A Word About the Readings.

The books I have chosen for this course all speak to diverse aspects of the problematic surrounding the idea of difference, the political implications of difference, and its various conceptualizations.  

The text we will read do not build on one another in a linear fashion: rather they each can be positioned and read as a response to some of the questions percolating around difference that have been part of theoretical debate over the past thirty years. Nor do they all speak explicitly and equally to all aspects of state/space/ difference – part of our task in the reading of these texts will be to understand what gaps they try to address, what gaps persist and what submerged aspects can be teased out of each to arrive at a fuller understanding of the relationship between state space and other processes in the constitution of difference and in varied conceptions of difference itself. Some of them mark new directions in this thinking, others attempt to synthesize or integrate perspectives on the topic that have been previously thought of as irreconcilable.

A Word About Your Responses

Due Dates:

Your responses are due on 6 pm Monday evening to give us adequate time to reflect on them for the class the following day.  Responses submitted after this time will not be accepted – my capacity and that of your colleagues for sleeplessness is not endless and we will need the evening to reflect on what you have written.  You must also come to class with a written copy of your response. 

Because these think-pieces are intended to foster discussion late submissions will not be accepted. You must submit them to the class electronically by 6-m Monday evening. You must come to class with a written version of your submission.

Pacing Your Work:

Do not leave this exercise to the day before it is due.  As a general rule any written assignment – no matter how short, can be divide into thirds.  You should allot some time in the first third of the week to do the readings and take notes on them; the second third of the week to begin to think about what issues, questions are concerns arise for you from the text, and the final third to craft your response.  This formula seems to work no matter how long the project, whether a 9000 word manuscript, your final paper, or a book length project – your brain needs down time to absorb, process and reflect on things when you are not actively engaging the text (it is a right brain-left brain issue).

Length:

I expect short responses. I am more interested in careful thinking than adherence to length, therefore, you need to think carefully about what you are going to write about. I will not specify a length for these assignments – they can be as short as 200 words or a page or two depending on what strikes you (but please, not longer than that – we will all have to read them). I expect some texts will resonate with you more than others, and they should reflect an issue that you want to discuss in class. They will be part of a semi-public posting (I will set up an internal ‘blackboard’) for all of us to read.  They should be a serious engagement with the text, but I am more interested in the courage of your contributions – that you are pushing the boundaries of your own thought or engaging the texts in a serious and considered way, than the so called quality of the texts as academic “position papers”. They should address what you want to discuss in the seminar. If you have a serious question about the readings or feel that you are lacking some very basic knowledge, that might require supplemental reading you can always email well in advance of the due date.

Content:

Do NOT provide a summary of the text you have read. After reading and taking notes on the text I expect you to reflect strategically on one aspect of the argument.  I also invite you to provide one or two questions about the text on issues that need clarification.  I do not see asking questions as a sign of lack of intelligence – sometimes authors are not clear about their intentions, sometimes they are referencing debates that are not made explicit. Your questions will help me pitch the lecture part of the seminar [to know at what level you are engaging the text] and they will likely be useful to your colleagues as well, so please include questions. I will answer them as best I can.

Your sustained engagement with the readings in a critical reflection piece is crucial to the quality of class discussion – it enhances the seminar experience immeasurably and it increases your ability to take charge of your own learning process. It enables you to come to class with a series of questions, issues and arguments you want to engage. 

These reflections should not be mini versions of final papers – they are think pieces, that is -- critical reflections in which you identify issues that you have found confusing, objections you might have to the central thesis of the work, the implications of an argument that is presented, or the ways that the required text “speaks to” other texts assigned that week, other readings in the course or other readings you have done.  

Because the lay line for the course plots difference and its various conceptualizations, the ways that space, the state and techniques of governance relate to difference are not always explicitly theorized in all texts. One theme that you might consider in your postings is to tease out latent theorizations where they exist, or think of productive conjunctions with other texts.  You might start here if you are floundering or uncertain, but, in general, I expect you to engage the texts on your own terms.

A final word about critique:  critique is an important way to push debate forward but critique for its own sake, without constructive commentary, is a futile enterprise.  I expect you to read these texts, and each other’s texts, with generosity – to think within the frame of the problematic that the author identifies and to help to push its boundaries.

