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ANNOUNCEMENT 

MCTE CONVENTION 

MINNESOTA COUNCIL OF TEACHERS OF ENGLISH 

31ST ANNUAL SPRING CONFERENCE 

APRIL 20-21, 1990 

at 

THE SHERATON NORTHWEST 

in 

BROOKLYN PARK 

Featured Speakers 
Susan Allen Toth, author of How to Prepare for Your High School Reunion 

and Other Midlife Musings , and Blooming: A Small Town Girlhood. 

Marion Dane Bauer, author of Like Mother, Like Daughter; On My Honor; 

Foster Child. 

Linda Shadiow, National Council Teachers of English 

Program Chair: Mark Ludwig, St. Cloud State University 
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Call for Papers for the Minnesota English Journal 

For the Fall 1990 and Winter-Spring 1990-91 issues. 

We encourage articles on a wide variety of topics of interest to the English profession 

in Minnesota. Here are some suggested topics -

1. Teaching stra tegies / classroom activi-

ties 

2. Rhetoric/teaching composition 

3 . Language issues 
4. Literary theory 

5 . Composition research 

6. Literary criticism/ anal ysis with an 

awareness of teaching 
7. Censorship issues 
8. Teaching critical thinking 

9. Discussions of unique courses or pro

grams in English / language ar ts 

IO.Reading-research and pedagogy 

11 .Nonfiction literature 

12.Professional issues 
13. Writing-across-the-curriculum (parti

culary descriptions of programs) 

14 .Canadian litera ture for American stu
dents. 

15 .Bibliographies relating to the pre-

vious topics 

16.Reviews of current books 
17 .Children's litera ture 

18.American literature 

19 . British li terature 

20.World literature 

21.Literature for young adults 

Deadlines - Fall 1990 - September 15, 1990 

Winter-Spring 1990-91 - December 15, 1990 

We encourage teachers of English / language arts at all levels to submit their work to 

the Minnesota English Journal for possible publication. See the editorial statement on 

the inside back cover fo r further informa tion. 

Send manuscripts to - John Schifsky or Nancy Lund 
Department of Language and Literature 

College of St. Scholastica 

1200 Kenwood Avenue 

Duluth , MN 55811-4199 
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To Our Readers 

As the new editors of the Minnesota English Journal, we want to recognize our debt 
to those editors who came before and, in particular, Richard Dillman for his diligence, 
concern for quality, and professional standards. Our goal is to continue the journal's 
long tradition of service to its readers, providing a forum for teachers to discuss 
research, talk about pedagogy and share ideas. To realize that goal we encourage 
submissions from teachers at all levels, kindergarten through college, and we will make 
every effort to publish articles of interest to this diverse audience. Finally, this publica
tion is yours and your comments and suggestions are essential to its continued success. 

Nancy Lund 
Language Arts Curriculum Specialist 

K-12 

Duluth School District 
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John Schifsky 
Languages and Literature 
College of St. Scholastica 

African Women In The Novels Of Buchi Emecheta: 

Characters Of Oppression 

by 
Kathryn Schladweiler 
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Buchi Emecheta depicts women in her native culture in a far different way than they 
are depicted by Achebe, Amadi, and other male African writers. As an expatriate, 
African female living in London, Emecheta's works are a close scrutiny of the limita
tions tribal culture places on women by someone who has experienced the repression of 
that culture. Rather than glorifying the heritage of African tribal tradition, Emecheta 
questions the roles assigned to women by their male dominated culture . The underlying 
metaphor in most of her works is of African womanhood as victimization and servi
tude. Although the oppressors vary from husbands to tribal customs and taboos to 
children, the message is clear that women within native African culture are not 
permitted control of their lives. The psychological and physical bonds of arranged 
marriages, polygamy, perpetual pregnancy, childbirth, and widowhood are all explored 
in Emecheta's works. Collectively, her first five books are not only a recounting of the 
female experience from birth to death, but are also an indictment of traditional tribal 
culture and the burdens it places on African women. 

Her first two books, In the Ditch and Second Class Citizen are somewhat autobio
graphical in nature. The central character, Adah Obi, only reluctantly comes to terms 
with the restrictive role of a woman as it is prescribed by her native Nigeria . As she 
pushes her husband toward further education and the promised life she envisions it will 
bring them in England, she is extolling one of Emecheta's recurring themes on the 
importance of education as a route to freedom. In moving to England, however, Adah 
Obi is forced to re-evaluate the role her culture has assigned her. Life in London 
becomes a catal'yst that causes Adah Obi to re-examine her traditional role in light of its 
conflicts within a modern, urban setting. 

The imprisoning powers of tribal taboos on the psyche of a modern young Nigerian 
woman are the focus of The Bride Price. In this novel Emecheta writes of the taboos 
associated with a marriage that has been forbidden because it is between nonequals -a 
young Ibo tribeswoman and a young man descended from slaves. The young man's 
family wealth is of no consequence in light of his lineage, and Aku-nna's uncle refuses 
his permission for her to marry Chike. In refusing permission for the marriage, Aku
nna's uncle also refuses Chike's payment of the bride price. The taboos associated with 
this are profound and affect Akil-nna psychologically. Although she repudiates her 
tribal customs and marries the man of her choice, she can't escape the fear that the 
superstitions surrounding an unpaid bride price have bred in her. 

In Slave Girl Emecheta poignantly portrays the impact of slavery within the tribal 
system of native Africans. This story presents the limited options available to women 
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whose lives and destinies were controlled by the whims, fortunes, and misfortunes of 
the men in their lives. 

Perhaps no book by Emecheta depicts the conflicting issues facing modern African 
women more darkly than The Joys of Motherhood. In this novel Emecheta also 
collectively addresses many of the issues regarding women's lives which she explored in 
her earlier novels. Nnu Ego, the heroine of The Joys of Motherhood, spends the bulk of 
her adult life dangling between two standards. Having been reared in a traditional 
African tribal village, her expectations for her life were those of any traditional village 
female-to be given to a husband and to bear his children. Nnu Ego's life, however, 
does not follow the path that her tribal upbringing prepared her for. 

Her first, traditional tribal marriage fails due to her supposed barrenness, so her 
father gives her in marriage to a son of the village who has gone to Lagos to make his 
way in life. This second marriage is one which Nnu Ego is unprepared for in two ways. 
First, this marriage is spent in a city, a setting which proves a source of conflict for Nnu 
Ego because her traditional values are not in tune with those of a modern city. 
Secondly, her second husband, Nnaife, does not fit the standards of manliness which 
Nnu Ego has internalized from her village upbringing. The experiences related to these 
two factors gradually cause Nnu Ego to question her tribal values, but she is never able 
to totally repudiate them. 

As Nnu Ego balances between the old way of life in the African village and the new 
way of life in a shanty-town in the modern city of Lagos, a number of female characters 
pass through her life who give the reader of this novel a diverse picture of the women 
who played a part in the emergence of modern Africa and the difficult choices they 
must have faced as they tried to make a place for themselves in a society where the 
changes between old and new were sometimes cataclysmic. Although The Joys of 

Motherhood is Nnu Ego's story, other female characters who pass through the novel 
offer an intriguing picture of the limited options available to African women. 

In his book The Sociology of Urban Women's Image in African Literature Kenneth 
Little has identified six categories of female characters who are typically represented in 
African literature with an urban setting: girlfriends or good-time girls, wives, free 
women, mothers, courtesans or prostitutes, and political women. Five of these charac
ter types are present in The Joys of Motherhood. 

Little describes girlfriends as having two distinct characteristics which set them apart 
from other women. One is that they are considered glamorous within the community 
and they can easily attract male attention . Another important difference between 
girlfriend character types and other women is that the relationships between girlfriends 
and their men are often relationships between individuals of differing tribes, which 
essentially makes them nonequal. Nnu Ego's daughter, Kehinde, behaves more like a 
girlfriend than a potential bride when she asserts her desire for the butcher's son. This is 
a relationship between nonequals (Yoruba tribe and Ibo tribe) which allows her freedom 
in the relationship she would not have had if she would have permitted herself to be 
placed in a traditional Ibo marriage. This assertion of independence by Kehinde is a 
reflection of the effect of the urban setting on her although she was reared by traditional 
values. It also is the type of behavior Little would characterize as "girlfriend" behavior. 

• 
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There are variations in how wives are depicted in African literature, but they 
generally can be placed into the following categories: bush wives, traditional wives 
displaced to the city, wives in rebellion , wives who maintain a separate identity from 
their husbands, and the special situation of co-wives. In The Joys of Motherhood all of 
these variations of the role of a wife are present. The reader is given an explicit picture 
of the subservient role of bush wives in the lives of the tribal men who view them as 
their possessions. Nnu Ego was reared in a tribal village and was conditioned for a 
traditional bush marriage in which the wives are valued for their cooking and baby 
making. When she fails to produce a child for her first husband, Amatokwu, her status 
as a woman and as a wife is jeopardized, particularly when Amatokwu takes a second 
wife. " .. .if you can't produce sons, at least you can help harvest yams" she is told as 
she is roughly dispensed with by her husband (Joys , 35). There are, however, some 
qualities of the bush marriage which Emecheta presents as desirable in contrast to the 
marriages of the city, and these qualities are remembered nostalgically bu Nnu Ego 
during her second marriage. "There was no time for petting or talking to each other 
about love. That type of family awareness which the illiterate farmer was able to show 
his wives, his household, his compound, had been lost in Lagos ... " (Joys, 52). 

Nnu Ego's life continues as a portrayal of the role of a wife when she is given in 
marriage a second time. Her marriage to Nnaife takes place in Lagos, where Nnu Ego 
becomes a symbol for all of the traditional wives displaced to an urban setting. The 
nature of her life in the city places strains on this marriage that make enduring it a trial 
for Nnu Ego. One strain is that she is forced to adjust her values in order to accept new 
roles for men at work. Nnu Ego defines a man as a farmer. The fact that when they 
marry Nnaife is a washerman for a white doctor is a source of humiliation for Nnu Ego 
(Joys, 47) . Another strain on this traditional wife displaced to the city is the strain that 
comes with struggling to provide even a meager existence. In their village they would 
have been farmers, growing their own food. In Lagos men were reduced to being 
subsistence wage earners, and the work was often sporadic. 

Life in Lagos does, however, expand Nnu Ego's sense of herself when she becomes a 
trader in the market. Trading provides her with both an income and a sense of 
independence which grows as Nnaife takes work on a ship and then is conscripted by 
the British army during World War II. Nnu Ego becomes a wife leading a separate life 
from her husband. "In Nnu Ego's case her husband was not there to tell her whom to 
talk to and who not to" (Joys , 108), and once her husband does return, Nnu Ego is no 
longer content to resume the role of traditional wife. 

Nnaife's unreliability as a provider and her constant struggle with economic depriva
tion are urban forces which change Nnu Ego from a bush wife into a more independent 
woman, but they are also the forces which permanently change her marriage into a 
battleground. Into this battle ground a third factor enters which makes this marriage 
even more complicated-an inherited junior wife, Adaku. Adaku is the character 
whom Emecheta uses to raise the reader's consciousness concerning two aspects of life 
for women in Africa. One is the burden that the traditional African tribal custom of 
polygamy places on women. By transporting this tribal custom into the city, Emecheta 
manages to sharpen her focus on the burden of this custom on women. 
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She had so lost contact with her people that the voice of this person addressing 
her as "senior wife" made her feel not only old but completely out of touch, as if 
she was an outcast. She resented it. .. this new menace .. . (Joys, 118) 

Adaku is not only a symbol of polygamy, however. Emecheta uses her to characterize 
the third type of female identified by Little . Adaku is a "free woman" who refuses to be 
bound by conventions or trapped by marriage. She views the city as an escape from the 
monotony of rural life and uses men as a means to her own ends (Little, 53-67). The first 
mention Emecheta makes of Adaku lets the reader know that she is an ambitious 
woman who sees Nnaife as her means out of the poverty that accompanied being a 
widow in a tribal village. 

Adaku ... made sure she was inherited by Nnaife ... she had had enough of 
lbuza ... either she accepted Nnaife or spent the rest of her life struggling to 
make ends meet (Joys, 119-20). 

Another character trait evident in Adaku is her sense of realism. In this respect, she also 
exhibits some of the characteristics of the courtesans and prostitutes discussed by Little. 
He characterizes these women as the ultimate realists. This is a fitting description of 
Adaku. The incident which highlights both her realism and the limited roles by which 
traditional African culture values its women occurs when Adaku tries to use the tribal 
method for settling a dispute against Nnu Ego. Rather than rectifying the wrong Adaku 
perceives she has received , the men make it clear that she has no rights in relationship to 
Nnu Ego because Adaku has not given Nnaife any sons, and Nnu Ego has. Adaku's 
success as a trader, her motherhood to daughters, her contributions to the household 
mean nothing. 

Though lbuza men admired a hard-working and rich woman, her life was 
nothing if she left no male children behind ... The message was clear: she was 
only a lodger, her position in Nnaife Owulum's household had not been ratified 
(Joys, 166-67). 

The female character type described by Little which most profoundly affects this 
novel, though, is the mother. This is the most important female characterization offered 
by Emecheta. Two characterizations of motherhood which are closely interwoven are 
motherhood as a definition of womanhood and the devastation to a woman that comes 
from barrenness. African tribal values equate motherhood with the fulfillment of a 
female's destiny. Without achieving motherhood, a woman has no identity, no proof of 
her womanliness. Nnu Ego's entire upbringing prepared her for only one destiny
motherhood. She does not consider herself completely a woman until she achieves this 
goal. At the birth of her first child she finally feels she has achieved fulfillment. " ... 
you see, only now with this son am I going to start loving this man. He has made me 
into a real woman-all I want to be, a woman and a mother" (Joys, 53) . 
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It is no wonder, then, that in this culture barrenness would be viewed so devas
tatingly by women. Nnu Ego's life also illustrates this point. In her first marriage to 
Amatoku, she is unable to conceive. This failure to bear a child has disastrous effects on 
Nnu Ego . She views herself as others view her-as a failed wife, and her self-esteem 
quickly erodes. When her second marriage to Nnaife produces the longed-for child, 
Nnu Ego finally can take her place as a complete woman in her society. 

Through Nnu Ego's motherhood, Emecheta also characterizes the unique differences 
between the relationships of mothers and sons and mothers and daughters which are 
inherent in the traditional culture. The word which best clarifies these differences is 
"expectations." From the moment a son is born, his life is one of expectations, especially 
if he is the first-born son. Nnu Ego encourages her eldest son Oshia to set his own high 
expectations, and she repeatedly builds his self-esteem and reinforces his special status 
as a boy and the eldest. 

Your brother is the direct heir, the first son of your father; he needs to be specially 
treated. If you can wait, when he finishes his education, then we will all be better 
off (Joys, 191). 

By contrast, there are very limited expectations for girls in a traditional household. 
Quite often, girls are viewed as mere burdens. If a girl does have any value, it is in what 
she can contribute to the family through her trading in the market or through a good 
marriage . "One planned for and had sleepless nights over boys; girls, on the other 
hand, were to help in the running of the house and be disposed of as soon as possible" 
(Joys, 204) . 

Because of the time during which she has set this novel, Emecheta is also able to give 
her readers an idea of the differences between the traditional mother and the more 
modern mother. This contrast is most evident between the motherhoods of the charac
ters Nnu Ego and Adaku. Because Adaku has only daughters, and because she has 
rejected the traditional values which would have enslaved her as a second wife, Adaku 
also rejects these values for her daughters . On the other hand, Nnu Ego still accepts the 
limited roles her society has assigned for females. A conversation between Nnu Ego, 
Adaku, and Mother Abby illustrates this contrasting view of motherhood. Nnu Ego 
inquires about Adaku's girls and learns that they are in a convent school. Mother Abby 
commends Adaku for her accomplishment in educating her daughters . When Adaku 
asks about Nnu Ego's daughters and their schooling, Nnu Ego responds: 

Oh no, they only attended for a couple of years .. .I think they can read a little. 
I personally do not regret it. They will be married in a few years . They can earn a 
good income by trading. The most important thing is for them to get good 
husbands (Joys, 189). 

As Nnu Ego ages, her children provide her with more heartbreak than joy and the 
bitter irony of this novel's title becomes clear. By the last chapter of the novel, Nnu Ego 
has re-evaluated motherhood and come to view it as a form of imprisonment. "Her love 



6 

and duty for her children were like her chain of slavery .. .'I am a prisoner of my own 

flesh and blood' " (Joys , 186-87). She also believes, that contrary to the blessings they 

were supposed to be, children are often a crushing burden, particularly in the grinding 

poverty of an urban setting where her struggle has been to feed them all. "What have I 

gained from all this? Yes, I have many children, but what do I have to feed them on? On 

my life . . . " (Joys , 186). And finally, Nnu Ego realizes that children are not a guarantee 
of happiness or security in her old age . Her culture had taught her to value children 

because they would take care of her in her old age and she would not die "a miserable 
death all alone, just like a barren woman" (Joys , 219). Through the actions of her sons 

Nnu Ego realizes that although she is the mother of many clever children, her culture 

has changed so much that her expectations for motherhood from her tribal upbringing 

no longer apply to this modern country. 
Nnu Ego can, in fact, be viewed as a transitional mother. She represents the mothers, 

like Emecheta's mother, who served as a bridge between the traditional tribal values 
prevalent in the pre-World War II years and the modern values that would shape the 

new Nigeria after the war. The fact that she acknowledges the changing values of her 
children and tries to reconcile these values with the ones with which she was raised does 

not, however, lessen the heartbreak that she faces and that faces all women like Nnu 
Ego whose value systems were left behind by their country. Nnu Ego's death, quietly, by 

a roadside all alone, is symbolic of Emecheta's message that for a new, modem Africa 

to emerge, it will be necessary for the tribal values to also pass away. 

Emecheta's works address three interrelated, yet sometimes conflicting issues : the 

oppression of African women, the education of African women, and the effect upon the 

lives of African women of westernization. The central dilemma in her fiction focuses on 
the clash among these forces and the persistent desire of her central characters for 

female autonomy and fulfillment. Emecheta's view of African womanhood darkened as 

her novel writing progressed. After her autobiographical first novels, her writing 

turned to exploring the reasons why fulfillment was so problematical for African 

women. Her novels show a steadily darkening vision for African women in that they 

seem to be in a tragic, insoluable dilemma. In order to be free and fulfilled as an 
individual, the African woman must abandon her African identity because of the 

inherent sexism within the tribal tradition. If she wishes to accept her African heritage, 

she must renounce feminist ideals and self-determination. 

Bibliography 
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KEEPING THE AMERICAN MIND OPEN: 

BUILDING CULTURAL DIVERSITY 

INTO A WORLD LITERATURE COURSE 

by 
William D. Oyer 
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During a good part of last year, Alan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind 

enjoyed enormous public success while stirring considerable controversy among aca
demnicians. The message of the book, which because of the contingencies of space I risk 

oversimplifying, may be paraphrased thusly : "Listen, while we in higher education 

have been laboring in the academic vineyards for decades to teach our students the 

'world,' most of our energies have been misplaced and wasted, particularly in the '60s 

when our attempts at exposing students to cultural diversity resulted in exchanging 
excellence and a traditional curriculum of 'great works' for fluff , Mick Jagger, anti

intellectual courses taught by dilettantes, and the dilution of standards. What we've lost 

in all of this amateurish, superficial, and often misinformed 'touching and feeling' of 

other-than-western literatures and cultures is a sense of who we are as a culture . Given 

the overwhelming evidence of American students' ignorance of their history, govern

ment, geography, literature-even language-the time has arrived to abandon the 
study of other cultures, whose written portrayals of themselves are prejudiced falsifica
tions, in favor of a rediscovery of ourselves and our values. Only through radically 

returning to basics can we reclaim our national identity and international pre
eminence:' 

I reluctantly admit that there is some truth contained within my hyperbolic 

paraphrase of the book's message-abysmal test scores, our inability to assume any

thing about the intellectual equipment that freshmen carry with them into their first 

college classroom encounters, and undeveloped language and writing skills that inhibit 
the very practice of problem-solving. Nevertheless, the prospect of "the closing of the 

American mind" is a thrillingly scary one at a point in history when naive insistence 

upon our nation's superiority or "rectitude," denial or dismissal of the complexity of 

cultural protocols in the international business community, and a foreign policy built 
upon ignorant imposition of our perspectives on "third-world" nations court disaster. 

There is some value in insularity, in our contemplating our own navels, because one 

must know self in order to know other. However, the world is too complex to, in a 

Burger King sense, "have it our way." In any event, our selves are defined to a great 

degree by what we have come from, our historical and philosophical and psychological 
roots . And, in our country, to know self means knowing the other and the diversity of 

racial, cultural, and linguistic constituencies that comprise it. 
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To effect this process of self-discovery, World Literature courses must break the 
tendency to remain safely within the canon of "Great Books" that are western, white, 

and largely male-oriented. Recently, the State of Minnesota has formally recognized the 

need for World Literature courses that offer a variety of cultural perspectives. Students 

seeking teacher certification must now enroll in at least one literature course whose 

materials include "third-world" works. Further, my experience as a participant in a 
1987 NEH Summer Institute in "The Theory and Practice of World Literature" offered 

by a group of comparatist scholars at the University of Massachusetts has taught me to 

become increasingly skeptical about teaching "Great Books" without first knowing 
what criteria-and whose-they fulfill to enable them to achieve their elite status. This 

process of questioning requires somewhat more than rereading-it means relearning 
how we read. It is this special concern for a return to "the basics" that has compelled me 

to re-organize and to re-invent my course in "The World Novel;' to be taught during an 

eleven-week quarter. I shall articulate my grounds for selecting the texts on this syllabus 

(although any number of groupings of alternative texts could be envisioned), supply 

some basic principles for grouping them, apply some of those interpretive principles to 

some of these texts, and conclude by indicating some thought questions that could 

direct students to discover their own relationship with a cultural "other:' 

The redesign of my course is based on one simple pedagogical assumption: that one 

discovers self by acknowledging and experiencing the integrity of otherness. During a 

presentation at the Summer Institute, the classicist Thomas Greene of Yale asserted that 

cultural and literary stereotypes can be tested by engaging noncanonical works that 

lead students to see first essential differences from their Western cultural perspective 

and then points of cross-cultural similarity and harmony. However, in juxtaposing 

Eastern and Western materials on my syllabus, I've chosen to proceed in the opposite 
direction-from superficial generic and thematic likeness to areas where they are 
importantly different historically, philosophically, linguistically, and/ or culturally. In 

very real ways, our mature selves are determined by what we are not and can never be. 

After considerable comparative reading and rereading, I have chosen the following 

texts (and options) for "The World Novel": 

REQUIRED TEXTS: Dostoevsky. 

Gide. 

Markandaya. 

Narayan. 
S. Naipaul. 

Achebe. 

Emecheta. 
Coetzee. 

Argueta. 

Crime and Punishment 

The Immoralist 

Nectar in a Sieve 

The Guide, or 
Fireflies 

No Longer at Ease, or Things Fall 

Apart, or Arrow of God 

The Joys of Motherhood 

The Life and Times of Michael K. 
One Day of Life 

' 

HISTORICAL/CRITICAL RESOURCES TO CONTEXTUALIZE THE NOVELS: 
(on reserve) 

R. K. Narayan, trans. The Ramayana 

J. Mascaro, trans. The Bhagavad Gita 

F. Fanon. The Wretched of the Earth 

E. Said. Orienta/ism 

Basil Davidson, F. K. Bush, J. F. Ade Ajaye. 

A History of West Africa. 

G. Lamming. The Pleasures of Exile 

Camara Laye, trans. The Guardian of the Word 

Janheinz Jahn. Muntu 

9 

Several considerations have directed my choice of these novels-particularly the 
third-world titles. First, any and all of these works must enable a discussion that focuses 

upon the relationship between custom and change. That collision of a traditional self 

with "foreign" and complicating elements can be pursued on personal, sexual, religious, 

technological, historical, or linguistic grounds. Exploration of the personal dimension 

could mean tracing Obi's deeply-felt insecurity caused by his ambivalent relations with 

his tribal roots and a corrupting "alien" British bureaucracy in No Longer at Ease; 

Okonwo's shame for his father's perceived cowardice and irresponsibility that makes 

the son afraid to show any vulnerability in Things Fall Apart; in Emecheta's The Joys of 

Motherhood, Nnu Ego's battle with her personal "chi;' who she believes to be an 

unforgiving slave mistress blocking her way toward self and motherhood; the process 

of un-selfing that Raju undergoes in The Guide; the radical selflessness of family, place, 

job, and mind that Michael experiences in Coetzee's novel; Guadalupe's assertion of her 

personal independence and affiliation with the "invisible" revolution against the brutal 

Salvadoran establishment, even though her freedom must come by brave denial of her 
husband's identity. Politically, each of Achebe's books involves an intra- and inter

tribal politics and an encroaching imperial politics, judicial system, and bureaucracy. 
These novels invite "re-seeing" self on sexual, religious, and technological grounds. 

The "sexual self" becomes an important issue in several of these novels, from Coetzee's 
presentation of the unfertile spending of Michael's "seed" inside the public bathroom, 

Achebe's development of Obi's complicated sexual relationship with an "Osu" in No 

Longer at Ease, and extra-marital and inter-caste relationships in The Guide and Nectar 

in a Sieve to Emecheta's comparison of the mechanical sexual relations between Nnu 

Ego and Nnaife in the white-dominated culture of Lagos with Nnu Ego's recollection of 

sensitively given and received sexual pleasure in her Ibo village. Each of these novels 

has a complex, even ambiguous, "religious self" to portray. Again, each Achebe text 

demonstrates how the intrusion of a white Christianity vitiates African tribal religious 
life, lore, and dieties. Narayan makes subtle and ironic use of Hindu levels of seeing and 

being, particularly within the "Swami" role that Raju reluctantly and duplicitously 

plays, to chart the moral and spiritual transformation of his central character. In 

Fireflies, Naipaul juxtaposes two conflicting ways of "seeing," Hindu and Catholic, in 
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real and deceptive ways, and asks readers to evaluate whether the elaborate practice of 

Hindu ritual of marriages and funerals , presided over by Khoja, fits his spiritual and 

knowledgable profession of his religion . Argueta blends Catholic ritual and Mayan 

folklore and superstition in One Day of life. Also, technology intrudes upon self

perception in several of the selections, and that intrusion becomes a major theme in 
Achebe's work. For Markandaya, the issue becomes a means for measuring disruption 
and displacement within the family unit and a traditional agrarian way of life in Nectar 

in a Sieve. 
Within every one of these books, there is an enormous presence of an "historical 

self" -a local and / or cultural past that, whether fully acknowledged, understood, or 

integrated, determines how an individual sees the world. That influential past may be 

relatively recent-in Argueta's One Day of Life recollections of uprisings of and 

reprisals against the peasants are still vivid-or remote and "unconscious," as in 
Argueta's conflation of Mayan superstition with Catholic religious ritual in his charac

ters' view of reality. Achebe's novels provide opportunities for confronting a tribal past 

through family and generational history as well as through a well-developed oral 

tradition, one that seems to be chronicling the gradual deterioration of a culture. 

Coetzee also shows how Michael's physical movement away from the South African 

metropolis is a spiritual movement backwards, inside, in order to discover his mother's 
roots, to situate himself within that timeless natural-racial-generational root system, 

and to establish a rhythm with seed-sowing, harvesting earth. This connection also 

exists in Naryan's text as well, because it recounts the history of Raju's family, the 

important cultural history embodied within Rosie's beautiful ritual dance that Raju first 

exploits but then becomes attuned to, and the gradual immersion of Raju in a Hindu

Swami tradition that insulates him from the noise and materialism of intruding Western 

culture. 
And, finally, these texts pose the prospect of a "linguistic self" and what that 

language problem means for an apprehending reader and a writer who is attempting to 

render a view of a culture through his / her verbal window. Interestingly, only three of 

the works represented on this syllabus have been translated from a native language

Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment, Gide's The lmmoralist, and Argueta's One Day 

of Life. Much, obviously, becomes lost in the process of translation; in some important 

ways, students must realize that they are reading a kind of para-creation that only 

approximates the reality of the original. Thus, there is some benefit in comparing 

translations, where possible, within the course. Reading a work in translation also 

establishes some distance between writer and reader, an awareness of what is different, 

"other," about the reality that the novelist depicts. For Argueta, writing as he is about a 

culture fighting for survival and undermined as much by its internal death squads as by 

American policy, writing in his native language is virtually an act of pride and 

emancipation. Argueta's language choices and rhythms are essential to his vision, and 

inviting Spanish-speaking guest speakers to class can help to narrow the gulf between 

self and other here. 
In other cases involving writers living within a culture whose native language has 

been supplanted by English-and novelists from that culture have chosen to cast their 
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works in English-the "colonial" question must be addressed . The works of Achebe, 

Naipaul, Narayan, and Markandaya all encourage the reader to pursue the writer's 

relation to the colonizing language-whether writers are using the language subver

sively to undermine the negative effects of the alien culture and language (Achebe's 

Arrow of God intentionally excludes Western whites as his primary audience and 

makes it their responsibility to educate themselves in the cultural contexts of the book), 
or whether they use the language of "other" to sentimentalize, and thus misrepresent, 

their cultural values and heritage (Markandaya and Naipaul at least partially fall into 

this category). 

The "self versus other" theme also provides a means for observing splits within a 

culture like Markandaya's or Coetzee's or Narayan's or Achebe's or Emecheta's. This is 

true of each of Achebe's works, but perhaps most dramatically enacted in No Longer at 

Ease. Here, Obi's tribal culture is corrupted, if not destroyed, by Christian conversion; 

the value of heroic action is undercut by insidious recruitment into a corrupt colonial 

bureaucracy based on intertia rather than the active life that characterized Okonkwo's 

tribal orientation. Also, Obi is absolutely torn by what he has taken from the exploiting 

colonial culture and how it is to be paid back, as well as by the conflict between 

personal fulfillment and the pressure to follow family and cultural tradition. 

Thirdly, each of these works facilitiates discussion of ways of seeing, being, and 

believing as these modes of experiencing self and other are introduced into the texts. 

From Dostoevsky to Coetzee and Argueta and Emecheta, dreams function importantly 

as mechanisms for escaping reality as well as for seeing oneself more clearsightedly. 

Narayan uses allusions to myth and belief from the Bhagavad-Gita and the Ramayana 
to delineate Raju's paradoxical development as "guide" as he moves from an outside to 

an inside perspective and matures toward a Hindu concern for the nonmaterial. 

Markandaya's portrayal of caste and family tied to the land in the face of change hinges 
upon a Hindu conception of being and becoming, of peace and strife. Coetzee's brilliant 
juxtaposition of Western urban strife with Michael's movement inside, away from time, 

food-even to a different level of communicating that frustrates the attempts of the 
white pharmacist to get Michael to "explain himself" -seems to invoke African tribal 

beliefs about death and tangible coexistence of the souls of dead generations with the 

living. 

After rereading these works, especially Crime and Punishment, I began to compare 

them on the loosely thematic grounds of crime, time, and the hero. These issues recur 

not only within the texts on my syllabus but also within the developing issues and 

dichotomies of a very complex nineteenth and twentieth century world. In terms of 

time, the technological versus pastoral is significant, but there are other connections: 

the notion of changeless or immortal versus the fluxful; the concern for temporal and 
material versus the urge to dematerialize and transcend time (both The Guide and 

Michael K. can be talked about in this way); the larger historical versus the strikingly 
repetitive and often hopeless everyday (Nectar in a Sieve, Michael K., and, to some 

degree the three Achebe novels speak in these terms) ; the cyclical/seasonal patterns of 

change versus war and work (Coetzee, Markandaya, Achebe on a couple of levels from 
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tribal to Western, and Narayan); internal versus clock/external time (dream versus 

waking in Coetzee, Narayan, Achebe, and Emecheta). 
In terms of crime, a basic lexical definition might be a starting point from which to 

work toward more complex cultural, experiential and/ or stipulative notions of 

criminality, but, within the novels that I have chosen, a number of criminal isuses 

emerge-from crime against self to the social crime. Achebe demonstrates how the 

personal crime can be complicated by violation of conflicting codes of cultural conduct 

in Okonkwo's ostracism for killing Ikemefuna in Things Fall Apart. Emecheta portrays 

Nnu Ego wrestling with the societal stigma of failing to bear a child for her tribal 

husband, a condition which causes her to risk expulsion from his household by nursing 

the child of her husband's second wife. However, when the child that she finally bears 

for her second husband dies while momentarily unattended in her Lagos home, she 

holds herself totally accountable and averts suicide only by the chance intercession of a 

man who belongs to the same native village. 
All of these crimes take different shapes and assume varying levels of importance on 

the basis of the cultural contexts we see criminality occurring within. Raju commits the 

crime of subverting and arrogating the self of his girl friend-dancer, but he also breaks 

up a marriage, misappropriates funds, drives his mother from her home by his immoral 
behavior, and carries on an elaborate deception in his role of Swami. In No Longer at 

Ease, the crime is complex, with Obi's "corruption," seduction into "Western" ways, 

subtle rejection of his history, self, family, and the prospect of "blood on his hands" by 

his desire to marry Clara against his parents' and culture's will and the arrangement for 

Clara's abortion. In Coetzee's novel, these crimes become even more subtly represented 

within patterns of charity and oppression; both are bad insofar as they interfere with 

self-determination. Argueta enables a paradoxical redefinition of crime by ascribing to 
the law-administering authority's gratuitous atrocities and acts of terrorism. 

The "hero" theme invites students to compare the behavior of characters in their 

readings to a male, Western, militaristic, nonsensitive heroic mode. In Narayan, 

Markandaya, Coetzee, and Achebe, the hero is in the process of being re-defined and 

rediscovered. For Narayan, one's heroism seems to develop out of a career of use by 
and then radical usurpation of others by becoming, in spite of Raju's deceptions, <the 

role of Brahma-priest-Guru-Swami and a denial of the body and the world for others. 

For Markandaya, Rukmani assumes the heroship of self-abnegation, cooperation, self

sacrifice in the face of enormous, inexplicable, and unrelenting suffering, even when it 
means deception of her husband to maintain the family unit-it means resilience and 

endurance to withstand the unpredictable seasonal flux of life and nature as well as the 

effects of rapid technological change and encroachment. In Coetzee, heroism is the 

paradoxical strength that comes from Michael's weakness, difference, enslavement, 

deformity, only apparent mental slowness in a quest for his people who have lived 
before him, with the rhythms of time that make him as strong and fertile as the 

pumpkin seeds he carries in his pocket. Achebe juxtaposes an oral history of active epic 

heroes operating within a natural framework vibrating with magical power and signifi
cances to an ironic contemporary "hero" privileged by Western educational forms to 

become an economic success and, in the process, to betray those heroic/historical roots 
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and sense of self. The heroism of Emecheta's Nnu Ego consists of living a life based on 

the belief that having many children makes a woman, while drastic changes in the 

values of her country, people, and tribe severely test that belief. Both Naipaul and 

Argueta construct women-heroes, but with considerably different focuses. Naipaul's 

"Baby" must develop the vision and strength and will to assert herself independently of 

her family connections in order to ensure her and her children's separate existence. The 

heroism of Argueta's Guadalupe, on the other hand, must amalgamate both domestic 
and revolutionary elements-her silent refusal to acknowledge the mutilated prisoner 

brought before her by the death squad as her husband is a far more willful and complex 
declaration of independence than Baby's. 

II 

Of course, the success of this approach is contingent upon the instructor's resource

fulness (and luck) in helping students design oral and written presentations that 

facilitate discovery and comparison of these issues among the works in question. Some 

of the following problem-solving topics, either when distributed to the class at the 
beginning of the quarter, when cast into take-home examination questions at the end of 

designated study units, or when divided into more manageable weekly journal entry 

ideas, can focus the contesting of texts. These topics are intentionally broad; they could 

represent the starting-point for the research and focusing process that instructor and 

student could encounter within conference in conjunction with the "historical/critical 
texts" listed on the syllabus: 

1. In order to grasp the identity of Michael K., try placing him within your framework 

of "heroism" and then determine how he conforms to and/ or differs from that pattern: 

(1) First, develop your definition of heroic behavior. What values form that 

pattern? Where does that pattern come from? 

(2) How does Michael fit your pattern? Where and where not? Why or why not? 

(3) Who does the defining in Michael's culture? Are there cultural, historical, and 

racial bases, in the novel and discoverable inter-textually, to support a re

definition of Michael as hero? Explore, define, and develop those bases. 

2. Using Shiva Naipaul's Fireflies, attempt to identify the author's audience for his work 

and to what degree you are a part of that audience: 

(1) What specific elements of style and treatment help to identify his audience? 
How? Why? 

(2) To what degree does Naipaul's decision about audience depend upon how he 

renders the multicultural environment of Trinidad? How well does Naipaul 

project complexity, particularity, difference of the culture he is writing about? 

How much do you feel included or excluded from what Naipaul describes? 
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(3) After you've identified Naipaul's audience, and whether you're a part of it, try 

to evaluate WHY he may have chosen the audience he has and the effects that 

choice has wrought on the quality, accuracy, and specificity of his rendering 

of his culture. Use Fanon's Wretched of the Earth or Lamming's The Pleasures 

of Exile to develop your response . 

3. Consider comparing the relative value invested in women as portrayed in Argueta's 

One Day of Life and in Buchi Emecheta's The Joys of Motherhood: 

(1) How do historical and cultural factors influence the treatment of women in 

each of these texts? 
(2) To what degree is each author's conceptions of time responsible for the 

position and perspectives given to women in each novel? 
(3) Does organization of materials or point of view privilege male or female in 

either of these texts? Why or why not? 

4. Compare Achebe's Things Fall Apart and Coetzee's Michael K. on the issue of 

"identity": 

(1) What factors determine the wholeness or fragmentation of Okonkwo's and 

Michael's sense of self? 
(2) To what degree is the "land" responsible for defining the self of each charac-

ter? 
(3) How significant to identity is the juxtaposition of colonizer to colonized in 

each work? Are there significant differences in that relationship in each 

novel? 

s. Discuss and compare the relative representation of culture and tradition in Narayan's 

The Guide and Shiva Naipaul's Fireflies: 

(1) In what ways does each manifest the "otherness" of his culture? 

(2) To what degree is that cultural base at the heart of each novel? 
(3) How does authorial point of view influence and promote the presentation of 

customs and native values that are complex and authentic? 

6. In Wretched of the Earth , Frantz Fanon, in reflecting on the compartmentalization 

that occurs in a colonial context, says: 

"The first thing which the native learns is to stay in his place, and not to go 

beyond certain limits . This is why the dreams of the native are always of 

muscular prowess; his dreams are of action and aggression .. . " 

Conduct a comparative analysis of the dreams of Dostoevsky's Raskolnikov and 
Coetzee's Michael K. to determine how Fanon's statement applies to the "oppressor

oppressed" historical/cultural framework of each work. 

7. Fanon provides this commentary on "individualism" in Wretched of the Earth: 

'The native intellectual had learnt from his masters that the individual ought to 

express himself fully. The colonialist bourgeouisie had hammered into the na
tive's mind the idea of a society of individuals where each person shuts himself up 

in his own subjectivity, and whose only wealth is individual thought. Now the 
native who has the opportunity to return to the people during the struggle for 
freedom discovers the falseness of this theory." 
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With reference to three possible "individualists" (Kenny in Markandaya's Nectar in a 

Sieve, Michel in Gide's The Immoralist, Raskolnikov in Dostoevsky's Crime and 

Punishment, Obi in Achebe's No Longer at Ease , Raju in Narayan's The Guide), try to 

understand and apply Fanon's definition comparatively to the works in which they 

operate. What factors (cultural, historical, mythical) are at work in each text that 
confirm or call for some revision of Fanon's definition? 

8. Some other issues for writing and discussing that require a comparative and/or 

historicist approach: 

-the status and function of the past 

-the dynamics and representation of the "family" 

-the meaning, significance, and "reality" of Myth 

-the importance of Language and Silence 

-the status and function of the Artist in Society 

It is true, as The Closing of the American Mind asserts , that those who attempt the 

daunting task of teaching World Literature courses cannot "teach the World: ' That is, 

no one possesses a mastery of the philosophies, religions, histories, mythologies, 
languages, and literatures of East and West along with the ability to convey the 

complex relationships among these areas of knowledge. But that does not invalidate the 

attempt, however fragmentary, to invite students to relearn the skill of reading

contextually, by seeing how words mean, who and where those word-meanings come 

from , and by reassessing those prepackaged perceptions by re-viewing those word

meanings and values comparatively. 

In pursuing the attempt, however, in the words of a very valued colleague from 

Trinity in Hartford, we must be extremely careful to avoid making extravagant claims 

for literature's questionable ability to, all by itself, open up the world for our students, 

to educate them in the complexities of cultural "otherness" without a framework of 

cultural and historical intentionality to test against. My approach to a "World Novel" 

course here underlines the obvious: that the days of teaching World Literature, particu

larly third-world works, via the new-critical approach, are numbered, as are the days 

of a strictly chronological and survey-oriented "coverage" approach that may provide 

an interesting "travelogue" without any meaningful interaction among texts within that 

survey to reveal significant differences among audiences, writers' perceptions, and the 
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matrix of cultural associations from which these works emerge. Literary works are 
representations of views of the world that may be true or false, fictions that reflect or 
distort dependent upon the context we place them in . As I have tried to indicate here, a 
multi-valenced approached to World Literature should lead to a truer, if more complex 
and problematic, method for "reading" the world. 
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For professionals and students alike the urge to write creatively often derives from 

the same source: strange and complex stirrings of emotion, image, and thought. While 
the professional has learned how to sort, focus, and structure, the student is likely to 

feel overwhelmed by these stirrings. 

Young fiction writers are especially likely to be confused about how to translate these 

stirrings into a story having a "plot." Either they try to tell their story "just as it really 
happened in real life;' thereby missing the opportunities creative manipulation of plot 

offers and reducing their story to an expedient and often flatly generic "realism" lacking 

the life of the original experience, or they fail to provide their fiction with any 

significant movement at all, reducing it to a series of descriptive segments in which plot, 

ordinarily the prime mover in fine fiction, is dormant. "Inspiration" sometimes cures 

these ills in its own inimitable ways. Even if it doesn't, good teachers will always think 

twice before intruding on the wonderful ways of the Muse. But when the Muse fails and 

a student looks up blankly from the blank page, then the teacher should step forward 
with a process that at once opens doors for student writers to discover the vital interests 

lurking in their stirrings, and allows them to translate these interests into well
structured stories. 

The process I wish to recommend here has four stages, each allowing the student the 

free play necessary to creative invention while requiring some consideration of options 

necessary to the successful structuring of plot. It is assumed here that good plot bears 

some organic relationship to what is of vital interest in a story-its themes, emotional 

thrust, and basic human values-and that the search for a sound plot structure will help 

the student discover this vital interest. It also goes without saying that the good teacher 

will present this process as one that will open doors of creative invention and broaden 

the range of fiction's possibilities rather than function as a necessary prescription. 

Stage One: Discovery and Delineation of Time Line 

The vague stirrings of emotion, image, and thought in which a story lurks and out of 

which a story must eventually emerge must first be "discovered," at least in rough form. 

Teachers should employ any number of writing methods to liberate the complexes of 

imagery, fact, and event that are the raw materials of a story taking shape. Students 

should be encouraged to jot down impressions, character sketches, descriptions of 

setting, pieces of dialogue, ideas, or any other bits or stretches of information that may 

(or may not, eventually) be used in the finished story. It is very important that when 

students begin mining the raw materials of a story, they be on special alert for 

impressions that strike them as especially visual or emotionally intense rather than 



20 

being preoccupied with developing a chronology of events. Only one rule may be 
invoked to govern this process of discovery: that all raw materials have some relation

ship to the intended story, even if the connecting thread is no stronger than a strand of 

cobweb. But even this rule may be waived if the teacher is convinced that all that 

emerges from this process may have some potential relationship, perhaps prompted by 

unconscious forces, to the story taking shape. 

Once writers have a mass of material in the form of written notes from which to 

fashion a fiction, they should be asked to make a list of the characters that have 

emerged as a result of their brainstorming. Then, for the purpose of plot structuring, 
they should establish a rough chronological sequence for the material in hand. Any 

materials that can be assigned a temporal value should be identified, located in as 

specific a chronological context as possible, and numbered sequentially. Material not 

inherently temporal-that, for example, which constitutes mainly imagery rather than 
action-should be assigned a parenthetical position in proximity to the chronological. 

From this process a number of clearly defined episodes should emerge. In this way the 

first requirement of a plot-a "time line" made up of discernible episodes-is es

tablished. 

A simple example may illustrate: 

1. Morning: Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall. (The wall is mossy and broad. Humpty 

reminds us of a recent Secretary of State, etc.) 

2. Later that same morning: Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. (Humpty's thoughts 
during the fall, especially his regrets about not making a strong choice. The expression 

on his face. His fear, etc.) 

3. Afternoon of the same day: All the King's horses and all the King's men couldn't 

put Humpty together again. ('That's what comes of sitting on the fence:' "He tried to be 
good to everyone." Humpty's mangled body, etc.) 

So far writers are still in the discovery stage, but they have moved beyond the swirl 

of their creative impulses to give these impulses a location in time. At this point they 

face their first option in the structuring of plot: they get to choose between telling their 
story in chronological or in any number of nonchronological ways. Teachers should get 
students to consider the different implications inherent in telling the Humpty Dumpty 

story chronologically (1-2-3). nonchronologically (2-3-1, or 1-3-2, or 3-1-2, or 2-1-3, 

for example), or with reverse chronology (3-2-1). 

Certain responses will be predictable and sensible. Some students will opt for straight 

chronology, "because it's simpler and easier to follow." Others will find one of the non

chronological schemes more "interesting;' especially if character rather than action is 

most important to their story. A few may discover that psychological interest is 

sometimes best developed by stories that use reverse chronology, in effect extending the 
past into the story in order to account for an action suspended in a "present" time. Once 

they begin inventing reasons why actions should be ordered in time one way rather 

than another, they are on their way to understanding the difference between action, the 

events that happen in a story, and plot, the forces that conspire to make the action 

occur. 
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Stage Two: Determining Dramatic Potential and Placement of Events. 

The second stage, which takes the problem of plotting beyond the determination of 

whether to establish a chronological or nonchronological line of action, will require 

students to make sometimes difficult distinctions between two modes of fictional 

representation: narrative vs. dramatic style, or what is more commonly called "telling" 
vs. "showing." In short, compounding the options posed by Stage One are options 

about what parts of the story are to be given narrative treatment ("told") and which 

dramatic treatment ("shown"). Other terms that may be useful in drawing the distinc

tion between the two modes are "summary" and "scene" respectively. 

Consider the difference between the following two examples of fictional technique.: 

Joey was smoking a cigarette when the phone rang. A low voice spoke in 

hushed tones on the other end, telling him that if he cared at all to continue 

living, he should be sure to see that the package was delivered on time. 
When the phone rang Joey looked up like a startled bird, his hand quivering as 

he reached over to pick it up. 
"Joey," said a deep-throated voice on the other end. "Get the stuff here." 

Joey took a deep drag from his cigarette and held the smoke in until it began to 

burn. 

"Get it there on time, Joey,-or else:' 

In these examples the difference between "telling" and "showing" should be easy for 

most students to see. In narrative (or "summary") passages subject matter is distanced 
from the reader (and from its concrete self) by a narrative presence rendering the 

subject matter in relatively abstract or generalized terms. The dramatic (or "scenic') 

version, on the other hand, takes us in close and provides us the specific and concrete 

details that make up the experience being represented. The next example should make 
clear how fiction writers may move gracefully from one mode to the other. The second 
paragraph, functioning as a transition, moves us from summary into a scene which we, 

as readers, share with a sense of dramatic immediacy. 

Robert Cohn was a member, through his father, of one of the richest Jewish 
families in New York, and through his mother of one of the oldest. At the military 

school where he prepped for Princeton, and played a very good end on the 

football team, no one had made him race-conscious. No one had ever made him 

feel he was a Jew, and hence any different from anybody else, until he went to 
Princeton. He was a nice boy, a friendly boy, and very shy, and it made him 

bitter. He took it out in boxing, and he came out of Princeton with a painful self

consciousness and the flattened nose, and was married by the first girl who was 

nice to him. He was married five years, had three children, lost most of the fifty 

thousand dollars his father left him, the balance of the estate having gone to his 

mother, hardened into a rather unattractive mould under domestic unhappiness 

with a rich wife; and just when he had made up his mind to leave his wife she left 

him and went off with a miniature-painter. .. 

We had several fines after the coffee, and I said I must be going. Cohn had been 

talking about the two of us going off somewhere on a weekend trip. He wanted to 
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get out of town and get in a good walk. I suggested we fly to Strasbourg and walk 

up to Saint Odile, or somewhere or other in Alsace. "I know a girl in Strasbourg 
who can show us the town," I said. 

Somebody kicked me under the table. I thought it was accidental and went on : 

"She's been there two years and knows everything there is to know about the 

town . She's a swell girl" 
I was kicked again under the table and, looking, saw Frances, Robert's lady, 

her chin lifting and her face hardening . 
"Hell ," I said, "why go to Strasbourg? We could go up to Bruges, or to the 

Ardennes ." 
Cohn looked relieved. I was not kicked again . I said good night and went out. 

Cohn said he wanted to buy a paper and would walk to the corner with me. "For 
God's sake," he said, "why did you say that about that girl in Strasbourg for? 
Didn't you see Frances?" 

"No, why should I? If I know an American girl that lives in Strasbourg what 
the hell is it to Frances?" 

"It doesn't make any difference. Any girl. I couldn' t go , that would be all: ' ' 

The difference between "telling" and "showing", however, is not always sharp and 
clear and may indeed be relative to a particular context, as this example from Louise 
Erdrich's Love M edicine shows:. 

... Walking toward the Ladies she was afraid to bump against anything because 
her skin felt hard and brittle, and she knew it was possible, in this condition , to 
fall apart at the slightest touch. She locked herself in the bathroom stall and 
remembered his hand, thumbing back the transparent skin and crackling blue 
peel. Her clothing itched. The pink shell was sweaty and hitched up too far under 
her arms but she couldn't take off her jacket, the white vinyl her son King had 
given her, because the pink top was ripped across the stomach. But as she sat 
there, something happened. All of a sudden she seemed to drift out of her clothes 
and skin with no help from anyone . Sitting, she leaned down and rested her 

forehead on the top of the metal toilet-roll dispenser. She felt that underneath it 

all her body was pure and naked-only the skins were stiff and old . Even if he 

was no different , she would get throught this again. 

Her purse dropped out of her hand, spilling. She sat up straight. The doorknob 

rolled out of her open purse and beneath the stall . She had to take that doorknob 
with her every time she left her room. There was no other way of locking the 
battered door. Now she picked up the knob and held it by the shank . The round 

grip has porcelain, smooth and white .' 

It is important that students not get bogged down in trying to draw small and precise 
lines between the two modes, crucial that they understand that within large scenes some 

summary may be used, and vice versa . They should be made to understand that as a 

general rule scenic treatment of subject matter tends to create a sense of immediacy and 
that they should strive for this in their writing. 

Plot structuring depends on how these two modes appear as segments in a story. 

Students, therefore, should be encouraged to visualize, or revisualize, the episodes they 
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have delineated at Stage One. Once they have learned to identify the difference 

between the scenic and summary modes, they can begin choosing which approach 
mainly to apply in the individual episodes of their story. In the case of our Humpty 

Dumpty story we now ask which, of that story's three main episodes, should be given 

scenic vs. summary treatment. The possible configurations are many (with O = 
summary and O = scenic mode of treatment) : 

GJG)0 
G) w 0 

GJ0w 
Q0w 
0GJw 
w G) GJ 

ETC. 

EPISODES CHRONOLOGICAL 

EPISODES 

NON CHRONOLOGICAL 

Faced with this many options (especially given the problem that most stories are 
likely to have more than three episodes), students are again likely to feel confused. But 

this stage is crucial to plot development. Students may be guided through this difficult 

stage by being asked to establish their scene-summary plot configuration based on three 
factors. 

Firstly, "inspiration" should be respected and encouraged. In general, students will do 

their best writing when they are most inspired, and it is likely that this writing will also 

be their most scenic. When writers feel an imaginative experience intensely, they will 
"get into it," write it from the inside, as it were, and thereby endow it with the sense of 

drama and concrete detail that create a sense of immediacy. Students, in short, should 

be encouraged to determine what their scenes are "naturally." 
Secondly, once students have established a time line they should be encouraged to 

consider the dramatic potential of episodes on that line. Some actions are potentially, 

perhaps inherently, more dramatic than others . Consider Humpty Dumpty again. Is 

not Humpty's fall more potentially dramatic than his sitting on the fence? There are no 

absolutes to be insisted on at this point, for a creative imagination (such as Henry 
James') may find drama in a character sitting still. But as a rule episodes full of physical 

activity and conflict are likely to lend themselves to dramatic treatment whereas those 

that cover large stretches of time and passive subject matter are likely to require 

summary treatment. 
Thirdly, students should be asked to ask themselves where the vital interest of their 

story resides-what specific episodes best capture the complex of thought and feeling 
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that moved them to write. By determining which episodes are vital, secondary, or 

perhaps expendable, students are on their way to achieving the focus necessary to 

artistic unity. 
Consider a more complex example, the story of Joe Brown and the radar tower, as its 

plot may be evolved from the episodes listed on the time line worked out at the 

discovery stage: 

Characters: 
1. Joe Brown, farmers, disillusioned radical, hangs himself in 1975. 

2. Sara Brown, wife, dies in 1950, worn, lonely. 
3. Elmer Brown, their son, moved to the big city to become an accountant, 

rather than stay on his father's farm, only child. 
4. Tom, bored hitch-hiker who discusses girls and his pet pig. 

5. Elvis, bored hitch-hiker who discusses motorcycles. 

Events: 
1. Spring, 1933: Joe Brown hitchhikes to St. Paul to march with striking truckers 

for a fair wage-the strikers win. 
2. 1933-1965: Joe Brown tries to organize farmers and laborers in the small town 

and rural area near his farm-he fails. 
3. Fall, 1950: Sara Brown threatens to leave her husband if he doesn't cease his 

political activities-she dies a month later. 

4. June, 1965: Joe Brown chops down a steel radar tower the government erected 

on his farm-he uses an axe. 

5. July, 1965-1975: Joe Brown retires from farming, moves to town and writes 

radical essays. 
6. May 1975: the government erects Intercontinental Ballistic Missile "silos" in 

Polleywog Valley, near Joe Brown's town. 
7. June 10, 1975,. 3 p.m.: Joe Brown picks up two bored hitchhikers on his way to 

a visit to his old homestead farm. 
8. June 10, 1975, 5 p.m.: Joe Brown hangs himself in his barn. 

Episodes #2 and #4 most obviously lend themselves to summary treatment, in part 

because they cover so much time but also because the subject matter they deal with is 

manifestly less dramatic than that in the other episodes. This is not to say, of course, 

that moments within each of these two episodes could not be treated dramatically, or 

that any other episode should not be in summary treatment. The story might be 
effectively written with only one main scene, Sara Brown's death, with everything 

before and after that event summarized; or the story could center on the dramatic 

encounter with the bored hitchhikers, with all other events, including the actual 

hanging, foretold. The vital interest the writer has in writing the story will determine 

what plot structure emerges. In asking students to consider which episodes they 
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consider most dramatic, teachers give students the opportunity to discover for them

selves what the thematic and emotional centers of their stories are. Thematic and 

emotional unity, the factors so often lacking in weak creative writing, should grow out 

of and be connected to the scenes having the greatest vital interest. 

Stage Three: Determining the Value of Plot Episodes 

At this point in the writing process students should be developing a clearer sense of 

how plot differs from action. Action is merely what happens in a story, the events that 

move through time by way of a story's episodes. Plot is what causes the actions to 

move, gives them purpose. Plot is the motive of a story, its "cause;' and therefore the 
vehicle for carrying its thematic weight. It is useful to identify "plot" with its synonym 

"conspiracy:' A story may have action but no significant plot moving it. In a good story 

actions conspire to bring about desired thematic and emotional ends, and writers, as 

sole proprietors of the inner significance of their stories, should control the conspiracy. 
But to do this students need to determine the value of plot episodes, the weight each 

is to be assigned to carry in the story, and their length. In determining the value of plot 
episodes students first need to be made aware of whether passages in their stories are 

alive or lifeless, and whether scenes and summaries are doing justice to their subject 
matter. A good approach to use is to ask writers to conduct a self-evaluation of their 

own work to determine how "interesting" or relatively "flat" they themselves think 

sections (indeed individual sentences) are. They can do this marginally, perhaps using 

serrated lines to block off passages of high interest and straight lines to indicate 
passages that seem relatively lifeless and prosaic. Other students should be asked to 

contribute, so the writer of a story may compare his reactions with the reactions of his 

readers. Patterns of consensus normally emerge. Obviously, flat passages in a story 

become eligible for revision or deletion. But more importantly they are symptomatic of 
weak plotting. 

What is the nature of these symptoms? In some cases writers inexpediently move 

their plots forward by giving scenic value to matters that should be quickly summa

rized. Consider this scene from "The Man Who Hated Cats," by Michael and Mollie 
Hardwick. 

The door was opened to him by the Vaughan's butler. The butler admitted him 

deferentially, taking his hat, coat and bag. Behind him, Jack Vaughan was 

emerging from the drawing room. 

"Lionel, my dear fellow! Come in. We'd no idea you were catching the early 

train, or we'd have sent the car." 

"I couldn't be sure of catching it. Besides, there are always plenty of cabs. How 

are you? All well, I hope?" 
"Absolutely top-hole. Eve's just seeing about dinner arrangements-she'll be 

delighted to see you so early. What about a drink?" 

"Think I'll freshen up first, Jack:'' 
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In this story, which occupies only a half-dozen printed pages, the authors have wasted a 

third of a page on a scene composed of matters of no real consequence to the 

development of plot, character, theme, or drama. Lionel should get into the house and 

on his way to dinner at the Vaughans in the space of a sentence or two. Writers should 

be encouraged to make swift summary work of routine information important only to 

the background against which the story's plot is to be played, and to concentrate 

instead on developing their story's vital interest. 

In other instances writers may fail to arrest an action and thereby fail to expand and 

concentrate matters deserving dramatic development. Consider again a passage from 

"The Man Who Hated Cats:' 

It was a sharp pain somewhere in the region of his heart which brought him 
fully awake. He clapped his hand to his side, to meet something warm and soft, 

like a large hot-water bottle in a velvet cover. But last night he had not asked for 

a hot-water bottle. He realized with unspeakable revulsion that the object lying 

so close and warm against him was the cat. It was purring loudly, almost 

stertorously. 
Half rising in the bed, he made a frantic effort to push it away, though the 

contact of his hand with its fur almost turned him sick. It clung like a burr, and he 

realized that it was licking the jacket of his pajamas, just below his left arm. He 
was disgusted to feel a large wet patch on the material. The sandpaper tongue of 

the feline vampire had penetrated the cloth and his flesh. His pajamas were 

soaked, and the sheets stained bright scarlet. 
Somehow he managed to get out of the bed, half-jumping, half-falling, casting 

the cat from him. It retreated, startled, and crouched on the floor at the end of 

the bed. He began to scream abuse at it, and to throw article after article from the 

bedside table in its direction-a book, a tumbler, his cigarette case, a 

camphorated-oil bottle. The cat took cover under the dressing-table and huddled 
there spitting at him, its eyes enormous with fear. He picked up the bedside lamp, 

wrenched it from the socket, and advanced on the cat. If he had reached it he 

would have battered it to death. But one of its nine lives came to the rescue: 

before the blow could fall Earnshaw had collapsed across the blood-stained bed, 

unconscious. 4 

This passage, which appears almost exactly at the midpoint of the story, presents in 

summary form the potentially most active and dramatic events in the story. Yet the 
power of these events as portrayed is not equal to the potential implied by them. Hence 

the cat attack seems lifeless, flat, "too told." Here is a missed opportunity, the authors 

failing to expand the material by bringing the narrative eye in close so that the reader 

may experience the drama of the scene. The most dramatic encounter the scene has to 

offer is written off in three prosaic paragraphs. Because this part of the story falls not 
only flat but short, and because no subject matter following it has as much dramatic 

potential, the entire story disappoints. 
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The value of plot, then, is determined in part by how scenes and summaries are 

proportioned. Summaries can establish a mood or pace and convey information 

important to the development of plot, character, and theme, but they should not 

overwhelm scenes. Scenes on the other hand, should be equal to their subject matter 

and thematic value, growing out of summaries naturally in order to bring themselves 

into dramatic focus. Thus a new set of options presents itself to the writer. How largely 
written will scenes and summaries be? Consider again the options Humpty Dumpty 

presents. Our circles and squares will again represent scenes and summaries, but their 

relative size will suggest the proportional value we wish to give each: 
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The Humpty Dumpty example should serve to illustrate how many are the options 

that exist for plot structuring; students therefore are likely to want some guidance 

about how to make choices. One type of guidance the teacher can provide is practical. 

Decisions about plot can be made in light of the anticipated length of a story. Certain 
lengths will bear certain reasonable numbers of scenes and summaries. It might serve 

some purpose here to mention that length is often a factor affecting publishability-that 

stories longer than thirty typed pages, for example, have slim chance of being published 

in most literary journals. It might be useful for students to aim at a particular length 

and to revise accordingly, contracting a scene or summary at the beginning so that a 
major scene can be developed nearer the end. 

Another type of guidance should be aesthetic. Students should come to see their 

work as imaginative but formal in the same way a sonata or symphony is, made up not 
only of words (like notes) but of movements working together to fulfill its composer's 

imaginative dream. Like good music good fiction waxes and wanes, normally building 
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toward a culminating conclusion. Normally stories benefit from a rising action that 

carries reader attention forward with increasing intensity toward a climax in which the 
full power of plot's influence on character and theme is felt. Many stories are also 
marked by a dramatic opening scene in which central characters and conflicts expose 
themselves. Hence a classic paradigm for the Humpty Dumpty tale would look like this 
(with circles and squares again representing scenes and summaries respectively: 

~o ::OU 
Obviously, to reverse the paradigm would create an anti-climatic structure, as would 
other possible configurations such as these : 

~ 
~ 
~ 

These structures, while atypical, might be appropriate to elicit certain responses, if 
these responses are the ones desired. Again, it is important that students be encouraged 
to consider the appropriateness of the dramatic structures they invent to the responses 
they wish to elicit. No structure should be ruled out per se . 

After they have arrived at a configuration of scenes and summaries, students should 
be asked one final question: Do vital connections between scenes and summaries exist? 
This, of course, is the most vital question of all, for it requires them to consider whether 
their choices about plot structuring reflect the vital interest that has moved them to 
write. When writers are satisfied that all episodes in a plot serve the story's vital interest 
by keeping it in focus and moving it forward, they have served the stirrings of their 
imagination by giving them artistic form. 

In the final analysis, the responses students seek to elicit from their work will depend 
on the human values to which they subscribe or toward which their art is inclining 

them. If creative processes are worthwhile means by which to discover and give 
expression to these values, they should be asked to consider how they consciously may 
best give these values form . "Inspiration" seeks to marry form and human values 
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"naturally," and sometimes it does so successfully. But too often "inspired" students 
don't know what their stories "mean," how they "work," or what values they express, 

even (and often especially) if they've reduced their art to didacticism. Moreover, it is 
fashionable, even within schools and universities, to justify muddling through the 
mysteries of creative expression; teachers who themselves are muddled about creative 

processes often lead the way. Still, there is no good reason for students to stop asking 
what good art, especially their own, "means," and they should get well-considered 
answers about the relationships between content and form . As stories take shape, and 
as plots are conjured to conspire, students should have questions about values-"vital 
interest" -placed squarely before them. And in learning to give expression to their 
creative selves, students should be challenged by teachers who have developed appro
priate methodologies for helping students discover these values. 

Notes 

'Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises (New York, 1925), pp. 4, 6. This example is 
also used by Leon Surmelian in Techniques of Fiction Writing: Measure and Madness 

(New York, 1969.) Chapters One and Two of Surmelian's book are particularly useful to 
an understanding of scene and summary. 

' Louise Erdrich, Love Medicine (New York, 1984), p. 4. 

3John Canning, ed., 50 Great Horror Stories (New York, 1973), p. 280. 

' Ibid., pp. 283-4. 
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Compatible Arts: 

Literature And Film 

by 
Dr. Victoria Amador 

One of the ice breakers l use on the first day of every class I teach is a very 
abbreviated questionnaire . In addition to the vital information, like name and major 
and year in school, I ask two questions: What is the last book you read? What is the last 
film you saw? The answers betray a cultural illiteracy which is as disturbing as it is 
darkly humorous, and betray as well the devaluation of the liberal arts approach to 
education which has occurred within recent years. 

The answers to the book question fall into three categories: a) light reading
romances by Jackie Collins and Danielle Steele, fantasy, and spy thrillers; b) required 
reading-literary fiction (either Steinbeck or Salinger) they were forced to read in high 
school or in a college intro to literature course; and c) blank-a large question mark. 

Film answers fare a bit better. Everyone remembers the last film they saw. Usually it 
is a popular Hollywood film of the moment. For example, the top films among my 
Spring 1988 students were THREE MEN AND A BABY and GOOD MORNING 
VIETNAM. These choices are logical considering the ages of my students and the 
dearth of alternate film choices offered in Mankato, MN, where I spent two years as an 
Assistant Professor of English at Mankato State University. Still, I longed for one 
student to cite an independent or foreign film . 

Armed with this avocational information as one approaches the task of teaching 
students to understand and appreciate literature, both in general education courses and 
survey courses and seminars for English majors and minors, one can become dishear
tened by the challenge. I have discovered, however, that the use of films in conjunction 
with the teaching of literature, specifically films which are adaptations of literary 
works, provides a helpful and entertaining inroad into convincing today's traditional 
students that art can play a significant role in their lives. It also offers a variety in the 
lecture experience for the instructor, and such variety keeps one fresh when faced with 
term after term of required courses . 

Literature and film are compatible arts. A product of a liberal arts education myself, I 
appreciate the connection. But for many of today's traditional students (by traditional I 
mean those who have completed high school and immediately begun undergraduate 
studies according to traditional educational time lines), such a connection isn' t as likely 
or even as important as it once was. Their career goals are different, even as arts and 
humanities majors, from the goals of the "average" undergraduates of 15 years ago. In 
the 1970s, the undergraduate experience acknowledged the arts as a means to both 
personal and professional growth: in the 1980s, the preparatory experience is much 
more limited to employment opportunities exclusively. 
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By using film and literature as instructional tools, I feel like an insurrectionist trying 

subtly to reverse that educational trend. Students respond to this approach, too, in a 

variety of ways. They learn to read texts and to view movies more attentively and 

actively: they become better critics; their awareness of visual and written images 

increases; they consider character psychology more thoroughly; and they judge 

whether additions or subtractions in text-to-film adaptations are appropriate. They 
achieve all of this as their cultural illiteracy is attacked, their perspective is broadened, 

and their enjoyment of the arts is developed. 
For the purpose of illustrating these various effects, I will discuss three literary works 

which were adapted for film and which I have used in my courses. I hope this discussion 
offers methodology for clarifying the compatibility of these two arts for undergradu

ates and graduates in required and general education courses. 
Three pieces which have been a pleasure to teach and enjoyed by my classes have 

been William Faulkner's "A Rose for Emily;' adapted for the Arts and Entertainment 
Cable Network's Shortstories program; John Fowles' novel The French Lieutenant's 
Woman and the 1981 film of the same name; and "Where Are You Going, Where Have 

You Been" by Joyce Carol Oates and the 1986 screen adaptation Smooth Talk. These 

fictions and films are also apropos for different courses and levels of student expertise. 

I've used Faulkner in Introduction to Short Story (a 200 level course) and American 

Literature III (a 300 level survey course for majors), Fowles in Introduction to the Novel 

(a 100 level general ed. course), and Oates in the American Literature survey and in 

Women in Literature (a 400/500 level, undergraduate/graduate seminar). I must note 
too that I only show the film after the text has been discussed, to facilitate the students' 

comprehension of the literature individually at first, independent of the filmmakers' 

vision. 
"A Rose for Emily" is a relatively accessible Faulkner story which works well in 

introductory courses because of its mysterious, Psycho-esque gothicism and its black 
humor, and which also works well in upper level courses for its experimental narrative 

structure, southern regionalism, psychological complexity and social commentary. 

Naturally in both beginning and advanced courses, all of these aspects of the text and 

their translation to film are discussed with varying degrees of depth . For the purpose of 

illustrating my methodological approach, I'll focus here upon the changes in the 

narrative voice and structure made by the filmmakers. 
The psychological aspects of a film and a fiction are always easy, manageable starting 

points for a discussion, so the differences between Faulkner's narrator and that of 

screenwriter H . Kaye Dyal offer a fine beginning . Both in the story and the film, the 

narrator represents the "we" of the town, speaks for the whole town, making the point 

that Emily is a focus for the townspeople, an icon who generates the gossip that is a 

cultural necessity. The point is therefore made indirectly in the story that the narrative 

voice is powerful yet biased, moody, and somewhat unreliable because of its subjective 

point of view. 
In the film, the fact that well-known voice John Houseman comments upon the 

action adds a note of authority to his narration, which certainly echoes the knowing 

tone in Faulkner's story. However, a rather troublesome irony for some students is 
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Houseman's recognizability. He is tremendously forceful and believable, but House

man's delivery and persona are so familiar that the unreliable narrator isn't considered 

unreliable by some students-the irony of Faulkner's collective voice is lost. Other 

students think that any actor who does Smith Barney commercials can't be trusted. 
Here, in other words, is a fine opportunity for classroom debates upon the artistic 

efficacy of text to film adaptations. 
Another aspect of the narration which prompts student discussion is the changes in 

the original story's language . Faulkner's narrative language is far more poetic than the 

film's, and the shift in style is troublesome for the students. Even though classic lines 
like the description of Emily at the end of part four are preserved-" ... she passed 

from generation to generation-dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil , and perverse" 

(Faulkner 1385)-the script primarily substitutes exposition for poetry, often explaining 

the themes rather than suggesting them through Faulkner's original text. Once a student 

has read the story and examined both the paradox of the narrator's perverse affection 

for Miss Emily and the way Faulkner indicates that paradox, the simplification of the 

narrative language is disappointing. Students feel that as audience members they are 

intelligent enough and astute enough to appreciate Faulkner's poetic subtleties. They 

realize their familiarity with the story has influenced this opinion, and they are all the 

more delighted with their newly acquired aesthetic confidence . 

The change in the narrative structure used in the film pleased most students, how

ever. Faulkner's narrative jumps back and forth through time, mirroring the way 

memory works, as well as mirroring the disintegration of a way of life-both for a 

woman of Miss Emily's social class who has fallen upon hard times, and for a southern 

society invaded by Yankees like Homer Barron. Students come to appreciate the 

fractured quality of the narrative after it is explained to them. However, the film 

version, which begins with Emily's death but then flashes back to traditional narrative 
chronology, is more easily accessible for them. In this case, I've found the film's 

rearrangement of events to be useful in clarifying Emily's psychological disintegration. 

The adaptation also adds a few scenes which aren't in the story but which delight the 

students. Emily (played with appropriate Grand Guignol charm by Anjelica Huston) is 
about to slash herself with her father's razor when she hears an explosion and is 
distracted . A knock on the door reveals Homer Barron (Jared Martin), all handsome 

Yankee virility, chomping a huge cigar and emanating sexuality. The scene lacks 

subtlety, but it does charge the tale with a sensuality only hinted at in Faulkner's work. 
A bedroom scene is also added, taking Emily and Homer to the moment of consumma

tion. He's just about to enjoy a steamy moment when he knocks back a glass of wine 

which we who have read the story know is loaded with arsenic. The next shot presents 

Emily blowing out the candle in a Halloween pumpkin-again, not subtle imagery, but 

so visually correspondent to the short story's ambiance that students laugh appre

ciatively at the reinterpretation 

The overall reaction to the film is that it clarifies certain characters and structural 

aspects, but that the story is better. This is in fact the usual reaction to the 
adaptations-each art work is interesting, but the students ultimately prefer their own 

imaginative experience of the text over the filmmakers' . 



34 

Another literary work whose structural and narrative changes when filmed provides 
an excellent teaching experience is The French Lieutenant's Woman. Harold Pinter's 
screenplay eliminates the narrative voice in John Fowles' novel, a voice which not only 
comments on the reflexivity and duplicity in the writing/reading relationship, but 
which also comments on the social and artistic strictures of Victorian England in the 
late 1860s, the period of the book. Pinter chose to replace that narrative voice with a 
contemporary love affair which parallels and comments upon the Victorian action. The 
actors, Mike and Anna , who play the novel's protagonists, Charles Smithson and 
Sarah Woodruff, become extensions of those characters . Mike is hopelessly in love with 
Anna, as is Charles with Sarah . 

And as in the novel, the film offers two endings. The film within a film, the movie 
made about the novel, ends with Charles and Sarah paddling a boat into bliss. But in 
"real" life, Anna returns to her husband and Mike is left alone, calling Anna "Sarah," 
confusing her with her character and demonstrating a major theme discussed by Fowles 
in Chapter 13, the integral chapter wherein Fowles deconstructs his own novel and its 
inspiration: 

You (the reader) do not even think of your own past as quite real; you dress it 
up, you gild it or blacken it, censor it , tinker with it. . .fictionalize it in a word, 
and put it away on a shelf-your book, your romanced autobiography. We are 
all in a flight from the real reality ... Fiction is woven into all. .. (Fowles 83) . 

Pinter's script has demonstrated this rather difficult-for-students theme through 
Mike's response to Anna, and the majority of students are grateful for the translation. 

Overall response to Pinter's adaptation is mixed, however. On the one hand, the 
many shifts in the text from the traditional action of the novel to the authorial voice 
often confuse and frustrate students. They don't want their experience with the charac
ters to be interrupted, particularly when they've finally gotten straight the large cast of 
characters, the dialects, the shifts in scene, the historical references, and the heavily 
embroidered language. While the shifts from Charles and Sarah to Mike and Anna are 
equally disruptive, they are simply easier to manage because of their visual nature. 

On the other hand, some feel that the information Fowles' narrator offers about the 
Victorian era is missing in the film. For example, I lecture about Thomas Hardy (one of 
whose poems, "The Riddle," introduces the novel's first chapter) and Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelite movement (since Rossetti is Sarah's protector at the 
novel 's end). While students see the visual and attitudinal echoes of Elizabeth Siddall 
and Jane Morris in Meryl Streep's Sarah and thereby appreciate Sarah's own self -
constructed romantic fictions, they complain that Rossetti is completely absent in the 
film (replaced by an anonymous architect), as is Hardy's poetry and personal tragedy, 
both lengthily discussed in the book. In other words, students long for the complexity 
of the text. 

The film manages to telescope a number of incidents, locations, and characters, and 
here too the reaction is mixed. The love story of Sam and Mary, two servants whose 
relationship provides a counterpart to Charles and his prim fiance, Ernestina, is 
minimalized. Students enjoy the lively rebelliousness of Sam and Mary and hence wish 
they were stronger presences in Pinter's script. Yet the compromise results in more focus 
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upon Charles and Sarah's passions as reiterated through Mike and Anna, which 
students need . Students also appreciate seeing actual English location shots; their 
imaginations and Fowles' imagery serve them well, but the film serves them better. 
They enjoy too the casting choices for such disliked characters as Mrs. Poulteney and 
Ernestina, and they find Meryl Streep's incarnations very romantic and frustrating, just 
as they find Fowles' Sarah. Jeremy Irons draws mixed reviews, some feeling he's not as 
poetically virile as the text's Charles, others finding him the perfect confused and 
sensitive hero. Overall, when asked which version of Th e French Lieutenant's Woman 
they prefer, students favor the novel , even as they acknowledge the clarification the 
film has given them and their enjoyment of it. 

The final example of teaching a text and its filmed counterpart which has been a 
powerful classroom experience is one which I have used with graduates and undergrad
uates of varying philosophical and intellectual orientations. The text is Joyce Carol 
Oates' short story, "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?", and the film 
adaptation is Smooth Talk , directed by Joyce Chopra with a screenplay by Tom Cole. 

As a work of short fiction , the story itself is very challenging to all levels of students . 
Dealing with the coming of age of 15-year-old Connie, "Where Are You Going" moves 
from a skillful but rather traditional tale of sexual awakening and adolescent rebellion 
to a surrealistic nightmare which may represent any number of themes. To briefly 
summarize this complex story, Connie has been flirting with boys and fighting with her 
family all summer long. On a particular Sunday afternoon when her family is at a 
picnic which Connie has refused to attend, she is visited by a strange man named 
Arnold Friend and his eerie companion, Ellie Oscar. Arnold succeeds in a threatening 
seduction of Connie, luring her from her home on the pretext that if she doesn't go ride 
with him and accept him as her lover, he will burn down the house and kill her family. 
As Connie leaves her home to join the malevolently sensual Arnold, she looks around 
her at "so much land that (she) had never seen before and did not recognize except to 
know that she was going to it" (Oates 229). 

This story and its suspended ending has been interpreted variously by various critics. 
Connie's decision and fate may represent the loss of youth , innocence, or virginity. It 
may be a literal rape and murder. It may be the acknowledgement of palpable evil in the 
world. It may be the incarnation of Connie's erotic desires, distorted into horror by her 
guilt. The story and its conclusion may be a portrait of a psychopathological mind, 
particularly since the impetus for the tale in part was the real horror of a serial killer 
known as The Pied Piper of Tucson , a man who murdered several young people in the 
1960s (Simon 58). Or as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar interpret the work in their 
feminist criticism text, No Man 's Land, the story offers "the dynamic of female de
feat. .. dramatized in its purest form" (llS). 

Thus the numerous interpretations of the story and the depth into which one 
considers those interpretations, depending upon the level of the course and the sophisti
cation of the students, make the story ideal for classroom discussions. When the film, 
Smooth Talk, is shown, after examination of the text, the issue of interity of adaptation 
offers a challenge unlike those interpretive challenges discussed in the previously 
mentioned works . While students find the film's recreation and expansion of teenaged 
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dating and mall-haunting rituals to be amusingly accurate and poignant, and while they 

find Laura Dem's Connie and Treat Williams' Arnold Friend to be fascinating portray
als, they overwhelmingly oppose the film's conclusion. 

In Cole's script, Arnold is still evil incarnate, strange and weirdly seductive, and he 

still lures Connie out of her house with threats against her family and herself. But then 

the film compromises and simplifies Oates' story in a way which offends virtually every 
student. Film critic John Simon summarizes the film's puerility: 

While Arnold's loathsome friend brutally riffles through Connie's records (a 

scene not in the story; Ellie never leaves the car), we see, through cross cutting, 
[Arnold's] car parked in a field; the camera pans to tall grass where something, 

any thing may be happening. Presently, Arnold is driving Connie home. She gets 

out of the car. . .and, with a new-found authority, tells Arnold never to show 

his face again. The family has just arrived, too. How come they don't see Connie 
getting out of a strange car? ... Graciously ... she responds with easy affection 

to all. . .Is a tumble in the hay (or grass) with a cunning, ominous man twice her 

age and possibly a murderer the right rite of passage for a naive young 

girl? ... With feminists like Joyce Chopra, who needs male supremacists (Simon 
59-60)? 

Simon's attitude mirrors that of the students. They feel cheated by the ending, and 

angry that all of the possibilities hinted at in the story are whittled down to one happy
albeit-unbelievable ending. Most students are relieved that Connie is alive, but after 

what they've read and seen, they find such an ending a gratuitous commercial compro

mise. And naturally, the students in the undergraduate/graduate seminar on Women in 

Literature were particularly irate. While they liked much of Chopra's film, they found 
the film's ending implied that victimization of women is just what the little ladies need 

sometimes to straighten them out. Thus the reaction to this film's strengths and 

weaknesses intensified for the various classes their admiration for the original literary 

text, whether they considered both works from a feminist pedagogical perspective or a 

more traditional methodological approach. 
Using literature and film together has worked extremely well in several courses I've 

taught. I found this methodology's success to be most reassuringly confirmed when I 
was in Turkey this past academic year on a Fulbright grant. Invited to lecture in 

American Literature to a large group of Turkish graduate and undergraduate students at 

Hacettepe University in Ankara, I decided to show Smooth Talk in conjunction with 

discussing Oates' short story. 

The lecture/discussion of Oates' story began the session, and the Turkish students 

and faculty alike found the work to be profoundly disturbing on many levels. Many of 

their critical insights mirrored those of American students. However, due to the 

differences in economic and familial structures between Turkey and the U.S., their 

appreciation for the bravery and danger of Connie's rebellious fate was heightened. 

They also drew fascinating parallels between Oates' work and that of Carson McCul

lers, William Faulkner, and even Sylvia Plath. 
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Due to time constraints, I then showed only the controversial last third of the film, in 

which Arnold seduces Connie and she still lives happily ever after. The students 

appreciated (perhaps more than-stateside students) the visual depictions of small town 

life, and found the performances to be superb. 
However, their reactions against the rewritten ending of the film were even more 

vehement than those of the feminists in my Women in Literature course at Mankato 

State. Perhaps because their Islamic culture is so extremely repressive and sexist, both 

the women and men felt Connie's comeuppance and easy reconciliation to her mysteri

ous fate was misogynist as well as insulting to the original text. 
The compatibility of film and literature provides a valuable teaching tool for instruc

tors in a variety of educational environments. The discussions are never dull, the 
insights into artistic creation become increasingly complex and diverse as the term and 

the challenges of comparison continue, and the teacher-student experience with both 

art forms is invariably valuable and, of equal importance, great fun. 
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The plot summary is generally regarded as the lowest form of writing about litera

ture . "Avoid plot summary," we warn our students. "Analyze, don't summarize," we 

exhort them. When it is assigned, the plot summary is normally used to check reading 

comprehension at the "simplest" level. I would suggest, however, that when taken 

seriously and used carefully, the plot summary can also be a powerful tool for teaching 

critical reading and thinking skills . 

Most definitions of critical thinking emphasize the ability to deal constructively with 

ambiguity and relativity, to make choices and decisions knowing full well that other, 

often equally valid choices, are possible . (See Aarons, Benderson, Bloom, deBono, 

Ennis, Glaser, Perry.) In effect, critical thinking means accepting the relative, as 

opposed to the absolute, indeterminacy of meaning and truth, thus recognizing the 

need for evidence and support. The critical thinker looks at a problem from several 

different points of view, examines the evidence for each viewpoint, and chooses from 

among various options what he or she judges to be the best solution . Central to this 

process are cognitive strategies such as drawing inferences, anticipating, forming 

hypotheses, testing hypotheses, comparing and contrasting, correcting hypotheses, 

selecting, and reaching tentative, but supportable, conclusions. 

These same strategies have been identified by researchers in the field of reading 

comprehension as crucial to the active construction of meaning that is central to the 
reading process. (Goodman, Smith, Spiro) In addition, reading researchers have found 

that comprehension depends upon the reader's ability to draw on prior knowledge and 
experience, that is to apply what he or she already _knows to the task of making sense of 
a text. (Goodman, Hirsch, Smith, Spiro) In effect, these researchers suggest that 

reading comprehension cannot legitimately be separated from critical thinking. The 

term "critical reading," however, suggests more than reading comprehension. It refers, 
not only to the ability to construct text meaning, but also to analyze text meaning in a 

self-conscious way, to separate general meaning from specific statements in the text , to 
make logical connections and to be able to explain the reasons and cite the evidence for 

drawing particular conclusions about text meaning. In addition "critical reading" refers 
to the ability to make evaluative judgments based on reasoned principles as opposed to 

superficial impressions or prejudice. 

How can the plot summary be used to develop these abilities? First, let me distinguish 

between the plot summary and what might be termed as the "theme summary:' The 
latter requires that a reader either select from a text the most general statements that the 

text supports or compose generalizations that account for all the statements in the text. 

The theme summary is, in effect , an interpretation of the overall meaning of a text. The 
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plot summary restricts itself to more clearly factual, as opposed to interpretive, 
statements about what the text says. It "objectively" describes "what happens" in the 

text, the events and actions which comprise the "story." It focuses on the less ambiguous 

statements in the text and presumably reports what is most determinate in the text's 

meaning. Given this distinction, surely the theme summary calls for more of the 

strategies listed above as characteristics of critical thinking. Perhaps so, but the plot 

summary calls for more of these strategies than might at first appear and serves as an 

important first step, a bridge if you will, into more obviously interpretative kinds of 

writing about literature. Indeed, I will argue that careful use of the plot summary leads 
to more fully developed, better supported interpretations and to greater understanding 

of what constitutes evidence and validity. 
How does the plot summary require the use of truly critical reading and thinking 

skills? First, even though reading research indicates that prior knowledge and expe

rience play a major role in reading comprehension, the reader composing a plot 

summary must suspend his or her own personal responses and focus exclusively on text 

content. This act in itself requires a critical distance from one's own subjectivity. 

Second, the plot summary, as distinguished from the theme summary, requires that 

students focus on the "facts" of the text and avoid generalized inferences about text 

meaning. In other words, students must separate determinate from indeterminate 

statements about text content. Third, the plot summary involves condensation and 

therefore selection of details. The students must decide which "facts" about text content 

are of major importance and which can be omitted. In order to make these decisions the 

student must have some principle of selection. The functioning principle of selection 

would have to be the student's conscious or unconscious assumptions about text 

meaning. In other words, the student will select the details to include in the summary 

according to his or her interpretation of the story. Thus, even though the student must 

avoid stating his or her interpretation, he or she cannot avoid making it. The plot 
summary, then, requires that students separate their personal responses from text 

content, inferences from facts, and significant details from insignificant. 

Some samples of actual student work can illustrate how this process works, how it 

can be used to develop students' awareness of their own thinking, and how it can lead 

to more sophisticated critical analyses of literature. In a first year college writing 

course, over a period of several quarters, I asked my students to summarize a story of 

their choice in Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio. This text was deliberately 
chosen as being accessible in terms of vocabulary and sentence structure and appealing 

in terms of representing the experience of my students' age group in a midwestern state 

but challenging in terms of comprehension. Students are instructed to summarize the 

story in no more than 75-100 words, to use their own words, to stick to the major facts 

of the story, and to omit their own opinions. A number of students always chose 
"Nobody Knows," a highly ambiguous story about an encounter between George 

Willard, the young protagonist of Winesburg, Ohio, and Louise Trunnion, a young 
woman about whom "whispered tales" have "gone about town." (61) The story is 

particulary apt to our purposes here because the crucial event of the story, the actual 

encounter between George Willard and Louise Trunnion, is not described. The text 
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literally leaves a blank space after the initial meeting of the two young people and then 
skips ahead to George's actions after leaving Louise. The nature of the couple's 

encounter must be entirely construed from what Anderson tells us goes on before and 
after the event. It is therefore impossible for the students to stick to the "facts" of the 

text and also state what happens. Reading the story, in other words, very clearly 
depends upon an act of interpretation. 

Here is how one student handled this writing problem: 

The main character, George Willard, is a young man who works for the 
Winesburg Eagle as a reporter. On one particular evening George was sitting at 

his desk thinking of an adventure. Suddenly he jumped to his feet to carry out 

this adventure. George ran out of the office door and down the back alley way to 

Louise Trunnion's house where he could see her doing the evening dishes. George 
then met Louise down the street by a barn. After talking for a bit, George became 

the typical male, bold and aggressive. Louise seemed to have a bad reputation in 

town and George was going to take advantage of this. He tells her nobody will 

know, but in the end, like most men will, he wishes to talk to someone and finds 

Shorty Crandall, the store clerk, willing to listen. 

During class discussion, students readily point out the obvious intrusions of opinion 

that are not warranted by the text. Phrases such as "the typical male" and "like most 

men will" are cited as personal judgments rather than inferences based on the facts of 

the text. The statement that "Louise seemed to have a bad reputation in town," on the 

other hand, is accepted as a reasonable inference from the author's statement about the 

"whispered tales concerning her" (61). The conclusion of the summary, students gener
ally decide, implies that George and Louise have had sex and that George ends up 

bragging about it to Shorty Crandall. A discussion ensues about (1) whether these 

implications are factual (no) and (2) how supportable they are ("very" to the first, 

"questionably" to the second). In a discussion of the significance of leaving out certain 
details, such as the fact that Louise had sent George a note reading "I'm yours if you 

want me," students realize that this summary leaves the impression that George is 

taking advantage of a girl he has heard is "easy." In other words, students see, this 

particular reader has selected details according to her own interpretation of the story. 

The summary, it is revealed, depends upon interpretation and cannot be separated from 

it. Students discover that reading and summarizing are not matters of merely extracting 

self-contained meaning from a text, but are active, critical processes of constructive 

meaning. 

This revelation is further dramatized as students compare different readers' summa

ries of the same text. Student #2 made a rather different interpretation in his summary: 

The short story "Nobody Knows," which appears in Sherwood Anderson's 

novel Winesburg, Ohio, is about a late night adventure indulged in by George 

Willard. Earlier that morning, George had received a letter from a young lady 

named Louise Trunnion. The note gave the strong impression that Louise wanted 
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to go out with George. George contemplated the possibility of meeting with her 
that night. Finally, his courage built up to the point where he had made his 
decision. Despite his extreme nervousness, he set out th.ough the dark alleys 
toward Louise's house, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible . He reached her 
house and they walked off together into the darkness. George realized that Louise 
was not particularly attractive, and he assured her, along with himself, that no 
one would know about their meeting. 

This summary includes the detail of Louise's note, students recognize, but has inter
preted rather than reported what it says. Most students agree that this interpretation of 
the note is not the only one possible nor necessarily the one that George makes. They 
may also notice that this student's interpretation of the note is itself open to interpreta
tion. A careful summary, students generally conclude, would quote Louise's words 
exactly. This summary leaves out the details concerning Louise's reputation and 
George's agressive behavior. These omissions, on top of the somewhat vague interpre
tation of Louise's note, put the events of the story into a more or less innocent light, 
which does not "go with" (as the students say) George's fear of being found out. (This 
fear is established as a reasonable inference from his behavior in the story.) The last 
sentence refers to George's observation that Louise is "not particularly comely and 
there was a black smudge on the side of her nose" (60) and to his urging her: "Ah, come 
on , it 'll be all right. There won' t be anyone know anything . How can they know?" (61). 
By including both these details in the same sentence, the student summarizer implies 
some connection between them, but, under scrutiny, no logical one emerges. Perhaps 
he is assuming that George does not want to be seen with Louise because of her 
appearance, not her reputation . However, that does not explain why he must assure 
Louise that no one would know of their meeting. In addition, George's behavior has 
revealed his fear of being seen with Louise before he "realizes" that she is not particu
lary attractive, if, in fact, it is reasonable to infer that this meeting marks the first time 
George has noticed Louise's appearance. In the end the students cannot decide whether 
student #2 is trying to give the story an innocent interpretation and is having trouble 
making it work or is simply confused himself about which details are important and 
how they fit into a pattern. 

Student #3 is a bit more successful: 

The story begins with a zombie-like George Willard embarking on a strange 
adventure . He had received a letter that morning from Louise Trunnion. The 
letter said 'Tm yours if you want me:' Louise and George's relationship is not 
known before the letter was received. George spent all day trying to decide 

whether to take advantage of the invitation. He decided to act on the invitation 
and he rendezvoused with Louise after dark . They walked for awhile, and they 
sat and talked for awhile. At this point there is a gap in the time sequence, and we 
don't know what occurred then . When George was on his way home, after the 
two had parted company, George said to himself, "She hasn't got anything on 
me, nobody knows:' 
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Other than the reference to a "zombie-like George Willard," where a personal response 
creeps in, this summary shows more sophistication than the first two. It recognizes the 
kind of information a reader needs to make full sense of the story and is more 
economical in its presentation of essential information. By including George's final 
reflection on the episode, it provides a detail which, most students agree, has to be 
accounted for in any interpretation. However, it also omits any reference to Louise's 
reputation or George's aggressiveness, details which most students agree are significant 
to the overall pattern of the story. 

Student #4 overcomes most of the problems encountered by the first three : 

This story begins with George Willard dashing out of the Winesburg Eagle 
office due to a letter he received from Louise Trunnion stating, 'Tm yours if you 
want me." George met Louise outside her house and they proceeded to walk 
together in the dark. There were whispered tales concerning Louise that had gone 
about the town. George urged her to go further with him by saying, "Ah, come 
on, it'll be all right. There won't be anyone know anything. How can they 
know?" They then sat down upon some boards. This was where the first part of 
the story ended. It began again later that evening. George was walking along 
Main Street stopping to buy a cigar and talk to a clerk . He then went on walking 
and the story ended by him saying, "She hasn' t got anything on me. Nobody 
knows." 

In order to overcome these problems, the student has used more quotations from the 
text and fewer of her own words. Most students agree, however, that she has selected 
the key details that an overall interpretation would have to account for. Students 
sometimes suggest that George's buying a cigar and talking to Shorty Crandall are 
unnecessary details until they consider that men, rather than women or boys, usually 
smoke cigars, and that talking to Shorty Crandall satisfies George's desire to "talk to 
some man." These details then fall into place as part of an overall pattern of an 
initiation into manhood, or of George's perception of such an initiation, or his desire 
for such an initiation. (It is not necessary for students to be aware of Freud's influence 
on Anderson to make this point.) 

Having considered a range of different summaries of the same text such as those 
above, class discussion can now focus on whether the facts of the text would warrant 
making a summary statement, for example, "George Willard has a secret sexual 
encounter with Louise Trunnion and thinks that he is now a man but does not want 
anyone to know of his experience:· Most students agree that this interpretation can 
certainly be supported by the text. But, can other interpretations also be supported? 
Perhaps George misunderstands Louise's note (she suggests as much when she acts as if 
she does not know what George is doing at her house when he first arrives). Perhaps 
George goes into the darkness with Louise and discovers that her invitation was not 
specifically sexual, that Louise is a poor, lonely girl reaching out in the only way she 
knows for companionship and attention. Perhaps George buys a cigar and talks to 
Shorty Crandall in order to cover up his embarrassment and sense of failure . Perhaps 
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his statement at the end that "Nobody knows" refers to his misinterpretation and/or 

failure rather than to a sexual experience. At this point, someone is sure to joke that the 

phrase "nobody knows" refers to the events of the story itself, which by this time no 
one in the class is certain of. 

Some students react with frustration at the openness and relativity that is revealed 
about the interpretive act and, ultimately, about critical thinking and the nature of 

knowledge; others are stimulated and challenged to refine and bolster their own 

interpretations. Almost all students, however, discover that reading and thinking are 

active, creative, and critical processes which involve placing known facts into a 

pattern, forming a generalization to describe this pattern, and quite frequently, choos

ing the best explanation from among competing alternatives. Each of these activities 

engages the student in a chain of reasoning from facts to inferences to other inferences. 
Awareness of alternative "chains" makes students self-conscious of the steps in their 

own reasoning process. They are then more able and more likely, when assigned a 

critical analysis, to trace the route by which they arrived at their conclusions, to cite 

evidence, to explain logical steps, and to offer counter-arguments to opposing views. 

In the course which produced the samples quoted above, students were first assigned 
a personal opinion paper on the first story in Winesburg, "Hands." Here is one of the 

better responses to that assignment (from the same student who wrote summary #2 
above): 

The Sherwood Anderson short story "Hands" from the book entitled Wines
burg, Ohio depicts the loneliness endured by an old man named Wing Biddle

baum. Unfortunately, his problem is shared by far too many people in the world 

today. The story forces the reader to confront the reality that many people are 
trapped inside what they must feel are miserably insignificant lives. 

The sad part of the story is that none of the loneliness should have been 

brought down upon Wing Biddlebaum's shoulders. The tragedy occurred be
cause Wing, known as Adolf when he was a respected and much admired 

schoolteacher, was wrongly accused of molesting his male students. This accusa
tion came about in part because of Wing's overactive hands. they were always in 

motion, grasping things, which only added to the suspicions of the community. 

Wing loved his fellow man, and even after he was forcibly removed from his 

old, formerly beloved community, that characteristic never ceased. However, he 
was only able to communicate with one person from his new home just outside of 

Winesburg, Ohio. That person was George Willard, who was a reporter for the 

"Winesburg Eagle." He lived for talking to George. He spent long, lonely hours 

waiting, hoping that George would drop by so he would have someone to talk to. 

The story "Hands" creates a mood of sadness for anyone who reads it. It makes 

you stop and think of the tremendous waste of human life which occurs because 
of loneliness. When a person is unable, or unallowed to communicate with 

society, that person might as well not even exist. Wing experienced what is 
plaguing countless people in the world today, the disease of loneliness. 
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This paper focuses well on one aspect of the story and develops it by relating the 

situation of the story to what the student imagines to be a widespread problem "in the 

world today:' The student presents his opinion well, but there is no real attempt to 

argue for or defend it, there are no speci;ic references to the text (or to the student's own 
experience or observation of the problem of loneliness in "the world today"), and there 

is no serious attempt to explain the reasons and cite the evidence for his opinion. His 
paper, however, is more coherent than most responses to this particular assignment and 

is typical in its generalized approach to the text. 

Next came the summary assignment discussed above, and then students were asked 

to "interpret" a story of their choice from Winesburg. The first thing I noticed about 

their responses to this assignment was the frequency with which they cited textual 

evidence for their conclusions. Furthermore, while it resulted in more awkwardness, 

they demonstrated greater self-consciousness about their own thinking processes and 

greater awareness of the possibility for other conclusions by using the first person to 
explain themselves more than they did in the first assignment, even though, ironically, 

the first assignment was specifically designated as "personal" opinion. 

Here are some excerpts from one student's paper on the story "Loneliness": 

The purpose of this story is to show the reader that George is getting old 

enough to pursue women. Enoch warns him about women and he tells George 

that girls aren't all fun and games. They can hurt you. I know George is 

interested when he keeps asking Enoch to tell him more about the women in his 

life and why they made him so lonely. 

Enoch and George are told to be somewhat alike. At one point Enoch's called a 

man-boy and George is called a boy-man. I think Anderson is telling us that 

Enoch and George are alike in some ways and that George shouldn't ruin his life 
with the wrong girl. 

The style of these brief excerpts reveals this student as an average writer. However, the 

content and strategy of the writing reveal the first glimmers of real critical thinking 

ability. The first sentence of the first excerpt shows that the student is trying to fit this 

story into Winesburg as a whole. The rest of the excerpt shows the student's awareness 
of the need to cite evidence and give reasons for his interpretation. The last sentence of 

the excerpt shows the student tracing the route of his own thinking. The first sentence 

of the second excerpt is awkwardly written. However, it shows the student struggling to 
tie the conclusion of his last sentence to textual evidence. 

The following excerpts, from another student's paper on the story "Loneliness;' show 

even more stylistic difficulties, but the clumsiness may very well result from the 
student's attempt to write and think in an unfamiliar way. (These excerpts are unedi

ted.) 
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. . .I felt that Enoch was the type of person who is too insecure to stand up for 

himself. I get this from the way that his friends would interpret his painting in a 

totally different way than he wanted and he wouldn't stand up for himself and 

tell them that that is not what he meant. 
After a period of silence in Enoch's life, he got married. This began another 

phase in Enoch's life, he felt like a more liberal person. He voted now, walked 

more business like, he felt like he was a more important person. I felt this way 

because of a conversation he had with a man on a train. They discussed politics, 
while they discussed this the man handed him a cigar. After he received the cigar, 

Enoch is known to have said to himself, "I gave him something to think about, 

that fellow:' I took this whole situation as Enoch realized he was finally impor

tant in the world. 
Eventually Enoch's marriage faded and he sent his wife away. He then sat alone 

with one lady friend who he talked to every night. He had an inside passion for 

the lady. I felt this because he always said he wanted her to stay and leave at the 

same time, he never could make up his mind. He told her things he never told 

others . ... 

I feel that Enoch is afraid to trust people because every time he begins to trust 
them he sent them away. I know that he is not happy with what he does because 

in his last statement he said, 'Tm alone, all alone here, it was warm and friendly 

in my room but now I'm all alone:' This statement to me explained everything 

there is to be said. I felt that he brought this on himself because he always 

excluded his friends when he just got to know them. 

Over and over again ("I get this from ... ," "I felt this way because of. .. ," "Enoch is 

know to have said to himself. .. ;' "I felt this because ... ;' "I know that he is not 
happy ... because ... he said .. :') the student demonstrates her consciousness of the 

process by which she is drawing inferences and uses that knowledge to provide specific 

support. 
Here is an excerpt from a better writer's paper on the story "Queer:' 

I also feel the author does an excellent job of illustrating the extent of jealousy 

that Elmer feels toward George Willard. This is shown when Elmer first talks to, 

or confronts George. The author heavily emphasizes how very nicely George is 

dressed up, "very spruce and dressed up," as it is put in the story. It never directly 

says that Elmer is jealous of George, but does imply that he cannot believe that 

George ever had the unhappy days or desires to become wanted and accepted as 
Elmer had. The way that Elmer idolizes George is very apparent when he thinks 
to himself, "I'll show that George Willard. He'll find out, I'll show him:' Due to 

his jealousy, Elmer soon develops a hate for George, because of what he thinks 

George stands for. In Elmer's mind George represents the town, and the town is 

who labeled [his family] "queer." This is where Elmer first decides to hit George, 

his reason being described in this quote: "Might not one by striking his person 
strike also the greater enemy:' 
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This student moves more gracefully from his ideas to specific textual references, but he 

displays no more critical thinking ability than the two students cited just above. Indeed, 

he lapses at one point into a generalized statement about what the text implies, ignoring 

momentarily his own role as reader, and trying to escape the need to explain fully how 
he draws his inference: "It never directly says that Elmer is jealous of George, but does 

imply that he cannot believe that George ever had the unhappy days or desires to 

become wanted and accepted as Elmer had:' 

What this range of excerpts shows is that a student does not have to be a polished 
writer in order to learn critical thinking and that even a (more or less) polished writer 

has something to learn about it. Regardless of style, I attribute to their work with the 

plot summary these students' growth in learning to read, write, and think critically, to 

offer support for their interpretations, to cite specific textual evidence, and to trace the 
path by which they arrived at their conclusions. The plot summary was the key 

assignment (second in a sequence of five), the one that marked the point after which, in 

my eyes, students began to shift into a more critical mode. The sequence of assignments 

went on to call for a comparison/ contrast of two stories from "Winesburg" and an 

evaluation of the whole book using a contemporary review or a critical article for 

purposes of support or contrast. 

The following evaluation, written by the same student who wrote summary #2 and 

the essay on "Hands" quoted in full above, shows how a basically good student found 
the whole enterprise of learning to think critically rather frustrating: 

The novel Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson is not lacking in quality 

stories, but critical reading must take place before that fact is realized. As stated 
in the July 20, 1919, issue of the Springfield (Mass.) Republican by an anony

mous writer, " ... the only sort of reading by which a person may gain any 

profit from reading Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio . . .is by searching 

his reading matter paragraph by paragraph for new ideas and bits of beauty." 
That statement really sums up my feelings about the novel. 

Sherwood Anderson does a commendable job of creating a picture in the 

reader's mind of the small town way of life. By showing George Willard coming 

of age in a small town setting, he makes us think back to our own adolescent 
years, and the numerous bittersweet experiences that we ourselves encountered. 

However, I do not feel that he takes it any further than that as he should have. 

His stories have an underlying significance, but it is always hard to find. His way 

of writing is extremely hard to follow and confusing, and almost impossible to 

make any sense of whatsoever. His writing is usually quite boring to read, 

because nothing really happens in his stories. His characters do not get described 

very well, and they participate in dull activities that usually do not amount to 
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much. The stories seem to be lacking a climax, and each ending is as if Anderson 
just quit writing and forgot to end his thoughts. 

The review from the Springfield (Mass .) Republican states, "The step from real 
merit to worthlessness in writing is so imperceptible that many times the average 
reader misses it. . . ." It then goes on to say that this applies completely to 
Winesburg, Ohio. I agree wholeheartedly with that opinion of the novel. I think 
that Sherwood Anderson left too many unanswered questions in the stories . This 
in turn left the door wide open to countless different interpretations of each story. 
I personally do not like to have to completely guess as to what a story means . 
The stories are so vague that the reader is forced to analyze each individual 
paragraph to try desperately to make any sense at all out of them. 

Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson does have some positive attributes 
to its credit. It does draw a remarkably clear picture of typical small town life. 
However, the stories are just not developed enough to provide the reader with a 
clear message to go away with. After each story there is always some doubt as to 
whether or not your interpretation of the story would comply with what Ander
son intended it to mean. 

Despite this student's frustration and despite the fact that this paper suffers from some 
of the same problems as his first paper on "Hands," I would submit that his work 
demonstrates his progress as a critical thinker. In his final evaluation, he shows that he 
recognizes other viewpoints besides his own are possible, he concedes the novel has 
some value, he balances positive and negative statements, he uses quotations from his 
source effectively, and he supports his own view with conviction and solid (if somewhat 
generalized) reasons. He shows that he has learned how to make a commitment in a 
world in which knowledge and truth are relative (to use Perry's definition of critical 
maturity). 

At this point it is only appropriate that I follow my students' critical example and 
claim only relative value for the plot summary. While I see this assignment as a turning 
point, the whole sequence of assignments contributed to student progress. It also helped 
that we worked on the same text all quarter, that we leavened the critical writing with 
more informal personal experience papers on small town life, that we viewed a film on 
small towns and listened to tapes of Garrison Keillor telling anecdotes of small town 
life, and that we spent considerable time on pre-writing, revision and peer review. 
Nevertheless, it was the plot summary assignment that made lightbulbs turn on over 
more students' heads, that sent more of them back to the text to read more critically and 
self-consciously, and that sent more of them to the next assignments with a better sense 
of relativity in meaning and value, the process of inferencing and hypothesizing, the 
nature of textual evidence, and the need to establish validity. 
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Mike Rose has provided us with several provocative books and numerous essays in 

recent years. I reviewed When Writers Can 't Write, his collection of essays on writing 
anxiety, three years ago. He writes with a combination of clear understanding of the 

student with difficulties and depth of insight from the literature and his own research. 

His new book, Lives on the Boundary, is an account of the movement across academic 

boundaries, his own as well as those of his students. He speaks with the voice of one 

who knows the confusion and frustration in the struggles of America's underprepared. 

His own academic life began with less promise than many academics because he was 
misplaced as a "vocational" track student. Apparently his standardized test scores were 

confused with someone else's. His parents had neither the authority nor background to 

question his placement. His father had two years of school in Italy; his mother was a 

waitress without formal education. 

Fortunately, like many of us, Rose had a teacher who recognized his abilities and was 

able to intervene. He then joined the ranks of those deemed worthy of initiation into the 

intellectual community. As he points out, that happens very rarely as late as the junior 

year in high school. By then most students in that track develop defenses against 
intellectual stimuli: indifference, jobs that pay, partying. He was both bright and lucky, 

His recognition that intellectual privilege is based not only merit, but also luck, is 

part of what makes his book so powerful. He recognizes from his own experience that 

these underprepared learners have the potential for intellectual achievement in our 

classrooms . We need to make that "luck" for them . They should not be dismissed as 

incapable of abstract thought, but we must recognize that they lack the framework that 

we take for granted in the prepared. 

Rose is like Mina Shaughnessy (Errors and Expectations) in his respect for these 

learners. He is not a teacher who delights in his students' apparently stupid mistakes. 

Students have reasons for their mistakes. Rose, like Shaughnessy, asks the students 

about their logic rather than blaming them or their previous teachers for their igno

rance . He seeks to understand how these students think in their context. 

Rose's examples carry their own power. He gives us memorable case studies. Harold 

was a fifth-grade student he taught as a member of the Teacher Corps. Rose spotted him 

while he struggled with a writing assignment and worked at forming a bond with him 
by giving him tasks to do such as carrying art paper to his car or gathering up pencils at 

the end of class . He could see the change from the boy who "twitched and twisted" in 



tss to one who could maintain concentration for at least limited periods. When he 
amined Harold's school records, he could see the shift from "high average" academic 

;essment to clinical assessment as his teachers tried to explain and cope with his lack 

achievement. 
Rose's analysis of Harold's problem is much more compassionate than the clinical 
Jorts: ". . .he was made stupid by his longing, and a folder full of tests could never 
real that: ' His father was gone, and his mother was "receding slowly into a dim 
rlor," (127) a fact that Rose might not have known had he not visited Harold's home. 
te emotional fall-out from his deprivation of parental attention interfered with 
1rold's concentration on his school work. 
A less dramatic example is taken from Rose's years at the Tutoring Center at UCLA. 
i describes his asking a student why she had used a particular sentence structure, 
:ually a fragment. The student wanted to avoid starting sentences with "She. :' over 
d over, and sought a more sophisticated pattern. Rose's solution of teaching addi
•nal sentence patterns matched the problem much more effectively than writing 
rag" in the margin . It reminded me of my questioning a student about the placement 
a period in what seemed to me the middle of a sentence. He told me that one of his 
"vious teachers had reprimanded him many times about his long sentences. His 
lution to that problem was that when he felt a sentence had gotten too long, he put a 
riod . Rose reminds us to ask students for their reasons, not to assume their careless

ss. 
Rose does not blame teachers nor harangue about their insensitivity. He recognizes 
'. systematic problems of too many students in classrooms. Still he comments, "We 
out to determine what a child knows in order to tailor instruction, but we frequently 

,t rather than shape, categorize rather than foster: ' (128) We cannot simply dismiss 
it problem . 
He also addresses the issues of literacy and the canonical orientation . He says, "To 
derstand the nature and development of literacy we need to consider the social 
1text in which it occurs-- the political, economic and cultural forces that encourage 
inhibit it. The canonical orientation discourages deep analysis of the way these 

-ces may be affecting performance:' (237) Exactly. And if we want to allow more 
1dents across the academic boundaries, we cannot afford to ignore their social 

1text. 
Rose's widely varied experiences give credibility to his analysis. They range from the 

ichers Corps to a Veterans' Program and a Tutorial Center at UCLA, then to a 
:iting Research Project. Rose now is associate director of UCLA's Writing Programs . 
ln the last two chapters Rose offers specific suggestions for bringing in the underpre
red from the boundaries . He suggests that we build the curriculum on the strategies 
summarizing, classifying, comparing, and analyzing. These strategies, of course, are 
t new, but he carefully chooses materials to teach them that are accessible to the 

.dents. For example, he uses short direct poems with sharp images. He also points out 
! need to teach explicitly how to think like a biologist or an historian, but not exactly 

e some of those who speak of discourse communities as inflexible. He speaks of the 
xess as interweaving "the social dimension of knowledge with the preservation of a 
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discipline, how to make the advancement of a discipline go on in concert with the 
development of young minds:' (197) "Interweaving" is a different image from molding 
young minds to establish communities. 

This is a valuable book to educators from kindergarten through graduate school 
because Rose gives articulate voice to the underprepared students we see and will 

continue to see more frequently in the 1990s and beyond. He gives testimony to the 
power of individual teachers to change both his and others' lives. 
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NCTE Spring Conference: A Forum 

on Effective Teaching Practices 

Elementary and secondary school teachers of English language arts and teacher educators will 

1are knowledge about effective ways to promote student learning Thursday-Sunday, March 

10, 1990, at the Broadmoor in Colorado Springs. The Spring Conference of the National 

ouncil of Teachers of English creates scores of opportunities for teachers to find out how their 

,lleagues across the nation are dealing with the challenge of achieving higher literacy for all 
udents. 
'We know that there are many superb teachers in our profession, and we want to provide a 

rum to help them share innovative and exemplary teaching practices," said Sarah Hudelson of 

rizona State University, who planned the elementary program strand. Carole Williams of the 

:ehlville School District, St. Louis, planned the secondary-school program strand, and Miles 

Ison, University of Colorado, arranged the teacher education strand covering both preservice 

1d inservice. The Spring Conference is sponsored jointly by the Elementary and Secondary See

ms of NCTE and the Conference on English Education (CEE). 

The elementary strand emphasizes whole language teaching, including ways to implement this 

,proach beyond grade 3, transitions from basal reader-oriented teaching, interactive teaching 

ethods, university/school cooperation for implementing whole language, and ways to evaluate 

1dent learning in whole language programs. Among other session topics: understanding the 

rly development of readers, nurturing language through literature, encouraging content learn

~ by developing students' research skills, literacy among urban and multi-ethnic students, and 

w directions in research on "process" approaches to teaching. 

The secondary-school strand for 1990 focuses on new practices in teaching reading, writing, 

d thinking; collaborative learning; new definitions of the high-school literary "canon"; com-

1ters in English instruction; and whole language programs for middle schools. 

Sessions for teacher educators include new findings from ethnographic research on effective 

1chers and student teachers in the act of teaching language arts, effects of teaching internships 

th master teachers, and the politics of teacher preparation for English today. 

Seven all-day preconference workshops on teaching, research, evaluation, and other topics are 

for Wednesday, March 7. A seminar on teacher research in the classroom is scheduled for 

turday afternoon. The all-day Ramon Veal Seminar on Research in Language, set for Thurs

y, provides opportunities for participants to discuss work in progress. An exchange of 

ssroom teaching ideas is an annual feature of the conference. 

Major Spring Conference speakers include George Plimpton, author of Paper Lion and Out of 
y League (at the Thursday General Session); Paul Aeischman, author of Joyful Noise--Poems 
· Two Voices, 1989 Newbery Medal winner (at the Elementary Section Luncheon Friday); 

anor Duckworth, professor of education at Harvard University (at the Secondary Section 

ncheon Saturday); Anthony J, Alvarado, superintendent of Community School District #2 in 

mhattan (at the Conference on English Education Luncheon Thursday); Yetta Goodman, 
Jversity of Arizona (at the Elementary Section General Session Saturday); and Ben Nelms, 
tor of English Journal (at the Secondary Section General Session Friday). Claire Pelton of the 
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San Jose Unified School District, California, a member of the National Board for Professional 

Teaching Standards, will speak at the Friday CEE General Session. The Saturday night Con

ference Cabaret will feature live music and a performance by Duncan Inches: "A Little Touch of 

William [Shakespeare] in the Night:' Conference participants may sign up for a variety of op

tional tours of the sightseeing, skiing, and dining attractions in the region of Colorado Springs. 

Carol Bieshaar, Westminster High School, Colorado, is chair of the local arrangements commit-

tee. 
For a Spring Conference Preview containing further information and a registration form, write 

Membership Service Representative, NCTE, 1111 Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801. 



56 

CCCC Convention to Focus 

on Teaching of Writing 

in Changing Times, for 

New Student Population 

The nation's college teachers of writing will converge on Chicago in March for the Annual 

Convention of the Conference on College Composition and Communication. The event begins 

with preconvention workshops Wednesday, March 21, and a 10 a.m. Opening General Session 

Thursday, March 22. It continues through Saturday afternoon, March 24. 
The convention theme is "Strengthening Community through Diversity:' Program chair 

Donald Mc.Quade of the University of California-Berkeley calls the meeting an opportunity for 

faatlty in writing programs "to consolidate the remarkable achievements of the past few decades" 

in "composition theozy, research, and classroom practice"-achievements that confirm "the pro
ductive results of taking intellectual risks" and show that "access;' "excellence;' and "diversity" are 

compatible in theozy and practice. 

Among topics to be featured in more than 330 sessions and interest-group meetings are com

puters and writing, research on composing processes, instruction for students who speak English 

as a second language, business and technical communication, writing centers, the teaching of ad

vanced composition, collaborative writing, and writing across the curriatlum. More sessions 

than ever before will focus on social, racial, ideological, and gender issues in relation to writing, 

and on effective ways faatlty in writing programs can respond to the changing demographics of 
the student population. 

Among other program highlights: critic and social theorist Stanley Amowitz discussing 

atltural studies and discourse; anthropologist and linguist Shirley Brice Heath speaking on the 

essay and genres of evezyday discourse; writing theorist Kenneth Bruffee discussing collaborative 

learning and the authority of teachers; and a roundtable, ''Professing the New Rhetoric;' featur

ing James Berlin, Ann E. Berthoff, Wayne Booth, and others. 

In other sessions, Peter Elbow, Lillian Bridwell-Bowles, and Richard Larson will discuss the use 

of writing portfolios; Jerome Beaty, Bharati Mukherjee, and other panelists will talk about ethnic 

writers and readers; and Mike Rose, Glynda Hull, and additional panelists will examine new 

concepts of remediation. The various formats for 1990 sessions include "podium" programs 

featuring one well-known speaker, "think-tanks" centered on current concerns, and opportunities 

for speakers with opposing views on an issue to debate. 

Chicago writers to be honored at a Thursday night celebration include poet Gwendolyn 

Brooks, columnist Mike Royko, and social historian Studs Terkel. Exhibits of professional 

materials, a software sampler, a poetzy-sharing forum, and a participatozy Rhetoricians' Humor 

Night are additional features of the Chicago convention. Deborah Holdstein of Governors State 

University heads the committee on local arrangements for the CCCC Convention. 

For information and registration forms, request a copy of the CCCC Preview from the 

Membership Service Representative, NCTE, 1111 Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801. 
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Notes on Contributors 

Kathryn Schladweiler teaches in the English Department at Mankato State University, 

Mankato , Minnesota 

William D. Dyer teaches in the English Department at Mankato State University, 

Mankato, Minnesota 

Emilio DeGrazia teaches in the English Department at Winona State University, 

Winona, Minnesota 

Victoria Amador teaches at Brown Institute in Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Judy F. Parham, teaches in the English Department at St. Cloud State University, St. 

Cloud, Minnesota 

Linda Hunter is the President of the Minnesota Council of Teachers of English and 

Language Arts, Director of the Academic Support Center and an Instructor in the 

English Department, St. Olaf College, Northfield, Minnesota 
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Announcement 

Minnesota English Journal Awards for Best Articles. Two caseh prizes of $75 .00 each 

will be awarded for the two best articles for 1989-90. These awards will be presented at 

the annual spring conference. Authors should follow the standard Minnesota English 
Journal submission rules. All articles published in ME/ will be considered eligible, 

although the Publications Board reserves the right not to grant an award if, in its 
judgment, none of the published articles meet the Board's criteria or its standard of 

excellence. 



• 

• 

Editorial Policy: Minnesota English Journal 

the Minnesota English Journal is an official organ of the Minnesota Council of 
Teachers of English. It ordinarily appears twice a year, Fall and Winter/ Spring. The 
Minnesota English Journal publishes articles of general interest to its membership, 
teachers K through college. 

Manuscripts from Minnesota teachers are preferred. The Journal is distributed free-of
charge to the membership. Individual issues can be ordered for $3.50 a copy. Manu
scripts should be submitted to the editors. Please use an approved style sheet, either 
APA or MLA. Internal documentation and a works cited list are preferred. Manuscripts 
should be 7-18 pages, fyped double-spaced. 

Please consult the calls for papers that appear in each issue. At times, special issues will 
focus on specific themes announced in the Journal and posted at the Minnesota English 
Journal booth during the annual MCTE spring convention. 

The editors will make every effort to acknowledge receipt of a manuscript within two 
weeks and to inform the contributor of its acceptance or rejection within 60 days. 
Include with the manuscript a stamped, self-addressed envelope. 

The editors reserve the right to accept or reject a manuscript. The editors may return a 
manuscript to request its revision, and the editors may make minor changes in the 
manuscript without consulting the contributor . 




