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Dr. Matt Bell:

Your academic interests include? Which writers interest
you most, and why?

I am interested primarily in the sign systems that govern
the distinction between heterosexuality and homosexual-
ity in American culture. These systems expose not only
our various, sometimes isolated experiences of sexuality,
but also relations of power, the workings of history, and
our conceptualization of “the natural” and “the human.”
My investment in these systems draws me necessarily
toward considerations of gender and transgenderism,
minority identities, and the intersections between the
social and the psychological. Most recently, my scholar-
ship has focused on the expressions of the gay liberation
movement in narrative forms. I'm intrigued by the
historical production of sexual identity, so I gravitate both
toward major canonical figures, such as Henry James and
William Faulkner, in whose work we can recognize
complicated negotiations of emergent sexual categories,
and toward figures who can be purposefully situated in
relation to the gay liberation movement, including
Patricia Highsmith, James Baldwin, Andrew Holleran,
Jill Johnston, and Alison Bechdel. Filmmakers whose
work I find compelling and forceful include

Most basically, teaching means giving a set of tools to students and
encouraging the students as they learn to use them independently. In
my classroom, the primary tool I share with my students, a formal-
ist method of close reading, is a simple one with many applications.
Straightforward observation of texts helps to demystify the work of
literary and cultural analysis, and it is the necessary foundation of
sound critical thinking. I incorporate examples of multiple art forms
in my classes—literature, film, popular song, painting, architecture,
web design—in part to demonstrate the great, invaluable flexibility
of close reading: it prepares students to be alert to the workings of
the world around them. I draw my students’ attention to the formal
aspects of the text before them to show how the apparatus structures
our experience of textual content, and even in standard literature
courses, I tend to return to specific major themes in modern Ameri-
can culture, including gender, sexuality, and race.

Which literary and/or cultural theorists have influenced you the
most?

[ trace my theoretical genealogy back to three central writers of
post-structuralism: Jacques Lacan, Paul De Man, and Michel
Foucault. While their disciplines and methodologies are widely
divergent, together they produce a complex and useful understand-
ing of how language shapes operations of social power. The more
recent critical movement called “queer theory” has given me a
sense of the immediate political significance of literary criticism, so
[ owe intellectual debts to its best and most formative thinkers:
Judith Butler, Lee Edelman, D.A. Miller, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick,
and Michael Warner. Finally, I wouldn’t be who I am without the
influence of my undergraduate mentor, the brilliant and inspiring
Gregory Bredbeck, who died early this year.
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