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Letter from the Editor 
And what is good, Phadreus, 
And what is not good
Need we ask anyone 

to tell us these things? 

This question, supposedly posed 
by Socrates to his imaginary friend 
Phaedrus, was of course first written by 
Plato, who 
more than 
likely imag
ined Socrates 
asking it of 
himself. 
Millennia 
later, a man 
named Robert 
Pirsig used the 
English 
version above 
as a preface to 
his book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 
Maintenance. 

Pirsig begins Zen by writing, "I 
can see by my watch, without taking my 
hand from the left grip of the cycle, that it 
is eight-thirty in the morning ... We are in 
an area of the Central Plains filled with 
thousands of duck hunting sloughs, 
heading northwest from Minneapolis 
toward the Dakotas." 

I can see by my millennium clock, 
without taking my finger from the left click 
of the mouse, that it is one-thirty in the 
morning. Tomorrow (today?) I'll gather 
this journal's pages onto a Zip disk and 
drive the same road, heading southeast 
from my house to the printer's, through an 
area of the Central Plains filled with 
thousands of quacks. I'll go unnoticed. 

Pirsig's book has been on my 
mind a lot lately. I've made it part of the 
first-year comp classes I teach, so it's not 
like I can get away from it. But more, this 
journal has reminded of that journey of 
Pirsig's in ways I hadn't expected. 

I should have known, eh? The 
theme of this year's spring conference in 
Minnetonka was "Changing Teaching for 
Changing Times: Transformation and 
Innovation in the English Classroom." The 
moving keynote address, entitled "Writing, 
Teaching and Transforming Home," was 
given by none other than Multicultiboho 

Sideshow 
author Alexs 
Pate (see page 
119). My 
own call for 
papers for this 
issue asked 
you to send 
your "stories" 
rather than 
asking you to 
"submit." 

In the call 
I wrote I didn't like the term "submit" 
because" ... it sounds so borg: You will 
submit! Resistance is futile, and so on .. 
." Ironically, the editor of the newsletter 
in which it appeared ( apparently not a slave 
to Star Trek) must have thought "borg" was 
misspelled and so corrected it to "boring." 
In the end, it sounded like I didn't want 
you to submit because it was boring. 
Fortunately nobody listens to me. 

I know how it can happen. The 
call was sent via email to be downloaded 
and placed in the newsletter. Like many 
of the articles appearing here that came via 
electronic transfer, unintelligible computer 
hieroglyphics no doubt peppered the text. 
Dealing with it resulted in what I call a 
Spell-Checker Paper-Wrecker. Examples 
I've saved from student papers include "the 
American Revelation," "the difference 
between Catholics and predestines," and 
"For Indians living in reservoirs, life is 
difficult." You only make these kind of 
mistakes once. Unless you click "Change 
All." Then the mistake appears twice or 

more and it becomes a Double-Decker 
Spell-Checker Paper-Wrecker. Try 
shouting that ten times fast in class. Ding
dong, Admin calling! 

Fortunately, the articles appearing 
here contained few other problems besides 
the many hieroglyphics. To help keep my 
sanity while I sought and destroyed them I 
pretended they were comic strip swear 
words. It's amazing how a good strong 
cuss in the middle of a passionate article 
from a Sister at St. Ben's can reawaken 
even the most eye-sore of professional 
journal editors. And believe me, at this late 
( early?) hour, I'm an eyesore. 

But this job entails more than 
deleting extra spaces and changing upper 
cases so we all save faces. I also wrestled 
with trying to make the articles conform 
to one style of parenthetical citation but, 
as more came in and none used the same, I 
gave up. Differences in methods of citation 
remain, but all are completely 
understandable. Who am I to issue 
citations? Certainly no authority. 

I also fought with the placing of 
the articles. Should all the articles dealing 
with autobiography be placed together? 
What about those discussing Aristotle? 
And where should ads go? What about 
pictures? Ten dozen pages of solid text? 
Egad. If I was on Star Trek, it would be 
around this point that I shout at Captain 
Kirk, "Damn it, Jim, I'm an English 
teacher, not a journal editor!" 

But that's what we all are. At 
MCTE we take on different roles to keep 
the organization running. If you're a 
member, thanks for realizing the 
importance of our combined efforts. If 
you're not yet a member, please consider 
becoming one. Membership information 
is included at the end of this journal. Your 
colleagues await you. 

Autobiography, rhetoric, 
transformation, values. Quality. Like 
Pirsig's Zen, this journal has it all, including 
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arguments assailing state standards in the 
form of Ken Goodman's articles. The 
articles by Liu Wei, who has only been in 
our country for a year, I left mostly 
unedited, as much of their beauty lies in 
the author's valiant victories with our 
language. George Soule's artful treatment 
oflris Murdoch's book shows us all how a 
master approaches reading and applies a 
love for writing to it. And even Pirsig 
would have done well to read M. J. 
Abhishaker's transformative article before 
spending ten years in India trying to fit his 
square western blockhead in round eastern 
holes. And Roseann Wolak's contribution, 
and Mary Jane Berger's ... they're all so 
inspiring. My only wish is to get more 
articles from the thousands of public school 
English/ language arts and ESL teachers. 
This issue is being sent free to each of them to 
encourage them to join MCTE and share in 
the conversation of our profession. 

For the most part, I've tried to keep 
it simple. I made the executive decision to 
place articles in the order they were re
ceived. For pictures I used rather generic 
ones like the keys above. Any relation of 
the photos to the articles they accompany 
is purely coincidental. After all this effort, 
I'm left with nothing but respect for the 
newsletter editor who screwed up my call 
for papers. Because now it's her tum. And 
yours. The printer has assured me this 
special 40th anniversary edition of the 
Minnesota English Journal is printed on 
paper friendly to red pencils. So consider 
yourself an editor and go to town. I do. 

Thanks for reading. I hope you 
enjoy your journal as much as I've enjoyed 
preparing it for you. If you do, then it is 
good, and we need not ask anyone to tell us. 

-Jake Oetting, MEJEditor 
Labor Day, 2000 

P.S. Hey, Liu Wei, now I have wicked 
humor, too, eh? Oops, my Canada is 
showing (from far, far away)! 
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Marching into the Millenium: 
Or, What We've Always Suspected is True About Writing 

is Still True in the Year 2000 

by Donna M. Isaac, St. Thomas Academy 

On September 28th, 1999, the 
national report card on our 
children's writing proficiency re
leased results that are "hardly inspir

ing"- three quarters of 
the students tested in the 
fourth, eighth, and 
twelfth grades scored 
only on a "basic" skills 
level, leading Miguel 
Llanos of MSNBC to 
summarize that "only 
one of four students 
writes at a 'proficient' 
level or above." Further 
in this national report, 
Gary Phillips, in charge 
of the Education 
Department's National 
Center for Education 
Statistics, states that 
these results are signifi
cant "because how well 
students write at the end 
of the 20th century is an 
indicator of how well 
they will be able to com
municate and reason in 
the beginning of the 21st 
century" (Llanos). 

With such disturbing statistics 
in mind, the question then is how does 

one approach teaching writing suc
cessfully to this new generation? 
Three pertinent facts arose within 
this report that led me to believe in 
what our school is currently doing. 
Students did better if they indeed 
wrote drafts and planned ahead, if 
they had teachers who communi
cated with them about their writ
ing, and if they used computers 
when they wrote (Llanos). Even 
before I knew of these facts, my 
colleagues and I suspected many of 
them to be true about writers. This 
led me to propose some new ap
proaches to writing in our school. 

This year I was able to convince 
our reluctant administrators that our 
school was desperately in need of 
a writing lab. (I am aware that 
many schools already have such a 
place where students can go to work 
on the writing process.) Our school 
had a particular need for such a 
place because it is an all-male, col
lege-preparatory high school. Larry 
Hedges in a recent University of 
Chicago study points out that girls 
continually do better in the area of 
writing. He concluded that "males 
are, on average, at a rather profound 
disadvantage in the performance of 
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this basic skill" (Pollack 234). The 
current national test corroborates 
this statement; females did outper
form males at all grade levels and in 
all states tested. Our English de
partment has been continually frus
trated by the boys' writing, and af
ter I distributed a survey to the fac
ulty, most faculty also indicated 
frustration with fundamental writ
ing skills. Most of the frustration 
lay with the students' grammatical 
and mechanical errors, but almost 
an equal amount of frustration lay 
with their writing incomplete sen
tences and their lack of develop
ment. Clearly, a plan of action was 
needed. 

The English department's basic 
frustration revolved around con
tinually correcting the same errors 
year to year when we knew that our 
colleagues or we ourselves had 
taught correct usage and/or re
viewed these repeat mistakes. 
There seemed to be little carry-over 
from year to year. The boy in ninth 
grade who kept punctuating the title 
of a novel by using quotation marks 
was the boy in eleventh grade who 
made the same error. Although this 
seems relatively minor in the area 
of writing, these little odds and ends 
details kept cropping up and frus
trating teachers again and again. We 
are currently redesigning our writ
ing benchmarks to meet this chal
lenge and to hold our students more 
accountable for their learning. 

Two standards that are already 
in place are the "gross mechanical 
error" rule for formal papers and 
teachers' not accepting late formal 
papers when a lead time for the pro
cess of such papers has been given. 
The gross mechanical error rule 
states that English teachers will stop 
grading a paper and return that pa
per to its writer upon the fourth 
egregious and most basic error. The 
student then must meet with the 
teacher for tutoring and discussion 
about the paper, he must rewrite and 
resubmit the paper by an agreed
upon date, and that paper can now 
receive no higher than a B minus. 

A general standard is that no 
paper should have sentence frag
ments, run-on sentences, or spell
ing errors, particularly because of 
spell check systems on computers. 
What we hope to do from year to 
year is add to this list according to 
the course content. Say ifwe stress 
the proper punctuation of a novel 
title in freshman year, then eventu
ally this error will become yet an
other gross mechanical error. Be
cause this is a college-preparatory 
academy, students generally care 
about their grades, so this rule holds 
them accountable. 

Another standard for the En
glish department is that no late pa
pers are accepted if a paper has been 
taken through its proper process. 
This rule is again for formal, com
puter-generated writing, usually of 
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an expository nature. Again, using be in the lab, working on our com
the grade to hold the students ac- puters, three open periods of the day 
countable works because a zero for and until 4:00 each evening. Stu
a paper that counts more in the dents can drop by the lab if they 
student's overall average is usually have a study hall or free time from 
not an option for a student. Per- class, they can sign up on a weekly 
haps it seems a bit harsh to some basis for a particular meeting time, 
teachers, but we are a .-------------, or their teachers can re-
very traditional school Students need quire that they come to 
with a traditional grad- one-on-one the lab for special help. 
ing system, so these two time in the area If a teacher makes a re-
practices are successful. of writing, and quest, then he/she sends 

Success in writing, the lab ajf ords the students with a pass, 
then, has become my them the outlining the kind of 
mantra this year, espe- help needed by the stu-
cially because I am now opportunity to dent. I then work with 
in charge of the writing have this time. the student and send the 
lab, The Write Place. Up to this teacher a report back, informing the 
year, we have not had a writing lab. teacher of the work done and ac
Last year I used to work in the com- complished. 
puter lab, correcting papers or com- Students need one-on-one time 
posing on the computer. Whenever in the area of writing, and the lab 
I was in the lab, students would affords them the opportunity to 
bombard me with questions regard- have this time. Also, I am able to 
ing writing. Often I got little work design special classes for both 
done myself as I helped students teachers and students and offer them 
with their writing. And so, the com- periodically throughout the year. So 
puter teacher and I thought it was far I have developed and taught a 
time to set up a writing lab. I sub- class, Writing Across the Curricu
mitted a proposal for such, and the lum I, providing ideas for "quick 
administration agreed to begin The writes" for the classroom. I have 
Write Place. This has been a wel- discovered that being the traditional 
come change for me, for after school that we are, our teachers of
twenty-four years in the classroom, ten still fall into the lecture/taking 
I am allowed to read and research notes syndrome. The teachers that 
using professional journals, online attended the seminar felt that these 
sites, and books on writing. writing tips would help them do 

I also operate the lab and am something different in the class, per
available to students who wish to haps ending the class by distribut-
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ing note cards and having the stu
dents write a few sentences about 
their learning. Giving the students 
some fluency in writing by having 
them actually write is key for them, 
establishing a comfort level with 
the written word. 

The second class that I pre
sented was for both teachers and 
students. The class, Creative Writ
ing I, was about poetry and word 
choice. It included discussions 
about writers being good observers 
of life and then collecting such ob
servations in a notebook, using a 
haiku or variation on the haiku. We 
did some further exercises with im
agery and figurative language, us
ing Samuel Coleridge's idea that 
poetry consists of the best words in 
the best order. I also had them lis
ten to a recording ofJack Kerouac's 
nontraditional haikus, "Blues and 
Haikus," featuring the music of Al 
Cohn and Zoot Sims. They were 
then asked to collect such poetic 
observations for another time. 

A follow-up to this will be host
ing some poetry slams after school 
to hear their observations and origi
nal works. Students will "turn on" 
to writing if their writing can be 
heard and shared. My plan is then 
to continue to offer various types 
of classes/seminars throughout the 
year, thus the reason I give them 
numbers after their titles. Other 
ideas in mind are presenting classes 
on writing in the sciences, technical 

writing, writing letters and college 
essays, writing and researching, 
conquering the comma, and more 
creative writing classes. I gleaned 
such ideas from a survey I distrib
uted at the beginning of the year 
wherein my colleagues gave me 
ideas for classes in which they 
would have an interest. 

Such classes have manifest ben
efits. They allow a dialogue to be 
established about writing without 
judgments made in the form of 
grades. The classes for both teach
ers and students allow the teachers 
to interact with the students as stu
dents. Creative writing classes and 
readings allow writing to be shared 
among students of different grade 
levels and among the teachers as 
well. They provide a relaxed envi
ronment in which to discuss writ
ing. And, they are fun! I have cer
tainly enjoyed designing and offer
ing the classes so far. 

What's next for the 21st cen
tury? Perhaps a creative writing 
class online. The writing lab direc
tor is also afforded many opportu
nities to interact with the students 
concerning their writing and speak
ing habits. I have established a word 
of the day for the whole school. The 
word, along with announcements 
concerning publishing opportuni
ties and upcoming writing lab 
classes, is posted on a prominent 
bulletin board. The word of the day 
has proven to be quite popular; stu-

dents, teachers, and staff have come 
up to me and used the word or made 
a joke about the word. It heartens 
me to hear the maintenance man 
yelling to another maintenance 
man, asking him if the cafeteria 
looks opulent enough or when a stu
dent tells me he hopes 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 11 

Another unique opportunity I have 
here is to help students with 
speeches. Our school requires that 
all seniors deliver a three-five 
minute speech to the whole school 
during a daily formation. (We are 
also a military school.) Speeches, 

he never becomes a pa
riah. This is learning in 
action. 

It heartens me to 
hear the 

as well as daily student 
announcements, are of
ten riddled with gram
matical error. The clas
sic error is, e.g., "If you 
are interested in this 
team, see me or Bill" or 
"See Bill or myself." 

Publishing oppor
tunities are another part 
of the writing lab's of
ferings. So many times 
as a classroom English 
teacher I would receive 
in the mail or read in 
professional journals 
about writing contests 

maintenance 
man yelling to 

another 

At the beginning of 
the year, when I was 
announcing the estab
lishment of The Write 

maintenance 
man, asking him 
if the ca/ eteria 
looks opulent 
enough ... Place, I threw out three 

grammatical questions in regard to 
the typical pronoun errors made. 
Each student who answered cor
rectly received a blue pencil, em
bossed in gold with the words, The 
Write Place. Now whenever those 
troublesome pronouns rear their 
ugly heads, students groan, call out 
a correction, and look for me in the 
crowd. Getting them to care about 
their language and correct usage is 
important. 

or other publishing opportunities 
offered for students, and I, inevita
bly, would run out of time and not 
announce them, pin them up on a 
bulletin board and forget about 
them, or forget about them entirely 
amid the hurly-burly of classroom 
life. So, the writing lab is now a 
clearing house for such announce
ments across the curriculum. I not 
only post and announce these op
portunities for writing, but I help 
the students with the manuscript 
style and with sending these away 
by the deadline. 

Students need to write above 
and beyond what is expected in the 
classroom. They need to see their 
work published from time to time. 

It almost goes without saying 
that our students need to use tech
nology more as they compose, re
vise, and edit. The computer tech
nician and I are working closely to
gether to learn more about what the 
computer can do to make writing 
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an easier task for students. Again, 
teaching an all-male school student 
body means working with students 
who appreciate and learn well with 
a hands-on approach. What better 
hands-on than the computer with its 
interactive mouse, a keyboard, and 
a visual? They learn to cut and 
paste when they revise their work. 
The use of a split screen allows 
them to keep their thesis always in 
front of them as they type. Our 
computers have grammar check, 
spelling check, a thesaurus, and 
special editing features. Computers 
allow students to triple space for 
easy rough draft corrections. Stu
dents with visual problems may use 
computers with special larger print. 
Students can also convert their text 
to speech if they wish to hear the 
writing. Note markers are available 
on computers, letting students keep 
track of references and quotes. Stu
dents who work with school publi
cations, the yearbook and the news
paper specifically, use the lab ex
tensively for composition and for 
specific help from the director. 
Eventually, we will have Internet in 
the lab which will give students ac
cess to writing tools such as the 
Purdue Writing Lab online. Our goal 
is to have students feel comfortable 
composing on the computer. 

All of our classrooms are not 
currently equipped with computers, 
so the lab is the place to be for 
hands-on writing with a technologi-

cal flair. Next year our school will 
be building a media center, a tech
nological hot spot with Internet ac
cess, computers, color printers, and 
the like; the current computer lab 
will then be permanently The Write 
Place, a much needed center for 
learning about and doing writing. 

Our school also helps students 
with their writing by providing 
them with a writing handbook. Five 
years ago, the English department 
wrote an official handbook for our 
school and gave them to all incom
ing freshmen. The handbook in
cludes proofreaders' marks used by 
all teachers; a description of the 
writing process; an outline form for 
a typical expository essay format 
(handy for xeroxing during rough 
drafting); information about the 
writing lab; a mini-grammar hand
book; a list of commonly mis
spelled words; a page for their own 
spelling errors; rules for manuscript 
style for all types of writing; sample 
title page and two sample papers; 
sample "Works Cited" page with 
reference to the MLA style web site; 
a scope and sequence for the teach
ing of research skills in the English 
classroom; and a holistic rubric for 
the grading of compositions, now 
adopted by the English department. 

This handbook has proved in
valuable in establishing standards 
and for informing both students and 
teachers about the writing expecta
tions in the school. Students are re-

quired to keep the handbook all four 
years of school, with extras being 
sold in our school bookstore and 
with a copy being available on our 
school web site. 

As educators we know that 
writing is difficult for students. Pe
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nology; a school environment that 
nurtures and fosters good written 
and spoken communication; and an 
accessible student writing hand
book have all helped our school to 
teach writing in the 21st century. 

I am dismayed by the recent na
ter F orrestal in his essay 
"Punctuation" states: 
-Students, as do pro
fessional writers, find 
writing hard work. 
-Students don't care
fully edit their work be
cause they haven't been 
given enough time or 
they didn't consider it 
important to produce 

I am dismayed 
by the recent 

national report 
about writing, 

but/ am 

tional report about writ
ing, but I am neither sur
prised nor discouraged. 
I have seen students' 
papers improve upon 
taking them through a 
process. Keeping the 
art of revision alive and 
lively is the challenge 
for the teacher of the 21st 

neither 
surprised nor 
discouraged. 

century. We must con
tinue to share ideas about the writ-correct writing. 

-Students can't be compelled to 
care about writing. 
-Students will write well when it 
matters to them. 
-Students will improve as writers 
if they write often and if they ac
quire the habit of revising their writ
ing. 

These statements are generally 
true about our student writers and 

ing process and, in particular, revi
sion. In my area, the Minnesota 
Council offered a workshop by 
Barry Lane entitled, "Revision: 
How to teach it, learn it, love it!" 
His website for further lesson plans 
is www.discoverwriting.com. I at
tended this and will attend other 
workshops in this area. 

I have also noticed an increased 
even moreso with our student writ- interest and awareness of writing 
ers of the millennium. Anything that because of our writing lab and all 
we as teachers can do to guide them that it can offer. One of the things 
down that rocky road of writing is it offers? Computers. These mar
welcome and necessary. Thus, firm velous tools help our students in so 
expectations for writing; rules that many ways. Yes, we still hand write 
help to set high standards in writ- from time to time and need to con
ing; a writing lab that offers extra tinue this basic skill, but what flu
tutoring, mentoring, publishing op- ency and ease the computer,all()ws 
portunities, and working with tech- us! Since the national test tells us 
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that students do better with writing skills we need to stress or continue 

in a process, talking about writing, to stress as we look to the new mil
and using computers, these are the lennium. 
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Logos, Probability, and the 
Problem of First Year Composition 

Textbooks 
by Thomas Allbaugh, North Central University 

Though the "revival" of classi
cal rhetoric since the nineteen-fif
ties is generally considered signifi
cant in the refiguring of composi
tion studies into the intellectually 
rigorous discipline it is today, 
doubts nevertheless persist as to the 
importance of classical rhetoric to 
composition. To name but a few 
signs of this, C. H. Knoblauch and 
Lil Brannon's Rhetorical Traditions 
and the Teaching of Writing seri
ously questions the value of ancient 
rhetorics to the writing of modem 
students. Granted that this work has 
in its own tum been criticized for 
its representation of the classical 
traditions, yet a survey by Gerald 
Nelms and Maureen Daly Goggin 
has also found that many scholars 
and teachers of writing have con
tinued to doubt the influence of 
classical rhetoric on the discipline 
of composition. 

Perhaps a most telling sign
one that would bear out the Nelms 
and Goggin survey-can be found 
in first year composition textbooks. 1 

When they present principles from 
classical rhetoric at all, most text
books are misleading, particularly 
concerning the artistic prooflogos, 
because in them the grounding 
which Aristotle gave to his discus
sion of logos in probable knowl
edge does not appear. 

There may be, of course, at least 
two reasons for this. First, the prob
able underscores for Aristotle the 
rhetorical nature of the enthymeme, 
and this is a term not easily pre
sented without some foray into in
formal reasoning. The potential for 
a writing class to be sidetracked 
from a focus on writing to a focus 
on prescriptive work in deduction 
can be all too great. Second, it has 
been accepted among some compo
sition scholars that Aristotle's rheto
ric was agonistic-that it outlines 
an argumentation style that would 
create winners and losers. This 
view, however, results from over
simplifying his position on rhetoric. 
In striking contrast, Aristotle's use 
of the enthymeme is meant to se-
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cure agreement, to seek for com
mon ground with an audience and 
lead audience and speakers to a 
place of common acceptance. 

In what follows I do not pre
sume to reintroduce probable rheto
ric while avoiding the enthymeme. 
Nor do I have any interest in a ref
ormation of our discipline, or a sec
ond "revival" for classical rhetoric. 
Yet it has become only too clear to 
me that to present logos without 
some discussion of the probable is 
to subvert the way in which this 
principle might intersect with, in
form, and be informed by, compo
sition Studies. In contrast, 
Aristotle's notion of the probable 
makes his rhetorical theory a rigor
ous influence on composition theory 
in at least two ways. First, through 
inviting the interrogation of state
ments of belief, value, and opinion 
for their implicit cultural assump
tions, a practice which anticipates 
ideological criticism of materialist 
critics of the 20th century, the Ar
istotelian view of probable knowl
edge suggests a method for critical 
thinking. Second, Aristotle's per
spective on probable knowledge, as 
Andrea Lunsford and Gregory 
Clark have noted, demonstrates a 
rhetoric that has tacit agreement 
with theories of social construction. 
When considered in this light, the 
inclusion of the probable in logos 
results in quite a different presen
tation than will emerge from a read-

ing of the proof in many current 
textbooks. When the artistic proof 
logos is presented as a tool for ex
ploration into audience values and 
beliefs, that is, into probable knowl
edge, we are then confronted with 
a theory of rhetoric that will sug
gest some productive ways of 
thinking through the social nature 
of the act of writing. 

Aristotle, Probable 
Knowledge, and Ideology 

The probable is discussed in the 
Rhetoric as a premise for rhetori
cal proofs, as noted above, and as a 
basis for thinking about the refuta
tion of arguments. It is first men
tioned in conjunction with the 
enthymeme, where Aristotle writes 
that "rhetoric [ forms enthymemes] 
from things [ that seem true] to 
people already accustomed to de
liberate among themselves" (1.2.11, 
12). In considering this probable 
condition for rhetoric, Aristotle 
notes that an enthymeme will fail 
to convince an audience either be
cause the syllogism will be too long 
or because "the premises will not 
be agreed to or commonly be
lieved" (1.2.13). 

In 1.2.13, both the enthymeme 
and the paradigm are shown to be 
derived from probable circum
stances, or "things that are for the 
most part capable of being other 
than they are," where "few of the 
premises from which rhetorical syl-

logisms are formed are necessarily 
true" (1.2.14). 

This emphasis on the impor
tance of the premises of the rhetori
cal syllogism in finding agreement 
with an audience in book I of the 
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developed ... from sense perception" 
(185). While not ruling out the pos
sibility of innate knowledge, 
Aristotle does suggest that being in 
possession of unqualified knowl
edge, or "that which could not be 

Rhetoric is similar to the emphasis other than it is" ( 111) is rare. 
given the discussion in The epistemology 
book II on admitting to It is, after all, which emerges from the 
conflicting possibilities just those areas Analytics is not so radi-
in arguments. In this of agreement cally skeptical that ones 
second context, which among people sense perceptions must 
concerns the probability be doubted. Yet taken that the rhetor of actions and the will together with the discus-
(11.19 .18), desire and .___l_o_o_k_s_a_t_._._·_~ sion of the probable in 
the ability to do a thing (11.19 .19), the Rhetoric, it would nevertheless 
and the probability of causes seem to suggest a generative rheto
(11.19 .24 ), the emphasis is placed ric, as William Covino has it, one 
on what an audience, based on its that allows the rhetor to open the 
collective experience, will find very conditions of existence appar
compelling. ently closed by ideological con-

It has become commonplace structs. It would also seem not at 
among some composition scholars all antithetical to the idea that all 
today to hold that Aristotle's under- cultures are constructed and contin
standing of the probable, as social gent. It is, after all, just those areas 
doxa, or opinion, represented for of agreement among people that the 
him a stable kind of knowledge be- rhetor looks at, those areas which 
cause, it is presumed, he was writ- concern that which can only be 
ing out of a homogenous culture. known with probable knowledge
Aristotle's epistemology, however, what Catherine Belsey has called 
was based on contingency. This the "commonplace." 
will appear more so and, indeed, Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford 
more skeptical than is generally have suggested that Aristotle's view 
accepted if we consider the discus- of knowledge in rhetoric is "con
sion in the Analytics where he ques- tingent" and describes a 
tions whether one can know anything "world ... characterized and limited 
without qualification, or in absolute by change" (47). John Gage has 
terms. "States ofknowledge ... ,"-he argued that Aristotle's discussion of 
writes in the Analytics, " ... (are) rhetoric and the probable as "assent, 
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as agreement reached when all the 
'persuasives' (pisteis) have been 
considered, could constitute a le
gitimate kind of knowledge" (155). 
According to Gage, the enthymeme 
works "as the theoretical basis for 
inquiry into probable knowledge" 
(157). And James H. McBurney 
captures Aristotle's view of prob
able knowledge in the observation 
that the "premises which compose 
an enthymeme are usually nothing 
more than the beliefs which are 
used as signs and causes to secure 
the acceptance of other proposi
tions" ( 496). 

If what constitutes the premises 
of informal, rhetorical reasoning 
are beliefs, values, experiences, and 
even how those experiences are in
terpreted, then these will, as 
Catherine Belsey has noted, consti
tute ideological constructions about 
reality that invite investigation into 
their very construction, a notion 
that has now long enjoyed accep
tance in a postmodern academy. 
With Belsey, most would identify 
the ideological in "commonplaces 
and truisms as well as in philo
sophical and religious systems" 
( 57). Ideology is that which is "ob
vious," that which "discourages a 
full understanding of ... conditions 
of existence and the ways in which 
people are socially constituted 
within them ... " (57). 

But it is important that we con
nect this with Aristotle's view of 

probable rhetoric, for this is the 
point at which his theory becomes 
relevant to a multicultural context, 
one wherein rhetors might seek for 
common ground, assent, and agree
ment where none would, on the sur
face, appear to exist. By conduct
ing an examination at a point where 
she might be found in conflict with 
an audience on certain points, the 
rhetor's ideology will become con
scious, as Belsey argues, in that a 
complex social fabric can present 
a challenge to assumptions (5). 
This social fabric can then become 
available for discussion. The 
rhetor's search for assent, for shared 
knowledge, in order to lead an au
dience into acceptance of conclu
sions, will lead her to explore even 
conflicting ideologies for that assent. 

Aristotle and Textbooks 

Most current first year text
books ignore Aristotle's artistic 
proofs, and a reading of those that 
include some definition of the 
proofs will not lead to an under
standing of logos or rhetorical in
vention as outlined above. In the 
latter, the limited presentation usu
ally does not allow for any discus
sion of how the probable might fig
ure into the discovery of arguments 
that are socially understood. Most 
discussions of the artistic proofs 
that do appear in first year texts will 
be relegated to the unit on argument, 
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and the discussion will concern gogy. Clearly there is some need 
definitions of the concepts, but little for clarification here. 
more. One text on argument gives In contrast, a first year course 
an account of the mode in terms of based more closely on Aristotelian 
the probable without making refer- principles of probability might pro
ence to the logos, pathos, or ethos. vide us with a sufficiently practical 
And even in a first year text seem- way of understanding invention that 
ingly given to theories .------------, is socially constructed. 
of rhetoric, one like A return to an The way is opened for 
Gwedolyn Gong and understanding students to begin think-
Sam Dragga's A ofprobable ingabouttheirwritingin 
Writers Repertoire, the knowledge terms of audiences other 
terms will be presented than their own teachers, 

might also 
without a consideration and this is perhaps a way 
of Aristotle's views on significantly to deepen our students' 
the probable. influence the understanding of inven-

When we consider way we tion. Currently taught as 
how influential first approach the synonymous with 
year textbooks are to a research paper. "prewriting" or "plan
course that is taught L----------' ning" in most texts, in
more often than not by graduate stu- vention is usually treated largely as 
dents or adjuncts-both groups rep- an "expressionist" concern with 
resenting composition teachers generating ideas and focus from the 
whose main theory of rhetoric will self-or else going to the library. 2 

be the textbooks themselves-then In contrast, bringing Aristotle's 
noting how most textbooks present ideas about invention back into the 
the issues discussed above is sig- picture will result in a stage ofwrit
nificant, for it is in some way to ing that is audience centered and 
look at classroom representations of leading toward an awareness of cul
rhetoric. It might become even ture. Certainly less emphasis on an 
more critical if we consider that isolated, romantic self will result. 
many writing program administra- A return to an understanding of 
tors may decide not to include the probable knowledge might also sig
probable in rhetoric in their teacher nificantly influence the way we ap
orientations and staff inservices on proach the research paper. I cur
the premise that it is not useful to rently design individual class ses
composition theory or to a post-pro- sions around Aristotle's definition 
cess pedagogy that emphasizes social of rhetoric as "the art of finding the 
constructionism or critical peda- available means of persuasion in 



20 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

each particular case," and I actually 
lead classroom discussions along 
these lines early in the assigning of 
the argumentative essay, particu
larly when we examine model es
says for their persuasiveness. In 
particular, I have been bringing into 
the classroom a copy of a letter that 
then President Bush addressed to 
college students just before the ad
vent of the Gulf War early in nine
teen-ninty-one. First, we discuss 
the background to this conflict, and 
then we focus on the audience ad
dressed in this piece. How, I ask, 
is the President thinkng about his 
audience? What "proofs" does he 
use? Key among them, the simi
larity Bush wants his audience to 
see between Sadam Huisein and 
Hitler, is a commonplace, and one 
that carries with it the connotations 
of the last "just war" America 
fought in, World War II. There is 
also the testimony of a soldier, 
someone the students' age, testify
ing to the rightness of fighting the 
war. Both of these proofs can be 
seen as attempts to seek agreement, 
to gain assent from an audience 
based on what is commonplace. 

Following this classroom dis
cussion, I have my students look 
into the cultural debates about a 
number of issues that in recent 
years have been portrayed as "lib
eral or conservative" and resulted 
in a cultural stasis. This assignment 
requires them to research those im-

portant but all too often dreary 
freshman topics of gun control, free 
speech, and so on, in cultural terms. 
In the place of seeking out quotes, 
my students are required to look at 
the history and rooting of various 
positions on one of these issues in 
terms of views that are held by 
people. 

In looking at different positions 
as contingent and carrying value, 
my students are specifically re
quired to examine different articles 
for the arguments, to look at, for 
example, how one side represents 
the other side, and not simply mine 
them for certain "facts" or "good 
quotes." The "fact" and "quote" 
practice of many freshmen, I think, 
reinforces their own ideology. In
stead, I want them in their research 
to be challenged by relevant oppos
ing views, if only because those 
views, given the proper subject, can 
bring them to an awareness of dif
ferent cultural positions that are 
often the result of the common
place; indeed, this might even lead 
them to an awareness of what is 
contingent in their own positions. 

Focusing attention on assump
tions and beliefs as a means to gain
ing assent may help students find a 
context for their writing; it certainly 
encourages different forms of argu
ment, of seeking agreement as well 
as writing agonistic arguments. In 
my classroom it can lead to a new 
way of understanding a topic like 

the abortion debate in the United 
States, currently a deeply divisive 
and polarizing debate. Rather than 
learning and using an agonistic 
rhetoric of proofs, which is how ar
gument will appear in textbooks, 
my students are engaged in an ar
gument that seeks to understand 
cultural and social doxa, to exam
ine the values and beliefs of adher
ents to both positions in this debate. 

As with this issue, so in the oth
ers, my students are encouraged to 
ask why, in many arguments that 
have at their roots a cultural differ
ence, are people not persuaded to 
certain courses of action? This way 
of figuring an important tradition 
in classical rhetoric might also 
make it useful to discussions of ra
cial tensions and reconciliation, and 
class struggles. 

Given that ideological criticism 
and social construction are two im
portant theoretical perspectives at 
the present moment, it would seem 
that figuring argument in the com
position classroom with its natural 
ties to classical rhetoric is not irrel
evant but instead provides a rigor
ous grounding to such thinking. 

My own interest in what can be 
a rather dry discussion when fo-
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cused on Aristotle's views of argu
ment is finally what I think it may 
do to praxis in a classroom. When 
students begin to see their writing 
in terms of real world beliefs and 
values, as involved in some of the 
tensions they face everyday, they 
might begin to see their way to 
making writing one way of explor
ing the world. To the degree that 
Aristotle's views on the probable 
might inform theories of invention, 
these views might remain relevant 
to composition studies today. 

Notes 
1Two noteworthy exceptions, 

one by Sharon Crowley and the 
other by Frank D' Angelo, present 
writing in the context of classical 
rhetoric. Though D 'Angelo's text
book seems especially suited to first 
year composition, both texts are 
thorough in their approaches. 

21 do not wish to present "Ex
pressionist Rhetoric" in the terms 
of an orientation on the self, as it 
has been in many recent journal ar
ticles. But, as with classical rhe
torical traditions, this does seem to 
be the way that expressionist prin
ciples are presented in textbooks. 

Works Cited 
Aristotle. On Rhetoric. Trans. George A. Kennedy. New York: Oxford 

U. P., 1991. 

__ . "Posterior Analytics." Trans. G. R. G. Mure. In The Basic 



22 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

Works of Aristotle. Ed. Richard McKeon. New York: Random 
House, 1941: 110-187. 

Belsey, Catherine. Critical Practice. New York: Methuen, 1980. 

Bitzer, Lloyd. "Aristotle's Enthymeme Revisited." In Aristotle: The 

Clas- sical Heritage of Greece. Ed. Keith V. Erickson. 

Metuchen, N. J.: Scarecrow P., 1974: 141-155. 

Clark, Gregory. Dialogue, Dialectic, and Conversation: A Social Per

spective on the Function of Writing. Carbondale: SIU P., 1990. 

Covino, William. Rhetoric, Magic, and Literacy: An Eccentric History 

of the Composing Imagination. New York: SUNYP., 1994. 

Gage, John T. "An Adequate Epistemology for Composition: Classical 
and Modem Perspectives." In Essays on Classical Rhetoric and 

Modern Discourse. Ed. Robert J. Connors, Lisa S. Ede, and Andrea 
A. Lunsford. Carbondale: SIU P., 1984: 152-169. 

Kennedy, George A. Helen. In On Rhetoric. Trans. George A. Kennedy. 
New York: Oxford U.P., 1991: 283-288. 

Knoblauch, C. H., and Lil Brannon. The Rhetorical Tradition and the 

Teaching of Writing. Upper Montclair: Boynton/Cook, 1984. 

Lunsford, Andrea A. and Lisa S. Ede. "On the Distinctions Between 
Classical and Modem Rhetoric." In Essays on Classical Rhetoric 

and Modern Discourse. Ed. Robert J. Connors, Lissa S. Ede, and 
Andrea A. Lunsford. Carbondale: SIU P., 1984: 37-49. 

McBumey, James H. "Some Recent Interpretations of the Aristotelian 
Enthymeme." In Papers of the Michigan Academy of Science, Arts, 

and Letters, XXI. Ed. Eugene S. McCartney and Alfred H. Stockard. 
Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P., 1936: 489-500. 

Nelms, Gerald, and Maureen Daly Goggin. "The Revival of Classical 
Rhetoric for Modem Composition Studies: A Survey." Rhetoric 

Society Quarterly 23.3/4 (Summer/Fall 1994): 11-26. 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 2 3 

Leaming English 
as a Foreign Language: 

A Fresh Perspective to View 
Language 

by Liu Wei, grad student, Bemidji State University 

We native speakers of Chinese 
are prone to take for granted that 
all the aspects of our language are 
natural. Before I learned English in 
elementary school, in my view lan
guage should just appear in the way 
as Chinese does. However, when I 
began to learn English, my opinion 
was shaken. 

The first thing is the spelling 
of English letters. Those letters ap
pear to be much simpler than the 
Chinese characters. At the same 
time, I was struggling to write the 
complex Chinese characters cor
rectly. I sighed it would be nice if 
the spelling of Chinese could be as 
simple as of English. For instance, 
if it takes me three seconds to write 
down the Chinese character for the 
meaning of shoe, it takes me only 
one second to write the English 
word "shoe." In the past, I assumed 
that the Chinese characters were the 
only way to express the things in 
the world. Now I see there are dif
ferent ways, and the spelling of a 

language can be simple or difficult; 
can adopt letters or characters. I am 
conscious of the fact that there is 
an aspect of language-the spell
mg. 

The next aspect of English that 
appeals to me is its pronunciation. 
Before I began to learn English, I 
took for granted that all the sounds 
for the things in Chinese were natu
ral. For example, I thought it is 
natural for book to be called /su/-a 
Chinese sound. I cannot imagine 
the meaning of book can be ex
pressed by any other sounds. Of 
course, the same is true with all the 
other things. At that time, we knew 
that in the world there lived other 
peoples such as British, American, 
Russian and Japanese. We also 
knew that they spoke language as 
we did. But to us, their language 
was but gibberish. When we kids 
were imitating the speech of for
eigner, we just uttered meaningless 
sound out of mouth. Is a foreign 
language able to express the idea 
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and feeling as effective as our Chi
nese does? I doubt. Thus I assume 
that all the things in our language
Chinese are natural and reasonable, 
and language should just take forms 
as Chinese does. Nevertheless af
ter I learn English, I find the mean
ing of "book" can be expressed by 
the English sound /buk/. It is as ef
fective as my native language--Chi
nese. Moreover, Chinese has four 
tones to differentiate the characters 
when they bear the same phonemes. 
I imagine that if the tones get re
moved from Chinese, then it must 
cause great confusion in people's 
communication. Now I see that in 
English there is no tone, and the 
meaning is expressed clearly. On 
the other hand, the pronunciation of 
Chinese does not have stress, while 
that of English has. Thus I know 
that a language does not have to use 
tone to express the ideas; it does not 
have to use stress to express the 
ideas either. I am conscious of the 
fact that there is an aspect of 
language-the pronunciation. 

The third aspect of English 
that appeal to me is its syntax, es
pecially the interrogation. Both En
glish and Chinese adopt a word or
der of S-V-O that is the short form 
for subject-verb-object. However, 
when a sentence is an interrogation, 
the difference between the two lan
guages is conspicuous. Before I 
began to learn English, I assumed 
that when a sentence is ended by a 

sound /ma/ in Chinese that serves 
as an interrogative auxiliary, then 
this sentence will be an interroga
tion. If it isn't, then it will be a state
ment. I cannot imagine the word 
order of a sentence can be changed 
to make an interrogation. All in
terrogations in any language should 
use interrogative auxiliary as the 
end, like Chinese does. Now after I 
learn English, I see English does not 
use interrogative auxiliary as the 
end of the sentence for an interro
gation. It resorts to a more radical 
change than Chinese does. It 
changes the order of the sentence. 
It moves the verb in front of the 
subject to make an interrogation. 
Then I know that to make an inter
rogation does not have to use an 
interrogative auxiliary to end the 
sentence as Chinese does; it does 
not have to change the word order 
as English does either. I am con
scious of the fact that there is an 
aspect of language-the syntax. 

The fourth thing of English 
that appeal to me is its vocabulary. 
Before I began to learn English, I 
assumed that everybody's vocabu
lary should be the same. After I fin
ished my elementary school, I felt 
I could know all the Chinese words 
in the media. Because Chinese uses 
free morphemes to make words, 
and a graduated student of elemen
tary school may have learned all the 
free morphemes. On the other hand, 
English does not use free mor-
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pheme to form words as much as everybody's learning situation is 
Chinese does. For example, people different from each other, thus their 
might not understand the English English vocabulary varies from per
word "dendrology" if they haven't son to person. Thus I know the sta
leamed it, and they have to consult tus of vocabulary vary a lot in dif
a dictionary to know its meaning. ferent languages. I am conscious of 
However, if the thing is expressed the fact that there is an aspect of 
in Chinese, people ---------. language-the vocabu-
needn't consult a dictio- We see this is lary. 
nary, even they haven't true with me. . . I should say the 
learned it. In Chinese, Learning education in China pos-
"dendrology" is pro- English as a sess the feature ofbilin-
nounced "/su/ /mu/ / gual education, which 
xue/". All the three foreign may benefit the learners 
sounds are free mor- language may in the view oflanguage. 
phemes. In English, /su/ endow the Bilingual education pro-
means tree; /mu/ means learners with a vides two different per-
wood; /xue/ means dis- fresh ceptions of language 
cipline. So the meaning t· (Levine 11-12). We see perspec ive. . . 
of the three sounds is a this is true with me. 
discipline that deals with wood and During the learning of English, I do 
tree. The reader of Chinese can comparison between the foreign 
know the meaning of it at the first language (English) and my native 
glance, even they haven't heard of language (Chinese). I see the things 
such discipline before. I don't have in one language may either appear 
the concept of vocabulary in Chi- in a different way or get absent in 
nese. In English, however, people another language. 
are unlikely to know the meaning Leaming English as a for
of new words unless they have eign language may endow the 
learned the words before. Since learners with a fresh perspective to 

view language in general. 
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hat Can We Do with 
Autobiography? 

by Liu Wei, grad student, Bemidji State University 

In society, it 
is a popular opin
ion that writing is 
a magic thing, 
even not com
pre hens i bl e. 
However, auto
biography tells us 
how one can 
write something. 
Robert Lyons' 
Autobiography: 
A Reader for 
Writers is very 
helpful to those 

1111111111-1 who have inter
ests in writing. In 
this book, Lyons 
has broken sev
eral superstitions 
about writing, 
and these super
stitions have 
been the ob
stacles in the way 
of writing for a 
long time. 

First Lyons 
has broken the 
superstition that 
our writing has 
to deal with 

something exceptional, to deal with 
the celebrity. He states "it is not 

necessary to start off by recounting 
some grand and exceptional accom
plishment or to worry if nothing in 
our lives strikes us as being very 
exceptional" (84). The superstition 
that our writing material has be 
something exceptional is very 
harmful to common people because 
they seldom experience something 
exceptional. Thus many people 
dare not write. This also harmed me 
a lot. In China, this superstition is 
prevalent. It goes like you should 
write about the life of the celebrity, 
the revolutionary, the soldier, the 
worker, the peasant and etc; or you 
writing should represent the 
achievement of the socialist coun
try. It seems that the life of student 
or the life of intellectual is not 
worth writing. As a student, I go to 
the school and come back; one day 
is much like another. I don't feel in 
my life there is something that can 
be as grandeur as the revolutionary; 
nor do I have a chance to near the 
worker and etc. without affecting 
my study. Thus for a long time, I 
don't think I may get the writing 
material, and don't write anything. 
I just send an essay to my city news
paper once without receiving the re
sponse. During my twenty-nine 
years' life, I hadn't got any of my 
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writings published. Now when I 
look back at my blank life in China, 
I feel the superstition about the writ
ing material played a great role in 
it. 

The autobiographies we 
used for the class are also written 
by common people. Linda Brent's 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
is about Brent's life as a slave girl in 
the southern plantation. Obviously 
she is not a celebrity but a common 
person. Rachel Cal of s Rachel 
Calaf s Story is about the hardships 
of her immigrating life in America. 
She is also a common person, not a 
celebrity. Perhaps the only author 
that is famous among our textbooks 
is Henry David Thoreau. His 
Walden is world famous. In China, 
Walden has been translated again 
and again. Still we are safe to say 
this book is written by a common 
person. Because Thoreau has writ
ten only two books, and Walden is 
his masterpiece. Thus when he was 
writing it, his reputation had been 
established. 

When the things of common 
people get written down onto the 
paper, I see the lives of common 
people are also meaningful and 
touching. This piques me interest to 
write my own life down onto the 
paper. I have written an essay about 
my summer life in China when I was 
six years old, and it has got pub
lished by American literary maga
zine Wired Heart. This is an elec-

tronic magazine whose office is in 
Florida. It gives my essay an 
Internet address: 198.92.138.78/ 
liu _ wei _ under_ still_ starry_ sky.html. 
In my view, this may be the best 
outcome that a student can get from 
the course. On the Internet, the 
magazine does not paragraph my 
essay, but when I do the submission, 
it is paragraphed. It runs as the 
following:: 

Under the Still Starry Sky 
In recent days the tempera

ture in my hometown-Chongqing, 
China-was standing at one hun
dred and five degrees. In the day
time, the glare of the sun melted the 
pitch on the road on which my plas
tic sandal had been glued several 
times. At home, even though I sat 
motionless, I stm felt the sweat ooze 
from my skin slowly. 

Thank God. The torrid af
ternoon dragged away at last. Af
ter supper, I-a six-year-old kid
said to my parents, "Daddy, 
Mommy, I want to go out to have a 
walk." 

"Sure. A walk after meals 
every day may make you live ninety 
nine years." My mother was always 
fond of such adages about health. 

Then I bounced out of my 
home. On the playground, I saw 
several adults watering the gray 
ground, water basin in hand. When 
that was over, I walked over the wa
tered patches that looked black. Im
mediately I felt the rising heat ca-
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ress my feet. It was not hot; it was a baking cage. We could not have any 
warm. I liked that kind of feeling. pleasure at home but would undergo 

Watering the playground the heat. So every day we spent the 
was the prelude of our congenial whole evening on the playground 
evening life. When the watered under the sky till midnight when we 
playground got dry and cool, doz- returned home to sleep. 
ens of the families began to come Now I began my pleasures 
out of our shabby living ..---------, for tonight. First I tried 
building into the play- I woke from my to count the stars in the 

ground, bamboo bed in contemplation boundless sky. Each 

hand. On the play- and said to my time when I counted 

ground, they settled up father, "Daddy, over fifteen, then I 

the bamboo beds by why don't you would become uncer-
wood stools. Among tain about whether the 

continue the 
these people, I also saw next star should belong 

Story ?" 
my father and my • • • • to the ones I had 
mother, and helped them in doing counted. I heard the little girl who 
the same job. Then I place a bottle was lying three meters apart from 
that contained ice water by our me articulating numbers in her crisp 
bamboo bed. In the daytime after voice, "fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, 
adding sugar into a bottle of the eighteen." At the last number the 
boiled water, my father would put voice faltered. I should say she was 
the bottle into the refrigerator of his better than I. 
working place, and at night we Then I changed my pro-
could enjoy the ice water. gram. Lying comfortably on the 

As soon as I lay down on bamboo bed, I began to contem
the bamboo bed, I took my breath plate the sky over me. At present 
at ease unwilling to move one my whole world appeared to be the 
muscle. All the sweat and fatigue sky overhead only. All the shabby 
from daytime were leaving my living building and the steaming air 
body. In the mean time, many other were sent into limbo. Looking up, 
people were resting on their barn- I could not find the moon but the 
boo beds like I. countless stars scattering in the 

At that time, the deficien- boundless sky. I heard the elder sis
cies of ice cream, cold drink, refrig- ter of that little girl showing that girl 
erator, air-conditioner, television where was the Big Dipper. I had no 
and even the electric fan shaped our interest in the knowledge ofit be
summer life. At night the room in cause in my view every star in the 
our shabby living building remained sky was amazing in its own way. 



30 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

The ceaselessly flickering stars gave 
off the bright white light, which made 
them brilliant against the dark blue 
sky. The occasionally flickering stars 
gave off the steady dim light, which 
made them look soft in the dark blue 
sky. All the stars were sending the 
cold light in silence, which worked 
into a still starry sky. 

Perhaps each star had a story. 
Oh, story was interesting. I woke 
from my contemplation and said to 
my father, "Daddy, why don't you 
continue the story of the Three 
Empires?" 

"OK." After a draught of 
the ice water, he began to favor me 
with the story. During his recitation, 
I asked questions now and then. 

"Has that ever-victorious 
general lost a battle during his life?" 
inquired I. 

"Oh, yes, finally in a place 
called Wheat Town he suffered a di
sastrous defeat and was beheaded 
by the enemy." 

"What a pity!" I breathed a 
long sigh. 

During the story telling, we 
continuously drank the ice water 
that was only two pints. Many a 
time I wished I was able to spare 
the next draught, but one draught 
invoked another. When drinking, I 
felt its sweetness and coldness mas
saging every heated nerve of mine. 
To me, it was nectar. 

Later, lying under the still 
starry sky, I felt it looked so tran-

quil that it must be able to bless my 
lot. Gradually I yielded to the 
drowsiness with the still starry sky 
as my cover. 

Suddenly I heard a stir from 
the resting congregation. "Earth
quake is coming here! Earthquake 
is coming here!" Somebody broke 
the news in an agitated tone. Hav
ing seen some families get startled 
at this, I arose on my bamboo bed 
waiting for the order from my par
ents. Several minutes later, another 
news came declaring that the earth
quake was in Canada and the 
former news was owing to a wrong 
intelligence. 

"Canada-that is ten thou
sand kilometers away from here. 
How can the intelligence staff make 
such a blunder?" Several adults 
were complaining about it. 

With my sleepy eye gazing 
at the face of my mother, I uttered, 
"Mommy, where is Canada?" 

"It's a far, far place." 
After I made sure that the 

earthquake was too far to be able 
to affect us in the least, I lay down 
on the cozy bamboo bed, consoled. 
Yeah, the earthquake shall not dis
turb us who rested under the still 
starry sky, shall it? 

The above is my essay. I'd 
like to make an acknowledgement 
that my teacher Susan (Hauser) 
read it before I sent it to the press, 
and some words of it were hers. If 
considering the writing material, the 
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material is not exceptional. There Because many people assume that 
is no war, no invention, no big deal. since we write about our past, while 
I feel the essay is fine. This semes- our memory cannot retain every
ter we held a reading meeting in thing in the past, thus the written 
Headwater High School for our experience must be less than our 
"Dust and Fire." That noon when I actual experience. Yeah, nobody 
went there, I met Carol Bly. When can remember everything in his or 
she asked me whether I -----------. her past. However, the 

Especially she assumption is not safe brought with me some 
writing, I showed her 
this one. She told me it 
was very good when 
she finished reading it. 
Especially she asked me 
about the bamboo bed, 
and told me there was a 

asked me about because it overlooks one 
the bamboo thing that is by writing 

bed, and told down our life, we find 
me there was a something that we 

haven't been conscious 
lot of bamboo in of before. For example, 

her garden. when Brent wrote her .__ ______ ____. 

lot of bamboo in her garden. 
Yeah, the life of us common 

people is meaningful. Those who 
think that the life of common 
people is not meaningful is just be
cause they haven't discovered the 
meaning in it; they haven't used a 
pen to write down their life. 

Here we have reached the 
most beneficial thing that Lyons 
brings to us. It is that writing auto
biography serves as a perspective 
for an individual to discover the 
meaning in his or her life. He says 
that writing autobiography is to ex
plore some past moment (13). And 
Oriana Fallaci says, "I think trans
parency should always be substi
tuted for what is secret" (26). That 
is to say by writing our own life 
down, we discover something in our 
life. This point is critical in consider
ing about writing autobiography. 

autobiography, she might feel "Oh, 
how vicious my master had been 
to me; what a dangerous position I 
had been, but at that time I didn't 
know clearly." WhenTobias Wolff 
wrote his autobiography, (This Boy's 
Life: A Memoir) he might feel "Oh, 
Dwight is actually so bad a guy, but 
at that time I haven't noticed it." 

The same is true with my
self. Now all my writings deal with 
my own life both in China and in 
America. They belong to the genre 
of memoir. When I am doing it, I 
feel now many things in the past 
become clearer than they were at 
the time they happened. For in
stance, in April, 2000, I wrote an 
essay about my watching the play
ing of "Go" in my hometown of 
Chongqing, China. 

In the essay, I describe two 
Go players, the black jacket and the 
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brown jacket, playing Go. 
"Go is a kind of traditional 

Chinese chess. There are 361 points 
on the checkerboard. The one who 
gets more points on the checker
board than his rival wins the game. 
I feel one basic tactics of playing 
Go is to surround the rival's pieces 
and kill them. Thus playing Go is just 
like a battle on the checkerboard." 

During the game, the brown 
jacket uses the black pieces, while 
the black jacket uses the white 
pieces. In a big battle, the black 
pieces kill thirty-odd white pieces. 
At that time, I suppose that the 
brown jacket will feel relaxed and 
win the game soon. Then I wrote: 

When a white piece is put 
on the blue paper, I hear a crisp 
sound. This is an exhibition of con
fidence. I like the sound very much. 
The brown jacket takes deeply one 
smoke after another, which is a sign 
of encountering difficulties. I can
not understand why he does so. Per
haps he is a heavy smoker. Perhaps 
besides winning the game, he likes 
to kill as many white pieces as he 
can. 

In the meantime, the black 
jacket keeps puts the whites pieces 
on the checkerboard with the crisp 
sound. The assumptions of the two 
should be interchanged. These two 
odd guys. 

But the result is beyond my 
supposition. The black jacket wins 
the game. Then I wrote: "You have 

been killed of so many pieces, how 
can you win?" I ask the black jacket. 

"During that big battle, 
when he was engaged in attacking 
my white pieces that were on the 
west edge, I was also attacking the 
black pieces from the east-the 
area near the middle of the check
erboard. His attacking pace turned 
out to be faster than mine, and killed 
my pieces, which is within my ex
pectation. On the other hand, al
though my attack from the east didn't 
kill the black pieces, it formed strong 
force in the middle of the checker
board, which had influence over the 
whole checkerboard, while his vic
tory of the battle was just regional," 
the black jacket answers. 

This watching happened in 
February, 1997. Three years ago 
when I was watching the game, I 
didn't notice that the pose of the two 
guys were not only the real reflec
tion of their feelings but also the 
situation on the checkerboard. At 
that time I just felt they were odd. 
Now when I am writing about the 
scene, I know their judgment of the 
situation on the checkerboard is 
much accurate than mine. Thus 
writing my life provides me with a 
more effective perspective to view 
my past, to view my life. In Head
water High School at noon, Carol 
Bly gave us a lecture. The main idea 
of it, I feel, is writing makes us feel 
our life is meaningful. I agree with 
her. 
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This semester I take Susan's because there are still many blank 
course "Creative Writing of Non- areas in the face. The most inter
fiction." In class, we students read esting thing is the end of the stipple 
our own writings, and I feel most of the pencil. It is connecting with 
of our writings belong to memoir. the line of the eye. It looks strange. 
Now we are working on publish- When we draw a painting, we use 
ing a book consisting of our own a pencil to draw on the paper with 
writings. Susan asked -------- our eye looking at both 
us a title for the anthol- • • • we are the scene and the paper. 
ogy. At first I had no using a pencil That is to say we use our 
idea about it. Think [writing] to eye to command the 
each essay comes from draw our eyes pencil in our hand, not 
a different person. The in a contrary way. We [perspective]. 
theme, the expression, don't a pencil to draw 
the style of the essays must vary a our own eyes. The connection be
lot from each other. How can there tween the end of the pencil and the 
be a title to unify them? I just feel I eye remains a puzzle to me. As our 
should consider it from the feature course goes on, and I do more writ
of the course. As I said above our ings, one day all of a sudden I un
writings deal with our life, and by derstand what does the connection 
writing we get fresh perspective to mean. Here obviously the pencil 
view our life. Then I get an idea. means writing. And the eye does 
Last Thursday, I proposed Susan to not confine in its literal meaning. 
use the title "Light the Life." She It refers to our perspective. Thus by 
said she would propose it to the the picture, we are using a pencil 
class and she did. And during my to draw our eyes. Yes, when we are 
proposal to her, John-the faculty writing memoir, we get fresh per
from Moorhead State University- spective on our past from time to 
liked the title, too. time. When we write one essay, we 

Unlike many other books, may get some fresh perspectives on 
the most wonderful thing of Lyons' our life; when we write another es
book lies in the picture on its cover. say, we may get more fresh per
On the cover, there are green lines spectives on our life. Perhaps this 
that are delineating a face on which is an important way for our writing 
there are the mouth, the nose, the to make progress. After this being 
eyebrow and the eye. The hand that illustrated, we move to its adjacent 
is taking a pencil is so delicate that point that writing autobiography or 
I think it must be a hand of a lady. memoir is done from hindsight. First 
To me, picture is still being drawn as I mention before it is impossible 
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for a person to remember every
thing in his past. On this point, 
Lyons states, "Obviously, no writer 
is going to erase entirely the pas
sage of time and re-create exactly 
the thoughts and feelings of the 
younger person he once was" ( 115). 
However, this is not a disadvantage 
but an advantage. Just imagine if 
someone really writes his life down 
exactly as it was, what may the reader 
feel? It will read like record or his
tory, but not like literature. Thus our 
inadequate memory prevents many 
people from spending futile effort. 
Actually autobiography is written 
from hindsight, not from the sight 
when the thing happened in the 
past. For this Lyons says, "Any 
writer of autobiography is telling us 
about himself as he was at some 
time in the past, but he is also writ
ing about that from the perspective 
of the present, with whatever ad
vantages hindsight provides" (115). 
This may be a difference between 
autobiography and biography. Be
cause biography is done by another 
person instead of the figure in the 
book himself. It is unlikely for him 
to have hindsight. His view of the 
figure in biography is just another 
perspective that might have nothing 
to do with the difference of time. 

One advantage of hindsight is 
that we may get detached from the 
time of the happening in the past, 
and view it more clearly. For this, 
Lyons says, "When we write our 

past, we know it but are not envel
oped in it, since we possess a de
gree of detachment toward our past, 
we often want to make some ex
plicit interpretation of our experi
ence" (317). Suppose we go to the 
mountain. In the mountain, we 
might not see the terrain of the 
mountain clearly. Ifwe want to en
joy a clear view of a mountain, we'd 
better looking at the mountain in the 
distance or looking at it from the 
air, instead of entering the moun
tain. 

There is one big problem here, 
especially when the writing of au
tobiography deals with one's child
hood. That is to say when one be
comes an adult and writes about his 
childhood, what pattern of expres
sion should he adopt to describe his 
childhood? Should we use the na
ive speech or even babble of a child? 
Or should we use the words of an 
adult? Because some people may 
think that since one is describing 
childhood, thus it will be unbeliev
able for the child to utter the big 
words. Some may hold that if the 
language of the autobiography con
sists entirely of that of children, it 
may not appeal to the reader at all. 
The answer is that one can use any 
words he likes to write an autobi
ography. Both Brent's Incidents in 
the Life of a Slave Girl and Wolff s 
This Boy's Life deal with the life of 
childhood, and they both use big 
words for it. 
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In China, I had been disturbed point, then this novel cannot be a 
by this a lot. Because when I wanted world famous work. It is said that 
to write about my childhood, I it is one of three most popular books 
would worry about the criticism of in China in 1990s. Thus I feel it is 
somebody that it was impossible for all right for me to use the words of 
a child like me to use big words, or adults, the thoughts of adults to de
to have profound thought. But if I scribe my child hood. 
abandon these elements, Again I'd like to use 
how can I write some- If I am wrong my own writing as an 

thing appealing to the here, then this example. The first para-

reader? So I abandoned essay cannot be graph ofmy "Under the 
the spur of writing about t d Still Starry Sky" runs accep e ... 
my childhood. When I .___ ______ ___, like this: 

came to America, I feel I can write, 
as I like. Especially, last semester I 
took the course of Victorian Novel. 
When I read Jane Eyre I get enough 
support for me to write my child
hood by the expression of an adult. 
This novel is written in the first per
son. Moreover, it is said that many 
things in the book actually happens 
in Charlotte Bronte's life. Thus this 
novel has strong sense of an auto
biography. In the beginning of the 
novel, Jane describes her mood 
when she was locked in a room by 
his aunt for her defense against the 
attack from her aunt's son. She uses 
big words. This also happens when 
she describe the scenery she views 
from the window and the thoughts 
evoked by the scenery. The writing 
about the childhood of Jane serves 
as a basis for the novel. This is the 
starting point of the development of 
her character, and later we may see 
her character develops from that. If 
Charlotte Bronte is wrong on this 

In recent days the tempera
ture in my hometown- Chongqing, 
China-was standing at one hun
dred and five degrees. In the day
time, the glare of the sun melted the 
pitch on the road on which my plas
tic sandal had been glued several 
times. At home, even though I sat 
motionless, I still felt the sweat 
ooze from my skin slowly. 

The words temperature, glare, 
plastic, motionless, and ooze are 
unlikely to be used or even known 
by a six-year-old kid. However, 
there is no problem to use them. If 
I am wrong here, then this essay 
cannot be accepted by two Ameri
can national literary magazines. The 
other magazine that accepts it is also 
an electronic magazine. It says that it 
wants unpublished writings only. At 
that time, this essay had already been 
published on the March/ April 
2000 Issue of Wired Heart, thus I 
have to inform them that and let go 
the chance. 
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Now we are safe to say that 
adopting the expression of adult to 
write one's childhood is acceptable. 
Further, it is beneficial. Just imag
ine, if the expressions of adult in 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 
This Boy's Life, and Jane Eyre and 
my own writing get eviscerated, 
what may happen to these writings? 
They will lose lots of flavor. 

Then we move to next point 
about autobiography. Up to now we 
haven't touched the problem that 
why so many people like to read au
tobiography. Why? Because it is 
true. When a person wants to know 
the life of someone, he may feel 
good if there is an autobiography 
available. People have the desire of 
getting knowledge. Thus to some 
extent, autobiography is like con
fession. Among the texts we read 
in class, I feel Thoreau's Walden 
and Cal of s Rachel Cal of s Story 
possess stronger sense of confes
sion than the others. 

Autobiography is writing 
about one's personal experience. 
Thus it is unlikely to do generali
zations. Doing generalizations is 
not a safe way to tell the truth. For 
example, when someone sees that 
a man invites his girlfriend to din
ner, he makes a generalization, "All 
men believe that their bank account 
has sexual appeal." This sentence is 
too broad to be persuasive and, like 
most extreme generalizations, tells us 
much more about the values of 

the writers than it does about the 
subject matter. In our text, I seldom 
see such generalizations. As auto
biography deal with one's personal 
experience, it must be highly indi
vidualized, instead of being gener
alized. Therefore the things in an 
autobiography are likely to be true. 

On this point, it has strong 
similarity with letter writing. Let
ter is written to our friends. It is pri
vate, and it is telling the things that 
actually happened in our life. Thus 
both autobiography or memoir and 
letter have the sense of confession, 
which appeals to the reader most. 
Reading a memoir is like reading a 
letter to some extent. For instance, 
all my writings belong to memoir. 
In America, I don't have time to 
write letter to my friends in China 
one by one. Thus I tell my teacher 
in China, ifhe sees my publications 
in the media either in America or 
in China, he may regard that is my 
letter to him. In fact, when I do my 
writings, I have expected that my 
friends may see them if they get 
published. I feel that when I am 
writing a letter, I am telling my 
friend the things that actually hap
pened in my life; when I am writ
ing a memoir, I am also telling the 
things that actually happened in my 
life. There isn't great difference be
tween them. Perhaps the difference 
lays only in the respect ofliterary tac
tics. Lyons also acknowledges the 
value ofletter writing. In China, let-
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ter writing let me retain the confi- way practical for me to contact my 
dence of my writing talent for a friend in China was writing to them. 
long time. During my life in China, During the first fortnight here, in 
I did not have any of my writings average every day I send a letter to 
published, and my writing was just my friend. Such high frequency of 
ordinary compared with that of letter writing had not happened to 
classmates. The only thing that con- me in my life. In these days, I felt I 
soles me was the letter was just like a plane that 
writing. To my class- I expected she was dashing on the track 
mates, letter writing might not like of the airport. I was 
was a great embarrass- my answer, dashing faster and 
ment. I could not imag- which was the faster. When the ninth 
ine what occasion may common day came, and I sent the 
make them use a pen to ,I' ninth letter out, I said to 

practice OJ 
write down their myself, "Why can't I 

Chinese thoughts onto a paper send some writing to the 
and send it out. For me, teachers. publishing house?" 
letter writing had never become an Then I did. I sent my "I Come from 
embarrassment. When I could not Sichuan Foreign Language Insti
talk to my friends, I would write to tute" to the newspaper of my old 
them. When I was writing a letter, school in China. I felt I took off. In 
it was just like talking with my December, 1999, it was published 
friends. It was a fun. I felt I might there with substantial deletion to 
possess some vein of writing. How- my work. Recently I know that my 
ever, a big problem remained. Let- city newspaper published it on 
ter does not have a high status in March 28, 2000. Therefore, letter 
literature, and some people even writing has played an important 
doubt it should belong to literature. role in my later memoir writing. On 
In 1996, when I read Chang this point, Robert Lyons has simi
Yaoxin's The Literary History of lar remarks. He says that letterwrit
America, I saw that in the colonial ing is an activity that bridges the pri
period of America, letter played an vate and public uses of writing (64). 
important role in literary history. Last semester I took Susan's 
Then my confidence in the value Advanced Prose Style class. I re
of letter writing was strengthened. member belong long we met, one 
I wrote more letters, telling more day after class when she asked me 
truth of my life to my friends. what special thing I might have in 

In August, 1999, I came to writing, I answered, "I like writing 
America to study English. The only letters to my friends." I expected she 
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might not like my answer, which 
was the common practice of Chi
nese teachers. I did not mind. I told 
the truth. Beyond my expectation, 
she said, "Oh, good." I was com
forted and encouraged. Later I be
gin to write memoir, and my sec
ond essay "A Letter to my Literary 
Teacher in China" is actually a let
ter. I sent it to the publishing houses 
last fall, although it had not got pub
lished. 

Besides that genuine appeal 
of autobiography to the reader, au
tobiography has great influence 
upon the development ofliterature. 
Novel came into being along with 
the appearance of women's autobi
ography in the seventeenth century. 
Although there were several mas
terpieces written by men, almost all 
the novels in the early age were 
written by women (Ingrid 56). We 
see what a tribute autobiography 
has made to literature. 

Moreover, the origin of the 
novel also contributes to the liter
ary standard of western literature. 
The women writers in the seven
teenth century are intended to tell a 
true face of their life, which bids 
well for their writings to focus on 
moving people rather than attract
ing people. 

The literary standard of a 
text is determined by how much it 
can move people rather than how 
much it can attract people. Thus the 
autobiographies of these have chan-

neled western literature in a right 
way. 

Contrast to this, the Chinese 
novel is originated among people 
who make money by recounting 
legend to the audience in teahouse. 
Thus the Chinese novel focuses on 
attracting people instead of moving 
people. This critical difference de
termines that western literature 
must be at a higher standard than 
Chinese literature. This can also 
explain why Chinese cannot win 
Nobel Prize, although it has 1.2 bil
lion people. So I feel it is right for 
Lyons to put a face of a woman on 
the cover of the book instead of that 
of a man. For his book, the picture 
on the cover appeals to me most. 

Many autobiographies deal 
with the hardships of the writer. 
How the writer will deal with them 
is an important facet of their auto
biographies. Here humor serves as 
a device to deal with the hardships. 
For example, in Wolffs This Boy's 
Life, Wolff imitated the assumption 
of Wright when he came to visit his 
mother for the first time, which 
made his mother and their neigh
bor laugh heartily. Behind it, we see 
that Wolff did not like Wright, who 
was going to marry his mother, but 
owing to their poor condition, he 
could not prevent it. Humor can 
tum out to be effective in the occa
sions in which we can merely en
dure the hardship, and cannot reason 
whether the hardship for us is rea-
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sonable or our endurance of it is examination. Even ifl could do so, 
reasonable. I don't want to. Because such rea-

On this point, I would like saning reads like political argumen
to use one of my essays as an ex- tation, and it would damage the 
ample. In this essay, I describe the style ofliterature. Therefore, I can
scene that in China when I was in not do reasoning here. I use hu
primary school, one day after mom- mor-a literary device-that con
ing classes, my English -----------. tains enough connota-
teacher detained me in This thing tion against the teacher 
the classroom for I actually to end my essay. 
could not recite the text happened to Finally, as for the 
like my classmates did. me. When category of autobiogra-
In China, we have noon Susan read this, phy, now an autobiogra
break that is from she said that I phy can belong to either 
twelve to half past two- fiction or nonfiction. 

had wicked 
a time for the student to Perhaps in the past, 
come home to have ,__ __ h_u_m_o_r. __ ~ people regard it as non
lunch and a nap. That noon I had fiction. Among the texts in our 
been unable to recite the text, and class, I feel Brent's Incidents in the 
my teacher detained me for a whole Life of a Slave Girl and Cal of s 
noon break. When the afternoon Rachel Calaf s Story are nonfiction. 
classes were going to begin, she re- However, there are also many au
leased me and told me that she tobiographies that read like fiction. 
would ask me to recite it again the Plath's The Bell Jar, Wolff s This 
next week. In the end, I wrote: Boy's Life and Spiegelman's Maus 
"None of my classmates showed up all have strong sense of fiction. The 
by now. There was no time for me sense of fiction in short is the sense 
to walk home to eat and sleep. To- of making up something. That is to 
day I had been a diligent student for say if we feel some text is unlikely 
I was the first one to be in the class- to actually happen in life, then the 

" room. 
This thing actually hap

pened to me. When Susan read this, 
she said that I had wicked humor. 
For this essay, I feel it is not easy 
for me demonstrate that the teacher 
was not right because she would say 
what she did was for my good and 
for me to get a good score in the 

text may be fiction. On the other 
hand, if we feel some text is likely 
to actually happen in life, then the 
text may be nonfiction. Nowadays 
demarcation between fiction and 
nonfiction has been blurred pretty 
much, and many a time it is not easy 
for us to tell whether a text belongs 
to fiction or nonfiction. 
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Just as the title of Lyons' tunity for an individual to step into 

book Autobiography: A Reader for the domain of writing. Meanwhile 

Writers, autobiography can not only it contributes a lot to the genre of 

appeal to the reader by its truth-tell- literature. 
ing style but also provide an oppor-
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Representation and Critical 
Assessment of Texts from Other 

Cultures: Missing Links 
in the Transfer Curriculum 

by M.J. Abhishaker, Normandale Community College and U of M 

Introduction 
This discussion has been 

necessitated by the mandated 
Minnesota Transfer Curriculum 
(MNTC). A third of its goals are 
intended to introduce to our 
students what is variously called 
multiculturalism, human diversity, 
and global perspectives. Actually 
these labels represent overlapping 
but differing concepts and must not 
be treated as synonyms. To 
complicate the matter, we are also 
required to teach what is by now a 
true academic catechism called 
critical thinking. If you examine 
what the (MNTC) document means 
by critical thinking, you might 
come to the conclusion that it is a 
hopeless muddle of jargon and 
psycho-babble: This is only a very 
small part of the confusion about 
MNTC and its intended goals. 
However, I shall confine myself to 
just one issue, namely the problem 
of introducing culturally embedded 
texts to an audience, which 
presumably, has not studied them in 

any systematic way. The central 
question, therefore, is: What does 
it mean to introduce texts from 
another culture? How does one 
represent, interpret, and evaluate 
them? Introducing texts entails 
reasonably accurate representa
tion. Critical assessment calls for 
relevant criteria as well as reason
ing strategies. This discussion is an 
attempt to identify some problems 
of cultural "transfer" and suggest 
ways ofremedying them. My goal 
is to sketch out a broad outline of 
the argument so that it can 
stimulate discussion among friends 
and colleagues. I begin by defining 
critical terms in this discussion, 
review issues which affect repre
sentation and interpretation, and 
finally, suggest measures one could 
take to remedy misrepresentation 
of other people's world-view. 

It is one thing to hope for 
understanding the culture of others 
whose ways of thinking and being 
differ markedly from our own, and 
quite another to actually bring it 



42 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

about through study of their texts in 
translation. The assumption is 
made that humanities faculty can 
teach such texts expertly no matter 
what their academic training and 
professional interests might be. 
Under the pressure to render 
"diversity courses" transferable 
and thus "fulfil requirements," one 
proceeds to teach the material as if 
the texts are governed by linguistic, 
aesthetic, critical categories of 
explication in the Western tradi
tion. Thus, a culture's life-world, 
to use Heidegger's term, will be 
lost, the very purpose for which the 
Goals are designed. 

Background 
My inquiry is situated in a 

typical North American under
graduate classroom where students 
are generally familiar with the 
"Western canon," or will be so in 
due course. Some of them will take 
classes such as "Introduction to 
Non-Western Literature," "World 
Literature," and variations on the 
theme. In some cases, such courses 
are expected to fulfil a "global 
perspective" requirement, or are a 
part of an "internationalizing the 
curriculum" effort. The teachers 
are generally trained in the U.S. or 
Western-style graduate schools 
and may have specialized in a 
traditional humanities discipline, 
but are expected-sometimes re
quired-to teach about other 
cultures whose traditions they may 

not have studied formally. In this 
discussion, I have chosen to discuss 
problems I have encountered with 
texts that I use in my classes. The 
literature includes texts from South, 
East, and West Asia and were 
produced between 10th century 
B.C.E. and 5th century C.E. 
Although I can read some of the 
texts in the original, I have not 
studied the problem of translation 
systematically in graduate school 
and therefore, like everyone else, 
find myself in the predicament I just 
described. 

Cultural embedment 
What does it mean to teach 

literary and philosophical texts? 
We can answer this question rather 
easily with regard to American and 
European texts. For instance, 
critics and teachers in this country 
accept the authority of the text, 
with biography and psychology as 
clues to explanation of content. A 
work is assessed in the light of what 
society values, and, of course, by 
function and aims of literature. 
These elements are confirmatory 
evidence for explication, interpre
tation, and assessment. Thus, 
modem criticism from Coleridge to 
Derrida and Foucault illustrates 
preoccupation with the text and 
formalist analyses. Social move
ments, rise and fall of ideas, and 
presuppositions of what is good 
and just determine form and 
function, and the reputations of 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 43 

texts and authors. Freudian power in popular culture as well. 
psychology, socialistrealism,post- For instance, the two major epics 
modernism, deconstructionism, of India, Mahabharata and 
feminism, and influence of anthro- Ramayana, are part of popular 
pology and other social sciences- culture not only in India but also in 
all reflect application of formal Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cam
theories of what philosophers call bodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, and 
"explanation." The .----------. Indonesia. In India and 

schools they represent NBC did air an Thailand, it is hard to 

have been the engines entirely find anyone in the cities 

of innovation and ex- forgettable and villages who does 

perimentation. This version of the know the exploits of 
phenomenon is consis- Pandava brothers, the 
tent with social and Odyssey • • • many roles of Krishna, 

cultural developments in the West. 
We take it for granted that our 
approaches, sometimes imitated by 
universities and critics in the rest of 
the world, are both rational and 
universal. This view, in and of 
itself, is "cultural," although one 
might not suspect the theory's 
moorings in a distinctly "Wes tern" 
culture. 

Courses in non-Western 
literatures are required for the 
simple reason that they represent 
other cultures, and hence their 
cultural embodiment and world
views are of singular interest. I 
argue, therefore, that one should 
study their cultural embedment 
more closely than we seem to do in 
the normal course of other teaching 
in the disciplines. Like literature in 
the West, Asian literatures are 
grounded in their own milieu with 
this difference: The texts them
selves have a remarkable staying 

and the tales about Rama and Sita. 
Dozens of movies are made each 
year based on episodes and stories 
from the epics. National broad
casts in India, Thailand, and 
Indonesia-the countries I have 
visited-broadcast dance dramas, 
dramatic episodes, and puppet 
shows based on the stories. In 
Indonesia (now a Muslim country), 
Ramayana is performed in outdoor 
theaters which have now become, 
as can be expected, the inevitable 
tourist attraction. In India 
Mahabharata, an epic eight times 
the size of Homer's Iliad and 
Odyssey put together, was broad
cast in two-hour segments every 
Sunday for a whole year and the 
country literally stood still from 
1:00-3:00 P.M. to watch it. If not 
for Public Television, the American 
public would not even have access 
to classics of the Western Canon, a 
canon which is being so stoutly 
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defended by some in academia just the West along disciplinary lines, 
when a case for global curriculum is nor are they subjected to critical 
being made (NBC did air an entirely categories familiar in our schools. 
forgettable version of the Odyssey For instance, the perennially popu
on May 18 and 19, 1998). lar Bhagavad Gita (cantos in 

An important reason for Sanskrit) orthepoetryofJalalul-'1-
preserving cultural context is that Din Rumi (Persian) are inter
the works I refer to are firmly twined with religion and philoso
rooted in the daily rounds of phy so that they cannot be read 
ordinary people to-day as they have simply as "literature." In the West, 
been for a long time, for over 2,000 we designate works into categories 
years in some cases--even before such as classic, romantic, modern, 
writing was invented. They are and post-modern. Whether these 
embodied in their languages, his- categories are meant simply as 
tory, and in unique world-views. periodization or descriptive of 
Indeed, they are read in local literary style, "representa
communities by poets in Mushairas tion" of non-Western texts 
(gathering of poets in free public under these categories does 
"concerts") and dramatized in local not reveal the nature of the 
idiom, song, dance, and comedy text, but rather the 
routines in the village Kalakshepams interpreter's construal of 
(musical revues by story-tellers). it. 
The texts are ever-present in daily This 1s not to 
performance of ritual acts, in under-estimate the value of 
traditional and popular music critical theory in the West 
blaring out from CD's, in dance- The interpreter's choice of 
dramas, serialized episodes, and in "school," preferred "bias," 
movies flashing across TV screens. or "orientation" of which 
To an extraordinary extent, "clas- theaudiencemaybewarned 
sics" are a part of formal and in advance. The strategies 
informal settings. This is what may be rewarding in the 
makes "cultural embedment" an context of social move
important criterion for interpreta- ments and cultural devel
tion, especially since "cultural opments in the West. 
transfer" is desired by the Transfer However, much will be lost 
Curriculum.. if non-Western texts are 

These texts belong in a unhoused from their locus 
world which does not make the in their cultures and sub
type of distinctions one makes in jected to critical theory of 

the day favored by the academic 
elite in the West. 

Representation 
What does it mean to "re

present" texts? At least three 
meanings are available. The first is 
transparent and direct. To re
present is to translate something 
from one language and convey it in 
another, which is a daunting task in 
itself. 

The second meaning is to 
render texts to an audience whose 
traditions and literary conventions 
may be quite different, and even 
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incommensurate with the new 
medium. This calls for notes, 
explanations, commentary, and 
sometimes explication. This is the 
work of the scholar whose concern 
is fidelity to the text and idiomatic 
"fit" between languages. 

The third sense ofrepresen
tation raises uneasy questions. 
Here "representation" is made on 
behalf of those who cannot speak 
for themselves. What is apparent 
here is that the agent of representa
tion is an outsider to the text and 
controls the language of represen-
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tation. Describing this kind of 
representation, Edward Said writes 
in his Orienta/ism "that the 
Orientalist is outside the Orient, 
both as an existential and moral 
fact. The principal product of this 
exteriority is of course representa
tion ... " 1 

Further, Said says that 
Orientalists' practice of representa
tion was the practice of nineteenth 
century Europeans of constructing 
a picture of the Middle-East and 
South Asia according to their own 
imagination. He writes: 

The things to look at are 
style, figures of speech, 
setting, narrative devices, 
historical and social cir
cumstances, not the cor
rectness of the representa
tion nor its fidelity to some 
great original. . . The 
exteriority of the represen
tation is always governed 
by some version of the 
truism that if the Orient 
could represent itself, it 
would; since it cannot, the 
representation does the job 
for the West. .. 

It is the third sense of representa
tion which concerns me most. How 
is a text presented in translation? 
And how is it "represented" and 
"assessed" in MnSCU's class
rooms? 

One might complain that 
Said's criticism advanced in 1978 
reflects post-colonial blues. How
ever, serious misses in representa
tion still occur-in the classrooms, 
book reviews, and critical com
mentaries on texts. The powerful 
book-houses have marketability, 
not representation of cultures, 
which produce the texts. This is 
evident by the fact that the 
publishers prefer fiction to other 
genres. Fiction has a very large 
market in the United States and 
that's where the risk-taker-that is, 
the editor and the agent-make 
their money. 

Quite apart from economic 
considerations, contemporary 
trends also point to a more benign 
neglect of other cultures, since it is 
taken for granted (unjustifiably) 
that we know better today to 
commit the errors of colonialists. 
However, the teacher as 
"representer" of non-Western lit
eratures needs to know more about 
cultural contexts than is evident in 
the classrooms and journals .. 

The purpose of teaching in 
the humanities disciplines is to 
introduces human cultures in a way 
as to show the depth, scope, and 
variety of accomplishment by 
societies. Culture is a powerful 
framework for life and art. We 
ignore this truism at risk of missing 
why people do what they do. 
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Translatability, core concepts Of course, we all recognize 
Representation depends on the problem of translation and 

core concepts, critical norms, and degrees of translatability. We 
more broadly, value theories and know that key concepts and 
practice, goals of life, and aspira- thought-forms often have no pre
tions. The concepts are varied and cise equivalents in English. Some
thoroughly contextualized. An times, the same word is used with 
example or two can ..-----------, different meanings, re
serve to illustrate the The queSt still sulting in mislabeling, 
problem. What do the is this: Does the outright distortion, and 
South Asians mean by Veda come to misrepresentation end-
moksa, commonly trans- life in ing in disaster. 2 

lated as "release" or translation, or Sometimes the 
"liberation"? Or the meaning is simply unat-

is the resulting neo-Confucianists by li, tainable unless one is 
rendered variously as work a fun immersed in the lan-
"principle," ''ultimate re- puzzle for other guage and its milieu. 
ality," "ground of exist- scholars to Wendy Doniger O 'Fla-
ence," and so on? explore and herty says this of her 
What did the pre- enjoy, or translation of Rig Veda 
Islamic Arabs mean by from Sanskrit: 

( . ) challenge. . . ? 
quismuth Kismet , 
which, perhaps indicative of its 
untranslat-ability, has been simply 
Anglicized and included in our 
dictionaries? Moreover, and quite 
apart from the difficulty of finding 
verbal equivalents, non-Western 
literatures in general do not make 
distinctions between categories and 
disciplines. Consider the absurdity 
of defining the collection ascribed 
to Lao Tzu as "scripture" or 
"literature" or describing the con
tent of Tao Teh Ching as 
"philosophy of Nature." Translat
ability of core concepts remains a 
maJor impediment to interpreta
tion. 

I have kept the notes to a 
minimum, and avoided 
the tautological type e n -
tirely. . . I have also 
resisted, often with great 
diffi culty, the powerful 
temptation to explain the 
Rig Veda by looking back
ward or forward, to draw 
upon the ancient Indo
European civilization out 
of which it grew or to show 
how Vedic ideas developed 
in post-Vedic India. 

The skeletal nature 
of the critical apparatus is 
also intended to spare the 
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reader a painful and confus
ing glimpse behind the 
curtain into the translator's 
messy workshop, to gloss 
over a number of the 
agonized (and often unsat
isfying) decisions that were 
necessary in rendering San
skrit into a comprehensible 
form of English. 3 

Nevertheless, by separating 
the text from its "messy work
shop," she has given us great 
poetry. The quest still is this: Does 
the Veda come to life in translation, 
or is the resulting work a fun puzzle 
for other scholars to explore and 
enjoy, or challenge and produce yet 
another translation? 

P. Lal, Sanskritist and great 
modem translator, has all but 
abandoned the idea of translation 
altogether. He describes his works 
as "transcreations."4 Minnesota 
poet and translator Robert Bly is a 
much respected translator. How
ever, I found his translations of Sufi 
poet Kabir well-intentioned but 
remote in feeling and sensibility 
from the original. 5 

Problems of translation are 
enormous of course. For one who 
chooses to teach in this area, 
selection of translations is impor
tant. Equally important is one's 
own education in that culture. The 
most important part of one's 
preparation is understanding of 

culture's core concepts and the 
meanings derived from it where the 
texts have their origin and being. 

The problem of representation: 
Two examples 

The first example is taken 
from literature which reveals con
fusion of aesthetic frames. Here, I 
review how an editor of a popular 
anthology introduces pre-Islamic 
Arabic poetry. To the typical 
humanities faculty, the editor's 
notes are just about everything one 
might have by way of introduction 
to the text and its cultural content, 
unless of course, the teachers 
actually do the ground-work in 
backgrounds, textuality, and native 
criticism. For the most part, one 
has to rely on short introductory 
commentaries by editors. These 
are minimal, and although they 
present some salient features of the 
tradition, the general hints about 
criticism follow the standard cat
egories which overshadow native 
identity. Perhaps the intent is to use 
categories familiar to a W estem 
audience. Partly this cannot be 
helped since one uses the English 
language, which is rich in critical 
theory and is the principal vehicle of 
education-for obvious reasons. 
What is not so obvious is the fact 
that editors and commentators, 
some of whom are experts in non
Western literatures, themselves 
apply norms which are primarily 
reflections of Western literary 

theory, its historical sense, and 
insistence on evidence and proof
all of which is consistent with 
rationalism and empiricism which 
dominate discourse and criticism. 
Thus, the core concepts, in an 
unintentionally Kantian sense, re
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facts, historical detail, and psycho
social events in the author's life 
confirmable by independent sources. 
It is the sort of concern which arises 
from historicism and evidence
gathering--components ofa world
view familiar to us in the West. 

flect one's own ratio
nality rather than the 
nature of the text. 

Flashes of 
exhibitionistic 

Here, in an in
troductory note, G .L. 
Anderson, editor of 
W.W. Norton's Mas-

brilliance are 
paraded with 

deliberate 

Asian authors defer 
authorship and all credit 
to an earlier master or 
sage who himself might 
be a legendary figure. 
In these traditions such 
figures are not lost in 

excess. terpieces of the Orient ......,. ______ ~ myth and legend but are 
(Expanded Edition), says the remembered as real originators of 
following about two pre-Islamic the tradition and its cultural norms. 
Arab poets: Here, myth and legend have more 

(The) "Ode of Imru-'al
Qays" is the poem of an 
unruly poet-warrior who 
was approached by the 
Byzantine king Justinian to 
fight against Persia and on 
whose shoulders fell the 
duty of avenging his father's 
death in a tribal conflict-if 
all the legend is not a 
fiction. In any case there is 
little historical material in 
the poem, and Imr al-Qays 
emerges mostly as a fron
tier Don Juan, sensual and 
indiscreet in his boasting, 
even by heroic standards.6 

Anderson's skepticism arises from 
his expectation about biographical 

power than history or biography. 
Concern with the author's life, 
psychological frame, or other 
social factors might be seen as a 
type of self-absorption-too much 
attention given to self rather than 
the subject. The case of Lao Tzu 
(presumed author of Tao Teh 
Ching) is a typical example. We do 
not know if a person named Lao 
Tzu ever existed. The name itself 
means, literally, "the Old Guy." 
None of this detracts from Lao 
Tzu's status as the author of Tao 
Teh Ching, master-teacher, and 
sage. 

But to return to Anderson's 
commentary. That the poet is 
"indiscreet in his boasting" is based 
on the fact that in a short span of 
thirty lines, he indulges in a variety 
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of powerful and raw emotions--of 
love and lust, romantic triumphs 
( which we in the West might equate 
with locker room crudities). Flashes 
of exhibitionistic brilliance are 
paraded with deliberate excess. 
Here, the poet simply follows the 
convention of the genre and 
cultural habit of engaging in what 
sounds to our ears as embarrassing 
and unrestrained hyperbole. 

Anderson notes the poet's 
"indiscretions." In the following 
lines, al-Qays addresses the latest 
victim of his desire. We are to 
believe-indeed, we are expected 
to believe, that by reading about a 
past love tryst, the woman here is 
expected to yearn for him almost 
instantly, mount her camel, and ride 
off to the desert hide-out, and 
plunge into passionate love-mak
ing-all this before yet another 
danger calls him off to the battle
field. 

The verse is delicately 
crafted, though we might be 
puzzled or even offended by the 
image of a mother's dual, if 
indelicately balanced, attachments. 

Many' s the pregnant woman 
like you, yes, and the 
nursing mother I've night
visited, and made her forget 
her amuleted one-year-old; 
whenever he whimpered 
behind her, she turned to 
him with half her body, her 

other half unshifted from 
underme. 7 

Again, these are conven
tional devices. A parade of 
excesses, planned or unplanned, 
dominate the odes: pledges of 
friendship, undying passion,joyful 
martyrdom, and thirst for the blood 
of one's enemies. Like Camus' 
Don Juan, the "Wandering King" 
reveals not only "multiplied con
sciousness" but an extraordinary 
set of actions, entirely unmindful of 
moral imperatives. 

More of Anderson's puzzle
ments: 

Tarafa's ode ("Whom the 
Gods Loved?") is the most 
casually constructed of the 
four printed below. The 
legend ofhis death is widely 
known in the Arab world. 
He is said to have been sent 
with a letter from his king to 
the provincial governor. 
His traveling companion 
grew suspicious of the king, 
and, opening his letter, 
found that it contained 
instructions that they both 
were to be put to death. 
Tarafa, even on the strength 
of this warning, refused to 
violate his trust, and was 
put to death on his arrival. 
There is no proof of the 
truth of this legend, but it 

adds color to his rambling, 
meditative ode. 

That Tarafa's "Ode" is rambling 
and disconnected, we can all agree. 
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people's beliefs, de
contextualization occurs which 
runs the risk of oversimplification 
or misrepresentation, or both. 

The second illustration is a 

However, the truth of the legend is case of over-simplification of 

not subject to verification nor cultural practices. It is taken from a 

falsifiability, since it is ~---------. popular text on ethics 

in the nature of legend • • • eating cows written by the respected 

and fable to build on is wrong philosopher James 

fragments of truth, or because the Rachels. Discussing 

even rumor. (Notice cow may be 
the parallel with someone's 
Hamlet's "journey to 
England" on which he reincarnated 

cultural relativism, he 
explains the prohibition 
against meat-eating thus: 

carries his own death grandma, and Consider a culture in 

warrant.) eating grandma which people believe it 

The second is a is wrong. is wrong to eat cows. 

representation of cul- u- This may even be a poor nowever ... 
ture, and beliefs about ...___ ______ __, culture, in which there is 

cultural practice. So far I have been not enough food; still, the 

arguing for representation of texts cows are not to be touched. 

in a way as to guarantee for that Such a society would 

representation a modicum of verac- appear to have values very 

ity and cultural authenticity. This different from our own. But 

point is worth emphasizing. Re- does it? We have not yet 

read what the Transfer Curriculum asked why these people will 

document has to say about the not eat cows. Suppose it is 

humanities and global perspectives. because they believe that 

The descriptions are so generalized after death the souls of 

as to be meaningless. Moreover, humans inhabit the bodies 

throughout the document, the ofanimals, especially cows, 

language used is fertile ground for so that a cow may be 

subjectivity and solipsistic claims someone's grandmother. 

about content. Even expert opinion Now we do not want to say 

about other cultures can go awry. that their values are differ-

If the work is taken out of its ent from ours? No; the 

context and interpreted in terms of difference lies elsewhere. 

one's own belief about other The difference is in our 
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belief system. We agree 
that we shouldn't eat 
Grandma; we simply dis
agree whether the cow is 
( or could be) Grandma. 8 

Rachels does not refer to 
Hindu-Buddhist-Jain cultures or 
Indian society directly, but I cannot 
think of any other he may have in 
mind. Indian society is often 
caricatured in the West primarily in 
descriptions of its caste system and 
images of "sacred cows" loitering 
aimlessly in urban centers. Hindu 
culture structured painstakingly 
and subtly around caste, function, 
and life-stage roles, is a very 
complicated tapestry of particular
izations and universalizations, all of 
which makes generalizations dan
gerous. We can, however, identify 
the following ideas relevant to the 
present discussion as the backbone 
of its belief system. These are: (1) 
reverence for cows, (2) prohibition 
against meat-eating, and (3) belief 
in reincarnation karmically de
signed to move "the immortal 
spirit" (atman) up and down levels 
of corporeal being. 

What do we know about 
vegetarianism, reincarnation, and 
cow protection? Early Sanskritic 
hymns (circa 800 B.C.E.) allude to 
the cow in the Vedas, the literature 
of early Indians. On the whole, cow 
protection is a combination of 
several strands of tradition, belief, 

explanation, and devotion to 
Krishna. A limited list would 
include the following: (i) the 
mythological connexion between 
humans and cows at the time of 
origins; (ii) an acknowledgment of 
the practical, namely, the cow's 
usefulness to society in agriculture, 
milk, and butter production, and 
use of its waste as fuel and 
disinfection, and so on; (iii) its 
symbolic significance commanding 
respect for all life, and human 
solidarity with creation, and (iv) 
[Gandhi's view] that the cow 
symbolizes humanitarianism ( as, 
for example, Prometheus does in 
the West). (v) On the other hand, 
Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism 
all share a deep conviction that our 
lives should be governed by the 
strict rule of ahimsa or non-injury. 
In moral terms, the killing of 
animals (Jains include plants as 
well) is considered a violation of 
ahimsa, and therefore, a "sin." (vi) 
In later Hinduism, Krishna assumes 
the role of Lord and Protector of 
the cow, which is merely an 
extension of the motif of the 
animal's sacred status. Finally, (vii) 
the cow is a fertility signifier, 
symbolic of matriarchy in pre
Aryan society which flourished in 
Northern India. Perhaps in the 
minds of some-Westerners and 
Indians-there may be the belief 
that eating cows is wrong because 
the cow may be someone's re-
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incarnated grandma, and eating 
grandma is wrong. However, I 
cannot find a basis for this point in 
the tradition. 

Moreover, Rachels' expla
nation about prohibition against 
eating cows makes little sense in the 
light of Indian ( or _T,_'h_e_c_o_n-tr_a_s_t-is__,, 
reincamationist) con-
ception of the immor- especially 
tality of the soul. Again, stark-and 

If the red slayer 
think he slays, 

Or if the slain 
think he is slain, 

They know not well 
the subtle ways 

I keep, and pass, 
and tum again. 

According to Krishna, 
reincarnation defuses 

if one takes the Hindu- dramatic- anxieties about life and 
Jain example, the fol- between death since the soul 
lowing should be obvi- classical Greek itself is indestructible, 

and early and different life-spans 
First: If grand- are merely passages in 

ous. 

Indian ma's soul were in the the soul's journey. 
cow's body, one could dramaturgy. Second: Quite apart 
not, it seems to me, injure grandma from fear of eating grandma 
in any way, the soul being immortal accidentally, the principle of ahimsa 
and beyond corporeal vicissitudes. (non-violence) has enormous influ
This is the point Krishna, Lord and ence on Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist 
Protector of cows in the Hindu communities. It is an ethical 
tradition, makes as he addresses his imperative which anticipates John 
cousin, friend, and warrior, Arjuna, Stuart Mill's compassion for "the 
who does not want to kill, even in whole of sentient creation" and 
the line of duty.9 Peter Singer's advocacy of"animal 

Krishna argues that Arjuna liberation." 
has a the soldierly duty ( dharma of Rachels' s representation of 
the warrior caste) to fight (to the wrongness of eating cows in a 
defend the Right) and kill those poverty-stricken culture and the 
arrayed against him on the battle- purported reason for it misses the 
field, among whom are kinsmen, mark as an adequate representation 
revered elders and mentors, and ofreincamation and transmigration 
teachers. Krishna explains that the of souls. Undoubtedly grandmas 
soul is immortal: no one is "killed" are our sentimental favorites--one 
and no one "dies." Emerson could not possibly even so much as 
rendered Krishna's view in a poem entertain (if that is the word to use) 
titled "Brahma" (1857): the thought of hurting grandmas. 
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That it is wrong to kill and eat 
animals ( cows or grandmas) can be 
sustained on other, non
reincamationist grounds. 

Dietary practices vary con
siderably. One cannot always find 
rational explanations for either 
defending or rejecting them. Most 
are based on cultural (including 
religious) explanations. In the 
West eating the meat of cows is 
preferred. Jews and Muslims shun 
the meat of pigs. Some consider 
the meat of horses, dogs and cats 
very desirable. Snakes are a 
delicacy in other places. Ants, 
worms, and a host of insects are 
fried, covered, or merely dipped in 
sauces and served to family and 
guests. On the other hand, Jains, 
who are strict vegetarians, have 
profound and uncompromising 
respect for all living beings. 
Orthodox Jains carry brooms to 
sweep off ants and other critters 
from their path lest any be killed 
accidentally as they (the Jains, that 
is) walk toward their destinations. 
Rachels' confidence that "(We) 
agree that we shouldn't eat 
Grandma" may not be so easily 
disposed of without adequate 
cultural explanation. That one does 
not eat cow's meat for the reason 
given by Rachels may not be one of 
them. 

The practices mentioned 
above, including raising animals in 
specially constructed cages with 

the sole purpose of fattening and 
killing them for food, or feeding 
deer during harsh winters so they 
can survive in good numbers for the 
hunters to have a good "harvest" in 
the fall, require cultural commen
tary. One might insist on moral 
analysis as well. 

Models of drama: 
Aristotle and Bharata 

These considerations about 
cultural embedment and problems 
of representation should convince 
us that texts from other cultures 
ought to be interpreted and 
assessed in terms of criteria 
established and applied by the 
traditions themselves. Therefore, it 
would seem that MnSCU faculty 
would want to train themselves in 
the traditions they wish to teach 
about. 

Differences in world-views 
and interpretations of texts which 
embody them given here is a very 
small part of a vast corpus of 
literatures produced by other 
cultures. A more detailed account 
of what "global perspective" means 
in relation to literary and cultural 
transfer ought to be introduced to 
faculty who wish to specialize in 
cultural embedment and 
comparativism. The enterprise can 
be exciting and, dare I say, most 
rewarding even at a time everything 
seems to be "going American." 

I tum to literary criticism
this one from nature and form of 

drama-to offer one final example 
to illustrate the differences in 
aesthetic norms between Wes tern 
and non-Western traditions. The 
contrast is especially stark-and 
dramatic-between classical Greek 
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tragic form-from Oedipus Rex to 
Waiting for Godot. Aristotle, we 
recall, says that tragedy is "nobler" 
(spondaias) than comedy; the 
former shows persons at their best, 
the latter at their worst. Bharata 

and early Indian dramaturgy. chooses what we in the West might 

Aristotle's theory of .----------. call "tragi-comedy," al-

tragedy is familiar • • • Bharata 's though this expression 

enough, and features of conception of would be befuddling to 

the theory still domi- drama is, in Bharata and the Indian 

nate drama and theater fact, about critic. In fact, there is 

criticism in the West. "something no such thing as "tragi-

Indian (Sanskritic) comedy" in Sanskrit: 
more." 

theory of drama was there is only natya, "re-

described by BharatainNafyasastra, creation," which recalls Aristotle's 

a work of second century C.E. mimesis. Aristotle writes that 

Differences between the two are tragedy is an imitation, not of men 

not only a matter of literary taste and women, but of an action which, 

and aesthetic aims and goals, but with fatalistic inevitability, reveals 

also of values, beliefs, and world- conflict and a doomed hero. 

view embedded in culture and Aristotle does care about other 

religion. Interpreters of the Poetics forms, of course: he was the 

rarely refer to Greek religion master-collector of types, genres, 

(unless they have embraced the andmodes-thelumberingprogress 

work of Jane Ellen Harrison), of narrative, epic poetry, and 

whereas one could not proceed comedy, with some attention given 

without it in the Indian context, to "language embellished with each 

although, as I pointed out, "reli- kind of artistic ornament." Bharata, 

gion" is an imprecise and awkward on the other hand, considers 

term for describing what constitute poetry, not drama, as the substance 

pivotal ideas about self (atman), of drama; consequently, the genre 

moral agency (karma), duty is called "visible poetry" because it 

(dharma), and freedom (moksa). is seen on stage. Indeed, a close 

We are familiar with study of Sanskrit drama suggests 

Aristotle's conception of drama. that the distinction between drama 

The dominating genre for the and poetry all but vanishes as the 

Greeks (and for Euro-American tempo of action and poetry 

theater as well) appears to be the coalesce to create a rhythm which 
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defies classification. Discussing 
the opening scene in Hamlet, T.S. 
Eliot makes a similar point about 
the interaction of poetry and drama 
in the theater. He writes: "This is 
great poetry, and it is dramatic; but 
besides being poetic and dramatic, 
it is something more. "10 

Whether Eliot had anything 
of the sort I am talking about in 
mind or not, Bharata's conception 
of drama is, in fact, about 
"something more." 

Aristotle defines tragedy as 
an imitation of an action, which 
through pity and fear induces 
catharsis or purgation of these 
emotions. The function is thera
peutic. According to Bharata, 
drama is a "re-creation," not of an 
action, but of a state of being. The 
goal therefore for the Indian 
playwright is not purgation (kathar
sis) of emotions but rather realiza
tion of rasa by means of emotions. 
Rasa is translated as "essence." 
Needless to say, the Sanskrit terms 
natya and rasa require further 
commentary, which, for reasons of 
time and space, I shall have to seek 
another occasion. 

The Greek protagonist, 
usually a person of great stature, is 
still a human being with a tragic 
flaw which is his/her undoing. The 
Indian hero is a product of myth and 
legend and an impeccable model of 
virtues which Aristotle ( of 
Nicomachean Ethics) might have 

admired. (Indeed, this pattern is 
prevalent not only in India, but in 
Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cam
bodia, Vietnam, and in the far-flung 
island of Bali.) The drama lies in 
the fact that the protagonist's 
virtues-which form the core of 
tradition-are tested severely. He 
is besieged by evil that lurks among 
men who fail in their particularized 
duties or dharma. Ultimately, evil 
itself is exposed as "lacking in 
reality" (the play of maya-"illu
sion") and therefore does not 
pollute the soul (atman). 

In Greek tragedy one is 
persistently aware of fate (moira) 
and its relentless workings no 
matter what the protagonist does to 
avert it. Indeed, attempts to avoid 
or escape from fate constitute 
hubris. Contrastingly, the Indian 
hero who is governed by the law of 
karma can control his own future 
through wise and judicious action. 
The goal for Aristotle is ultimately 
eudomoneiaorwell-being, whereas 
the Indian counterpart aspires to 
moksa, or freedom from all "finite 
relations." The goal of life is not 
happiness but peace. 

What I outline here is not an 
exhaustive account of two theories 
of drama but a rough outline of 
differences which are ultimately a 
reflexion of particular cultural and 
religious traditions. Notice also the 
untranslatability of central con
cepts. The purpose of this exercise 
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is to emphasize the importance of story is encased in a meta-

locating the texts in their native story. And within the text, 

traditions. one tale is the context for 

Literary criticism in the another within it; not only 

West, divorced from metaphysics does the outer frame-story 

and ethics, has itself changed in motivate the inner sub-

modern times. However, a new story; the inner story illumi-

generation of philoso- ..---------. nates the outer as well. 
And within pher-critics are re-ex- It often acts as a 

amining the Western the text, one microscopic replica for 

thesis about universals, tale is the the whole text... The 

the rise and fall of context for tale within is context-

schools in which the another within sensitive-getting its 
text, symbolism, and meaning from the tale 

psychology take their it • • • without, and giving it 

turns at explanations. Every furthermeanings .... 11 

significant metaphor, trope, or It is not surprising 

symbol stands for something else, that Indian philosophy, 

external to the text which the reader Hindu, Buddhist, or J aina, 

and the critic may guess at or confine themselves to the 

deliberately construct. consideration of class-es-

The South Asian sees the sences (jati) called genera 

text in a particular context, which is and species in the Western 

not universalized into a forest of philosophy. They never 

symbols. It is difficult to explain raise the question whether 

this phenomenon adequately in the they are universals of other 

scope of this paper. However, to types, namely identical 

convey the core of the argument, I qualities and relations. The 

quote a short excerpt from an assumption seems to be that 

influential critic: qualities and relations are 

Texts may be historically particulars, though they 
dateless, anonymous; but may be instances of univer-

their contexts, uses, effica- sals. 12 

cies, are explicit. The 
Ramayana and Mahab
harata open with episodes 
that tell you why and under 
what circumstances they 
were composed. Every such 

Let me summarize the point 
at the risk of repetition and 
oversimplification. The protago
nist in Western literature is 
extrapolated as Everyman and 
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Everywoman. A work of art 
achieves the standing of a classic 
worthy of the canon if it is deemed 
to be "universal" and "timeless." In 
South Asia, while the motifs of 
heroism and villainy may be 
exemplifications of common hu
manity, such predicaments are 
explained by the individual's par
ticular identity. He or she suffers 
and is made whole as a person of 
this or that social group with 
specific and varied duties to family, 
friends, and the gods. 

Is Rationality Universal? 
Historians of rationality in 

the West have been preoccupied 
with logical proof. From Socratic 
dialectic to the Critical Thinking 
Movement, one sees a single 
driving motivation, i.e., the search 
for formal validity. Leibniz labored 
to resolve disputes, or so he 
believed, in all fields-theology, 
philosophy, and international con
flicts at a single stroke by inventing 
symbolic logic or a "calculus." 
Russell and Whitehead introduced 
mathematical logic. The history of 
logic is an attempt to produce a 
meta-theory or system to explain all 
thinking via a unitary science, just 
as, for example, Einstein tried to 
explain the universe by the famous 
unified field theory. The assump
tion is that there is a single system 
which explains all. An associated 
assumption is that these efforts 
represent the best that humankind 

can produce and therefore are, or 
ought to be, universal, transcultural, 
and unbounded by context, which 
explains the reputations of Russell 
and Einstein and their place m 
higher education. 

The Western model of 
rationality: This model, like Socratic 
dialectic, seeks definitions of words 
and concepts, engages in elenchus, 
and looks for reasons. Aristotle 
formulates logical and rhetorical 
strategies for everything from 
"dialectical arguments. . . that 
reason from premises generally 
accepted" to "contentious argu
ments" where one of the aims is "to 
reduce the opponent to bab
bling ... "! 13 One can track the 
tradition from here to Kant's own 
Copernican Revolution wherein he 
describes the "laws" of the mind, 
the mind's powers and limits. Mind 
is the law-giver: it is the world 
which conforms to the mind's laws. 
These laws are said to be universal 
and necessary. Such is the confi
dence of the European Enlighten
ment, which has dominated phi
losophy, scientific inquiry and 
literary criticism. 

As a method of construct
ing scientific knowledge and test
ing it for validity, the decisive 
criteria are objectivity, consistency, 
validity, and verifiability. Thus, the 
measurable is valued over the non
measurable, the quantifiable over 
the non-quantifiable, the formal 
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and logical over the existential. m Indian culture and in native 

The critical thinker, like Rodin's educational institutions. The term 

stooped figure, is individualistic, jnana is translated sometimes as 

shiningly Apollonian, and gnosis (an Indo-European cognate 

atomistically self-assertive. Like of jnana). For lack of a better 

ourmonumentalistic structures and equivalent in English, jnana is 

"public art," he (sic) towers over all described as "intuitive knowledge." 

as the embodiment of According to this view, 
the universal. • • • jnana. • • jnana is non-inferable 

Rationality in -far afield and self-certifying. In 

the South Asian Tradi- from the other words, jnana-

tion: The Indian con- agendas of knowledge needs no 

cept of rationality, like classroom justification. 

the Western tradition, exercises- Upanishadic and 
developed syllogistic Vedantic traditions de-
reasoning and elaborate caSts an· ironic scribe jnana as "su-

lists of fallacies (102, commentary on preme wisdom," or 

according to one ac- this attempt of paravidya. Again, one 

counting), independent mine to convey cannot find equivalents 

of and contemporane- in words that in English. Translated 

ous with Aristotle. In which cannot be (ratherloosely andawk
contrast, however, the wardly), para vidya is 
Indian syllogism com- communicated "alien" or "unconven

bines deduction and by words • • • tional" knowledge. The 

induction with five members in its manner of this journey and the 

form as opposed to three in nature of knowledge is described 

Aristotle's. Put in another way, the by metaphors and analogies, an 

Indian tradition coalesces reason- indication of insufficiency of the 

ing(logicalknowledge)andexperi- written word. According to jnana 

ence(empiricalknowledge). In this view, words are impediments to 

form, deductive and formal truth true knowledge. The Upanishadic 

must be validated by an example poet asserts that neither logical 

from the real world. To this extent, reasoning nor explanatory words 

reasoning is inferential and justifi- can succeed: He says: "(l)t is from 

catory. which all words return, not having 
However, a form ofknowl- attained." 14 Indeed, jnana view

edge known as jnanamarga, sub- far afield from the agendas of 

ject to different set of criteria, classroomexercises--castsanironic 

dominates philosophical discourse commentary on this attempt of 
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mine to convey in words that which 
cannot be communicated by words. 

A distinguishing feature of 
jnana conception is that it elevates 
the authority of the scholar, priest, 
and sage quite unlike any other we 
can find in the rationalities of the 
West. From the point of view of 
critical thinking, jnana does not 
belong in the those ubiquitous lists 
of Dispositions and Abilities-core 
criteria which dominate critical 
thinking texts. Neither jnana nor its 
authority can be found in Richard 
Paul's list of "intellectual stan
dards."15 

The point of this segment 
on the Indian/South Asian concep
tion of rationality is not that reason
producing, argument-driven mod
els are irrelevant, but rather that 
logical as well as non-logical means 
are appropriate measures depend
ing on the subject and scope being 
considered. 

Aristotle argues in Meta
physics that no one can remain 
rational while rejecting the laws of 
rationality, which is a circular 
argument. To this extent, any 
definition of rationality which sets 
out its own rules suffers from 
circularity. The rules ofrationality, 
such as the law of contradiction, 
have no other justification than that 
they are simply asserted. Why is a 
contradiction "not rational"? What 
justifies the law of non-contradic
tion? 

Buddhist philosopher 
N agarjuna raised the ante by asking 
his logic-chopping contemporaries, 
"What justifies the justifier?" for 
which he received no satisfactory 
answer. 

Critical thinkers in the 
Asian traditions in general con
struct paradoxes and koans point
ing to leaps of thought beyond cozy 
Q.E.D's. In Chinese and Zen 
traditions, "transmission without 
words" has remained the rule. For 
the Indian ( and Asian) philosopher, 
what convinces is not necessarily 
cogency of arguments but insight 
which persuades the thinker that no 
persuasion is necessary beyond 
what is thus known. 

In general, Asian ways of 
thinking have proceeded in several 
directions. Each path is different 
and unique, but the goal is one. The 
ideal thinker is one who is seen 
seated cross-legged, deeply sunk 
into realms beyond ordinary con
sciousness. When his companions 
turned to him for a road-map to 
wisdom (prajna), Buddha replied, 
"Be lamps unto yourselves," an 
indication of the empirical and 
soteriological character of think
mg. 

The search is particular
ized: it is one's own way--won 
through a solitary quest whose 
truth is unavailable for transmission 
with words. 
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Conclusion faculty's immersion-style engage-
I submit, therefore, that the ment in the subject in such a way as 

positioning of works in their native to establish an insider/outsider 
context-that is, in cultural con- relation to the works and applica
text-is an indispensable step in tion of appropriate reasoning 
introducing non-Western texts to strategies. 
our students. My conclusion is that if the 

The procedure -------~ TransferCurriculumand 
includes, first of all, (i) "Be lamps unto its transmitters bypass 
acquisition of cultural yourselves. " the distinctive native 
knowledge, such as ..__ ______ __. elements of culture, our 
knowledge of its discourse and faculty may "respresent" texts 
conceptual framework; secondly, through the prism of their own 
(ii) inclusion of native scholarship training in Euro-American culture. 
as part of "globalization," in Consequently, they may not have 
addition to what is developed by much to "transfer" at all. 
external reporters; and, finally, (iii) 

Notes 
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his father Laius, whom he killed unknowingly. ("Lectures on Poetry," on 
Public Radio, circa 1990.) 

3. Rig Veda (Penguin, 1986), p.15. 

4. P. Lal, translator of major texts from the Sanskrit, calls his rendering 
"transcreations." 

5. See my review ofBly's The Kabir Book: Forty-Four of the Ecstatic 
Poems of Kabir. A Seventies Press Book. Beacon Press: Boston, 1977, in 
The Great River Journal, 1978. 



62 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

6. Masterpieces of the Orient, Expanded Edition, (New York: W.W. 
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QUEER THEORY 2000 
by Nik Meierhofer, grad student, St. Mary's University 

"I Am Out, Therefore I Arn." 
(Berlant 205) 

Queer Theory tries to be a 
rationale and body of knowledge 
constructed by, for and about 
Queers. Steven Seidman defines 
Queer as anyone who feels 
marginalized by the dominant cul

n, 1997). Queer move-

1--_.u,,~~.!61!!...!!a:Sa!!!il!n!,~st~anp tr to dis-
mantle white-patriarchy in ways that 
are inclusive to all minorities. I will 
review some her/history of the gay 

liberation movement, specifically in 
reference to identity politics and its 
analysis. Finally, I will examine and 
present Queer theory in relation to 
identity politics and education. 

Gay liberation theory was 
post- to ewall, r u~ ly etwe n 
1969- and 1973 (Warner, 1997 . ~-... 
Seidm n states that "[It was] a 

movement of human saual libera~ 
tion. It aims to institute a sexual 
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regime in which sexuality is not de
fined by a mutually exclusive gen
der preference" (Warner, pp.113) 
This was structured around legiti
mizing homosexuality as an identity, 
but perpetuated a devision between 
society and self. Gay liberation was 
a movement, which contested the 
dualistic approach to sexuality, the 
homo/hetero-only system, which is 
a reflection rigid sex-role systems. 
Seidman defines sexism as, "a be
lief or practice that the sex or sexual 
orientation of human beings gives 
to some the right to certain privi
leges, power, or roles, while deny
ing to others their full potential" 
(Warner, pp.114). Sexism manifests 
itself through heterosexual, male 
supremacy. Seidman goes on to an
nounce that it is "responsible for the 
creation of a homosexual and het
erosexual identity and a masculine 
and feminine identity that privilege 
heterosexual men" (Warner, p.115). 

Another aim of this move
ment was to abolish the gender sys
tem that perpetuated and privileged 
heterosexuality and men. Gay lib
eration theorists supposedly spoke 
to experiences of sexual and gen
der oppression that crossed culture, 
class, race, etc., but speaking to 
these issues wasn't enough. The gay 
liberation movement has been criti
cized for constructing an identity 
that is essentially white and middle
class" (Slagle, pp. 87). This has of
ten been the case in other move-

ments, such as the women's move
ment. When groups are fighting for 
social justice and not being wholly 
inclusive, they are not gaining any
thing because nobody is free unless 
everyone is free. 

I contend liberation ideol
ogy should have also contested the 
myth ofromantic love, the normal
ization of family and the dominat
ing reflection of heterosexual sex 
value norms. These issues go hand 
in hand with challenging gender 
norms and dichotomies. 

Seidman writes that at this 
point, "Liberationism gave way in 
the late 70s to an ethnic- minority 
sociopolitical agenda" (Warner, 
pp.110). This emphasizes cultural 
differences, identity-based interest
group politics and community build
ing. I will focus on the identity
based interest groups, cultural dif
ferences and how they intertwine 
ideologically. 

Gay liberationists and les
bian feminists began emphasizing 
cultural differences while analyzing 
the identity-based-interest model 
used for social change. Initially cre
ated by and for womyn, lesbian 
feminism was a reaction against gay 
liberation which was criticized be
cause for mostly reflecting the val
ues and interests of men; and in con
trast to radical feminism which re
flected the values of mostly hetero
sexual womyn. (Warner, pp. 111 ). 

I contend that one of the 
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biggest problems with the way in white and able bodied; because 
which the ethnic-model is used is whichever identity is punished by 
its lack of real analysis of cultural larger society becomes the main 
differences, so it still struggles to in- focus. That specific identity needs 
elude issues of race and class in to be nurtured and validated, there
practice. This intertwines ideologi- fore it becomes primary. If gay lib
cally with and it's second problem, eration politics use an ethnic model, 
which is in reference to ~---------. it should not be centered 

Everyone who 
did not use gay

identity as 
central would 

identity politics them
selves and its her/his
torical struggle to in
clude bisexuality and 
non-conventional sexu
alities. 

around our "gayness" 
but instead, a participant 
with and among our 
many identities as a di
verse people. 

then separate In Skin, Dorothy 

Seidman's essay 
on "Identity Politics in 
a Postmodern Gay Cul
ture" addressing this 
problem by sharing 
what he has heard from 

into their own Allison discusses how 
group to fight her class identity of dirt-
f or the rights poor took precedence 

they are over all others and con
flicted with her lesbian excluded from. ,___ ______ __.. identity and what that 

GLBT persons of color: "A dis
course that abstracts a notion of gay 
identity from the considerations of 
race and class is oppressive because 
it invariably implies a white, middle
class standpoint" (Warner, pp.120). 
Assuming there is a central gay 
identity that regulates specific val
ues and experiences as common to 
gay people, is wrong. So, although 
the ethnic model tries to be inclu
sive, it also separates in the way it 
uses identity-based-interests using 
only gay identity politics. People are 
simultaneously Korean, working 
class, female and lesbian each iden
tity affecting one another. I would 
assert that most people, who con
sider their gay identity as core, are 

was supposed to look like. Accord
ing to the lesbian community she 
was supposed to be most concerned 
with what they defined as "lesbian 
issues". She was also into sexual 
activity that was not in the "lesbian 
box" and consequently defined as 
deviant within her own lesbian com
munity (Allison, 1994). 

If gay liberation politics 
used the ethnic model and put it into 
practice using gay-identity as cen
tral identity and everything else just 
considered-identity, then separatism 
could be advocated for in order to 
speak to everyone's needs. Every
one who did not use gay-identity as 
central would then separate into 
their own group to fight for the 
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rights they are excluded from. This 
is problematic for several reasons. 
One is because lesbian feminists of 
color could not separate and build 
alliances with men of color. Where 
would womyn of color separate to? 
A place in which they still have to 
fight against racism with white, het
erosexual-lesbian feminists? 

Women and men of color 
share a common oppression, no 
matter what sexuality, so separat
ism for womyn of color would hurt 
the fight against racism (Warner, 
1997 and Collins, 1991). Being 
forced to choose which identity is 
central, in order to choose which 
oppression to fight against does not 
aid in social justice. It creates the 
hierarchy of oppressions that Audre 
Lorde warns against (Samuel, 
1990). 

The perspective here is that 
race can first alter the meaning and 
social standpoint of being a lesbian 
(secondary). Separatism is not pos
sible, in fact it is oppressive in that 
it doesn't consider race; therefore, 
gay liberation politics should not 
consider gay-identity central. If the 
gay liberation movement can exist 
as an ethnic model appropriately, it 
will be an inclusive ideology and 
movement. 

Another problem with the 
gay liberation movement is that it 
suggests a structured and defined 
GLBT identity. Finding out how this 
identity was constructed and main-

tains itself will answer many ques
tions for the future of the move
ment. 

Sexual identity has mainly 
been based on coding sexuality by 
gender. For example, identifying as 
a lesbian was supposed to only mean 
a womyn who is strictly into women 
as their sex object choice. This is 
questionable and goes to the heart 
of the ethnic model of being gay. 
Sex object choice does not deter
mine sexual identity, and when it is 
idealized that way it perpetuates the 
hetero/homo dichotomy because it 
is fixed into either/or. Seidman 
states, "the identity of an object or 
person is much of the time impli
cated in its opposite" (Warner, pp. 
130). 

Mutual dependency on po
lar terms is dualistic and patriarchal. 
Joyce Trebilcot says that when only 
the opposite is implicated, or used 
as a base, the opposite also defines 
the identity. For example, people of 
color defined in relation to whites 
and lesbians defined in relation to 
heterosexuals, etc. She asserts there 
is 'identity guilt' because the defini
tions that are birthed out of only im
plicating an opposite (Trebilcot, 
1994). She says the identity guilt 
that comes with being a minority 
serves many purposes and is con
nected to morality, power, ranking, 
competition, buying and selling and 
violence. The aim of not basing 
identity on sex-object-choice is to 
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conceptualize gender preference as then places value judgments upon 
merely one aspect of sexuality and them. An example of this is the be
orientation. lief that sex motivated by carnal 

Bisexuality challenges this pleasure is male-identified, there
notion because their sex object fore deviant and marginalized 
choice is fluid, it doesn't fit into ho- (Donovan, 1997). One of the 
mosexual or heterosexual com- groups challenging these ideologies 
pletely; also a person ----------, and is the GLBT, S/M 
could identify as bi- In the late segment. Behavior is not 
sexual and only have twentieth boxed into categories of 
women be their sex ob- century, the male or female and than 
ject choice. Therefore, experience of judged, thes/mgaymale 
sex object choice does segment legitimizes de-sex object not solely determine sires, therefore is inclu-

choices in the d sexual identity. Bisexu- sive. Many gay men e-
ality has consequently United States fine their sexual identity 
been marginalized be- became the in terms of their s/m 
cause it does not fit into basis for sexual practices, not sex object 
homo/hetero fixed di- and social choice. They do not fit 
chotomies, which is an into the old horn/hetero identity. exampleofhowgaylib- 1....--------"---_. identity boxes. This 
eration has been exclusive. group is an example of a group 

The ultimate goal for a which could be marginalized when 
movement that uses language such identity politics use sex object 
as "liberation" is to legitimize de- choice as a basis for definition. 
sires as grounds for constructing To begin to rectify the situ
identities, politics and communities. ation of identity based on sex ob
Legitimization is more encompass- ject choice, constructionists look at 
ing than identification and it comes the her/historical reasons for this 
from a logic of inclusion and goes ideology. In the late twentieth cen
beyond tolerance. Having this kind tury, the experience of sex object 
of goal significantly changes the way choices in the United States became 
in which a movement takes place the basis for sexual and social iden
over time. tity. The reason for this may have 

Unfortunately, even lesbian been and may still be only a reac
feminist communities participate in tion to oppression, a way to iden
defining an experience that does not tify one another to mobilize against 
legitimize all desires, but instead it; but a reaction that today is ex
defines desires as male or female and elusive and oppression itself. 
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Identity based on sex-ob
ject-choice allowed for a larger so
cial and sexual gay identity, fol
lowed by a set of unique gay poli
tics. This kind of identity politics has 
allowed for some members of 
groups of marginalized people to 
organize and gain equal rights un
der the law. So it seemed as if a spe
cific "group identity" is needed 
(based on sex- object-choice), to 
begin to differentiate ourselves and 
identify one another for social 
change; but what we are finding 
now (with queer theory discussed 
later in this paper) is that we can 
identify eachother in ways that are 
more inclusive. 

This notion of needing the 
sex-object-based identity is a pre
supposed his/herstory, which seems 
to compartmentalize and ignore is
sues of race, class and sexuality 
within that sexual and social iden
tity formation and movement. 
Therefore, gay identity and politics 
have a his/herstory of exclusion, 
because the way in which they were 
formulated, excluded other stigma
tized groups by assuming there is a 
core gay identity in common; then 
defining it through sex-object
choice and not other ways. GLBT'S 
in her/history have sought and still 
seek to have "gay" identity be uni
versalized or state that it is univer
sal (Warner, 1997). 

The compulsion to classify 
and order groups (social construe-

tionalism) serves to erase difference 
when its goal is to celebrate it. 
Poststructuralists claim this kind of 
ideology reinforces compartmental
ization, which is constructed into a 
hierarchy by and for the "main
stream". 

Ordering and classifying 
groups for identification and a 
unique political creation may have 
been and still be needed in a sense, 
for these groups to collectively or
ganize for social justice; but doing 
this also creates boundaries, some
times hierarchy, normalization and 
exclusion. "Identity is always pur
chased at the price [ capitalistic lan
guage] of the exclusion of the Other, 
the repression or repudiation of 
non-identity. The postructuralist 
critique of the logic of identity ends 
in a refusal to name a subject" 
(Warner, pp.132). (Oppressive, 
capitalist language used when dis
cussing exclusion shows how much 
capitalism has been woven into our 
language). 

Within that, there is a tum 
towards a celebration ofliminality, 
or the spaces outside and between 
structure (Warner, 1997). 
Postructuralists claim that GLBT 
people are not united by a universal 
identity, but instead, they are united 
by their opposition to social codes 
of sexuality and gender identity, ( as 
well as social codes that perpetuate 
racism and class ism I presume) be
cause these impose a kind of uni-

tary identity. The postructuralists 
struggle does not confirm that gay 
identity was in reaction to oppres
sion and that identity can be 
strengthening, politically and per
sonally; or that coding identity bas 
been used to create social collec-
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ences among persons than in under
standing differences among catego
ries of persons (Pinar, pp. 28). 
Tzedek and Pinar correlate in that 
they challenge the categories them
selves and refuse to use them as a 
major mode of understanding. I 

tives and political action .-----------. contend that Siedman 

as groups. Elliott Although best would agree. He be-

femynye bat tzedek ar- to refuse to lieves that "contempo-

gues that identity poli- create boxes for rary gay culture or 
tics created space for queerness, is centered 

us tofit into 
lesbian identity to take on social difference and 
shape and become a so- neatly, we st ill the multiplication of 

cial force, as it created need to name identities" (Warner, 

spaces for many minor- ourselves and pp.129). An example of 

ity groups to function have a identity this is how, "Queer Na-

within for social change. in order to not tion affirms an abstract 
I contend these unity of differences 

become 
groups were white, up- without wishing to name 
per-class lesbians and invisible. and fix these." This 

that is really not a "collective" al
though it is something. The prob
lem is that many of us, as oppressed 
people, messed up in the beginning 
by reifying identities as they were 
already described by the patriarchy 
and then explaining these identities 
as if they were inherent in us, in
stead of the colonial classification 
system that they are. Tzedek also 
explains that we should be challeng
ing the way these categories were 
constructed, not building identities 
around them. 

Queer theory and curricu
lum in education calls for similar 
action, "queer curriculum is inter
ested more in appreciating differ-

seems quite utopian, as we some
times need to clarify identity in or
der to not be forced into invisibility 
or considered just a mass of "mi
norities," but does seek to be inclu
sive. So the poststructuralists cri
tique of identity ending in refusal to 
name a subject is a key concept in 
what has grown out of and in re
sponse to gay liberation theory. 

Queer theory and queer 
identity politics does this act of re
fusing to name and fix people very 
well. In an essay called "Must Iden
tity Movements Self-Destruct," 
Joshua Gamson speaks to this as
pect of queer theory by stating, 
"Disrupting those categories, refus-
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ing rather than embracing ethnic mi
nority status, is the key to libera
tion" (Gamson, pp. 396). Although 
best to refuse to create boxes for us 
to fit into neatly, we still need to 
name ourselves and have a identity 
in order to not become invisible. 

William Tierney discusses 
this in his introduction in Academic 
Outlaws. He outs himself right away 
in the dedication of the book to his 
lover. He justifies and clarifies this 
as not only an act against hetero
sexual assumption, but also to 
clarify a specific political position: 
the stance of being visible, and like 
Queer Nation would advocate for, 
"refus[ing] closeting strategies of 
assimilation" (Freeman & Berlant, 
pp. 199). Tierney's reasons for this 
"outing" are the same as Queer 
Nations belief in occupying spaces 
and "mim[ ing] the privileges of nor
mality" (Freeman & Berlant, pp. 
196), by dedicating the book to his 
lover, he is doing such. 

Queer theory in education 
demands the same type ofresistance 
in the form of questioning norma
tive constructions (heterosexuality) 
ofknowledge, dismantling them and 
constructing queer ways of know-

ing (like coming out) that do not use 
patriarchy as its base, but queer ex
penence. 

Queer education theory 
works from the position that igno
rance is a choice, an active refusal 
of knowledge (Luhmann, 1998). 
"Teaching, so Felman concludes, is 
engaging with these resistance's to 
knowledge more so than correcting 
a lack of knowledge" (qtd. In 
Luhmann, pp. 149-150). 

This approach is similar in 
theory to Queer Nation's in-your
face approach, by assuming students 
(people) choose ignorance to main
tain the status quo we can also as
sume the quality of an in-your-face 
queer pedagogy (movement). 

I have reviewed the her/his
tory of the gay liberation movement 
in reference to an analysis of iden
tity politics. This shift in theory to a 
kind of non-identity politic has been 
coined Queer theory and assumes a 
position of inclusion very well. 

I contend the movvment is 
at a better place because of what 
queer theory emulates, and we will 
hopefully continue to move through 
and beyond the necessity for our 
struggle. 
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Murdoch's Gift: The Book and the 
Brotherhood's Narrator 

by George Soule, Professor Emeritus, Carlton College 

Readers of Iris Murdoch's 
1987 novel The Book and the Broth

erhood usually recognize that it is a 
significant novel and possibly a 
great one, but they are often 
puzzled. What is it about? Perhaps 
its focus is on a single character. A. 
S. Byatt labels David Crimond, the 
neo-Marxist author of the title's 
"book," as the latest of Murdoch's 

enchanters (293); David Gordon 
sees Crimond as the first of the un
satisfactory spiritual leaders of her 
late novels (172-73). 

Many critics avoid the ques
tion of centrality by focusing on 
lesser characters or groups of them. 1 

Most agree that, in the "brother
hood" of Gerard, Jenkin, Rose, 
Duncan, and (improbably) Gulliver, 
the novel shows the decline of En
glish bourgeois late-capitalist liber
alism.2 In reading the novel, how
ever, this theme seems lost in a wel
ter of side issues and diverting ac
cidents. There are collections of 
variegated stones, mysterious danc
ing and telepathic mollusks, barks 
of real and imaginary foxes and of 
ghostly dogs, high-speed cars, fire
works, guns, a live cat and a dead 
one, a witch, and a memorable par-

rot. The novel presents an array of 
improbable coincidences and com
plex strings of events which include 
adultery, a glider crash, proposals 
of marriage, a suicide pact, a preg
nancy, and a murder. Action takes 
place in a variety of London interi
ors, as well as in a tower in Ireland, 
and in and near an estate in the En

glish provinces. 
Murdoch elsewhere empha

sizes the chance events ( or "contin
gencies") that fill our lives.3 This 
novel seems so full of detail that 
readers must conclude that 
Murdoch desires them to see char
acters at sea in an ocean of acci
dent. Accidents do not add up to 
themes. 

Why The Book and the 
Brotherhood is such a puzzle be
comes clearer when it is compared 
to a classic work of fiction, such as 
Emma. From the first sentence of 
Jane Austen's novel, Emma herself 
is established as the central charac
ter. Emma's third person narration 
is almost "limited" in the fashion of 
later novels, for we are often inside 
the mind of the clever and energetic 
heroine and see almost every scene 
from her perspective. From early 
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on, however, readers sense that 
much of the novel's message or vi
sion is expressed by the older and 
wiser George Knightley, to whose 
mind the reader also pays visits. 

These visits are only occa
sional, and Mr. Knightley's values 
are mainly communicated by what 
he says (Emma is wrong for ignor
ing Jane Fairfax) and what he does 
(he asks Harriet to dance). Mr. 
Knightley's values are so clear that 
when he reproaches Emma for in
sulting Miss Bates, readers know 
that Emma was wrong and must 
change. Emma acknowledges her 
faults and thereby takes another step 
toward maturity. When Emma and 
Mr. Knightley unite in the conclu
sion of the comedy, they will live 
happily ever after. That is, the novel 
celebrates the harmony of Mr. 
Knightley's reason and his consid
eration for others with Emma's po
tential and vitality. Emma recog
nizes and adopts Mr. Knightley's 
wisdom, and he reciprocally loves 
and values Emma's youth and spirit. 

Readers too know what at
titudes have won, and they endorse 
them. They have been helped to that 
knowledge, not only by the novel's 
comic structure but by the presence 
of a narrator. This narrator's ener
getic wit (it is sometimes hard to 
say where the narrator's voice ends 
and Emma's thoughts begin) is 
mixed with judgments which har
monize with Mr. Knightley's values. 

The Book and the Brother
hood is also like Emma in that, de
spite its accidents, it does not sim
ply record a random and aimless 
concatenation of events. It has a 
structure. It has three parts that 
progress (roughly like the three 
books of Emma) through a year, 
here from midsummer to midwin
ter to spring. Like a Jane Austen 
novel, scenes between two or three 
people alternate with large social 
gatherings of one sort or another: a 
Midsummer Night's revel at an Ox
ford College; a Guy Fawkes Day 
party; a reading party at a country 
house that includes an afternoon of 
skating; several committee meet
ings; a housewarming. 

More importantly, people 
change. Like Emma, all are differ
ent at the end from what they were 
in the beginning. Readers know how 
to read Emma and the hundred 
thousand of other novels like it. But 
in The Book and the Brotherhood, 
what is the point? What does its 
progress mean? Which character is 
central? Crimond, Gerard, and 
Jenkin are the best candidates for 
centrality, but many others are given 
detailed attention, often by letting 
readers see into the ways their minds 
are working. Although many of the 
characters' actions seem to proceed 
from, if not principles, at least con
sistent dispositions, there is no Mr. 
Knightley to provide an anchor of 
value. (Gerard often speaks more 

convincingly than the rest, but his 
authority is undermined by his vac
illations and his coldness.) 

Often in multi-centered 
works, common denominators 
among the major characters will 
reveal the novel's theme or mes-
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Although the three essays that make 
up this slim volume were written in 
the 1960 's, Murdoch's theme is one 
to be found in her non-fiction 
through her last major work, Meta
physics as a Guide to Morals 
(1992). 

sage, but readers will She is highly critical 
find it difficult to discern That "goods" of many aspects of con-
what conclusions can be are relative temporary British phi-
drawn from the col- follows from losophy; the argument 
lected careers of, say, the basic most useful here runs 
Lily, Jenkin, Duncan, like this: God is dead, 

assum'J}tion b h Tamar, and Gerard. 4 but there may e t e 
What's more, although made by these Good. Philosophers dis-
the novel seems to have philosophers: agree on what the Good 
a happy ending, there is man is ( or can can be said to be. Early 
little of the triumph a be) rational, in the twentieth century, 
reader might expect. responsible, G. E. Moore argued that 
Gulliver and Lily are even through the Good 

and free. d h' d ) magically together; L----------' is (inMur oc s wor s 
most readers will be happy for them, "mysterious. . . , unrepresentable, 
but their upcoming marriage is not and indefinable," it is a real quality 
in Emma's league. Rose and Gerard of the world and as such an "object 
are together; Rose has part of what of knowledge" (3). 
she wants, but Gerard seems slightly In contrast, British philoso
crazed as he prepares to write his phers after Moore denied that Good 
book. Jean and Duncan are a bro- is a quality of the world itself. Al
ken pair, pitifully keeping their love though they agreed with Moore that 
alive by deception. People change, the Good is indefinable, it is so, not 
but not necessarily for the better. In because it is mysterious, but because 
short, knowing how to read novels it varies with the will of individuals. 
like Emma will not enable us to read To these later thinkers, "Good must 
The Book and the Brotherhood well. be thought of, not as a part of the 

Help is available from an- world, but as a moveable label af
other source. Readers can benefit fixed to the world" (3). 
from a brief look at one of That "goods" are relative 
Murdoch's short philosophical follows from the basic assumption 
works, The Sovereignty of Good. 5 made by these philosophers: man is 
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( or can be) rational, responsible, and 
free. A man's acts are the result of 
his will directed to making judg
ments: what he wants, he labels as 
his good. These decisions may re
sult in actions to bring about 
changes in the world. It follows for 
these philosophers that what quali
fies as "thought" is mental activity 
directed to judgments and then 
(possibly) to acts and that every
thing else that goes on in the mind 
is simple daydreaming and therefore 
not worth serious consideration. If 
we look carefully at a man's acts and 
words, we can discern all that is im
portant about his mental life: his in
tentions, his motives. 

This sort of modem man is 
familiar to us, Murdoch adds, be
cause "he is the hero of almost ev
ery contemporary novel" (7). Need
less to say, Murdoch argues strongly 
against this picture of Man and of 
the Good. To her, man is not sim
ply rational and free. Man has a 
meaningful interior life. The Good, 
as it has been thought about from 
Plato to Moore, does exist outside 
of the individual will. Turning from 
Murdoch's philosophy to her nov
els, readers may at first be confused. 
The characters in The Book and the 
Brotherhood do not deny but rather 
appear to confirm the philosophers 
that Murdoch opposes. When the 
Brotherhood of young Oxford ide
alists combine to support Crimond 
as he writes the Book, they think 

they have found an objective Good 
because they share the same ideal, 
but their illusions are soon shattered 
as their ideals diverge. Crimond 
moves farther and farther to the left 
(he is expelled from the Communist 
Party for being too radical), while 
the rest move toward various parts 
of the political center. 

In many other ways, the 
novel illustrates the modem idea of 
individual persons establishing their 
individual Goods. Gerard leaves the 
Civil Service and contemplates writ
ing a book. Jenkins plans to go to 
South America to help the poor. 
Crimond finishes his book to change 
the world; once his goal is reached, 
there seems to be nothing left. Rose 
wants to be with Gerard and love 
him. Reeve Curtland wants Rose 
to live with his family. Gideon and 
Pat want Gerard's house; Gideon 
wants to promote happiness and 
make money. 

Some characters aim for 
goals that are not Good in conven
tional ways. Jean Kowitz Cambus 
gives her life to Crimond; her hus
band Duncan plans to kill him. 
Crimond plans for death. Tamar's 
goals shift day by day. Collectively, 
they embody the fragmented state 
of modem life. 

As they contemplate their 
choices of"lifestyles" ( my word, not 
Murdoch's), Gulliver and Lily could 
be illustrations for Murdoch's de
scription in Sovereignty of man as 
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conceived by modem philosophers. The world Murdoch shows 
Such persons choose morals the us is not evil by conventional stan
way they make "a visit to a shop. <lards, but is a mixed bag of people 
[They] enter the shop in a condi- motivated to pursue their own ends, 
tion of totally responsible freedom, labeling different things their Good, 
[they] objectively estimate the fea- much as recent philosophers have 
ture.s of the goods, and [they] described. Even though the char
choose"(8). Thecharac- -----------. acters in Murdoch's 
ters in this novel believe The world novel conceive ofthem
they live in the modem Murdoch shows selves as existing in 
philosopher's world of us is not evil by much the same way as 
rational freedom. Many conventional do characters in a stan
act with the idea that standards, but <lard modem novel, this 
they can do something is not the novel's view is a mixed bag to make the world bet- of the matter. Whether 
ter. Gerard sends Tamar of people they know it or not, the 
to Jean and to Duncan motivated to characters in The Book 
to get husband and wife pursue their and the Brotherhood are 
back together. Tamar own ends, essentially different from 
consoles Duncan to labeling standard characters. 
show him he is loved. Their thoughts are not different things 
Rose places Duncan in always coherent, and 
a bedroom that will hold .__t_h_e_i_r_G_o_o_d_._._·__. their motives can change 
no memories. Father McAlister 
works his magic to transform 
Tamar's pain. Jenkin thinks he will 
do good when he goes to prevent a 
duel. 

They will make the world 
better-or worse: Violet intends to 
make life hell for Patricia and 
Gideon. With their freedom comes 
responsibility. When Jenkin is 
killed, each one of them blames him
self or herself. Although some of 
their reasoning is ludicrous and self
regarding, they try to take respon
sibility for what they think of as their 
free and willful acts. 

wildly: Jean and Rose both fall in 
and out of love with Crimond in an 
instant, and the progress of Tamar's 
career is almost impossible to plot. 

Unlike standard characters, 
Murdoch's creations are sometimes 
conscious of their inconsistencies, 
and even marvel at them: "I was 
insane, thinks Rose" ( 482). More
over, the characters have interior, 
secret lives whose relations to 
events in the outer world are not 
clear. Some of their thoughts have 
no influence at all; other thoughts 
do influence events, but in ways no 
one can imagine. 
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One of the charms of the Book and the Brotherhood is not so 
novel is that it takes us into the in
ner lives of characters, to thoughts 
deemed unimportant by the philoso
phers and by other novelists. We 
are made privy to dreams that may 
or may not be significant, to half
realized thoughts, to small personal 
secrets. For example, we discover 
that Lily "had a way of accentuat
ing [her neck] by thrusting her head 
forward and staring out of her face 
as though through a muslin mask; 
she experienced this as cat-like, as 
'putting on her cat face'" (33). No 
other character will know of her cat
face, but it lives in Lily's intimate 
imagination. 

Other characters have simi
larly rich and touching inner lives 
and fantasies: Gulliver's tongue 
hurts; Rose thinks she hears 
Sinclair's dog bark. To know only 
their speeches and acts is not to 
know them very well. 

Also unlike the philoso
phers' picture of rational beings 
making choices that will make them 
happy because they are right for 
them, the choices Murdoch's char
acters make do not bring conven
tional endings, happy or otherwise, 
for them or for the novel. They pur
sue their ends without gaining them, 
and much of what they do achieve 
is not what they aimed at. The novel 
ends without the multiple satisfac
tions provided by the end of Emma. 
Yet the experience of reading The 

bleak as such an analysis implies. 
There is another voice in 

this novel, one of which a reader 
may not be fully conscious at first 
reading-that of the narrator. 6 This 
voice fills the role here that is often 
taken in a Shakespearean comedy 
by a wise character, such as 
Rosalind in As You Like It or Viola 
in Twelfth Night. Some readers will 
simply call this voice Iris Murdoch, 
leading one commentator to say that 
"Murdoch is present in this novel, 
but only at one remove."7 It is prob
ably better to stick with the term 
narrator, for the pervasive voice in 
this novel may not be the same as 
the narrator's voice in another novel 
by the same author. 

Although the narrator in 
The Book and the Brotherhood (let 
us call her "she") is elusive, it is pos
sible to begin to define her. For one 
thing, she is leisurely; the novel ( at 
607 pages) is Murdoch's longest. 
One can say what Dr. Johnson said 
of Paradise Lost, that "none ever 
wished it longer," without thinking 
the novel too long. The character 
of the narrator is very different from 
the characters in the story; she does 
not appear to be an individual striv
ing toward a personal goal. Even 
when rushing to a climax, she never 
seems rushed. Hers is a genial pres
ence, and she enjoys telling her sto
ries. Conversations, descriptions, 
introspective meanderings, and ac-

counts of social gatherings-all ex
foliate slowly, in masterful detail. 

One particularly memorable 
scene occurs at Boyars when mem
bers of the group gather for a lei
surely afternoon of skating and ice
dancing. Gulliver, who cannot skate 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 79 

though the real historical Iris 
Murdoch was largely indifferent to 
her own apparel, the narrator of this 
novel sees clothing in wonderful 
elaboration. 9 Some descriptions 
may reflect the vanity of the wearer 
(Gulliver) or her good taste (Rose), 

well, worries about the ~------~ but all of them show at-

figure he will cut. . .. the narrator tention. Consider the 
Jenkin watches, warm in • l ,Ii ll picture (which comes ... 1s p ayJu y 
his sensible cap. Father • just before the "cat-

Wltty . .. 
McAlister cuts a lonely ~--------J face" passage) of Lily's 
figure gliding along in his cassock, clothes and general appearance at 
like a cleric in a Raebum painting. the Midsummer Ball: 
Gerard and Rose perform with their 
customary excellence. Lily is over
joyed to find that she can still skate 
well-very well indeed. Rose is 
jealous. 

Although the scene does 
add to the development of individual 
characters, it has a leisurely exist
ence of its own, a still moment in 
which most of the forces of the 
novel are miraculously suspended 
by a narrator who is in no hurry. 

In this scene, and even in 
scenes which are full of tension, the 
narrator's arresting particularity of 
detail shows Murdoch's well
known concept of attention, a qual
ity she defines as "a just and loving 
gaze directed upon an individual 
reality" (34), a gaze that is only 
possible to a mind that has set ego
tism aside. 8 Attention can be sensed 
on every page, never more so than 
in the description of how characters 
appear and what they wear. Al-

Lily, who was alone, was 
dressed in baggy orange silk 
trousers, drawn in at the 
ankle by spangle bands, and 
a floppy white silk blouse 
weighted by gold chains and 
anchored by a purple sash 
into which a transparent sil
very scarf covering her 
shoulders was also tucked. 
This gear had by now begun 
to come adrift, the trousers 
escaping from the band, the 
blouse from the sash, the 
silk scarf hanging down be
hind on one side. Lily was 
shorter and thinner than 
Rose, very thin in fact, and 
had a thin almost gaunt pale 
face and short dry weight
less fair hair and a long neck. 
It is possible for a girl to 
have too long a neck, and 
Lily's could be said to be on 



80 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

the border between the 
swan-like and the 
grotesque. (33) 

This description is not only 
a marvelously detailed illustration of 
attention ( and an emblem of the 
progress of the party itself), but it 
shows another quality of the narra
tor: she is playfully witty and even 
catty at Lily's expense: the way her 
costume falls apart, her swan-like, 
yet grotesque neck. The tone of this 
wit is sharp, but it is not nasty. It 
could also be called affectionate, as 
when a bit later Gulliver thinks that 
Lily "looked like a rather small crazy 
pirate, perhaps a cabin boy on a pi
rate ship in a pantomime"(37). 

Perhaps these passages 
should be characterized as simulta
neously pointed, hilarious, and af
fectionate-qualities which could 
be considered antithetical but which 
can coexist in the tone of Murdoch's 
narrator. 

The narrator has not singled 
Lily out for derisory remarks. She 
has fun with almost all the charac
ters, though lesser characters like 
Lily and Gulliver get more than their 
share. All but Crimond have their 
silly private secrets and dreams. All 
have backslidings and make disas
trous snap decisions. 

Murdoch's narrator is al
ways amused at the unexpected 
turns of events that confound her 
characters. The narrator has her se-

rious side; indeed, serious moments 
make up most of the novel. She 
enters with encompassing sympathy 
into Gerard's lament on the death 
ofhis father, into Rose's misery, into 
Duncan's early despair, and into 
Jenkin's deliberations on how he can 
best serve mankind. In such pas
sages, her wit is restrained. Yet it 
is important to see that her serious 
sympathies need not be blunted by 
her wit. 

Consider her account of the 
boy Gerard and his parrot, Grey ( a 
long quotation is essential): 

Grey glowed with health 
and beauty and grace. His 
clever eyes, surrounded by 
an ellipse of delicate white 
skin, were pale yellow, his 
immaculate feathers of the 
palest purest grey, and in his 
tail and wing-tips, the soft
est most radiant scarlet. ... 
He could whistle more 
purely than any flute and 
dance as he whistled. His 
musical repertoire when he 
first arrived included "Pop 
Goes the Weasel" and part 
of the "Londonderry Air" 
and "Jesu Joy of Man's De
siring." Gerard soon taught 
him "Three Blind Mice" and 
"Greensleeves." He could 
imitate a blackbird and an 
owl. His human vocabulary 
had progressed more 

slowly. He could say 
"Hello" and (impatiently) 
"Yes, yes," and ( excitedly) 
"Yippee!" He coukl also 
say, often with amusing ap
propriateness, "Shut up!" 
... The intelligence and 
presence of Grey was for 
Gerard a continual source of 
trembling joy, a feeling he 
described to himself as a 
"touchment." The parrot 
was a world in which the 
child was graciously al
lowed to live, he was a ve
hicle which connected 
Gerard with the whole sen
tient creation, he was an 
avatar, an incarnation of 
love. The clever inquisitive 
white-rimmed yellow eyes 
expressed, so soon, fearless 
faith and love. The gentle 
firm clasp of the small dry 
claws, the lightness of the 
entrusted body, the sudden 
scarlet of the spread tail, ex
pressed love, even the hard 
dense stuff of the curving 
black beak seemed mysteri
ously endowed with tender
ness. Of course Grey was 
soon out of his cage, flying 
about the room or perched 
on Gerard's hand or shoul
der, leaning his soft feath
ered head caressingly 
against his cheek, clamber
ing round the back of his 
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neck and peering to look in 
his face. Eye to eye they of
ten were as Grey, back in the 
cage to which he returned 
willingly, swung or jolted 
and danced to and fro upon 
his perch, or climbed around 
the bars, sometimes upside 
down, pausing to gaze or to 
listen or to demand atten
tion .... Gerard would of
ten take the bird, gently 
gathering the folded wings, 
to nestle the small head and 
light fragile body against his 
chest, or hold him inside his 
shirt against his beating 
heart. He stroked the soft 
feathers, cradling the frail 
hollow bones, while the 
delicate claws grasped his 
fingers with perfect t1111St. 

(59-61) 

This passage, a breathtaking 
tour de force, is important in many 
ways. It is another example of the 
narrator's attention; a more detailed 
rendering of a parrot's appearance 
and movements is hard to imagine. 
The passage shows, moreover, the 
young Gerard's awakening taste for 
an ideal, perhaps divine, love by vir
tue of his attention to the parrot and 
even by virtue of the parrot's atten
tion to him. The narrator's descrip
tion of the tenderness of Gerard's 
love for each part ofhis bird's body 
and for each of his bird's endearing 
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motions-allthismak:esareaderex
perience Gerard's loss with excru
ciating vividness. These are private 
experiences, but they influence 
Gerard's actions in the world, 
though this influence is forever un
known to his friends. (Crimond 
knows a little about the parrot and 
makes a few guesses.) 

Gerard's experience of such 
an ideal love and such a loss sets 
the stage for his philosophical ideas 
(neo-Platonism) and for a life of un
fulfilled yearning. The loss of Grey 
helps explain why Gerard developed 
his defensive and even icy reserve 
in later life, and it prefigures the 
doom he will experience when he 
searches for human love. (With 
Jenkin's murder, Gerard loses tragi
cally and forever not the first but 
the second true love of his life.) 

At the same time Grey is a 
parrot-only a parrot. He sings 
funny songs, his movements are 
sweetly and comically awkward 
( even grotesque), and his exotic 
coloring, though beautiful in its way, 
is bizarre. The narrator makes sure 
that, even as we are suffering what 
the young Gerard is suffering, that 
we realize how funny this all is. A 
parrot is not an adequate symbol of 
ideal love, and Gerard is only a nice 
middle-class boy entering puberty. 
On the other hand, experiences of 
the ideal have to happen to some
one, and what exactly can be an ad
equate symbol of divine love? This 

is to say the narrator renders the 
story of Gerard and Grey with a 
tone that is simultaneously deeply 
sympathetic and marvelously 
comic. 10 The narrator views life with 
benign and even playful acceptance. 
The world does not show the pat
terns that many characters and many 
readers would like. It does not 
show justice: Duncan, for example, 
is left to live his diminished life with
out much thought or much suffer
ing. Evenings do not end as hoped; 
Gulliver is kissed by a deer. Acci
dents abound. 

Sometimes coincidences 
have dire consequences (Jean's find
ing Crimond's note). Sometimes, 
as with Sinclair's stones, objects 
serve as examples of the meaning
less diversity of the world. The nar
rator does more than accept. She 
looks at the world with a marveling 
eye. When Rose reflects on 
Sinclair's beautiful stones, she sees 
that each one is configured differ
ently: "How accidental everything 
was, and how spirit was scattered 
everywhere, beautiful, and awful" 
(539). 

The spirit Rose sees in 
stones is what the narrator sees as 
well, from the energy (its source in 
the activities ofRoman legionnaires 
two millennia ago) still emanating 
from the ley-lines of the Roman 
Road (269), to the exiting melo
drama of much of the novel's ac
tion. What pains, what joys, what 

loves, what betrayals! This world is 
magical. When Gulliver is saved by 
a snail and when he and Lily com
municate by snails, many readers do 
not know what to think. Here the 
narrator (like many of Murdoch's 
other narrators) uses paranormal 
phenomena to 
startle readers 
into wondering if 
there may be 
forces in the 
world they know 
nothing about. 

The nar
rator hints that 
paranormal forces 
do exist; Mur
doch often flirts 
with such possi
bilities. Gerard 
yearns for ideal 
love; Jenkin 
yearns to help 
mankind; Rose 
yearns for Gerard; 
Duncan yearns for 
revenge; Jean 
yearns for an all-consuming love; 
Crimond yearns to tell the world his 
message and then yearns for death; 
Gideon and Pat yearn for Gerard's 
house; Tamar at first yearns to be a 
good girl; Gulliver and Lily yearn 
for something to take over their 
lives. 11 Everyone yearns. So there 
is a common denominator after all, 
a common denominator of disposi
tion, not a theme. The narrator not 
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only shows this, but knows all this 
and more. 

Her intelligence is limpid, 
and her knowledge is almost with
out boundaries. 12 She is forgiving, 
'and she is judgmental. Her judg
ments are implicit, not pontifical; as 

with Moore, 
there 1s a 
Good, but it is 
"mysterious 
... , unrepre
sentable, and 
indefinable." 
Readers know 
that, say, 
Gerard and 
Jenkin are to be 
more highly 
valued than 
Gulliver and 
that Duncan 
ends up a pa
thetic and al
most despi
cable man. (It 
is significant 
that he and 

Jean are exiled to France.) 
The narrator of The Book 

and the Brotherhood presents a 
spectrum of significant people liv
ing in significant places in signifi
cant times. Even so, the world is 
full of accidents-random events 
and coincidences-that thwart their 
purposes. Though all her charac
ters yearn for something, no two 
characters yearn for the same thing, 
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and many do not even understand 
what they want. She views this hu
man comedy with a gaze that is un
perturbed, attentive, and loving 
(loving because attentive). 

She speaks to her readers in 
a human voice which is both de
tached and deeply sympathetic, both 
witty and serious. (Readers of 
Shakespeare will recognize this tone 
when, for example, they recall the 
Justice Shallow scenes in Henry IV, 
Part II.) The novel's ending is not 
an ironic parody; while it not as joy
ful as Emma's, it is a happy one. 
Most of the characters are at least 
somewhat happy, and the attitude 
of the narrator has triumphed. 

The prominence of the nar
rator in The Book and the Brother
hood may be a departure for 
Murdoch. At the conclusion of 
Emma, readers are clear that Mr. 
Knightley and Emma herself know 
what Jane Austen knows. In con
trast, when they finish most other 
Iris Murdoch novels, readers often 
feel that, though the work seems 
coherent, they are not sure in what 
that coherence consists. 13 Perhaps 
they are puzzled because at the end 
there are no characters like Emma 
and Mr. Knightley who appear to 
understand and embody the novel's 
vision. At the end of The Sea, the 
Sea, Charles remains, but his under
standing seems to be fading. In The 
Black Prince, Bradley's version of 
what happened is preferable to what 

the other characters say, but he is 
not reliable. At the end of The Bell, 
Michael and Dora have both come 
though, but they hold different con
clusions. 

In The Book and the Broth
erhood, a few characters may have 
momentary glimmerings of the 
novel's vision (Rose perhaps and 
Gerard, consciously; Lily and 
Gulliver instinctively), but it is the 
narrator who supplies what Emma 
and Mr. Knightley supplied in Jane 
Austen's novel, a vision and an at
titude that is insistent and ( even 
though impossible to summarize) 
coherent. Crimond's Book looks 
forward not only to destruction, but 
to a new order and a liberation of 
human energy (302). Although 
members of the Brotherhood will 
not admit they agree with Crimond 
in any way, Jenkin and Gerard share 
some of Crimond's ideas. Jenkin 
wishes to live at the edge of what 
might be a new world. Gerard 
senses that a new era may be dawn
ing. Just before the skating party, 
he only could look back to a mar
velous age when God and the Pla
tonic Good were united and could 
only wish that today there was "a 
genius to teach us a new way to 
think about goodness and the soul" 
(252). 

At the end of the novel, as 
he contemplates his answer to 
Crimond, he can look forward. He 
"felt the planet turning, and felt its 

pain, oh the planet, oh the poor poor 
planet" (590), and he hopes he can 
influence the future. Although 
Gerard may be foolish to conceive 
of this mission as an ascent to an 
ideal (hence its merging in his dream 
with a parrot!), it is important that 
Crimond is not the only one who 
looks ahead to a new way of regard
ing the human condition. The en
ergy Rose senses everywhere about 
her may help readers to sympathize 
with this anticipation. 

No one would accuse Iris 
Murdoch ofbeing a frivolous writer. 
She was certainly conscious of her 
considerable talents and responsi
bilities. In The Book and the Broth
erhood she gives her readers not 
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only an engrossing story but, in the 
stance and tone of its narrator, a 
possible way (perhaps a new way) 
of living in the world. This way is 
without God, but it is not without a 
spiritual dimension that includes a 
sense of real but indefinable Good. 
She views the human comedy with 
judgment and attentive love and 
with laughter that is usually amiable, 
but sometimes not. These qualities 
do not exist alternately, and they are 
not suspended in a mixture. They 
are exhilaratingly present simulta
neously, and this exhilaration is not 
frantic, but calm. Perhaps the skat
ing scene, located as it is at the ful
crum of the novel, embodies this 
spirit in its purest form. 

NOTES 
This essay owes its origin to the discussions at a conference on 

Iris Murdoch sponsored by The Liberty Fund in St. Paul, Minnesota, on 
June 3-5, 1999, and led by Professor Michael Zuckert of the University 
ofNotre Dame. My title follows a suggestion by Professor Richard Crouter 
of Carleton College. 

1. Bove, Chapter 8, focuses on Tamar. One of the emphases of 
Gabriele Griffin is on the fate of older women. Suguma Ramanathan in 
Chapter 7 deals with Jenkin at length. 

2. Byatt 294; Towers 36-37; Levenson 40-44. 

3. Gordon, Chapter 4. See Murdoch's An Accidental Man and 
comments by Martindale and Todd, Chapter 4. 

4. A good example of an older multi-centered novel is 
Middlemarch. Unlike Murdoch in The Book and the Brotherhood, George 
Eliot is careful to show thematic parallels among her central characters: 
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Lydgate wants to discover the key to the human body; Casaubon strives 
to discover the key to all myths; Dorothea wants the key to how to act in 
the world. 

5. London: Routledge, 1985. The Sovereignty of Good was first 
published in 1970 and collects essays dating from 1964, 1967, and 1969. 

6. Murdoch's narrator can be called intrusive, but not insistently 
so. Readers are reminded of the narrator mainly when she glances for
ward in time. The most jarring example of this occurs when she remarks 
that though on one occasion Violet thought of suicide, "it was not tonight 
that Violet would kill herself" ( 521 ). 

7. This is the observation of Professor Ralph Mcinerny. 

8. Murdoch borrows the term from Simone Weil. 

9. Similarly, although Murdoch was known to eat simply, the 
narrator's descriptions of food are elaborately detailed. See for example 
the Guy Fawkes feast (196) or the meals at Boyars (265). 

10. The same is true of the parrot's last appearance. As Gerard is 
energized to idealize his project of writing a book contesting Crimond's 
ideas, his dreams become entangled with an image of a parrot (591)
movingly for Gerard, comically for the reader. 

11. Elizabeth Dipple notes that characters in all Murdoch novels 
can be defined by their "longing" for "various grand ideals" (7). 

12. She does not enter Crimond's mind, though what she reports 
of his words and acts give us a sense of what he is like. Why does the 
narrator set this boundary? It must be that, although the novel is about 
many things, it is not about what it is like to be Crimond. 

13. Murdoch's first novel, Under the Net, may be an exception, 
for at the end of the novel its hero's outlook seems to summarize 
Murdoch's own. This work is atypical, and perhaps that is what a few 
critics think it is Murdoch's best. See L. R. Leavis, "The Anti-Artist: The 
Case oflris Murdoch" in Neophilologus 72 (January, 1988): 136-154. 
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Riding Without Pirsig 
(Two Poems About Missoula) 

by Kirk Mann, Fergus Falls Community College 

Like Pirsig, I went to Montana during the heat of summer, 
leaving Minnesota with its lowland sloughs, 
but not riding a machine like him or I would've felt the cool of 
early morning marshes and smelled the musty tea water in dimpled ditches. 

Instead, blasting through the white day in a red velvet mini-limo, 
bright steel, cavernous, undefined spaces under the dash and in the carburetor, 
underlying form. 

But to hell with underlying form. I was into Pirsig's flip side, the romantic 
vision, ride the bike, or the Buick, and don't worry about how to change the 
plugs or plug wires or points or oil or wiper fluid, just gas and go get the hell out 
with a blue belch of exhaust and sticky wrappers on the floor divider. 

True flight. 

Unlike Pirsig, who was bold enough not to flee, questing for Quality, redefining 
himself in Bozeman, I went beyond Bozeman, to Missoula, and didn't approach 
pensively on two wheels, and didn't stop every two hours and relax among the 
prairie dogs and let my machine cool down, and didn't visit the University when 
I got there, and didn't lodge in a mountain cabin with artists, nor hike along 
glacial streams and contrast types of intelligence ... 

I'm not sure I thought deeply at all. 

Instead, barreling in on a pulse of false passion and praise God for Crosby, Stills 
and Nash, leaving the industrial digs of St. Paul, four fat wheels hugging the 
vertical interstate, no steam rising from my engine, 
approaching the Big Blackfoot and blowing on my train-sized horn because 
I thought I'd see Robert Redford standing midstream. 

But I never stopped. 

Not until I hit the city limits and saw the big chalky "M" on the mountain side 
and thought, this is as John Denver as it gets 
and this mountain town's gonna love me because I'm the type of Midwest 
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expatriate who sees fit to adopt a Bitterroot Range for his own, 
wearing Columbia gear, maybe take up the mandolin! 

So I went to a low-rent motel. Not rustic-chic. Just dirty white siding reflecting 
the midday sun, and platform TVs beaming incongruous blood and courtroom 
images received from waves bouncing and zagging among the snow peaks and 
down into the cool water canyons and onto the top of this human corral, each of 
us penned in. Myself in number 14. 

All I could do was drink and puke poetry of self-pity, something performed like 

a shaky MTV camera shot: 
I got one broken bed. I got one window with no screen. 
I got a door that won't lock and the face in the looking glass is so 

mean. 
I can't see the irony ofretreating from troubles so far away when 

the troubles in the distance overshadow those that loom 
today. 

Or some remorseful slop like that that should've stayed in that rancid lair, 
crumpled and thrown underneath the hard bed to rest next to the dirty black 
comb, the human hair, the dust of a thousand brown, cracked boots. 

But I kept the poem because I could sing it for the time, and I had to sing it 
because my soul wasn't 8000 feet in the air like I thought it would be. 

In fact, it hadn't even made it over state lines and I had rammed 850 miles in a 
silicone shell body that shattered in room 14 that night, leaving nothing but a 
hollow poem that mingled with the whine of the bathroom fan. 

36 hours and I had ascended and descended Montana like a Matchbox car pushed 
by a crazed little boy up and down a sandy slope, spitty sound effects and all, 
and on the way back down, mountain and I cursed one another in hostile departure, 
it sweating me out of its system, too toxic, 
me rejecting its vogue tiara Missoula. 

Pirsig found the comfort of insanity in Big Sky, slipped into it 
like a terry cloth robe. I found harsh, hollow-eyed, piss-in-a-cup rationality, 

wasn't expatriate material, not yet. 

And so I was drawn, like Pirsig, back to the swampy womb of Minnesota, wading 
into its wet embrace, a place where he, with only half a mind, discovered Quality, 

and I, with whole heart, would attempt the same. 
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Skating With Grief 
For Ekaterina Gordeayva 

in memory of her husband Sergei Grinkov 

( from Oksana Biaul's skating performance) 
by Colleen Burke, grad student, St. Cloud State University 

Skimming the ice 
dressed in opaque black, 
twirling like a demented dancer 
with death's chiffon shawl 
streaming gracefully behind 
as a newly risen breeze 
after a cool summer rain. 
Silver blades scrape the ice 
as tears scrape her cheeks. 

The chiffon shawl 
gently entwines her 
like a cool spring mist 
softly falling away. 
Ends gripped in angry fists 
like thunder pounding 
the air. 

Shoulders shaking, 
gasping breaths, 
she falls 
knees and forehead 
embracing the ice 
with excruciating anguish. 

Skating away 
to outrun her grief, 
the shawl floats 
onto the cold, cold ice. 
Unable to let go, 
she skates 
with grief at her side, 
two souls undone. 
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Class Issues in Willa Cather's 
My Antonia 

by Chris Grossman, grad student, St. Cloud State University 

Class issues clearly assert 
themselves in a number of Cather 
texts. One easy example is in 
Alexanders Bridge; there is a piv
otal scene where a drowning, swim
ming Alexander pushes drowning 
manual railroad laborers off his 
floating arms and legs. This liter
ally shows the upper class kicking 
off the worker. A Lost Lady de
picts Marion F arrester as hopelessly 
married to a hopelessly dated nine
teenth-century sense of aristocracy. 

How class functions in My 
Antonia is harder to get a handle 
on. At heart, the book is about 
Cather's Bohemian immigrant 
woman. But despite what Virginia 
Woolf observes in A Room of Ones 
Own, that "Women do not write 
books about men" (27), My Antonia 
both exemplifies and refutes this al
legation. 

Between author and subject 
lies Jim Burden, Cather's narrator 
that tells Antonia's story. Not only 

does Jim have a gender privilege 
that Cather uses as a literary device 
to make some observations about 
the female world, she also invokes 

Jim's class privilege as a son of the 
bourgeoisie; but whether this pro
vides an opportunity to critique the 
social situation in Black Hawk, 
Nebraska is never really clear. 

Cather's politics are slippery 
at best; while Josephine Lurie 
Jessup writes that "Willa Cather 
testiflies] to an engrossing femi
nism" (13), Deborah Carlin notes 
that one needs to "acknowledge just 
how frustratingly feminist and po
tentially antifeminist [the texts] are 
simultaneously" (24). 

As we will see, this is true 
of class issue in Cather as well. As 
early as 1933, Granville Hicks al
luded to "what appeared to him to 
be 'the political conservatism' evi
dent in all Cather's work" (Carlin 
13), and this certainly would jibe 
with Carlin's observation of nascent 
antifeminism. 

Political liberalism, not to 
even approach radicalism, tends to 
run in clumps; if antifeminism is ob
served, can classism be far behind? 
This is problematized by the warmth 
of Cather's picture of her Bohemian 
immigrant. If one scans biographi-
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cal notes of Cather's life, her per
sonal eccentricities belie an embrace 
of traditionalist behavior patterns. 
This would seem to point away 
from the conservative position. 
However, one ought to factor in 
that, as Sharon O'Brien demon
strates, Cather "was betraying her 
adherence to conventional wisdom 
[by] . . . condemning what others 
praised" ( 124 ). 

Her years of calling herself 
William Cather Jr., or simply "Billy," 
and dressing in male clothing only 
support the idea that Cather re
jected, for herself, socially approved 
modes of behavior. Yet she refused 
to ally herself with the political left, 
as symbolized by, but not limited to, 
feminism. Sally Allen McNall ob
serves that "one of[Cather's] great
est strengths is her ambivalence 
about the cultural myths of her time" 
(22), and an unclear relationship to 
political liberalism may only reflect 
that ambivalence. But the fact re
mains that My Antonia is a classed 
text; whether that state of being 
classed amounts to classism is up 
for grabs. 

The significance of Antonia's 
story told through Jim's eyes begin 
with Cather's title. Antonia 
Shimerda is not simply Antonia 
Shimerda; she is Jim Burden's 
Antonia Shimerda. Tony, in a ma
jor section of the novel, is a "Hired 
Girl" at a city house; Jim is being 
groomed for college, and, eventu-

ally, law school. His grandfather 
runs a successful farm, and becomes 
a church deacon. Tony's educated 
father, a musician, can't stand the 
squalor of the family's dugout 
home, and kills himself their first 
winter in Nebraska. 

While the class differences 
immediately assert themselves, 
Tony's story, the story of the immi
grant woman in Nebraska, is told 
by Jim, the son of privilege, as if his 
recalling her tale somehow lends 
Antonia's story value and credibil
ity. Right off in the introduction, 
we see Jim making notes for an 
Antonia memoir. In middle age, a 
railroad lawyer friend of Jim's con
vinces him to write down his 
Antonia stories. Once they're ready, 
Jim hands them to his friend, say
mg: 

"Here is the thing 
about Antonia. . . . I sup
pose it hasn't any form. It 
hasn't any title either." He 
went into the next room, sat 
down at my desk and wrote 
across the face of the port 
folio the word "Antonia." 
He frowned at this a mo
ment, then prefixed another 
word, making it "My 
Antonia." That seemed to 
satisfy him. (introduction) 

Please note that Jim is not content 
with his title until he takes posses-

sion ofTony. Again, he's not happy 
until she's his Antonia. 

Class distinctions make them
selves felt between members of the 
immigrant working class as well. 
While few other hired girls seem like 
likely possible friends for Antonia, 
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her [Lena]" (106). Tony replies that 
Lena "'was kind of talked about, out 
there'" (106); the properly bour
geois Mrs. Harling certainly would 
not want young women who were 
"talked about" around her proper 
bourgeois home. 

Lena Lingard offers a .----------, 
strong possibility for • • • the properly this assumption: "'But 

But Frances refutes 

social connection. bourgeois Mrs. mother won't hold it 
But Cather de- Harling against her if she be-

fuses this possible rela- • l ld haves well here ... '" certamywou 
tionship once she brings (106). 
Lena off the farm and not want young Clearly, from this 

women who into Black Hawk. Tony passage, the possibility 
receives the other immi- were "talked of a friendly connection 
grant woman with a about" around adversely affecting all-
less-than-warm wel- her proper importantworkstability, 
come when Lena visits bourgeois earning potential, and 
Antonia at the Harling home. the class mobility those 
residence. two issues imply, fright-

Proud of her new situation, 
Lena informs Tony that "'I've got a 
room of my own at Mrs. Thomas 's, 
with a carpet'" (106). Although 
such luxury and privacy designate 
class mobility, and would allow 
Lingard to graciously receive guests 
that could evolve into friends, 
Antonia rejects this overture: "'I'll 
come sometime, but Mrs. Harling 
don't like to have me run much,' 
she said evasively" (106). 

Tony's reaction is so cool, 
that once Lena leaves, Frances 
Harling questions Antonia's treat
m en t of the other immigrant: 
"Frances asked Antonia why she 
hadn't been a little more cordial to 

ens Antonia. 
This interjects a caste taboo 

against a potential social connec
tion. If Lena is "talked about," then 
Tony can be guilty by association. 

Not only is Antonia unwill
ing to make close friends with Lena, 
a genuine rivalry springs up between 
them. Jim, that symbol of the bour
geoisie, is a key element in this com
petition; Tony is quite worried about 
friendship between he and Lena: '"if 
I see you hanging around with Lena 
much, I'll go to your grandmother, 
as sure as your name's Jim Bur
den!'" (143). 

The implication of undesir
ability in Lingard's association can-
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not be missed. But Lena and 
Antonia vie for Jim's attention in 
each other's presence as well; for 
example, the hired girls and Jim 
spend an afternoon picnicking to
gether. Jim gets sand in his hair, and 
Lena volunteers to brush it away: 
"She began to draw her fingers 
slowly through my hair" (153). 

Tony breaks up this inti
macy: "Antonia pushed her away. 
'You'll never get it out like that,' 
she said sharply" (153). The mo
ment passes, and Lena changes the 
subject, but the rivalry between the 
two women is clearly established, 
and the jockeying for a favored po
sition with regard to the represen
tative of the overclass is unmistak
able. 

At novel's end, Lena con
tinues to behave kindly towards 
Antonia, despite Tony's history of 
avoidance. When she first visits Jim 
at his Lincoln rooms, their brief con
versation includes Antonia: 

"Is she still going 
with Larry Donovan?" 

"Oh, that's on, 
worse than ever! I guess 
they're engaged ... " I said 
I didn't like Larry, and never 
would .... 

"I think I'd better go 
home and look after An
tonia," I said. 

"I think you had." (172) 

Although there is clear com
petition between the two immigrant 
women, Lena still encourages Jim 
to "look after" her rival. There is 
no similar scene of Antonia suggest
ing that Jim use his class privilege 
in any way to take care of Lena. 

A psychological reading of 
Jim's role in the depictions of these 
female-female, immigrant class-im
migrant class relationships would 
seem to emphasize the primacy of 
Jim's bourgeois ego. Whenever Jim 
is present, and the Hired Girls are 
gathered, the conversation centers 
on Jim, and his potential for social 
mobility. 

It cannot be forgotten that 
this story is told from Jim's point of 
view; that is to say, Jim is often only 
sufficiently interested in what the 
immigrant class Hired Girls have to 
say to remember their statements in 
retrospect when the conversation 
has revolved around him. The scene 
noted above, where Lena and 
Antonia fight over the right to brush 
sand from Jim's hair, is a fine ex
ample of this. 

McN all notes how 
"[s]exuality ... threatens both the 
'racial purity' and the respectabil
ity of old Black Hawk residents" 
(25), and the presumed availability 
of immigrant class women illustrates 
this problem. Jim tries to take lib
erties with Antonia and Lena that 
he would never think of with girls 
ofhis own class. In the scene where 

Tony warns him off her rival, she 
and Jim have just become physically 
involved; there has been a kiss. Jim 
wants a lot of intensity. 

... When we were in the 
Cutters' yard, sheltered by 
the evergreens, I told her 
she must kiss me good 
night. 

"Why, sure Jim." A 
moment later she drew her 
face away and whispered in
dignantly, "Why, Jim! You 
know you ain't right to kiss 
me like that. I'll tell your 
grandmother on you!" 

"Lena Lingard lets 
me kiss her," I retorted, 
"and I'm not half as fond of 
her as I am of you!" 

"Lena does?'' Tony 
gasped. "If she's up to any 
of her nonsense with you, 
I'll scratch her eyes out!" 
(143) 

Jim's presumption of Lena's 
availability evolves once they are 
both in Lincoln, possibly away from 
Antonia's protection. Lena plays 
into Jim's class assumptions, and 
makes her intentions obvious: 

"Come and see me 
sometimes when you're 
lonesome. But maybe you 
have all the friends you 
want. Have you?" She 
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turned her soft cheek to me. 
"Have you?" she whispered 
teasingly in my ear. (173) 

Jim's assumptions about im
migrants are ingrained early in the 
novel. An altercation between 
Ambrose, Antonia's brother, and 
Jake, an employee of Jim's grand
father, underscores the xenophobia 
at the root of Jim's classism. Jim 
and Jake pay the Shmirdas a Sun
day visit, and, to the dismay of their 
WASP sensibilities, they find the 
Catholic Shimerdas 'working just as 
if it were a weekday.' Jim's grand
father has loaned Ambrose a horse 
collar. The collar turns up badly 
worn; Jake is offended; Ambrose is 
indifferent, and a fistfight ensues. 
Ambrose winds up with a bloody 
nose, but, somehow, the whole dis
agreement, from Jim and Jake's 
point of view, comes to be 
Ambrose's fault. 

"They ain't the 
same, Jimmy," [Jake] kept 
saying .... "These foreign 
ers aren't the same. You 
can't trust 'em to be fair. 
It's dirty to kick a feller ... 
They ain't to be trusted. I 
don't want to see you get 
too thick with any of 'em." 

"I'll never be friends 
with them again, Jake," 
[Jim]replied hotly. (148-
149) 
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Another example of this dis
trust comes from Jim's grand
mother's doubt that Antonia's 
mother, as an immigrant woman, 
can have any hope of being 
apractical housekeeper. The 
Shimerdas have a rough time of it 
their first winter, and this passage 
suggests that Mrs. Burden thinks a 
bit of the Shimerda's poverty is their 
own fault: 

"There's no good 
reason why Mrs. Shimerda 
couldn't have got hens from 
her neighbors last fall and 
had a henhouse going by 
now. I reckon she was 
confused and didn't know 
where to begin. I've come 
strange to a new country 
myself, but I never forgot 
hens are a good thing to 
have, no matter what you 
don't have ... Where's a 
body to begin with these 
people? They're wanting in 
everything, and most of all 
in horse-sense. Nobody can 
give 'em that, I guess." 
(81-82, 89) 

This distrust runs both 
ways, and probably has a class di
mension to it. The Burdens lend a 
lot of "neighborly" help to the 
Shimerdas, but it's clear that 
Antonia's mother feels patronized 
to a degree. Once in a while in a 

the novel, she'll snap at her neigh
bors, and give indication that she 
knows she's not equal in their eyes. 

She asked me very 
craftily when grandfather 
expected to plant com. I 
told her, adding that he 
thought we should have a 
dry spring and that the com 
would not be held back by 
too much rain, as it had been 
last year. She gave me a 
shrewd glance. 

"He not Jesus," she 
blustered, "he not know 
about the wet and the dry." 
(138-139) 

There are other instances of 
this awareness. One night, Jim sits 
at dinner at the Shimerdas, and talk 
turns to a cow his grandfather has 
sold the Bohemian family. 

Mrs. Shimerda 
turned quickly to me. "That 
cow not give so much 
milk like what your grandpa 
say. If he make talk about 
fifteen dollars, I send him 
back the cow." 

Although Jim eventually toys 
sexually with Antonia, her under
classness is a clear tum-off in some 
regards. Although there is no al
lowance in American society for a 
peasant class, that's who Antonia is. 

And sometimes peasant 
girls have to work in the fields, and 
get tired, and get sore. But Jim 
just doesn't get it. At that same din
ner, he watches her, and is not at
tracted by what he sees: 
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crushes on milkmaids and country 
girls. 

One thing that really makes 
my blood boil about this novel is 
Jim's sense of ownership of this 
other class. About halfway through 

I began to wish 
I had not stayed 
for supper. Ev
erything was 
disagreeable to 
me. Antonia ate 

the novel, he brags that he has lived 
.-----------, to see "[his] country 

... a strain of girls come into their 
conservatism 

certainly colors 
Cather. 

own" (228) as wives and 
working women. And 
again, there's that title. 

L--------~ There's no doubt that 
so noisily now, like a man, 
and she yawned often at the 
table and kept stretching her 
arms over her head, as if 
they ached. Grandmother 
had said, "Heavy field 
work'll spoil that girl. She'll 
lose all her nice ways and 
get rough ones." She had 
lost them already. (143) 

It's pretty obvious that class 
is an important dimension of My 
Antonia. The bourgeois and the 
peasantry rub elbows, but basically 
don't trust each other. The empow
ered class actually fears the Other; 
a young bourgeois man who ogles 
Lena. Lingard begins to get himself 
a reputation, and solves his little 
problem by marrying an older 
woman with money and land. 

This sounds eerily like Brit
ish historical tales of young nobles 
running off with women of the 
landed, moneyed gentry to elude 

Jim and those around him of his 
caste are classist. It's harder to de
cide if the novel itself is classist. 
Clearly the text points out classist 
notions, which would suggest a 
knowledge of class tension. 

Yet the text doesn't really 
question Jim's classism; it merely 
presents it. Some of this may be an 
offshoot of first person narration; it 
is perhaps unlikely that Jim will 
evaluate his own class attitudes, but 
we do see him in later life, so some 
reflection on personal behavior is 
possible. But it never comes. Given 
biographical details of Cather's life, 
despite her lesbianism, which im
plied a radical lifestyle choice in the 
early twentieth century, a strain of 
conservatism certainly colors 
Cather. O'Brien addresses this is
sue in her biography: 

Cather's [political] am
bivalence did not fully dis
sipate in later years .... 
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Becoming more conserva
tive and private as her fame 
increased, Cather shunned 
overt political activity. 
(136-37) 

This would seem to indicate 
that class critique was not intended, 
and the class biases evident in My 
Antonia could well reflect classism 
on the author's part. 
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Sex, Lies, & 
the Gender Neutral Pronoun 

by Larry Sklaney, Anoka-Ramsey Community College 

"Do we have to worry about 
that he/she stuff?" It was my very 
first semester teaching English 
Composition. Frankly, I -had not 
thought about such esoteric matters 
as pronoun choice; my mind was on 
questions like what will we do for 
the remaining twenty-five minutes 
of this class, and what if they all just 
got up and walked away? So 
without hesitation I replied "Do 
what you want." The student's use 
of "worry" was no accident-there 
was visible relief in the classroom. 
These students must have felt 
fortunate to have landed in a course 
run by a levelheaded, common sense 
guy rather than some radical 
reformer. 

In the decade since this 
incident, I have had time to think 
hard about pronouns-what do you 
expect an English teacher to 
ponder? I have not changed my 
mind about doing what you want, 
but as I've listened, observed, and 
learned, I've changed my mind 
completely about the importance of 
"that he/she stuff." 

and language without getting lost 
in the complexity: Is there in English 
a gender neutral pronoun? That is, 
can the word "he" refer, in some 
circumstances, to humans in general 
without marking gender? 

Many people would say 
they of course see men and women 
when they read or hear gender 
neutral he. But I needed a way to 
answer my question without relying 
on self-reporting. I devised a 
sneaky classroom exercise to test 
the argument that the gender neutral 
pronoun is not at all neutral. And 
after I saw the results, I kept using 
the exercise to make the case that 
"he" does not actually include "she." 

I've used several texts for 
this activity. This semester I've 
adopted something I yanked from 
an aging Political Science anthology 
called Points of View: Readings in 
American Government and Politics 
( 4th ed. Ed. Robert E. DeClerico 
and Allan S. Hammock. New York: 
Random House, 1989). In 1971 's 
"How Democratic Is America," 
Howard Zinn tests different 

I chose a specific question approaches to evaluating American 
as a way in to this matter of gender democracy. In the paragraph I give 
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my class, he compares grading around their masterpieces, I place 
American democracy to grading a marks in the two columns. The 
medical student: students request ( and sometimes 

To grade a student on the 
basis of an improvement 
over past performance is 
justifiable if the intention is 
to encourage someone 
discouraged about his 
ability. But if he is rather 
pompous about his 
superiority in relation to 
other students ( and I 
suggest that this is 
frequently true of 
Americans evaluating 
American "democracy"), 
and if in addition he is a 
medical student about to 
graduate into a world ridden 
with disease, it would be 
best to judge him by an ideal 
standard. That might spur 
him to an improvement fast 
enough to save lives .... ( 4). 

Then I engage in a bit of 
deception. I tell my students that 
I'm interested in the use of analogy 
in argument, and direct them to 
draw a cartoon that illustrates or 
responds to this passage. I collect 
the cartoons and send the class on 
their way. 

The next class meeting I 
draw a two-column table on the 
blackboard-no labels, no 
explanation. As I hold up and pass 

demand) to know how I'm keeping 
score, but I make them wait. After 
we have seen all the cartoons, I ask 
the class what the table might mean. 
Sometimes they guess right away, 
and sometimes I have to steer them 
toward the answer. 

I've been keeping track of 
male and female characters
though often I must add a third 
category labeled "Dog/Mystery/ 
Other." The drawings themselves 
are plenty interesting, but what they 
say about the power of language to 
shape images is my concern. Let 
me share some recent "body 
counts" with you: 29 male figures, 
4 female; 19 male, 2 female; 31 
male, 4 female. What accounts for 
this imbalance? 

One possibility is that the 
researcher ( that would be me) has 
an agenda and sees what the 
researcher expects to see. And I 
have been questioned about my 
column placing decisions. First, I 
count each instance of a female or 
male figure, whether or not that 
figure is supposed to represent the 
same character from a previous 
frame of the cartoon. I decided this 
method made more sense than 
trying to guess if stick figure # 1 is 
supposed to be the same person as 
stick figure #2, though that might 
tilt the numbers. Regarding said 
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stick figures, someone always asks Zinn uses "he" and "his" to refer to 
why I put them in the male category, his medical student. Zinn might 
implyingthatmypatriarchally-tinted very well have meant to indicate a 
eyes tum a couple lines into a man. male after he refines his analogy by 
But I contend that a stick figure is a specifying medical student. But he 
man unless you do some important has no reason to suggest his 
things to it. This transformation hypothetical "student" in the 
usually involves a skirt, ,-----------. previous line could only 
a Betty Rubble hairdo, • • • my exercise be male, so I suppose he 
and occasionally eye- has been a real meant to use gender 
lashes. Anyone who eye-opener for neutral pronouns in that 
truly believes a stick some students sentence. 
figure is androgynous -male and I am not going to 
can try out that theory female- take easy potshots at 
on his or her next trip to Howard Zinn for being 
a restroom. who are politically incorrect in 

One sharp resistant to any 1971; he's following the 
student realized that idea that practice of his time. I 
political words like smacks of wonder what language 
"democracy" sound feminism and habits of ours will look 
masculine to her. And quaint or primitive political many of us involuntarily twenty-nine years from 
associate "medical correctness. now. But I can say with 
student" with male images; I still see certainty that if he thought he was 
Marcus Welby on a golf course using gender neutral pronouns to 
when I hear "doctor." There are create images of androgynous 
many more men than women humans in the minds of his readers, 
involved in running the government, he was quite wrong. Pretty much 
and there are probably still more all he got was guys. And if you in 
men than women in med. school. your enlightened 2000 state claim 
But we would hope the numbers in to imagine women and men when 
my study would not be so horribly you read or hear a gender neutral 
skewed-aren't there female doctors he, you are very likely deceiving 
on ER? Something in addition to yourself. 
our stereotypes must be blotting out For many faculty this debate 
the possibility of female is old news, but my exercise has 
representations here. been a real eye-opener for some 

Which brings us back to the students-male and female-who 
gender neutral pronoun. Notice that are resistant to any idea that smacks 
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of feminism and political 
correctness. I offer them evidence 
of the effect of the so-called gender 
neutral pronoun on their very own 
brains. And rather than hand down 
a "Thou shalt not" commandment, 
I ask them how they would like to 
appear to their readers, and leave 
the decisions about such matters as 
Congresswoman, craftsman, or 
manhole cover up to each individual 
writer. 

I'll close on a high note for 
those who cheer for a more 

equitable balance between the sexes 
in our "Mother Tongue." At a 
sparsely attended meeting of my 
English 1121 on Friday, November 
19 (I record the date for posterity), 
the seven women and three men in 
class drew seven male and seven 
female cartoon characters-keep in 
mind that a given cartoon may have 
many or no human characters. I'm 
not sure if these results are an 
aberration or the first indicator of a 
sociolinguistic shift; I will continue 
to collect data. 
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Aristotle, Katharsis, and Writing 
by Roseann Wolak, College of St. Benedict 

In an odd sort of way, the 
function of writing mimics what 
Aristotle finds beneficial about the 
function of tragedy-to effect 
katharsis, or to purge the emotions. 
Katharsis means purification or a 
cleansing from guilt or other defile
ment. For Greek society, a physi-

cal and psychic katharsis helps to 
preserve and restore the body; it 
provides the proper balance be
tween the body and the soul because 
it involves a separation of the bad 
from the good. So in simple terms, 
katharsis is therapeutic. 

So is writing. People who 
write "do not ignore any more the 
bad passions in themselves and shut 
their eyes to them, ostrichlike, but 
begin to take a good and interested 
look at these passions and try to 
understand them, and are even glad 
they have them because it has set 
them thinking" (Deland 110). 

Writing is passsionate. It 
births ideas. It bares the soul. The 
more we write the more we learn 
to be free, to say what we think, to 
not pretend. Writing reveals our 
deepest hungers. 

Whether we want to admit 
it or not, writing heals us. When we 
sit down to write we also sit down 
to confront the voice within. We 
cannot ignore its cry-it forces us 
to understand the very nature that 
we try to hide. 

For Frost, writing was 
simple: "All there is to writing is 
having ideas. To learn to write is to 
learn to have ideas" (3) Writing is 
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revelation. Emerson believed that 
"man is only half himself, the other 
half is his expression" (Emerson 
223). To express oneself is second 
nature--it is intrinsically rewarding. 
Writing unlocks the mind's prison. 
Thoughts are free to roam and 
ramble and spill themselves reck
lessly onto the paper. There is al
ways a metamorphosis in writing. 
Emotions are purged. The mind is 
stretched by new ideas and new 
ways of thinking. We are transfig
ured. 

The wisdom gained from 
writing mimics the spectator's ex
perience of the play. At the theatre, 
the specator is invited to project 
himself imaginatively and emotion
ally ( and intellectually) into the pro
tagonist as one confronting difficult, 
exitential questions. The relation
ship between the actor and the au
dience is similar to the relationship 
between the writer and the reader 
(even if the reader is the writer). 

Aristotle suggests that a 
spectator would witness the tragic 
action of a drama and harmlessly ex
pend his irrational passion by vicari
ously viewing the tragic hero's suf
fering. The ultimate rise and fall of 
the tragic hero brings "the specta
tor to a new living awareness" ( 45). 

When Shakespeare has 
Hamlet lament the shamefulness of 
man, "What a piece of work is 
Man"-man who can reason like a 
god but who can also fall prey to 

the most bestial appetite. We nod 
our heads in agreement. We fear for 
Hamlet as his world becomes in
creasingly off center. We watch as 
he contends with righting a wrong 
that concerns not only him, his 
mother, and uncle but also the moral 
order of the universe (Benson 66). 
Just when he needs to act the most, 
Hamlet fails to act and plunges deep 
into thought, perplexed by the dif
ficulties that his own mind doles 
upon him. Hamlet's stupor worries 
us. 

While Hamlet is the paragon 
of a tormented mind, Antigone en
dures a pursuit of virtue all her own. 
Her single-mindedness makes us 
uneasy. She champions family duty 
to a fault. Where Hamlet is afraid 
and doubtful, Antigone is outspo
ken and self-rightous. Both tragic 
heroes remind us of man's misfor
tune. Tragedy teaches us that man, 
despite his convictions that he can 
effect his destiny, is locked in a battle 
well beyond his understanding. He 
is both good and evil, capable of dis
paraging acts of cruelty as well as 
admirable acts of courage. Tragedy 
teaches us about the human experi
ence. 

Aristotle viewed katharsis 
as educational. Katharsis "teaches 
us important intellectual and emo
tional lessons about human suffer
ing, and provides a therapeutic ex
perience that is physiological as well 
as psychological" (Belfiore 360). 
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We learn by watching. By observ- ions, attitudes and values. Writing 
ing others and their situations we engages us to reflect and evaluate 
recognize traits of excellence as well what we think. How can we know 
as those of failure. what we believe unless we write it 

We change according to down? William Carlos Williams said 
what we have learned from our ob- writing was the ability to "put down 
servations. We recognize our limi- the words," and for that "one takes 
tations and willingly .--------~ a piece of paper." 
want to change to be- The minute we What's missing here 

come better people. In begin writing is the part about prac-

Aristotelian terms rec- we unlock our tice, patience, and more 

ognition means a pass- chains and practice. Writing is an 

ing from "ignorance to embark on a action and every action 
know 1 edge" (15 4). requires effort. Thinking 

J·ourney to 
When we write we not on paper isn't easy. 
only connect ourselves liberation. Sometimes it's 

to the voice within us, but also to downright discouraging. The 
the community around us. Writing words seem trite. The idea seems 
defines us by revealing our relation- ordinary. We doubt our ability. We 
ships with others. The more we un- wrestle with giving up. But as 
derstand ourselves the better we can Brenda U eland suggests, "inspira
understand others. tion comes very slowly and quietly" 

Writing is a sort of confes- (28). The muse is creative yet idle. 
sion. We admit. We disclose. We For Deland, "creative power flour
unburden our mind. We release. As ishes in the present" and when we 
Anne Sexton states, "A woman who write we must be "happy, truthful 
writes feels too much ... a man who and free . . . With complete self
writes knows too much ... " (Sex- trust" (52). Imagination must flow, 
ton 69). Sexton compares writing not freeze. The minute we begin 
to stealing, calling a writer "a writing we unlock our chains and 
crook" and "a spy" (69). And in a embark on a journey to liberation. 
way she is right. When we write We free ourselves from convention 
we oftentimes do reveal something and covet creativity. 
we'd rather conceal. This is one of However, with freedom 
the purposes of writing-to learn. comes a price. Like most things in 

Writing divulges our private life, and like everything worth hav
universe where we battle good and ing-writing exacts a cost. It is not 
evil. When we write from our own easy. It's difficult because like a 
experiences, we confront our opin- small child it demands attention and 
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care. It doesn't work to just scribble 
down some ideas and then let them 
alone. Nope. These ideas will holler 
out (like a bored child) to come 
develop them. It's as if they have 
arms, legs, and stomachs and they 
sit at the kitchen table and fidget 
until you bring them them some
thing to eat. 

Writing is transformation. 
Like the function of katharsis, 
where there is a change from an im-

pure state to a pure state, writing 
transforms us because we move 
from inquiry to understanding. Writ
ing helps us to grow. 

We become transformed. 
Ultimately. Finally. The journey 
from one self into another is com
plete. This is why we must always 
encourage our students to become 
writers. This is why we must con
tinue to be writers ourselves. This 
is why writing matters. 
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Teaching Amid the 
Rocket's Red Glare 

by Ken Goodman, Professor Emeritus, University of Arizona 

According to the National 
Review, William Buckley's opinion 
magazine, the reading wars aren't 
over because teachers haven't all 
been whipped into line. In Califor
nia and in Texas in particular, but in 
other states including Minnesota, 
too, teachers and administrators are 
under tremendous pressure to move 
to a small number of commercial 
phonics programs. 

The Los Angeles school 
board, itself under heavy political 
pressure, voted that all schools 
whose mean score in reading is be
low the 50% level must adopt Open 
Court, Di star ( aka SRA Mastery 
Reading) or Success for All. 
N evermind that in doing so they vio
lated state adoption procedures. 

I'm now retired from the 
Ivory Tower of the university, so the 
slings and arrows of outrageous 
disinformation, defamation, and li
able can't threaten my livelihood or 
my professional career. There's 
something to be said for not draw
ing a pay check. But I'm quite 
aware that there are risks for teach
ers, administrators and teacher edu-

cators in responding to the pres
sures to tow the phonics line. Nev
ertheless, I have given myself per
mission to advise those of you who 
are at risk on the choices you have 
in deciding how to respond to the 
pressure. 

Let me summarize what is 
being mandated: Using the banner 
of "research based reading pro
grams" laws are restricting instruc
tion to a small number of phonics 
programs including some that have 
been around and discredited for 
four or five decades. Such pro
grams are intended to become the 
curriculum and take the lion's share 
of the school day. 

All of the annointed pro
grams tightly control teachers, forc
ing them to use the exact sequences 
and procedures specified in the ma
terials. In Success for All schools, 
where the district pays substantially 
for the program, monitors come 
into the class rooms and report non
conformers to their administrators. 

In Los Angeles recently a 
teacher was threatened with 
charges of insubordination for 
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supplementing the mandated Open or in each state, even with highly 

Court with materials from her class- repressive laws, that can fire teach-

room library. ers at their will. 
It is difficult for colleges of It is also true that states lack 

education to evaluate student teach- the resources, in most cases, to fully 

ers in schools with such programs enforce what the legislatures have 

because there is no way they can mandated. Arizona, for example, 

show their professionalism, their has a long history of passing laws 

response to learners and their con- which are not enforced and quietly 
trol of the curriculum. disappear. 

The view of reading being In many states the attack on 
mandated is essentially that reading professional education has been so 

is learning to recognize words, and broad that it includes the State de

that phonics and phonemic aware- partment of education shifting the 

ness are essentially the beginnings enforcement to appointed state 

for all learning. In the laws and boards. That has some frightening 

mandates there is also a quite open possible repercussions but at least 

contempt for teachers, who are in the short run it will make enforce

treated as a barrier to improved lit- ment more difficult. 
eracy rather than the only solution. So one way teachers and 

Advice Number 1: Drop
ping the term whole language won't 
help. Dropping use of the term 
whole language won't keep the 
wolves at bay. This is about control 
and not terms. Nor will adding a 
little phonics to a whole language 
curriculum or even moving to a 
more "balanced" program offer any 
protection. As National Review has 
reported, our enemies see this as a 
winner take all war. 

Advice Number 2: Wait it 
out. Schools in the United States 
have decentralized authority in state 
legislatures and local boards. There 
is no single authority in the country 

other educators could respond is to 
close their doors and say to them
selves, "This too will pass away." 

Advice 3: Avoid self-cen
sorship. One problem of these mean 
times is that teachers, administra
tors and teacher educators may, in 
trying to save themselves, over-in
terpret the mandates and surrender 
to what they believe they will bring 
even before the enforcement comes. 

It's particularly tempting for 
administrators to avoid anything 
and to require teachers to avoid 
anything that might get the school 
or administrator into trouble with 
anyone. There is however, no safe 
ground to retreat to. 

What National Review 
wants is total control of teaching 
and learning in the classroom. So 
they are not interested in balance, 
compromise or anything other than 
total surrender. 

Advice 4: Move. Another 
option teachers have is to move if 
they're faced with the choice of fol
lowing their own professional 
judgement or teaching in ways they 
find unacceptable. If a teacher can't 
accept the control of Success for All 
or the nonsense of Spaulding or 
Distar or they can move to a dis
trict or school that is taking a more 
professional response to the pres
sure. 

Fortunately there is a wid
ening teacher shortage in the United 
States, and in Minnesota. Experi
enced, effective teachers should be 
able to find better situations. My 
concern is that fine teachers will quit 
before they will surrender. While I 
understand why teachers would 
leave teaching if they're not permit
ted to teach, I hope that this will 
come only when all other responses 
are exhausted and if it comes it will 
be a group and not an individual 
decision. We need to support teach
ers in finding jobs and getting out 
of untenable situations. 

Advice 5: Fight back. 
Though there is a clear need for 
teachers to join hands and fight for 
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their professional rights as teachers 
and freedom to learn for their pu
pils, I know this is not an easy 
choice. 

Teachers who choose to 
fight back have to measure the risks. 
How much support will they get 
from their colleagues, the parents 
of their pupils, their unions, their 
families? Are they willing to risk 
loss of their tenure or their income? 
Can they withstand adverse public
ity? There are, of course, different 
levels of fighting back. It can be 
quiet or loud, overt or covert, open 
or discrete. It can be as simple as 
drawing a line in the sand and say
ing to a principal I go this far and 
no farther. 

Teachers who choose to 
fight back should do so from a po
sition of strength. Of course, there 
is strength in numbers. When we 
fight back together our friends and 
enemies have to take notice. And 
teachers can't fight back without the 
support of parents of their pupils. 

Advice 6: Learn to live un
der water. The last alternative for 
teachers is one that many profes
sionals have used to survive and to 
teach with dignity in the face of ad
ministrative mandates, legislative 
micro-managing and dictatorial ad
ministrators. 

Such educators bend with 
the blows but they don't break. 
They maintain the integrity of the 
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commitment to their students and 
their own professional beliefs. 
Some key strategies of learning to 
live under water: 

• Avoid conflicts and confrontations 
where possible. 

• Document everything that you and 
your students do. 

• Think carefully through why you 
do what you do and be prepared to 
state your beliefs. 

• Make it clear to your pupils why 
you do what you do in the ways that 
you do. 

• Maintain strong personal relation
ships with parents and colleagues. 

• Seek the support of like-minded 
teachers and off er support to them. 

• Don't ask permission to do what 
as a professional you believe is best 
for a class or a pupil. 

Let me end my offerings of 
advice with a statement from my 
daughter Debra Goodman who 
found herself harassed by adminis
trators early in her career. She said, 
"I'd rather be fired for doing a good 
job of what I believe in than for 
doing a bad job of what I don't be
lieve in." 
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Def ending Teachers and Learners 
from Mandates 

by Ken Goodman, Professor Emeritus, University of Arizona 

For the better part of 1999 
I worked on the Arizona Reading 
Achievement Task Force, estab
lished by law to report to the State 
Board of education in Arizona on 
how to implement the phonics law. 
We met once or twice a month in 
the State Senate Building. Senator 
John Ruppenthal, a Republican who 
heads the Senate education commit
tee, headed the Task Force. Most 
of those appointed are advocates for 
one or another phonics program. 
But a few are holistic and a few rep
resent a more moderate position. 

The chair hoped we could 
actually find consensus. What the 
majority on the committee wanted 
in the report to the State Board of 
Education was the explicit specifi
cation of what may be taught and 
how in the phonics classrooms the 
law mandated. The law also estab
lished a course in phonics as part of 
every teacher education program. 
This report also determined content 
of this course. 

The report which was sent 
to the State Board of Education and 
adopted with little discussion gave 

the phonics advocates what they 
wanted. 

Ultimately it was pressures 
from outside the task force meet
ings that determined the content of 
the recommendations. In one form 
or another this campaign to legis
late and mandate methods and ma
terials in literacy education and 
teacher education is going on in 
most states. 

What follows is what I sub
mitted to the Task Force for inclu
sion in the report and which even
tually became part of a dissenting 
report signed by four members of 
the panel. I hope it will be useful in 
Minnesota and other states. 

Our Goals 

That all children should learn: 

-to read and write for a 
range of personal and social pur
poses. 

-to choose to read and 
write for these purposes including 
reading for their own pleasure. 



Some Principles 

-Access to books and 
other materials is essential to read
ing development. 

-There must be support 
for public, school and classroom li
braries so that a wide range of ma
terials of all kinds: fiction and non
fiction, books, magazines and me
dia are available to every child and 
that child's parents and teachers. 

-Programs such as Read
ing is Fundamental (Smithsonian) 
that distributes paperback books 
should be implemented statewide in 
Arizona. 

-Reading and writing are 
complex processes of making sense 
of print. In making sense of print 
readers use several kinds of infor
mation at the same time. They draw 
on their knowledge oflanguage in
cluding phonics, language structure 
and meaning and their life experi
ence in making sense of print. So it 
is important that what they read and 
write make sense. 

-Learning to read and 
write is also complex. All children 
who have learned oral language can 
learn to read and write. 

-Children, in literate com
munities like Arizona, begin to learn 

to read and write before 
they come to school. They 
learn from the print that 
surrounds them and from 
observing members of 
their families reading and 
writing. 

-Children vary in 
the paths they take to 
learning to read and write 
and how long the process 
takes. Some children 
move easily and naturally 
into reading and writing, 
often before starting 
school. Others take 
longer. They need to hear 
books read to them. They 
need time to develop per

sonal purposes for reading and writ
ing. They need many experiences 
with books and other print materi
als and with writing. 

-The two processes sup
port each other: we learn to read 
by writing and we learn to write by 
reading. 

-Classrooms should be 
rich in meaningful print. Children 
should be encouraged to respond to 
the print in their classrooms. 

-Instruction needs to in
clude attention to all aspects of 
reading and writing. There needs 
to be balance: in attention to parts 
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and wholes; in attention to reading 
and writing; in attention to skills 
and comprehension; in use of di
rect and indirect instruction; in in
clusion of range of materials and 
genre in a range of methodologies 
and teaching styles in how individual 
children are instructed. 

-We need to avoid 
overspecification. Goals and meth
ods should be specific enough to 
make them clear but should not in
clude highly specific materials, in
structional sequences, or method
ologies and they should not exclude 
any specific materials, instructional 
sequences or methodologies. 

-No specific commercial 
programs should be promoted by 
law or mandate. 

-No criteria should be so 
explicit that they only fit single com
mercial programs. 

-Programs don't teach 
children to read and write; teachers 
do that. Teachers need support but 
not control. No law or mandate 
should restrict the professional 
judgement of teachers in how best 
to teach a particular child or group 
of children. 

-There should be a strong 
program of staff development for 
teachers which treats them with re-
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spect and which is not narrow or 
coercive. Good teaching cannot be 
coerced. Placing teachers in 
adversarial positions leads them to 
be defensive and resistant to change. 

-Support for teacher edu
cation needs to be expanded. We 
must expand the capacities of the 
state's colleges of education to edu
cate more professional teachers. 
Teaching must be seen as an attrac
tive profession for young people. 
Teacher educators must also be 
treated with respect and must be 
partners in any attempts to improve 
literacy education. 

-Research on the pro
cesses of reading and writing, on 
how children learn to read and 
write, and on how to teach reading 
and writing effectively provide an 
important base for decisions by 
teachers, teacher educators and 
policy makers. But we need to be 
cautious in the application of this 
research. We need to have a broad 
definition of research in order to use 
the rich findings of the wide range 
of research on reading and writing. 
There is no simple and direct way 
of applying research findings to cur
riculum and instruction. The find
ings of research need to be inte
grated with information from other 
sources to produce effective in
struction. 

-We need to avoid confus
ing field testing of specific materi
als with impartial research. While 
field testing instructional materials 
is important it takes place after the 
materials are developed and thus 
can have little influence on the pro
grams. 

-We need to beware of the 
"Diogenes" factor. In the case of 
many commercial programs, all of 
the research on them has been done 
by the authors or others with a 
vested interest in the programs. 

And Some Essentials to Success 

We can't become the bitter 
battleground that Texas and Cali
fornia have become. We need to 
avoid hysteria and crisis mentalities. 
Real change needs a calm atmo
sphere and takes time. 

We need to be inclusive and 
collaborative, not combative. We 
need to include parents, teachers, 
and teacher educators in any initia
tives. There needs to be an open 
forum and a free marketplace of 
ideas. There is enough blame and 
responsibility to go around. We 
need to avoid finger-pointing. 

Above all, we need to keep 
the welfare of the children in mind. 
They cannot prosper in bleak, hos
tile, and joyless classrooms with 
harried embattled teachers. 
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Writing Lives: Partnering With the 
Community 

by Mary Jane Berger, College of St. Benedict 

"This class provided a unique opportunity to reestablish my paradigms of 

the elderly. My partner and I have enriched each others lives. " 

Recently, Country Manor of of real people who have lived long 
Sartell, MN, asked the College of and fascinating lives. In fact, some 
St. Benedict and St. John's oftheresidentsandtenantshavehad 
University to identify students who 
could write the stories of people 
living in its care/retirement facility. 
Nancy Thomes (Director of 
Volunteer Services for Country 
Manor) and I formed a partnership 
to make a dream come true. We 
met at a Service Leaming retreat 
during the summer of 1999 during 
which Nancy shared her vision of a 
project where the rich lives of 
residents and tenants could be 
recorded. 

The Director of Service 
Learning at CSB/SJU, Cindy 
Pederson, loved the idea and 
pledged her support of our efforts. 
Together we pooled our resources 
and offered English 315, a special 
topics writing class in the Spring of 
2000. 

As part of this special topics 
writing class, students were given 
the opportunity to write the stories 

exceptional lives, remembering 
many of the key moments of the 
twentieth century. 

Prior to meeting any of 
these people, the students 
investigated the world of care 
centers and retirement facilities in 
mid-central Minnesota, the state of 
Minnesota, America, and other 
countries. 

Through speakers, internet 
research, reading, and discussion, 
they explored topics such as ageism, 
aging in place, growing old 
graciously, successful retirement, 
activity as a key to healthy aging, 
building inter-generational 
communities, and retirement 
agencies. 

The class began with 
sensitivity training. A local woman 
who serves as an ombudswoman for 
the elderly, suggested everyone live 
one day "feeling" at least one of the 



11 6 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

limitations that the elderly live with 
constantly. Several students walked 
around all day with popcorn kernels 
in their shoes so they would 
experience aching feet. 

Others tried a variety of 
ways to simulate impaired limbs, 
while I rubbed Vaseline on rny 
eyeglasses because I wanted to gain 
a sense of growing cataracts or poor 
vision. The day following these 
experiences was revelatory and truly 
created an awe and reverence for 
rnany of the limitations we witness 
in our senior citizens. 

In the early weeks of the 
course, we read a book by a 
proponent of the Eden Alternative, 
which models retirement centers 
built to include rnany of the features 
seniors experienced during their 
earlier lives, such as garden plots 
and pet sanctuaries. 

After discussing the book, 
students wrote letters and sent thern 
to the author of the book. We were 
pleased that he answered each letter 
with a personal note. 

To get as broad a view as 
possible, we read a variety of fiction 
and non-fiction books featuring an 
elderly character. The choices 
included such titles as Simon s Night 
by Jon Hassler, Tuesdays With 
Morrie by Mitch Alborn, Having 
Our Say by the Delaney Sisters, and 
Sandra Martz's anthology When I 
am an Old Woman I Shall Wear 
Purple. 

Following a thorough 
discussion of these books, students 
sent reviews to various web sites 
such as amazon.corn or 
barnesandnoble.corn. One of the 
larger projects the students 
completed was researching a 
particular topic related to the aging 
process. We invited speakers frorn 
the area as well as searching the 
internet, and the college libraries. 
These research projects were 
presented orally during our class 
tirne. 

One goal of this exploration 
was to give students opportunities 
to understand and use secondary 
research-all of it as background, 
before they rnet the senior citizens. 
Another goal was to have their 
research provide a basis for 
interaction with senior citizens. 

When students and seniors 
rnet, they searched together for 
topics of interest frorn the seniors' 
rich backgrounds. Sorne of the 
students spent rnany more hours 
than expected with their senior 
friends or partners of Country 
Manor in order to produce a booklet 
of collected writings and edited 
articles about Country Manor, its 
citizens, and its care facility. 

The course, then, was 
designed to help students 
understand an increasingly 
important contemporary topic, 
introduce thern to writing 
biographical rnernoir, and provide 

thern with enough research 
background to rnake their writing 
publishable. 

Nancy (rny cornrnunity 
partner) possesses an innate sense 
about what spurs student writers. 
She matched the students and 
seniors with an eye toward the 
personalities she 
"read" during 
initial meetings 
with the students. 
For example, 
Amanda, a social 
work major, was 
partnered with a 
wonderful couple 
who spent over 
thirty years 
providing a horne 
for troubled girls. 
Amanda wrote 
their story of 
"Unconditional 
Love." Erik, an English major who 
loves dialogue, was partnered with 
a railroad man of 41 years who told 
stories of his rnany adventures. Erik 
relates these in his section called 
"Our Days Together." Sherie, a 
liberal studies major, wrote 
"Strangers on the Path to 
Friendship" about Mary Anne's life 
as an elementary school teacher, and 
Molly and her partner Joyce 
exchanged tales frorn their mutual 
Irish heritage in "Conversations." 

Service Leaming provided 
transportation for students lacking 
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cars, set up a "photo shoot" of the 
student/senior partners, and 
coordinated reflection opportunities 
for the students. One of the key 
features that Service Learning 
engenders is the chance to think 
about, talk about, and reflect upon 
our experiences with cornrnunity 

partners. During 
the semester and 
at the end, 
students wrote 
the following 
comments: 

"I love this 
project. I learned 
a lot and made a 
great friend who s 
eighty years my 
senior." 

"I feel like I have 
made a differ

ence in someones life. I have the 
opportunity to 'keep history alive' 
and I even made a new friend out 
of the deal. I will always remember 
this experience. " 

"This project made me feel as if I 
was bringing joy into an elderly 
persons life, while at the same time 
they were teaching me about life. " 

"I loved seeing the smile on my 
partners face. Our class book 
almost seems like a side note now. 
I think the most important thing I 
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am taking away from this class is 
my relationship with my partner. " 

Proponents of Service 
Leaming and composition classes 
contend that there are three ways 
that composition and service 
learning make good partners. One 
occurs when the class is writing for 
the community agency. Another 
occurs when the class writes with 
the community, and lastly when the 
class writes about the community 
partner. 

For this particular class, 
"Writing Lives," all three ways were 
operative at once. We were writing 
biographical memoir for the senior 
tenants in Country Manor and 
fulfilling a long-time dream of an 
employee of the agency. We were 
also writing with the community 
because the students reverently 
carried their drafts along on their 
regular visits so the partners could 
read, enjoy, and revise any errors of 
content, style, or writing. 

And, of course, we were 
writing about the citizens in the 
Manor. However, in our case, this 
last method is even more complexly 
layered. The students were worried 
that they would not be able to do 
justice to the precious details of 
someone's life, and yet they also 
knew that they had to be involved 
in the writing somehow. Therefore, 
each student wove into the 
biographical memoir the particular 

relationship shared with his/her 
partner. Now this is tricky, but 
because of the highly personal 
nature of this project, I believe the 
students succeeded especially well. 

Every section of Manor 
Memories contains the story of the 
relationship shared between the 
author and the subject, as well as 
the specific details of a life story. 
Because the student wanted to 
present their book to the community 
partners on the last day of class, we 
completed the project on the 15th 
of May and planned a tea party with 
the seniors. Each student proudly 
read a short portion from his/her 
writing and then presented the book 
to the partner. As Nancy describes 
it, "I could talk about stimulating 
the cognitive functions of the 
residents and tenants and the value 
of reminiscing for this age group, 
but the real story is about a unique 
bond that develops between 
individuals that both serve each 
other." 

We witnessed those bonds 
that day, seeing tears swimming in 
the eyes of both students and 
residents. This is truly the beauty 
and the benefit of Service Leaming, 
when academia and local 
communities serve one another in 
the process of education. Our book 
Manor Memories: A Living History 
was also shared with local libraries, 
the country historical society, and a 
regional newspaper. 

The MCTE 
Spring 2000 
Conference 

Keynote 
Address 

Writing, Teaching and 
Transf arming Home 

by Alexs Pate, University of Minnesota 

Parts of this talk have been excerpted from previously published essays in 
African American Literary Criticism 1700-2000 edited by Hazel Ervin, 

The Washington Post and Minnesota Monthly Magazine. 

I both love and hate 
speaking to groups of teachers. I 
love it because there is no more 
creative, energetic, curious, dialogic 
(if I may use such a word) and of 
course appreciative audience than 
teachers. 

On the flip side, it's quite 
problematic because as a speaker, 

it is difficult to provide new, 
innovative and dare I say it, trans
formative information to you. I feel 
like you've heard it all. 

When I traveled the state as 
a writer in the schools, I learned a 
little about how hard you work, how 
dedicated most of you are, how 
underappreciated you generally are. 
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I was in awe most of the 
time. I can only say that by the end 
of my day in a typical public school 
I was drained. Exhausted. At the 
end of the week it was all I could 
do to pack my bags and drive home. 

So please understand that 
my way of connecting with you 
today is necessarily personal. And, 
in an attempt to innovate, I want to 
explore three aspects in my current 
quest which is exploring the notion 
of "home." One takes place in my 
imagination, one in the classroom 
and one in my heart. 

I am in the process of 
constructing a home for myself. It 
is the thing I most need. Indeed, 
whenever I sit down to write I 
engage the force that exists within 
me that seek to locate, to affix 
myself, organically, holistically to 
some sense of home: that place 
where I am understood, where my 
goodness is manifest, where my 
rage is assuaged. 

Literature has always been 
a significant and essential 
component in the culture of African 
Americans. From the beginning, 
even during slavery, the act of 
writing, the creation of literature, 
has been one of political necessity. 
To tell the stories of the people. To 
build identity and strength. To forge 
community and fellowship. 

But perhaps one of the most 
important qualities of this 
expression is that the act of writing 

established our humanity. In a time 
when many people in this country 
really believed that black people 
were not human beings, the writings 
of early African Americans (Lucy 
Terry and Phyliss Wheatley, for 
example) offered "proof' that we 
could think and write. That we 
could create. 

I have felt, since I began 
writing in earnest, that I was a part 
of a new breed of black writers. We 
cared about culture and community, 
but we were also trying to locate 
ourselves in this era of the new 
millennium. A context that is post
million man march. Connected to, 
perhaps created by, Jean Toomer, 
Zora Neale Hurston, Toni 
Morrison, Alice Walker, James 
Baldwin, Richard Wright, John A. 
Williams, Ishmael Reed and so many 
others and yet something different. 
Post-post. Not necessarily better, 
but different; an extension. 

African American literature, 
like all literatures, must be in 
constant motion. It is the blood of 
our culture. It must reach for 
possibilities not yet seen. It is the 
proof of our growth and our best 
hope for the future. This should be 
one of the functions of any 
literature. It must be capable of 
keeping the culture moving ... 

I am a builder of homes. Of 
people. Of moments. A novel is a 

house with many rooms. The 
architect is the poet, is the novelist. 
It is a noble profession, perhaps 
even sanctified. 

When I think of James 
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have heat. And windows so that 
the reader can see inside enough to 
know they would like to visit. And 
windows so that once inside there 
is always light. 

Baldwin, Richard Wright, John We must build sturdy walls 
Edgar Wideman, Langston Hughes, so that the roof will be secure and 
Zora Neale Hurston, ..----------. we will be dry. And 

Amiri Baraka, Charles As the builder beautiful floors to walk 
Johnson, Lucille Clifton, 
Toni Morrison, Gloria 
Naylor or Haki 
Madhubuti, I think of 
sanctified people. 

Called by the 
swirling energy of life 
itself to construct 
realities which breathe 

you must 

understand that 

every story is 

held together 

not by love and 

on. The floor should 
creak a bit. And there 
should be both natural 
and artificial light. 

A wondrous kitchen 
is almost always 

cooperation, necessary. For feasts 
but by strife and fights. The kitchen 
and conflict. is the place we find 

even after their time has .__ ______ ___. ourselves. And a place 

passed. To read Their Eyes Were for books. Even within a story other 
Watching God now, in 1999, is to books have a place. 
be enshrouded in a vision and flow Every board, every brick, 
of life long gone from the marrow every nail must be carefully, lovingly 
of my bones. And yet I somehow set. A good story must not come 
smell the sweet cane sugared air of apart. And once written it should 
Hurston's world. Or the grimy try to stand forever. Try to stand 
streets of Chester Himes' Harlem. the onslaught of mindless critics 
These writers and many many more who spend so much time earning a 
shape the dreams of those who read salary for major newspapers that 
them. they don't get a chance to write 

A good novel has a fire novels themselves and so resent 
burning in the hearth. You can anyone else who does in a way that 
always find warmth within it. is different from what they'd do. 
Consequently, for my tastes, even a But of course they don't. 
harsh satire like the one I am This is quite a force to 
currently in the midst of must have survive. But a good story will. As 
at least one fireplace (which the the builder you must understand that 
reader might never see or even every story is held together not by 
know it exists). Every story must love and cooperation, but by strife 
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and conflict. Every story is about 
trouble. No story can be successful 
without it. Every town is River City. 
And in every house, every family, 
every relationship is riddled with 
contradictions and secrets. If 
somehow these are exposed (which 
any good writer must do), they will 
result in conflict. Which means your 
story has a chance to engage us. 
Your house must be interesting 
enough to make us gasp. Laugh. 
Groan. The details, once we look 
at it carefully, might make us cry. 

You must build what you 
know is the truth. And you must 
expect your reader to know the 
truth when they read it. Anything 
else will fall, no matter how much 
conflict or love exists within it. 
And, for my tastes, it should try to 
mean something. It should try to 
be more than confection. 
Something rich, respectful of the 
traditions which have given birth to 
it. 

I am in the process of 
constructing a home for myself. It 
is the thing I most need. I explore 
this construction project through 
my fiction and through my teaching. 
Asking questions such as: What 
does it take to be a good father? 
What is love? What will it take for 
white America to fully value the 
humanity of me, an African 
American man in such a way that I 
feel it? What are the issues between 
men and women? 

I am consumed by my 
reality, my fantasy, my identity and 
the way you see me. Consumed by 
it. All of my stories are about you 
and me. Whether you are there in 
the story or not. I'm thinking about 
you. Oddly enough, I think that 
perhaps we share the same house, 
if you understand me. This is the 
way, I believe, that a writer comes 
to have significance in his or her 
community. Helping to define the 
dimensions of home. Searching for 
others who share that desire, hoping 
to contribute to a reshaping of our 
society. 

Many of you are poets and 
writers as well as teachers. You 
both construct and deconstruct. 
Instructively. Together we must 
interrogate and explore both the real 
and the imagined. To bring them 
together. And to shed light on the 
details of home. 

The theme of your 
conference speaks of transformation 
and innovation. Each of which 
indicates both a status quo and a 
goal. That is, we must define what 
we are to transform into. Where 
we are going and how we intend to 
get there. 

Defining the goal is the most 
important. But in doing so, you 
must necessarily dislodge yourself 
from the reality of the status quo. 
And this is easier said than done. 
The comfort of the status quo is its 
own sustaining force. 

But for me, the single most 
significant transformation I can 
imagine is one which leads to a 
redefinition of home in such a way 
that I feel truly a part of it. Which 
represents all members of the 
household. Where the details of that 
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In the Heart of the Beat: The Poetry 
of Rap. I've taught it off and on 
over the past five years. The last 
two I've gotten progressively more 
interested in the subject. It's 
become a minor passion of mine. 

Before I talk about the class, 
construction does not 
privilege one group over 
another. Where the 
details of the histories 
lived within that home 
are all held in respect. 
Are loved. 

though, I want to read 
The blood and an extended excerpt 
the melting ice from an essay I wrote 
cream mixed to concerning my interest 

form a most in the literary aspects of 
. . k rap: curious pm 

And, I believe 
that this can and does 
happen most often in a 
classroom. Using the 
texts and information 
you have as tools and 
your capacity to in
novate, transformation 
is indeed possible. I 
think it already happens. 

river that was It was a bright 
summer Saturday 

slowly winding morning. I was upstairs 
its way through scrubbing the bathroom 
the crevices in floor, trying to keep my 
the cement to mother from getting on 

the sea of black my case for being lazy. 
asphalt that I remember the football-

shaped brush moving in 
.__w_a_s_t_h_e_s_t_r_e_e_t.~ small circles over the 

But it is important to re
member that we, as teachers, are at 
the center of this effort. It's what 
we hope for and dream of that 
becomes the outcome of any 
transformation. It is our ability to 
innovate which will lead us there. 
So we must know ourselves well. 
And, as hard as it is, we must like it 
enough to export it. 

This semester at the 
University of Minnesota, I've 
continued teaching a class called 

square white tiles of the floor. I was 
movingfast because just after lunch 
I wanted to play stickball with my 
friends. 

Suddenly from the street I 
heard the sound of screeching tires. 
And then there were a series of loud 
crashes. !jumped up and ran down 
the steps to my front door. 

My house was second from 
the corner of Stillman and 
Thompson Streets. I hit the door, 
not breaking stride, and headed 
down Stillman. Already there was 
a crowd of people gathered where 
the car had come to rest, enmeshed 
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in a high brown wooden fence. But 
the people weren't focused on the 
car. Everyone was gathered around 
a little boy. He had been hit by the 
car. Part of his head had been 
smashed in the accident. It was 
Johnny, a kid who lived on Seybert 

Street, one block away. 
Johnny had been eating an 

ice cream cone. The blood and the 
melting ice cream mixed to form a 
most curious pink river that was 
slowly winding its way through the 
crevices in the cement to the sea of 
black asphalt that was the street. 

But Johnny did not die. 
Weeks later, I saw Johnny 

sitting on his steps with a cast on 
his head. He looked like a Spanish 

conquistador. 
Months after that, Johnny 

started coming out to play again. 
But he was different. There was an 
uncertain smile flashing. This new 
Johnny was nervous and 
unpredictable. And the scar on the 
top of his head reminded everyone 
that he was indeed different now. I 
can only remember him after the 
accident. When I hear his voice in 
my head its affected, too loud, and 

precise. 
After the accident, Johnny 

never made sense. He would string 
words together in no apparent 
order. He would use incredibly long 
and obscure words in sentences that 
came to no conclusion and seemed 

to have no meaning. 

Johnny would walk up to 
you and say something like, "Did 
you know that the plastericized 
notary of signatures is only faster 
than the supernova in perpetuity?" 
You had to decide whether to laugh 
or just act as if you knew what he 

was talking about. 
This was in North 

Philadelphia, in the density of 
blackness. In the life. We accepted 
him anyway. We loved Johnny. 
Nobody teased him. Well, actually 
we started calling him "the 

Professor. " 
There were many nights 

when we sat on the front steps in 
the ghetto shadows and listened to 
the Professor pontificate. Johnny 
tried to articulate, even when his 
head was a jumble of parts 
improperly put back together, 
because it was an essential element 

in his fight for humanity. 
And he gravitated to words, 

because words demonstrate to the 
world that you are a human being. 
Not a savage or an animal. Words 
spoken, words written, affirm and 
give voice to our dreams, our 

imaginations. 
But the Professor took it 

even further. Perhaps in an 
instinctive and unconscious effort 
to compensate for the disability 
suffered from the accident, he 
somehow deduced that the bigger 
the words, the more intelligent he 
would be perceived. In his re-
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learning process, the Professor They and the Professor have 

memorized the words straight from much in common. But there is one 

the dictionary. spectacular difference. Rap poets 

Unfortunately, the memori- make sense. Sometimes too much 

zation of words, without careful damn sense. Even when the 

thought to their meanings and an message in the poem is so foul, so 

understanding of the contextual heinously cruel that you tum the 

impact of sentence .----------. channel or skip the cut, 

structure, have the • • • most of the there is a sense to it. 

opposite effect. It made rap artists write And like the Professor of 

us all look at him and their words first my childhood, when I 

feel sad. How much as poems for listen to rap poetry, I am 

pain he must have which music is struck by the energy 
suffered. How confused they expend to do a 
he must have been in th en assembled. simple thing: speak. 

that world. He tried And they are Here's the gift: Rap 

with everything he had conscious of poetry is the emergent 

to sound intelligent. the process. African American liter-

And he almost did. You ary form of the post-

could talk with the Professor for a 
long time without realizing that you 
had no understanding of what he 
was talking about. 

I think a lot about the 
Professor now as I write about rap 
music. Rap poets are engaged in a 
desperate attempt to provide a 
contemporary humanity for black 
folks. Instead of three dollar words 
that make no sense when strung 
together like the Professor might 
use, rap poets reach past the 
conventional language, past the 
conventional treatment of subject 
matter, past the conventional 
analysis of social problems to make 
sense of our world. And to say: "I 
am. I exist. You cannot forget 
about me." 

modern age. Yes, it has it roots in 
African and African American oral 
tradition and it has slowly evolved 
from the playground to the lips of 
Charleton Heston, George Bush and 
Bill Clinton. 

Rap is strongly related to 
prison songs, work songs, the 
"dozens", the rapping radio jockeys 
of the 40s, 50s, and 60s, 
Muhammad Ali, a host of black 
male and female comedians, and the 
crazy uncle in everybody's family 
who knew everything about 
everybody and always found a way 
to demonstrate it with a long, funny 
story. 

But it also has another 
lineage. Because most of the rap 
artists write their words first as 
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poems for which music is then 
assembled. And they are conscious 
of the process. This excerpt from 
"I Know You Got Soul" by Rakim 
of the group Eric B. and Rakim 
reveals the poetic mind: 

I start to think 
and then I sink 
into the paper 
like I was ink 
when I'm writin 
I'm trapped in between 
the lines 
I escape when I finish 
the rhyme 

And like KRS-One writes in 
his piece, "Poetry," "Poetry is the 
language of imagination." Still, rap 
as a literary expression has garnered 
little attention. 

And, if I was fifteen, now, 
in 2000 and had an interest in poetry, 
what other option would I have? 
What was the last collection of 
poems written by an African 
American male poet and published 
by a major press? What living 
African American male poet can we 
point to as a role model? 

I believe that the literary 
content of rap merits special 
consideration. There are many rap 
poems, presented as song lyrics, 
which are actually well crafted 
literary works. 

Rap poetry offers the flesh, 
the blood, the ideas, the shame and 

the beauty of the inner city. The 
struggling, angry, and glorious 
world of besieged urban African 
Americans. A world that has been 
waiting for hip hop to arrive. Hip 
hop, the music and the life, is the 
messenger. It carries the poetry. 

Yeah, I know that there is a 
fair amount of hip hop which gives 
us virtually nothing except the beat 
that carries it to our ears. But you 
don't have to listen for very long 
before you discover the literary 
genius that is often evident just 
below the beat. 

Rap poets provide a range 
of details about African American 
life, with pinpoint authenticity, that 
has rarely been revealed. 
Information that is so frightening, 
so intense, that many people cannot 
bear to hear it. Rap poets do a 
dangerous thing. They chronicle a 
significant aspect of our progress 
( or lack of it) in this country since 
slavery. Collectively, they are as 
important as any novelist, 
philosopher or civil rights leader in 
acquiring an accurate picture of 
black life. 

The difference is, in a book 
of poems, the publisher might hope 
to sell 1500 copies. On record, with 
the right beats behind it, those 
poems might sell millions. Millions. 

But forget for a minute the 
money, and focus on the impact. 
Rap poets have a major influence 
on our society. Just as much of what 
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they write is influenced by the world metonymy. To discuss symbolism. 
around them, rap poets speak back To talk about the role of the poet 
and have their own impact. and whatever responsibilities are 

At any rate, what has been accrued to that art form if any. 
largely ignored is the artistic and But the difficulties first 
literary quality of the writing. The showed themselves when some of 
Words. Popular culture critics have the black students expressed 
had difficulty r---------, resentmentthatsomany 
penetrating the thick Many rap poets of the white students 
envelope of hip hop are trying to knew more about the 
culture. We read about articulate their details of rap than they 
rap song titles, the frustrations did. Indeed, 85% of all 
lifestyles of the rap with the home rap is purchased by 
artists, their politics, the whites. But the blacks 
language they use. We they have been students wanted to treat 
hear rap all around us, relegated to. these poems much one 
but hardly ever is there extended would a body of sacred texts. 
discussion about what these poets And later, I was confronted 
are writing about. The choice of by white students who didn't want 
words. The rhyme scheme." to accept the African American 

That's the best way I could literary origins ofrap. Who wanted 
think of to explain why I wanted to to direct the connections more 
teach my rap poetry class. It is toward Bob Dylan, for example. 
another way of addressing this Both of these positions 
notion of home. In my class, emanated from the comfort of the 
however, I'm about the exploration status quo. Here I thought I was 
and deconstruction of oppositional teaching a transformative class in an 
views of home. innovate way and what I was facing 

But last semester the was a demand for the stasis of a 
class-a large one that was split 
racially about half white and half 
people of color, most African 
American-proved more difficult 
than in previous years. 

My goal in this class is to 
get them to begin to apply a kind of 
literary critical analysis to the poetry 
that they regularly interact with. To 
talk about meter and assonance and 

status quo discussion about race. 
Many rap poets are trying 

to articulate their frustrations with 
the home they have been relegated 
to. Their messages go largely 
unexamined because we cannot deal 
with what they have to say, or, 
perhaps the way they have to say it. 
I wanted to penetrate that barrier. 
And I wanted us to do it together. 
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As a way of manifesting the actual 
beauty that many of my students feel 
is inherent in the hip hop movement 
(which extends well beyond rap). 

After a couple of failed 
attempts I finally got them, mostly 
by fiat, to abandon their comfort 
zones and accept the premise that 
we had to work together to define 
this new poetic expression. 

As the semester came to a 
close I could see marked change in 
the way they communicated with 
each other. In the respect they 
showed each other. And in the 
quality of work we'd done. 

Our society is changing. Is 
always changing. The literature of 
the people of this country 
documents that change. To guide 
this transformation, to be a part of 
it, I believe it is necessary, while 
holding on to the qualities and 
values that work for us, that we 
continue to expand our fields of 
interest and focus, to even expand 
our view ofliterary significance so 
it properly reflects and validates all 
ofus. 

Earlier I mentioned 
traveling around and doing writers 
in the schools. I remember one trip 
to a small town on the southwestern 
border of Minnesota. I remember 
how I made a list of things to take. 
There was a cooler with juices and 
pop, canned fish products like 

sardines, and whole small trout from 
Denmark packed in spring water, 
crackers, marinated artichoke 
hearts, and a range of crunchy 
snacks like granola bars and potato 
chips. I also took my computer, a 
boom box and an assortment of 
books. 

I wasn't sure where the hell 
Tyler was and once I found it, I was 
certain I wouldn't feel comfortable 
strolling into the town's local 
restaurant for dinner every night. 
The way I figured it, I was bringing 
enough food to last until I got back 
to the cities, or at least the first 
Hardee's on the Minneapolis side of 
Mankato. 

I drove down County Road 
14-at a measured pace that belied 
mytenseness-forwhatseemedlike 
days. I could see to the edge. The 
terrain lay unbroken still and flat. 

I could see everything until 
it dropped off. What a vision for an 
inner city boy like me. To see that 
far. Nothing much out there really. 
A farm house here. One there. But 
the unobstructed eye can make you 
giddy. 

Giddy? It was more like hell 
bent. The farther I drove, the more 
frightened I became. Twenty miles 
east of my destination about five 
wild turkeys step onto the road in 
front of me. I stopped, breathless, 
confused, enamored. I'd never seen 
wild turkeys before, at least not 
outside of a liquor store. I pulled 

-
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the car over and watched. doing a job. Also, they had asked 
Their tall stick like necks, for me. We were all pushing the 

their sleek, yet awkward bodies. edge of our experience. 
Not like what we eat on But, gradually, it occurred 
Thanksgiving. Not Butterballs. to me, as I entrenched myself in my 
From that moment on, I started to motel room, that the "writers in the 
relax. If the trip would give me that school" program that brought me 

kind of discovery, I "f th ht to there had never 
ld . . h oug you 

wou accept 1t wit . h l'k anticipated that the 
open arms. mig t 1 e a writer would ever be 

I checked into cold can of pop black. There was no 
the only motel, a small and I wrote built in support, no rules 
but well kept clump of this for you, " to which I could refer. It 
rooms along a he said, put the pressure 
horseshoe drive off the squarely on my 

already 
highway. That evening shoulders. It was almost 
as I unpacked I found a backing out of too much. 

bookintheonlydresser. the door. My first day in 
Its red cover startled me: The school was very tentative. The 
Naked Rise of Communism. Great. students were hesitant, I was 
Just what I needed. I'm staying in unsure. But the primary joy of this 
the only motel in town and instead job is helping young people break 
of a Gideon's, they're stocking open their creative potential. You 
1950's red-baiting McCarthy havetogivethemsomebasictools 
diatribe. and then stand back. 

I could have panicked, 
instead I started reading the book 
which, in light of the way the cold 
war actually ended, proves how 
short sighted people can be. 

So there I was, an African 
American on the prairie, struggling 
with isolation, and an intense fear 
that I didn't belong and somebody 
was eventually going to let me know 
that. 

Why I would go to there? 
Well, just like any other writer I 
needed to make a living. I was 

It turned out to be a very 
successful residency. We all learned 
a lot. But the final grade came near 
the end of the week, when a student, 
knocked on my motel door and 
handed me a chilled can of 
Mountain Dew and a poem. 

"I thought you might like a 
cold can of pop and I wrote this for 
you," he said, already backing out 
of the door. 

I was somewhat surprised. 
The boy had not been particularly 
friendly. Earlier in the week, in 
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school, when I had called on him to 
read a writing sample, he had 
refused with the resolution ofbeach 
glass. I thanked him and took the 
thick, rectangular, soft pink 
construction paper from him. He 
was gone before I could recover my 
composure. 

I put the soda in my cooler 
and looked at the paper. More 
compelling than the patch of white 
typing paper that was pasted in the 
center was the writing on the 
borders. 

"Thanks for staying with 
us" was written in one comer and 
in another "Good luck with the 
Navel--oops, sorry" (a reference to 
the novel Losing Absalom I was 
writing). Then to the center my eyes 
focused on the typing which was 
now hard to read in the shrinking 
light of a Minnesota dusk on the 
plains: 

FRIENDSHIPS 
A friendship is nice and very kind 
A friend will listen so you can 

unwind 
Friendship is special in a certain way 
Because it is there for you everyday 
If it weren't for friendships I don't 

know what I would do 
I would probably be here alone 

instead of with you. 

I was impressed and moved. 
The next day, when I showed the 
poem to one of his teachers, she was 
floored. This student had been the 

most verbal in opposmg my 
presence at the school because I was 
black. 

And I must admit that it was 
one of those revelatory moments 
when I started to believe in the idea 
of transformation. Because it was 
at that point that I realized in some 
bizarre incalculable way, the kid had 
made me feel a little more at home. 

This is the terrain of 
transformation. Within and without. 
We must be open to change. Must 
struggle with the sloppiness of it. 
Must innovate our way through. 
But it is absolutely where we have 
to go. 

N D" 
-Emily Dickinson 
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2001: An English Odyssey 
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and conference and membership news. 

LINKING ... 

Great Literature and Integrated 
Language Arts Textbook 

Innovative Guided Writing 
Interactive CD-ROM 

~~ 
and the Language Arts 

THE EMC MASTERPIECE SERIES 

Selecting New Textbooks? 
Call 800-328-1452 for Samples. 

lfal EMCParadigm Call: 800-328-1452 

~ 111 ■ ■ ■ • • • Fax: 800-328-4564 
E-mail: educate@emcp.com 
Web site: www.emcp.com 



ASSISTANTSHIPS VARIETY & FLEXIBILITY 

PROGRAMS IN The usual teaching assignment is one section of 
freshman composition each quarter. Those 
interested in teaching one-to-one may be 
assigned tutoring in the Write Place (SCSU's 
writing center). Those interested in TESL may be 
scheduled to tutor or teach ESL. 

Graduate students in English have a range of professional goals. 
Many plan further study at the doctoral level. Some intend to 
teach in community college, vocational-technical colleges, 
secondary schools, or overseas. Others plan careers in 
administration or communication. A number of candidates are 
pursuing careers in creative writing or simply wish to enhance 
their understanding of and love for literature and language. 

• 1:s 
at St. Clou.d Slate TJniversily 

Graduate assistants receive a monthly stipend 
during fall and spring semesters. They pay in-state 
tuition and are granted tuition assistance equal to 
approximately one-half the tuition for graduate 
credits, not to exceed tuition for six credits per 

semester. 

A regular rotation of graduate-level courses enables both full-time 
and part-time students to plan programs to meet their needs. Full
time students can readily complete degree requirements within 
two years while working as graduate assistants. Part-time students 
can complete a degree while continuing to work full-time by 
enrolling in regularly scheduled evening and summer classes. 

American Literature 

British Literature 
Caesarea Abartis, Ph.D. 
Southern Illinois; Renaissance 

<:om position and Rhetoric literature, creative writing 

James 8. Anderson, Ph.D. 
Professional Writing Iowa; Shakespeare, comparative 

Renaissance 

Creative Writing Sharon E. Cogdill, Ph.D. 
Michigan State; computers in 
English, Victorian literature 

Tea~hirtg English as a/Second Language 
Frances Condon, Ph.D. 
SUNY; composition, 

Teachirig C:ollege English rhetoridcritical theory 

Michael Connaughton, Ph.D. 
Indiana; eighteenth-century British 
literature, professional writing 

Steve Crow, D.A. 
Assistantships available Michigan; American Indian 

literature, creative writing 

Fot more information: Richard Dillman, Ph.D. 

. : > (320)255-3061 Oregon; American and Medieval 

. ·: • • ._ : British literature 
english@StCloudState.edu 

fi«.p://¢¢OQQt,StCloudState.edu/-english Judith Dorn, Ph.D. 
• iifii ••• - ••·-• •· : ._ Yale; eighteenth-century British 

0 

literature, theory/gender and 
narrative 

Tim Fountaine, Ph.D. 

X 5Jt.A'If.· UNIVERSITY Michigan_Tec_h; technical 
·: . .. . < __ i •·•·• • •: _ commumcat1on 
;¢:)i((;tlftn(;f• and opportunity composition/cultural rhetoric 

ttt43Sl9 SCSO it.1111 ~rmative action/equal Judy Foster, Ph.D. 
• • • employer.Ihinnaterial can be made Denver; American literature, 

ooatC4iitaoi the spqrisoring department rhetoric/pedagogy 

GRADUATE FACULTY 

Chris Gordon, Ph.D. 
Minnesota; English education, 
composition 

Donna Gorrell, D.A. 
Illinois State; rhetorical 
theory/pedagogy, advanced writing 

Jack Hibbard, Ph.D. 
Purdue; Renaissance and 
contemporary Christian literature 

Robert Inkster, Ph.D. 
Wyoming; rhetorical 
theory/pedagogy, business writing 

Tommie Jackson, Ph.D. 
Nebraska; African-American and 
African literature 

Philip Keith, Ph.D. 
Pennsylvania; rhetoric, American 
literature 

Judith Kilborn, Ph.D . 
Purdue; rhetorical theory/pedagogy, 
business writing 

Steven Klepetar, Ph.D. 
Chicago; British Romantics, poetry 

Ettien Koffi, Ph.D. 
Indiana; phonology-orthography, 
sociolinguistics/translation 

Maren Linett, Ph.D. 
Michigan; Holocaust studies, 
twentieth-century British literature 

James Lundquist, Ph.D. 
Florida; literary theory and criticism, 
the novel 

William Meissner, M.F.A. 
Massachusetts; creative writing 
(poetry and fiction) 

Sidney F. Parham, Ph.D. 
Tufts; dramatic literature, playwriting 

Constance Perry, Ph.D. 
Indiana; twentieth-century American 
literature, women's literature 

Raymond Philippot, Ph.D. 
Minnesota; English education and 
composition 

James Robinson, Ph.D. 
Stanford;TESL, cross-cultural 
education 

Suzanne Ross, Ph.D. 
Illinois; composition/basic writing, 
general linguistics 

Suellen Rundquist, Ph.D. 
Minnesota; general linguistics, 
sociolinguistics/pragmatics 

David Sebberson, Ph.D. 
Maryland; rhetorical theory/history 
and interdisciplinary/rhetoric 

Rex Veeder, Ph.D. 
Arizona; English education, 
rhetoric/composition 



Editor's Note: I wrote the following poem during a bout of homesickness 
while completing my first year of teaching at Ilima Intermediate School in 
Ewa Beach, Oahu. Raised in Manitoba and Minnesota, I just couldn't get used to 
Hawaii's perpetual paradise. I tried to assuage my longing for home by 
remembering how awful it was to have to shovel snow at six in the morning. 
The plan failed. 

It's a little Manitoba. 

One-tenth, according to lakes on license plates. 
In tents, counting mosquitoes on mesh 
while moccasins dry on paddles by the fire, consider this: 
a spring in the right direction sends thoughts flowing to a gulf. 
Or follow the north stars and leave 
a loon 
alone 
on a lake. 

Water pipe stone land 
the Ojibwe met the Sioux, the Vikings 
came and decided to stay 
there are buffalo now in the zoo. 
Spirit trees and eagle nests, 
a wolf lopes down to the shore, 
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trees make a sound when they fall in the woods
a grouse drums, and then there is more: get out! 
of that bloomin' town's malls, portage down! 
to some god-dammed falls, camp it up! 
By the shores ofGitchigumi shout, "Northern lights, Manitou me!" 
and cast your fat head in the night. 

Black bears and blueberries 
and Bunyan's blue ox, birch bark 
canoes and blankets of pox? Reel back! 
you can withdraw wild rice 
from the bank and lay on pancakes 
like a sap: the eyes offish are walls of ice 
palaces in the sky. Ja, 

nice place to visit but you wouldn't want to live there 
we say to keep others away. But at forty below while shoveling snow 
I still remember what we know: that 
when the rivers melt and geese return and through the crust 
See! Baby fern! The sun comes out and bloodstreams run 
into the busy math of a summer's total 
and lazy add to a reverent autumnal 
age makes a pothole of gold in every puddle. 

And even this now, each flake's unique. 
I shovel individuality with a paddle and
drift. 

Weak hearts may oh and ah, 
mine mends where the rivers wend. 

-by Jake Oetting, St. Cloud State University 



MCTE Executive Board 

John Schmit, President 
Augsburg College 
schmit@augsburg.edu 

Lynette Reini-Grandell, President Elect 
Rochester Community and Technical College 
lynette.reini-grandell@roch.edu 

Anne Andersen, Past President 
Cross Winds Middle School 
aanderse@mail. ahs. stpaul.k 12 .mn. us 

Gerry Lidstrom, Vice President 
Southwest Junior High School 
glidstrom@forest1ake.kl2.mn.us 

Marsha Besch, Executive Secretary 
ISD #196 
beschmew@prodigy.net 

Sandy Nesvig, Treasurer 
Annunciation School 
nesvig@mninter.net 

MCTE Advisory Board 

Sandy Hayes, Editor, MCTE News 
Becker Middle School 
sjhayes@aol.com 

Richard Fischer, Censorship Chair 
Foley High School 
rfischer@foley.kl2.mn.us 

Deborah Appleman, English Ed Chair 
Carleton College 
dapplema@carleton.edu 

Joan Thompson, College Lit Chair 
Augsburg College 
thompsoj@augsburg.edu 

Mickie St. Sauver, Middle School Chair 
Cleveland Middle School 
masst@aol.com 

Mary Freng-Gunderson, Secondary Chair 
Champlin Park High School 
freng@anoka.kl2.mn. us 

JeanMarie Burtness, Creative Wrtg. Chair 
Champlin Park High School 
jzb@burtness.com 

Karen Busch, Two-year College Chair 
(TBA) 

Robert Strandquist, SLATE Chair 
Eagan High School 
strandra@ehs.isdl96.kl2.mn.us 

Michael Thompson, CFL Liason 
MN Children, Families and Leaming 
michael. thompson@state.mn. us 

Jake Oetting, Editor, MN English Journal 
St. Cloud State University 
joetting@stcloudstate.edu 

This issue of the 
Minnesota English Journal 

has been made possible by: 

•EMC/Paradigm Publishing of St.Paul, 
featuring 6-1 2 literature textbooks with 

interactive CD-ROMs 

•the English graduate programs at 
St. Cloud State University, 

teaching teachers since 1 869 

•the MN Humanities Commission 
in cooperation with the 

National Endowment for the Humanities 

•the members ofMCTE. 

Thanks, members! 
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MCTE News UPDATE! 
by Sandy Hayes, Becker Middle School 

Happy Labor Day weekend! Our 

State Fair appearance yesterday was better 
than ever! Thanks to Gerry, JeanMarie, 
Joan, Richard, Bob, and Patty for helping 
out in the booth and to John for 
transporting the poetry board. Bob and 
Patty were real troupers helping me bring 
the material back to my car, especially 
since I couldn't quite identify where it was 
parked and it was starting to rain. 

Education Minnesota rearranged the 
booth so that we had our own area and a 
more advantageous location. They had 
an activity that really drew the crowds
they took digital photos and glued them 
on calendars. They took about 800 
pictures. There was not one point in the 
day when there was no one at our table, 
talking and interacting. 

We had a Harry Potter theme
with drawings for the "kids" for 20 items: 
books, T-shirts, jellybeans, and some 
small Harry Potter items (notebooks, 
bookcovers). Kids invented flavors for 
Bernie Botts Every Flavor Jellybeans and 
wrote what they liked about Harry Potter 
books. Tapes of Harry Potter #4 were 
playing on the loudspeaker. Professor 
Minerva McGonagall was present. 

One page of photos are up on the 
website. I hope to finish later tonight. 
Over 500 kids and about 200 adults 
entered the drawing- 70 adults wrote 
comments about Harry Potter books-all 
enthusiastic. We gave out over 1000 
bookmarks with a list of other books Harry 
Potter fans might enjoy while they are 
waiting for Harry Potter #5. We went 
through 370 parent flyers with tips for 
helping with reading and writing. The 
enthusiasm about reading was amazing! 
It was also touching to watch parents 

helping their children fill out addresses, 
jellybean flavors and spelling out words 
explaining their love for Harry Potter. 
Truly a literacy event! 

Since we've found that we can 
keep the magnetic poetry sets, we had a 
drawing for some of the kits-93 teachers 
entered-in addition to English and 
Language arts teachers, teachers of pre
school, art, ESL, special ed, social studies, 
and a chemistry teacher entered the 
drawing. 

We handed out freebies and 
membership info to about 75 teachers of 
English/language arts in grade 5 and 
above. Two education students mentioned 
that they have visited our website ( one 
found it on his own). 14 eligible teachers 
registered for a scholarship for the NCTE 
convention. 

And stuff ... 

Newsletter-last call-send your 
articles, news items, congratulation 
notices as early this week as possible. 

Student Anthology project
everything received is on computer, 
artwork from Art Institute has been 
received and transformed to CD ("It's 
Zowie" according to JeanMarie). There 
are a couple of short reflections and a 
translation of a poem into Vietnamese still 
coming. The target mailing is mid
January. 

Best wishes to everyone on your 
opening days-and especially to Anne as 
she sits in the principal's chair at 
Crosswinds. May all your Bernie Botts 
jellybeans be tasty ones! 

-Sandy, aka Minerva McGonagall 
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"Congratulations to Minnesota's English teach
ers on their 40th anniversary of MCTE. The 
teaching of English is a humane art that is 
simply crucial in any person's life, a discipline 
that nobody should be allowed to fail at, and my 
gratitude to my old teachers Deloyd Hochstetter, 
Helen Story and Helen Fleischman is without 
bound. Of course, they encouraged me toward 
the profession I'm in, but more important, they 
filled us all with the love of literature, which is 
the love of language, which is fundamental to 
civilization. Onward." 

-Garrison Keillor 
September, 2000 
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