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NOTED is the newsletter of the
English Department at the University of]
Geneva. It is published regularly now,
though still not often. Noted is the fruit of]
a collaboration between an enthusiastic
bright-eyed and bushy-tailed student and a
weary old Assistant who should probably
move move on soon. Unfortunatately, as
it is, our student-editor is graduating this
year and will leave first. This newsletter
cannot exist without student participation
and initiative, so I need a volunteer or two
for next year if Noted is to continue. I
would also need your contributions for the
next issue by Nov. 30th, 2001. The sur-
vival of Noted is in your hands now.
Contact me by e-mail at:
Agnieszka.Soltysik@]lettres.unige.ch or
drop a note or diskette in my mailbox.
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Editorial

Congratulations, everyone! We made it. This year will
go down in English department history as the one when there
were no P.O's around at all! Things have gone surprisingly
smoothly--not the wild ride of the headless horseman, in any
case. Considering that we have been implementing the new
modular system for the first time as well, this is pretty good.
Some thanks are in order. First of all, Sylvie Ferioli and Claire
Tierque have done a great job of keeping things organized and
sane at the Secretariat, and are always wiiling to answer ques-
tions and solve problems for confused and anxious students
(and teachers). Then there are the three Maitre-assistantes
who have run this department since March: Saba Bahar,
Guillemette Bolens, and Valeria Wagner, who have organized
exams and managed everything so effectively that you proba-
bly didn't even notice the difference. We should also be grate-
ful to Professors Margaret Bridges, Elizabeth Kaspar, and
Margaret Clayton-Tudeau for taking over the upper division
courses and mémoires. Finally, you students have been quite
gracious about the whole thing, so hats off to you too!

However, while we can all be proud and happy that we
survived this year, let's not forget that the University owes us
some professors and intermediate teaching staff. Please feel
free to complain loudly about the ravaged state of this depart-
ment--within hearing distance of the Dean, the Rector, the
D.I.P., Mme Brunschwig-Graf, anyone! Maybe that will put
some pressure on the University to expedite the searches and
confirmations. The bottom line, in this editor's opinion, is that
the University is in no hurry to pay the salaries of normally-
appointed professors (the replacement professors are paid a
fraction of the original P.O. salary!) and has stalled the process
at every level (or at least that's what it feels like!). We assis-
tants may appreciate having some older colleagues around
again someday, but it is you students who are being short-
changed now and should cry foul!

In the meantime, the job searches for Modern Enlish,
American, and Linguistics are weaving their long, meandering
course though their various stages. If all goes well, next year
we should have some job talks to attend again, so be sure to
come and listen, ask questions, and speak your mind when the
time comes!

Otherwise, good luck on exams, and enjoy your sum-
mer! See you all again in October!
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English Department News

Lise Magneollay, our librarian, is recovering from a
broken leg after a bad fall. You may have noticed she
has not been around in recent months, but she'll be
back in October to help with your book searches and
problems. We wish her a speedy (but perhaps not pre-
cipitous) recovery.

Wlad Godzich is definitely not coming back! It's offi-
cial. He has given in his resignation here and will stay
on at the University of California, Santa Cruz, as the
Dean of Humanities. Although he will be in Geneva
for the July exams, and will return when needed for
thesis defences, he will probably not be coming back
for the October exams (though this is not 100% certain

yet).

The candidates for professor in Modern English and
American have been narrowed down to 27 each. We
may have some job talks to attend in the fall semester!
Your Noted editors will keep you posted on the late-
breaking developments (easy fo do since they occur
about as often as this newsletter).

Dominic Pettman, Maitre-assistant suppléant and fre-
quent contributor to Noted, will also probably be leav-
ing us for a tenure-track job in Hong Kong next year
(the offer was not formalized by the time this issue of
Noted went to print, but seemed pretty certain--so con-
gratulations, Dominic, and good luck!).

Changes in the 1st-Year Program: This may
not affect you personally, but we thought you should
know about the changes we're introducing into the 1st
year. Maybe you can give us some feedback for the
next issue, and we might even get a dialogue going
about how to improve the first year!

The department has been changing the first year
program every couple of years ever since this editor
has been in this department. The present system is
itself the result of years of tinkering with a program
initially introduced by Wlad Godzich. One of the main
problems with the first year is disagreement among the
staff about the place that the teaching of writing should
have in the 1st year.

The new system will involve a dramatic reduc-
tion in Writing Lab hours (to about one afternoon or
one full day per week). As is the case now, the Writing
Lab will be open to any student in the department,
regardiess of year. We will no longer require 1st year
students to go on a regular basis (though I still think

they would be smart to do so). Instead, we will
add another hour (45 minutes really) to Analysis of
Texts, which will be devoted to the teaching of
writing. The details of this hour are yet to
beworked out, but the idea is to (re)introduce a for-
mal space (and the necessary fime) for the practice,

‘discussion, and theory of writing literary analysis

in addition to the practice and theory of reading
currently emphasized by AT.

Some of you may recall there used to be a
course called "Expressions" which was devoted to
the teaching of writing in the first year, but it was
eventually replaced by the Writing Lab, on the
premise that writing would best be taught individ-
ually on a tutorial basis. However, since the
Writing Lab is not obligatory, many students sim-
ply don't bother to go. Others feel that only their
AT instructor's opinion of their writing counts,
since that's the person who grades their papers.
The upshot of it all is that teaching writing is the
red-headed stepchild of the 1st-year program--no
one knows who should really be responsible for it.
The introduction of a third hour devoted specifical-
ly and formally to the teaching of writing (whether
through exercises, group editing, discussions, or
other activities) is meant to ensure both students
and teachers have the time to give writing the
attention it deserves.

Members of the department have expressed
fears that the idea of an extra hour devoted only to
writing will create the misleading impression that
reading and writing are distinct activities, whereas
they are really very closely linked and, for many
intents and purposes, inseperable. Most of you
will understand and agree with this concern. It is
undeniable that learning how to think analytically
involves a dual proceess of learning to read criti-
cally and learing how to write that argument in a
clear and focused way. However, you probably
also know that while writing well generally pre-
supposes reading well, this does not mean that
learning how to read better will immediately and
automatically translate into better writing (espe-
cially since the English essay is a particular form
that you usually do not know when you arrive in
AT). In any case, the idea now is to ensure we
have enough time for both.

So, in the fall we will try our latest experi-
ment. Do you veterans of the 1st year have any
advice or comments on this subject?
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The Second Year:
Vertiginous Freedom?

Students have expressed concern this year
about the transition from the 1st to the 2nd year. It
seems that the tightly-focused textual analyses of
Analysis of Texts do not adequately prepare students
for the unpleasant shock of having to produce their
own paper topics in the 2nd year. While 1st-year essay
questions are carefully crafted to guide your attention
to precise issues of meaning and form, many 2nd-year
instructors (including myself) leave you on your own
to produce a suitable "problematic" for the 10-page
paper due at the end of the semester. The result: panic,
numerous frustrating rewrites, and a disconcerting
sense of discontinuity between the first and second
year.

As the instructor of both an AT and a 2nd-year
seminar, I can see the justice in this complaint. Part of
the problem is that the Faculty requires several in-class
essays during the 1st year, which dramatically reduces
the number of take-home essays we can assign. It is
my opinion that take-home essays require students to
think more carefully about finding a thesis than in-
class essays do, and the work of finding an original
thesis and understanding why it is appropriate helps to
prepare students for the type of thinking required in
finding a problematic for a 2nd-year paper more than
anything else. After all, finding a thesis is much like
finding a problematic: it requires understanding the
textuality of literature and the stakes and purpose of
analysis. The same problems that plague 1lst-year
papers (paraphrasing the text, not glossing quotes,
underdeveloped or unfocused paragraphs, not having
any argument or point) are all related to the misunder-
standings about the nature of texts and the purpose of
writing about them that occur in the 2nd year (and
beyond, alas!).

On the other hand, the fact that there is no
required writing in the first months of the 2nd year is
really unfortunate. Too much time passes between the
last AT paper and the first attestation paper (which
might be only at the end of May--some students have
actually told me they had not written a thing all year!).
In this situation, 2nd-year students could make things
easier on themselves by trying to work with instructors
and Writing Lab staff early on in the writing process,
proposing ideas, asking questions, and getting feed-
back on proposals and outlines. As a 2nd-year teacher,
I have found that part of the problem lies in students'
slow transition from a passive to an active participation
in their learning. In high school you had little choice
and you looked to your teacher to tell you what to do

and how to do it. In the 1st-year program, we also
give you little choice, but we try to encourage you
to start thinking more independently by refusing to
give you rules and formulas for the reading and
writing that you do. Sure, there are certain rules
and conventions we ask you to learn (like the Style
Sheet!), but we will not tell you what is the "cor-
rect” interpretation or the "right" answer about a
text. We can only help you read more carefully and
critically, taking nothing for granted, appreciating
the full complexity, power, and sometimes, utter
strangeness of texts. This is the task of the 1st-year
Analysis of Texts course.

Sometimes a sense of the complexity and
strangeness of texts gets lost over the summer
between Ist and 2nd year, and in the absence of
regular writing assignments and teacher feeback,
students fall back on reading habits and strategies
learned in high school. So the first batch of 2nd-
year papers tend to be very theme oriented, analyz-
ing characters' morals and motives, and retelling
the plot with various degrees of detail and com-
mentary. That's okay--that's what rewrites are all
about--learning how to differentiate analysis from
paraphrase, thought from intellectual reflex, and
ideas from gropings towards ideas.

But rewrites take time. What students need
to do in the 2nd year is to give themselves time to
plan, discuss, think about, and rewrite a paper.
They can go talk to their teachers even before the
week of registration for exams. They can speak up
in class when they don't understand something, and
speak up when they do. They can question the
teacher, question the texts, question the methods
and purpose of the class. This will keep us from
getting complacent and will help you make sense
of it all beyond simply getting the attestation and
passing your exams.

Last, but not least, you must not wait until
the last minute to give us your attestation papers.
(This is actually the real reason I wrote this whole
column!) The last couple weeks have been particu-
larly horrible for those of us who had to read
dozens of drafts and rewrites in the space of days.
I'm not sure students got all the attention they
deserved, but I'm sure that we didn't deserve all
that stress from your 11th-hour awakening to the
clicking of the Service des Examens clock. I know
it's hard to manage all the freedom and time
between the end of the semester and the due date
for attestations, but please try to pace yourselves. I
don't want to get twenty papers the week before
Sept. 5. A.S., Editor



| Read, Therefore | Am ... Myself

I speak, therefore I am. This
is what Descartes could have said
instead of his all too famous
"Cogito ergo sum." Especially
inside of the University sphere,
words are the most efficient of busi-
ness cards: on their account are we
often judged, admired, accepted or
cruelly rejected.

During my first days as a
college student, I thought that plac-
ing a few erudite words into each of
my sentences would necessarily
grant me the respect of both my
peers and superiors. I almost forgot
that only content would give sub-
stance to my carefully elaborated
vocabulary, and that no "forme"
could save a weak "fond." Soon I
began to understand that the real
strength of words lay more in the
cleverness of their associations and
in their precision instead of their
apparently learned character.
Language, therefore, when correctly
used, can serve as a most efficient
manipulation instrument.

The Fall of and Into Language

It is no surprise. then, to find
a whole range of myths revolving
around the notion of language. In
the Biblical version of facts, the Fall
of man was also that of language:
since the apple was picked, humani-
ty has been doomed to hopelessly
fail in mastering words and in
expressing the essence of feelings.
Here lies the incongruity: words do
not correspond to their objects. How
could such arbitrary and conven-
tional tools do so? Since one word
is always attached to far more than
one single concept, ambiguity
inevitably arises in all attempts at
communication. In Paul Auster's
City of Glass, the narrator observes
that whereas Adam's words "had not
been merely appended to the things

he saw, [but] had revealed their
essences, had literally brought
them to life," after the Fall, "words
devolved into a collection of arbi-
trary signs" which no longer corre-
spond to the concepts they point
out to.

As if this were not enough,
a second punishment fell upon lan-
guage after the episode of Babel.
Since then, not only can one word
designate at least several concepts,
but also, one concept can be desig-
nated by more than one word, with
nuances nevertheless, which, to
complicate things more, modify
this one concept into a few cultural
declinations of it. For example, if
the word "glory" already refers to
an ambiguous concept in English,
then its equivalent in Somali adds
to the ambiguity: a different
phonological unit appoints to a
similar but yet not equivalent con-
cept (the idea of "glory" is not
conceived in the same way in
England as in Somalia). Hence,
there is no single link between a
word and its object: the connection
is perverted, all covered by inter-
ference.

Again, Paul Auster's narra-
tor notes that "most people...think
of words as stones, as great
unmoveable objects with no life,
as monads that never change," but
they forget that "stones can be
worn away by wind or water, they
can erode, they can be crushed,
you can turn them into shards, or
gravel, or dust.”

In the two-way movement
of both words and meanings, as
the distance between today and the
legendary "Golden Age" increases,
these come to the point when they
no longer correspond to each
other. There is no such thing as a
"master of words," and Lewis

Carroll's Humpty Dumpty is just
an imaginary character. Only on
the other side of the looking-
glass is it possible to make
words mean "just what [one]
choose[s] [them] to mean." And
all of a sudden, in Humpty
Dumpty's world and only
through his will, "glory" comes
to mean "a nice knock-down
argument for you!"

Dialogism

Just as Humpty Dumpty
doesn't really exist, there is no
absolute and unique language.
Our general notion of it is con-
stituted schematically by the
multitude of personal, private,
individual languages with which
we are confronted. This brings
us to Mikhail Bakhtin and his
theory of dialogism. Let us start
from the beginning:

An object is not brought
to life by a single word, like in
Adam's Eden, but rather by the
interaction of all preceding
words, thoughts, judgements,
images, points of view, connota-
tions and analogies that have
previously been associated to it
and still gravitate around it:
"Between the word and its
object, between the word and
the speaking subject, there exists
an elastic environment of other,
alien words about the same
object, about the same theme."
The elasticity of this environ-
ment allows for constant modifi-
cations of the word and, as a
consequence, of the object. A
concept is always surrounded,
either obscured or enlightened
by a coalition of alien words.
Hence, when a word "directfs
itself] towards its object, [it]

enters a dialogically agitated
4































































