- Teaching Literature in the 1990°s:
Meeting the Challenge

Nancy Topping Bazin

English teachers are currently beset by a variety of political forces vying
for their attention. Education has become big news again for the first time
since October 4, 1957, when the Soviet Union inaugurated the Space Age
by launching Sputnik, the first man-made satellite. In 1957, astonished at
the Russians’ success, Americans panicked and decided that their math,
science, and foreign language training was inadequate. Recent surveys
showing the superiority of Japanese and European students over American
students have provoked serious concern about the quality of education going
on in American public schools and in our colleges and universities. The
current panic focuses primarily on the humanities where ideological
differences are likely to come into play when the issues are discussed.
Although most colleges have already gone back to a core curriculum and
although a recent study done by the Modern Language Association proves
the literary classics are, in fact, being taught in most public high schools,
reactionary administrators and teachers are using this sudden concern about
quality to lash out at progressive scholars and critics who have, with some
success, been advocating the feminist approach to literature along with other
concepts in literary theory that challenge the status quo.

A literary curriculum or canon that excludes women, minority, third
world, and Asian writers is just as political as a curriculum that includes
them. The question is not whether to permit politics to inform what we
teach but rather which politics to choose. 1 vote for a literary curriculum
and a literary canon that is democratic and multicultural rather than a
curriculum that is elitist and exclusive, so exclusive that it define works
as inferior unless they are written by white men. William Bennett, Alan
Bloom, and, to a slightly lesser extent, Lynne Cheney (her NEH core
curriculum includes only three Afro-Americans and very few female writers)
are voting for a return to the traditional curriculum—one designed prior
to the political movements of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s.

In the debate raging on the pages of The Chronicle of Higher Education,
false either/or dichotomies are presented, such as, “Should we have excellence
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or diversity?” “Standards or representation?” (Giroux & Kaye). In fact,
we can have both excellence and pluralism. There are few novels as perfectly
crafted as, for example, Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior
or Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye. Furthermore, are the certified-as-great
works by white males all without flaws? Or were they, too, accepted for
what they contributed to literary history or for what, despite flaws, has
excited our imagination or intellect? The 1988 revisions in Stanford
University’s Western culture program represent a step forward; y=t the then
Secretary of Education, William Bennett, ca_llf:d the reform“‘an' unfortunate
capitulation to a campaign of pressure politics and intimidation™ (quoted
in Lazere). Is William Bennett’s point of view really “neutral, balanced,
and unbiased?” As Donald Lazere points out in The Chronicle, Bennett
uses a “rhetorical stance of neutrality” to mask his “own bias in favor of
conservative ideology” (Lazere).

Just as the conservatives in this country are monitoring the reading Ii-sts
in the public schools, the Bennetts of’ the edl_xcalion world dlS]l.kC
developments like those at Stanford, which require professors to give
“‘substantial attention’ to the issues of race, gender and class, and to include
the study of works by women and minority-group members” in what was
formerly called a course in Western culture; henceforth, the teachers of
what is now called “Cultures, Ideas, and Values” are also to select works
“from at least one non-European culture” (Mooney A,I). This change in
the curriculum to which the media have given so much attention was
provoked by students’ questioning the traditional reading list. They asked:
“What. . .did the term “Western” mean? Whose culture were they studying?
And how could any culture of which they were a part be represented by
a core reading list with no works by women or minority-group members?”
(Mooney A,l11). ) '

Changes similar to Stanford’s are occurring on other campuses. “A_mcncan
University includes current scholarship on race, class, and sex in every
course in its new general-education program.” At the University of California
at Los Angeles, “the perspectives of women and minority groups are included
in several anthropology, sociology, and geography courses.” Ran}apo College
is creating on its campus a “global village” that will emphasize not .only
international education but also “the variety of cultures that contribute
to American society” (Heller A,16). Old Dominion University in Norfolk,
Virginia, stands on the forefront with the‘sc qational models, for it, too,
has integrated scholarship about women, minority, and non-western peoples
into its general education program. As the enrollment‘s of minority students
increase on many campuses, pressures mount to revise curricula to affirm
their existence and their heritages. At UCLA, the minority-group members
make up 62 percent of the freshman class and “half of the undcr.graduale
student body” (Mooney A,11). Furthermore, 51 percent ofstude.ms in college
today are female. Women of all races and classes have a right to learn
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