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English 594: Studies in Contemporary Literature and Culture 
Dr. Comer (kcomer@rice.edu)
M 2:00 – 5:00 
Fall 2011 Topic:  History and Memory in the Literatures of 1968 
This course is organized around literary works written about the global social movements of 1968. It is designed to introduce students to the field of Contemporary Studies and will be germane to those who will specialize in the present period (including theorists) as well as to those who want working familiarity with the field. Though focused principally on texts produced in and about the United States, we also consider our topic comparatively by way of the Caribbean and Mexico City in order to think toward a Transamerican 1968.  We read novels, stories, poetry, drama, and testimonials, putting well known literary works of the US Civil Rights and feminist movements into conversation with works in translation that define contemporary postcoloniality in the Americas. In a few provocative cases, we allow “1968” to travel as far as the 21st century so as to consider the afterlives of 1968.  

Problems of history (especially of traumatic history) preoccupy these literatures and they will preoccupy us.  Not only questions of social history and disposable peoples, but of how to represent history, its poetics and narrative construction, as well as history and the telling of subjugated knowledges. Intertwined in problems of history are those of memory and the links between personal and collective or public memory. Writers of the literatures of 1968 were interested in New World histories of conquest and trauma. By invoking them (detailing genocide, misogyny, slavery, cultural colonization), writers hoped to create new audiences sympathetic to radical social change. Such audiences indeed were created, among them literary critics whose work in universities institutionalized these same new knowledges. Our course will reflect closely on this political desire, the implication of a particular philosophy of history in it, as well as the fact of its ironic consummation (the canonization of marginality). In the tangle of desire, politics, and competing knowledges, we see the outlines of many present conundrums in literary and cultural study as well as impasses in theoretical scholarship.

We frame our discussions by way of materials in the philosophy of history and memory, comparative racial formation, and the emerging field of feminist critical regionalism which attends carefully to local gender knowledges in mappings of the transnational. A major topic concerns the limits and possibilities of historicism as a critical practice in literary study today.  What questions do and don’t get asked via projects of historicism?  How does historicism shed light on theories of the postmodern, the post-contemporary, or Americanity? What has historicism learned from poststructuralism?   
Required Texts:  
Césaire, A Tempest (1969)


French, The Women’s Room (1977)

Kingston, Woman Warrior (1975) 

Karla Jay, Tales of the Lavender Menace
Momaday, House Made of Dawn (1968)
McMurtry, Walter Benjamin at Dairy Queen (1999)

Poniatowska, Massacre in Mexico (1975)
Sebald, Natural History of Destruction (1999)

Walcott, What the Twilight Says (1998)
Walker, Meridian (1976)
Also required:  OWLSpace critical readings, poetry and other materials  (denoted by **)
Assignments: Final research project: could do deeper work in a single literary tradition (Asian Am for ex or Chicano), comparative, could focus a paper in answer to seminar questions about.  Likely will read more deeply in primary texts (ie read several major texts of particular tradition).  must read in primary materials beyon
Week 1  

1968 & Contemporary Studies.
August 22 M
 
Class Overview



Handout: Newsweek “Great American Author”
in class screening, 1968 with Tom Brokaw 

(from History Channel, 2008, 94 min)

Discussion

Week 2

1968 & 2011 (in two parts)
August 29 M

I.  The Now(s) 



George Yúdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era  (2003) 1-40**
PMLA “Comparative Racialization” (2008): Shu-Mei Shih, “An Introduction,” and Arif Dirlik, “Race Talk, Race, and Contemporary Racism.”
John Beverly, “The Margin at the Center: On Testimonio” 
Donald Pease, TBA 

II. The Problem of Commemoration: Vietnam War Memorial
Maya Lin: A Strong Clear Vision (1995), Documentary directed by Freida Lee Mock** (please view before class on OWL-Space)
Marita Sturken, from Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemic, and the Politics of Remembering (1999) Introduction and Chap 2**

Recommended: Lisa Lowe, from Immigrant Acts
Recommended:  Derrida, “The Art of Mémoires” from Memoires for Paul de Man (1986) 46-88 **
Week 3

Labor Day (note heavy reading for next class)
Week 4

Memory, Narrative, History
September 12

W.G. Sebald, On the Natural History of Destruction, especially “Air War Literature” (1999) 1-105



Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” 



Rivkin and Ryan, “Historicism: Writing the Past”




Foucault, excerpt from Discipline and Punish
Week 5

Blood/Land/Memory/Narrative
September 19 M
N. Scott Momaday, House Made of Dawn (1968)



Chad Allen, “N. Scott Momaday: becoming the bear” (2005)**

Recommended: Vizenor, “Aesthetics of Survivance: Literary Theory and Practice**

Quijano & Wallerstein, “The Concept of Americanity”

Week 6

History as Twilight

September 26M 
Aimé Césaire A Tempest (1969)



Wolcott, “What the Twilight Says,” and “The Muse of History”



Jose David Saldivar “School of Caliban”

Week 7

Nation, History, Border Knowing: Writing del Movimiento
October 3 M

Corky Gonzales, “I am Joaquín: An Epic Poem” (1967)




Selected Poems from The Third Woman, ed Dexter Fisher (1979) 

Also: “Fan the Flames: Revolutionary Position on the Chicano National Question: The August Twenty Ninth Movement (M-L),” 1976.

Possible Readings:
Goellnicht, “Minority History as Metafiction” (1989)

Review: [untitled]

Lou F. Caton

Reviewed work(s): Literary Theory and the Claims of History: Postmodernism, Objectivity, and Multicultural Politics by Satya P. Mohanty

South Atlantic Review

Vol. 63, No. 1 (Winter, 1998), pp. 102-104 

(review consists of 3 pages) 

Published by: South Atlantic Modern Language Association 

Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3201397 
Questions of nation: 

Vincent Perez  Journal of Biography Additional re

Week 8

Midterm Recess 
Week 9

The Counterculture, that Other Bus Ride, and the Nonfiction Novel  
October 17 M

Tom Wolfe, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968)




Recommended: Summer of Love  (PBS “American Experience” series 



2007)

Week 10

 
October 24 M

Alice Walker, Meridian




Criticism: TBA (student selection)





Gates, Race, Writing, Difference
Week 11 

Translations
 
October 31 M

Maxine Hong Kingston, Woman Warrior
Week 12
Women’s Liberation

November 7 M
Marilyn French, The Women’s Room 
Week 13

Theory after Theory, Identity after Identity: Impasses

November 14 M
Discussion




Derrida, “Signature Event Context”




Joan Scott, “Experience”




Linda Alcoff, “Who’s Afraid of Identity Politics?”
Week 14


November 21 M
Karla Jay, Tales of the Lavendar Menace 
Week 15

Conclusions





