Prof. Jordan Smith, English

Introduction to the Study of Literature: Poetry

I used the opportunity offered by the Ethics Initiative to introduce a consideration of the ethics of poetic representation in my section of English 100: Intro to Literature: Poetry.  The course focused on several contemporary poets--Robert Lowell, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, Sylvia Plath, and Ted Hughes--each of whom raise ethical considerations in the way their work is constructed and the ways in which it may be received by a reader.  In Lowell and Plath, for example, there is the question of how people and events are represented, and a discussion of this leads to an evaluation of the nature of poetic authority: is it ethical for a poet writing for publication to construct the poem as if it were an analogue to the privileged relationship between a patient and a psychiatrist; is it reasonable for the poet to expect, as Whitman said, that candor will always lead to forgiveness?  Plath, Hughes, and Ginsberg all rely on a model of poetic authority that gives a privileged place to the visions, intuitions, and mythic contents of the mind; a discussion of the ethical problems that might arise from this is closely connected to a consideration of the "therapeutic" (the term is courtesy of Phillip Rieff, whose work was important in shaping my sense of the course)justification of the kind of confessional verse central to the poetics of the later part of the twentieth century.  Gary Snyder, a much less personal writer with a much more practical bent, suggests in his poems an essays a different kind of ethical conversation, one involving the kinds of knowledge and behavior that are necessary to live in a responsible relationship to the natural world.

I was satisfied with the focus this brought to the course; it seems to me that talking about poetry without some evaluation of the poem as an action with consequences misses what's really interesting about poetry.  I expect to continue these topics in future sections of the class, although the particular authors and issues may well shift.  I'm especially interested in looking at the ethical dimensions of work with sources in the unconscious.
