Cultural Studies”; Hebdige, 
“Ideology: a Lived Relation” 
 

Feb 17  In-class test 
 

Feb 21 - 25  Reading Week 
 

Mar 1  Althusser, “A Letter on Art” and “Ideology and Ideological 
State Apparatuses” 
 

Mar 3  Radway, “Reading the Romance” 
 

Mar 8 
 

 Fiske, “Television Culture”  
 

Mar 10 Feminist Literary 
Criticism/Gender 
Studies 

Woolf, “If Shakespeare Had Had a Sister”; Kolodny, 
“Dancing Through the Minefield”  
 

Mar 15  Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa” and “Sorties”; 
Irigaray, “This Sex Which is Not One”; Mohanty, “Under 
Western Eyes” 
 

Mar 17  Butler, “Imitation and Gender Insubordination”; ESSAY 
DUE at beginning of class 
 

Mar 22 Postcolonial Studies  Said, “Orientalism” 
 

Mar 24  Brathwaite, “Nation Language”; Sparrow, “Dan is the 
Man”; Nourbese Philip, “Discourse on the Logic of 
Language” 
 

Mar 29   Castro, Birds of Passage and postcolonialism  
 

Mar 31  Review 
 

 
 
Suggestions for further reading 
 

• Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (on 
reserve at Dana Porter Library)  

• Charles E. Bressler, Literary Criticism: An Introduction to Theory and Practice 
(Reserve: Porter)  

• Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (Reserve: Porter)  
• Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Reserve: Porter)  
• Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin, eds. Critical Terms for Literary Study. 

(second edition) (Reserve: Porter)  
• Philip Rice and Patricia Waugh, eds., Modern Literary Theory  
• David Richter, ed., The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends  
• Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, eds., Literary Theory: An Anthology  
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