Introduction: An Imagined Interview

Frauke Reitemeier

How nice! A new Goéttinger Schriften zur Englischen Philologie volume!

Yes, indeed. The first volume in this series came out in 2009 and contained three
Bachelor’s theses from different thematic fields. The BA programme was still very
young then, having started with the first intake of students in the winter of 2005,
and this was a good opportunity to showcase what Bachelot’s graduates had learnt.
Many were rather suspicious, after all, that students could learn very much in such
an allegedly short degree programme. Since then, the volumes in this series have
covered lots of mostly anglophone literary topics, but also theses from the English
Linguistics and Medieval Studies divisions. We even have a volume on action-ori-
ented foreign language teaching, from the Teaching English division. This is volume
number 17, so I believe the series to be quite a success story, considering that it has
no full-time editing and redacting staff.
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With no dedicated staff, how do you manage the series?

Volume 17 is actually a pilot project, as far as editing and redacting is concerned.
For the first time ever, we have a team of interns working on preparing the manu-
script, seeing to all the major stages of manuscript production like formatting, copy-
editing, proof-reading. Having such a team is very helpful, I have to say. Eight eyes
and four brains (and eight hands for typing) working on the manuscript makes a
huge difference from having only one brain! With other volumes, depending on
who authored them, editing was most often a one-person job, sometimes with ad-
ditional help for formatting.

Can you say a little more about the internship concept?

Of course. They complete a part of our job-oriented programme with their intern-
ships. The Anglophone Literature and Culture division at the English Department
mostly focuses on teaching how to analyse literature and cultural products, and what
the benefit of such analyses is, and how and why literature has developed over time
in the different regions where English is spoken. This is, and has been since the
Department was founded, the most prominent and important part of our teaching,.
Yet for many readers outside the academic world, aspects of narrative strategy or
structural development are not overly interesting. They read for enjoyment or for
information.

It is important for us that our graduates do not only know how to academically
deal with literature but that they also have the opportunity of learning about books
in the non-academic world. We have a range of study units — modules, in uni lingo
— that cater for this: they explain how publishing works, how literature is mediated
inside and outside academia, and that allow for hands-on insights in to the manage-
ment of literature and culture. We also have a study unit on Edinburgh, the first-
ever City of Literature, and how Scottish literature is presented as part of the various
Edinburgh literature events. Each of the study units combines theoretical insights
with studying the practical side of things. In this case, our interns learn much about
publishing processes in general, about what is needed for a tidy ready-to-print book
manuscript and how arduous polishing a manuscript with different authors can be.

In other words, training on the job has now become part of studying?

“Training on the job” has always been part of what we do at university. The diffi-
culty is with defining the job in question. Most people outside university contexts
(and, to be honest, also some colleagues inside university) believe that “training on
the job” really means training for a job, such as how nuts and bolts work together
to make wheels move in 2 motor, or how to become a banker. We do not train for
specific jobs in this way at university. We teach students to be aware of the structural
components of texts in their specific contexts, and we also teach them to combine
theoretical approaches with analysing literature to gain new and deeper insights.
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Students thus learn how texts make readers believe, and this is knowledge that has
multiple uses in the world outside the university, in marketing and social network-
ing, writing speeches and bulletins, giving advice on presenting developments and
results, but also in all areas pertaining to writing literary and non-literary texts. What
we offer in addition to this is insights into how the interface between the production
of texts and the reception of them works.

You have already edited a number of GSEP volumes. Do you feel that using
a team of interns has influenced the manuscript contents?

Yes, absolutely. Every editor influences the manuscript — this is patt of their job,
after all, to ensure that what the author, or authors, have created can resonate with
the readers and will make sense in reading. Such influencing is mostly subtle,
though. Often it simply means that sentences are rearranged or that words are ex-
changed. Only in rare cases are passages altered and rewritten, and this is always
with the consent of the author. In a volume like this, which collects theses that were
graded “excellent” by their two readers, deep-level content and structural editing is
neither expected nor wanted. The series wants to show our graduates ‘products’,
and this is both aimed at readers outside the university who want to get an idea of
what we teach and at readers inside the university, at students who want to learn
how to write a good thesis. A substantial rewrite would change the original thesis
and thus miss the goal.

This volume is about “challenging power positions” ... that sounds rather
vague.

Power positions and power structures are a fundamental concern in literature and
in society. How power is attained and maintained, and with what reasoning, and
how divergent factors are dealt with by those in power underlies many, if not all,
literary texts. Mostly the readers see this through the eyes of someone who is not in
power but would like to be, or who is one of those ‘divergent factors’ just men-
tioned. All the texts analysed in this volume discuss different power structures: Al-
legra Bernola’s analysis of how Asia is represented in cyberpunk cinema, for exam-
ple, is at heart about how Western ways of making sense of the world rewrite — and
thus distort — Asia. Put simplistically, the West thus claims to be in a position to
define what Asian are; Bernola shows that they are defined as not-Western and
therefore not (fully) human.

Lille Haase’s analysis of adaptations of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein discusses dif-
ferent a power structure, that of defining what it means of being human. In Shelley’s
novel, the creature is made of human body parts, but society ostracises him as a
‘monster’ because of his uncouth outer appearance. The nameless creature rebels
by killing and trying to blackmail his creator. Essentially, he tries to break out of his
disempowerment through illegal means. In Poor Things and Frankissstein, the two
novels that Haase analyses, reflect these processes and go beyond them, imbuing
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their protagonists for example with contemporary gender facets that open a new
range of being considered divergent or monstrous.

Finally, Yuliia Reikina’s thesis has power structures already in its title; the paper
is about “Dominant Systems and Matginalized Figures”, after all. She discusses
three historical novels, broadly speaking, in terms of characters who are in power
and characters who are marginalised. All three novels share that they do not simply
depict historical characters before their historical backgrounds. They are also reac-
tions to other novels: J. M. Coetzee’s Foe is a reimagination of Daniel Defoe’s Rob-
inson Crusoe and Jean Rhys rewrites Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre in her Wide Sargasso
Sea, while David Dabydeen’s The Harlot’s Progress has a famous series of eighteenth-
century prints as its pretext. In other words, Reikina is not only concerned with
oppression and power structures inside the novels but also in the structures that
underlie reading and defining, or re-reading and re-defining, historical ‘role models’.

Surely this does not apply to the popular Twilight novels — and how about
Finnegan’s Wake?

Even in the Twilight seties there are power structures. One of the grandfathers of
vampire fiction, Count Dracula, may have be killed at the end of Bram Stoker’s
novel, but while ‘alive” he is shown to be physically very strong, possessed of an
uncanny skill to influence the minds of humans and of shape-changing abilities.
Vampires are inherently powerful, even if their power is derivative because of the
human blood they feed on. Their different-from-human powers makes humans
(rightly) suspicious of them — mostly vampires are considered the enemy. In Twilight,
this human/vampire dichotomy is altered. There are good vampires who do not
hurt humans, and evil vampires who do. Caught between them is the human Bella
who falls in love with a good vampire and eventually turns vampire herself. This in
itself indicates different positions of power, depending on which perspective one
takes; Edward appears, for example, a very traditional male protector of the very
female Bella, yet Bella successtully defies his wish for her to remain human. The
physical strength, the ‘power of might’, is very much at issue in the Twilight novels.
In addition, and perhaps more importantly, Rim Zraouti is concerned with another
aspect of exercising power, though: through food and eating. Bella controls the
chaos outside her through disciplining her body by hunger; Edward and his family
control their bodies by using blood units. This perspective on control-through-de-
nial, as Zraouti shows, can be dangerous to young and impressionable readers. (In
this you can see that literature can really have an impact!)

As for Finnegan’s Wafke, James Joyce’s masterpiece, Cemal Can Ozmumcu seems
at first sight completely uninterested in power structures. Much of his thesis is rem-
iniscent of philology in the best and traditional sense of word-focused literary anal-
ysis. In his thesis, Ozmumcu shows the influence of Turkish words and concepts
on the linguistic shape of Finnegan’s Wake. The novel is firmly situated in the canon
of English and Irish literature. As Ozmumcu shows, it is much more global than
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most readers recognise; Joyce does not only make use of — and thus appropriates,
with all its implications — Turkish words but also de-Orientalizes concepts by not
using them as traditional linguistic signposts but through showing up their multi-
level connotations. Thus, Ozmumcu’s analysis challenges traditional notions in sev-
eral ways.

The volume has a very broad range of topics. Is this typical of what your
students work on?

Absolutely. In their studies, students learn to find topics for academic papers based
on the courses they take; the texts and contexts are predefined, to a large extent,
through what is discussed in the seminar. At the end of their studies, whether in the
Bachelor’s or the Master’s programme, they are able to decide for themselves what
topic to focus on for a larger project which eventually becomes a Bachelor’s or
Master’s thesis. Thus, we have theses on greatly different topics and from very dif-
ferent contextual areas. After all, staff at the Anglophone Literature and Culture
division teach English literature from around 1500 — just before Shakespeare’s days
— up to today, and ‘English’ means not only ‘produced in England’ but also in adja-
cent areas: Scotland, Ireland, former Commonwealth areas, to name but a few. In
addition, we also look at aspects of the book and culture industries. Sadly we do not
have a paper on any of those areas in this volume.

Let’s get back to your interns, then — what is their take on the project?

I think I will rather let them speak for themselves. For me, work on this volume has
been a very good and enjoyable experience, and I am glad to have offered the op-
portunity. I will surely do so again in future, so all you prospective interns, keep an
eye out for future internship adverts!



