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WEEK 3 
On the importance of pleasure 

 
 
We spent the last week asking ourselves, and each other, a question that seemed simple: What do 
you care about? And we shared materials that helped to introduce and encounter ourselves, and each 
other, in that question. We did that in order to make space for asking about the kinds of motivations 
for spending our time with particular kinds of research questions, materials, and communities. As 
last week’s weekly guide reminded us: Research is an art of attention. And finding a way of guiding 
and focusing your attention on an object that matters to you will help you to develop a project that 
is sustainable, adaptable, and – with any luck – joyful.   

As we turn to our next week together, we turn to joy.  
We do this for many reasons. In your self-introductions in the first week of class, most of 

you explained that your interest in the humanities was, fundamentally, an interest in the human. 
Work that centers the human – one way to think about what we might call the humanities, though 
we can and will trouble that definition as we work through our semester together – does so most 
successfully by acknowledging humanity in its fullness. We do that by not separating the work, the 
research, from the humanity that produces it and that it is meant to speak to. Too often, we are 
taught in academia to strip our research of the subjectivity that marks it as having been created by an 
actual person. (Don’t use “I” in your writing! Write your formal prose this way! Don’t talk about 
yourself! Keep the emotions out of it! Etc.) In this course, from the very beginning, we will not be 
doing that. This week, we begin to talk about why that is important, and why acknowledging and 
making space for our own humanity, in our work as researchers in the humanities, actually produces 
better work than might otherwise be possible. 

This week, we begin to do that by centering pleasure in our work.  
What you love, what you enjoy, can find a place in your work. (This week we try on this idea 

to see how it fits each of us. And it might not fit all of us, and that’s ok: some people like to center 
what they love, or their pleasures, firmly in their research; others prefer to maintain boundaries so 
that playtime is playtime and worktime is worktime. There’s no right approach, here: this week is 
about understanding that you have options, and that either approach is right if it’s right for you. We’ll 
talk about this together.)  
 One benefit of working on what you enjoy – not just what you feel compelled to work on, 
or what you feel that you ought to work on – is that it can help you to produce work that integrates 
a more diverse or surprising source base than might otherwise be the case. Some of the most 
innovative and exciting humanities work has come from research on materials or questions that 
might have seemed outside the boundaries of academic/scholarly work…until it wasn’t, because 
someone made a choice to invite it in.  
 
HOW TO PREPARE FOR NEXT WEEK’S CLASS 

1. First, we reflect. Please compose a post, for the discussion board, that addresses the 
following: 

a. What do you read, listen to, watch, do, etc. for fun?  What brings you joy? (What 
does feeling joyful, feeling happy, feel like, to you? Can you describe that?) When 
you think about how you would like to spend your time if you had infinite space in 
your days, what does that look like? Can you share an example of something that 
brings you joy to read, look at, listen to, etc.? 
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b. Think back to our discussion, last week, of what matters to us in our work as 
scholars. Recall, or re-ask yourself (because the answer might have changed, upon 
deep reflection alone and in community): what matters to you? 

c. As an experiment, can you describe a project that would bring (a) and (b) together? 
(This should not be something you’re already working on: think creatively and 
expansively, here. Think about materials in (a) that you ordinarily wouldn’t bring to 
your classwork or scholarly projects.) What would that project look like? What 
preparation or background would you need in order to undertake it? 

d. Ok, now that you’ve spent some time thinking about that, reflect: is that something 
you’d like to do, or do you prefer to keep the realms separate? What works for you? 
Can you share a bit about that with us? 

e. Does that give you any kind of new orientation to the research project that you’re 
planning for this fellowship? Does it change anything for you, in terms of what you 
might include in that work, and/or what you might be trying to understand through 
it? Why or why not? 

f. Please do this, and write about/post the results for us, by 12 pm on Friday 
January 21. 

 
2. Next, we make our reading list for the week 

After you post your reflection, above, please do the following: 
a. If you have written something – or produced a scholarly object in another medium – 

that brings together your work as a scholar with something you love or a source of 
play and pleasure for you (along the lines of what I have described, above), and if 
you are willing to share that object, please post it to the Week 3 discussion board for 
the group. Please note that there is no obligation to do so! Take this as an invitation to 
share if you have produced an object like this, and if you’re happy for us to see it. 
Please do this by 12 pm on Friday January 21. This can be offered as a link, an 
attachment, copy-and-pasted text: whatever you have access to. 

b. After you’ve done that, and after the deadline for posting (12 pm on Friday January 
21) has passed, but before class, please read the following: 

i. This short piece, which is my own contribution to this conversation, and 
which I’d like to talk with you about when we next meet: “A Historian’s 
Tarot.” Portable Gray 2, no. 2 (Fall 2019): 159-172. You can find it linked 
above, and also uploaded into our “Week 3” folder in “Files” on Canvas. I’ll 
frame this for you when we meet, but please bring questions! What do you 
want to know about this piece, in order to attend to it as a humanities 
research object? 

ii. As many other posted contributions from your peers as you have time for. 
As ever, please give yourself enough time to attend to your colleagues’ work 
thoughtfully, rather than rushing through. 

 
In class, as we did last week, I will ask everyone to talk about why they posted what 

they did, and how that might translate into what they think (at least, at this point) they want 
to develop as a humanities research project.  

 
 Have fun! Be thoughtful! Be generous with yourselves and with each other! It will be a 
pleasure to talk with you next week. - Carla 


