What Counts as Knowledge in the Field of English?

("What Are English Professors Looking For?"  An anthropological glance at what interests this curious academic subculture, by considering what literary criticism tries to do)

Literary Criticism values:

1.) Points about the world of a text, and what IT may suggest about our world or humanity (remember to position your essays so that you’re not the one making claims about our world and humanity – you’re exploring what the text or author seems to be claiming).
2.) Points not solely about ideas themselves (that’s what the Philosophy Dept. is for), but about how authors construct those ideas through words, syntax, plot, style, etc.  English Departments aim to explore how words serve as (imperfect) vehicles for ideas, and they believe it’s as important to focus on those vehicles as it is to analyze the ideas themselves.

3.) Points that give a detailed exploration of how an author has constructed a text.  Your goal is not to praise an author (avoid hero-worship and barf-inducing testaments to an author’s “genius”), but to soberly assess the function and strategies of their literary constructions.
4.) Points that reveal a significant, underlying pattern within a work.  No one needs you to retell a story’s plot – Sparknotes can do that; instead, concentrate on how you can demonstrate the pattern at work within the story, and tell us why that pattern is significant to understanding the work.    

5.) Points that can be demonstrated as valid through the proof we can provide from a text.  Claims we cannot support through textual evidence, we must admit to being speculation or fancy.

6.) Points that avoid oversimplifying in order to open up complexity.  Literary criticism likes to explore a text’s paradoxes, entertain counter-arguments to one’s own thesis, and examine how things can be simultaneously similar and different.  To achieve complexity, this approach values questions more than answers.  Strong theses (which are answers to questions) aim to account for the many paradoxes existing within a text. (Remember F. Scott Fitzgerald’s line: “…the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function.”) 

7.) Points that are written in a style that foregrounds clarity, reason, direct statement, and specifics.  While other genres of writing value very different styles than these (e.g. how poetry uses figurative statements, metaphors, and ambiguity, or how pop-journalism values zip and eye-catching appeal), literary criticism demands an interesting-but-sustained study that communicates with sober clarity, reasonableness, and literalness.  In expository writing assignments like the ones for our course, such a style is usually the strongest vehicle for conveying points. 

8.) While social science favors identifying broad categories of culture, literary criticism tries to account for individualistic specificity and eccentricity within culture.  Lit. crit. is suspicious of “universals,” feeling it’s important to consider point-of-view and history when considering such concepts as Reality, Gender Roles, Desire, Culture, the Good, the Just, Truth, Beauty, and Purpose.    

