
Ihe past decade has seen much more literature represent-
ing various cultures and minorities incorporated in English 
courses, significantly expanding the traditional English canon 
(Zahorik). Typically, discussions about teaching multicul-
tural literature assume that students represent several cultures 
(Webster), and much of the research on teaching in a mul-
ticultural classroom presents analyses of the ways students 
from various cultures react to the same piece of literature. 

However, my experience in teaching multicultural litera-
ture to an honors class at St. Cloud State University was different. 
Traditionally, classes at St. Cloud State are very homogeneous, 
and the honors class that I taught in the fall of 2002 was one hun-
dred percent white, predominantly middle-class students from 
Minnesota. As a teacher of multicultural literature, I saw this as a 
great challenge. The level of multicultural awareness of my stu-
dents was very low, and the similarity in their backgrounds hin-
dered our entering into a productive discussion. Nevertheless, I 
found the students  ̓exposure to other cultures extremely reward-
ing. Through literature, they familiarized themselves with several 
European cultures, including history, economy, and politics. Al-
though the obvious time limitations restricted the thoroughness 
of such exposure, individual and group assignments allowed the 
students to get involved on a deeper level with at least two of 
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the four cultures we discussed in class. Even more importantly, 
learning about other cultures allowed the students, through com-
parison, to get a better understanding of their own cultural per-
spectives. Lastly, this comparison in some cases led to a total revi-
sion and reevaluation of ideas that the students never questioned 
before, to a change in their attitudes and, perhaps, in their lives.

8djghZ�8dciZci
This honors course was a literature course giving a cross-

cultural view of the Realist novel with the focus on the novel 
of adultery. Three major European novels-- Madame Bovary by 
Gustave Flaubert, Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy, and Effi Bri-
est by Theodor Fontane--and one American novel, The Awaken-
ing by Kate Chopin, represent the core of the course. The Eu-
ropean novels were read in the English translation, although if 
any of the students had knowledge of one of these languages, 
they were encouraged to read the novels in the original language 
(see Hutcheon for a discussion of using translations). In addition 
to studying literary aspects, much time was allotted to studying 
the socioeconomic and historical background of the novels, as 
well as gender construction in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. In fact, as Hutcheon argues, it is precisely because of 
the “increasing importance of feminist theory in North America 
[that] a major interest in context – social, cultural, historical, 
political […] – was added to the concern with textuality” (304). 
The gender aspect was emphasized not only in the discussion 
of the womenʼs situation during that period but also in the way 
women and sexuality were represented in literature by male au-
thors compared to the representations of female authors. The goal 
was to elucidate – with the help of close readings, contemporary 
reviews, and critical articles – the contested issues of gender.

The course was a discussion course. The students were 
responsible for two kinds of presentation. For one report, they 
were expected to recover contemporary as well as more recent 
evaluations of the work under discussion and present a syn-
opsis of them in an informative and stimulating manner. For 
the other, the students were to write a position paper taking a 
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stand on a controversial subject and lead a class discussion. 
This type of work was aimed at developing critical thinking 
skills as well as the ability to present an argument in writing. 

6cVanh^h�d[�HijYZcihÉ�Bjai^XjaijgVa�6lVgZcZhh
As a classroom teacher I have been intrigued by how 

students rework their own culture in processing literature 
from other countries. Contrary to some generally accepted 
beliefs, students do not necessarily enjoy literature of their 
own culture best (Marrouchi). At the same time, early expo-
sure and familiarity with at least one other culture/subculture 
makes students more receptive to another culture (Webster). 

For my analysis of students  ̓ reading comprehension 
and multicultural awareness, I found Banksʼs Typology of Eth-
nic Identity (1997) especially helpful. In brief, Banks  ̓typology 
classifies an individualʼs development of consciousness into six 
successive stages. In stage one, psychological captivity, an in-
dividual possesses a negative feeling of self-evaluation toward 
oneʼs own ethnic group and a positive view of other ethnici-
ties. In stage two, ethnic encapsulation, an individual possess-
es a positive view of his/her own ethnic group and a negative 
view of other ethnic groups. In stage three, identity clarifica-
tion, an individual identifies strengths and weaknesses of his/
her ethnic group and of other ethnic groups. In stage four, bi-
ethnicity, an individual understands well and feels positively 
towards two ethnic groups, moving easily between them. In 
stage five, multiethnicity, an individual understands several 
national cultures and feels positively towards all of them. In 
stage six, an individual understands several cultures on a glob-
al scale and feels positively towards other cultures in general. 

Banksʼs typology resulted largely from the Black con-
sciousness movement of the 1960s. Therefore, the first stage, 
the negative self-evaluation, is not applicable to white middle 
class Americans, who do not grow up in a culture where their 
ethnicity is systematically devaluated. Rather, as exemplified 
by my students, they start at stage two, with a positive view 
of their own culture and a lack of acceptance of other cultures/ 
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ethnicities. Occasionally, some students are developed enough 
to see positives and negatives about their own culture and other 
cultures (stage three). In a classroom with students from other 
cultures, some students would be at stage four, understanding 
two cultures, and this would facilitate their movement towards 
stages five and six. In the homogeneous classroom environ-
ment of my honors class, students started at stages two/three.

DkZgXdb^c\�8djghZ�EgdWaZbh
After students tried to master the first chapters of Madame 

Bovary on their own, I noticed their total lack of acceptance of 
anything different from American culture (the description of the 
wedding, the ball at Vaubyessard, conversations, to cite just a 
few). The students who tried their best at interpreting the novel 
by paying attention to details made observations that showed 
cultural unawareness in general. For example, one student said 
that the green eyes of Emma had the color of money. For many, 
my comment that French money is not green was a total surprise. 
They had never seen money other than dollars and had never 
thought that other countries might have money of a different color.

Another complication in understanding the assigned read-
ings was the students  ̓unawareness, even in very general terms, 
of the material conditions of the nineteenth century (Schultz)1 
Thus, they tended to discard Emmaʼs problems with an easy 
recommendation to “go get a job.” To help the students avoid 
the trap of applying the norms and standards of contemporary 
American society indistinctively, several class periods focused 
on the context in which the novels were written: social, cultural, 
historical, and political. Students learned that meanings are pro-
duced in contexts, without which an accurate reading is impos-
sible. Most of the research students did was on the legal and so-
cial attitudes toward marriage in Russia, Germany, France, and 
the United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
As Catherine Lappas points out, “[a]ddressing cultural diversity 

1 Daniel Schultz and Maryanne Felter address the problem of read-
ing within the historical context in their article “Reading Historically in a 
Historically Illiterate Culture.”
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through literary texts is one way, but it is imperative that we 
create an interdisciplinary critical dialogue as well – literature 
with social documentaries, autobiographies, reports […]” (167). 

For me as a teacher, it was fascinating to see how much 
more mature students  ̓views and understanding were becoming 
from one class period to another. For example, the discovery that 
divorce in France was not legal until the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury enabled students to stop giving Emma advice to divorce her 
husband. On the other hand, watching excerpts from a French film 
version of Madame Bovary helped them better understand differ-
ences between their own culture and the French culture of that time. 

Even more importantly, with this first novel, the students 
not only got a better understanding of the novel itself, but they 
also got a general feeling of contextualization in producing a 
meaning. Thus, reading Anna Karenina came much easier. I was 
surprised how much information the students brought to class at 
the time I presented the context for Anna Karenina. The ques-
tions, likewise, were increasingly more informed and the level 
of irritability with the characters in the novel had substantially 
decreased. Again, watching parts from a Russian version of Anna 
Karenina and comparing them to the American film added a lot 
to the discussion of the novel. The reading of the third novel, Effi 
Briest, went even more smoothly. Group presentations on con-
temporary and modern reviews helped to make subtle distinc-
tions between our modern approach to the novel and its conflict 
and the approach of the nineteenth-century readers and critics. 

The last novel was Kate Chopinʼs The Awakening. Con-
trary to my expectations, this was not the easiest reading for the 
students. My expectations were based on the fact that this is an 
American novel and we are also getting closer in time to the 
present day. However, I discovered that entering oneʼs own lit-
erature is not necessarily easy. Also, since Kate Chopin is a local 
colorist and portrays a very specific Creole environment in Lou-
isiana, the setting, although American, created distance. Also, 
the students apparently were seeking to identify with the main 
character, but the idea of a womanʼs sexual awakening and the 
adultery she commits was met with a lot of resentment and re-
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sistance. In adultery they saw a trespassing of morality, religious 
and societal norms. Interestingly, they could more easily deal 
with the transgressive character of adultery when it was hap-
pening in other countries and other cultures, and was far away 
in time. The most positive outcome of the heated discussions 
around The Awakening was in the students  ̓ attempts to ques-
tion and understand their own views on contemporary issues. 

The final research paper that the students submitted 
clearly reflected not only their new skills in conducting re-
search into other cultures and carefully choosing sources and 
documenting them, but the ability to see how cultures, both 
other and their own, are constructed in society. One further 
step would be awareness of the constructed nature of the iden-
tity in general; hopefully the class made a step in this direction.

An important aspect of the course is my choice of the 
novels for teaching multiculturalism. The three European novels 
belong to the worldʼs “great” literature and are often used to 
promote “the monuments of western heritage” resulting in the 
neglect of “minor literatures.” This is problematic; however, I 
think that a study of these literary icons can be of much use 
if we subject “the monuments” to some disturbing deconstruc-
tions. In order to resist dominance, we tried to locate the novels 
within their own cultural space and understand literature as a 
document as well as monument--in particular a document of fe-
male oppression in the patriarchal societies of Western Europe. 
Of course, there is no single “right” method of handling liter-
ary problems, nor a single approach to works of literature that 
will yield all the significant truths about them. However, con-
sidering the historical context and developing students  ̓aware-
ness of it might help develop multicultural awareness in general. 

Can one hope to attain the truth? As Virginia Woolf says 
in A Room of One s̓ Own, 

When a subject is highly controversial 
– and any question about sex is that 
– one cannot hope to tell the truth. One 
can only show how one came to hold 
whatever opinions one does hold. One 
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can only give oneʼs audience the chance 
of drawing their own conclusions as they 
observe the limitations, the prejudices, 
the idiosyncrasies of the speaker. (100)

This is precisely what I tried to do in my class. Besides 
teaching the students to understand and appreciate other cultures, 
I taught them to reevaluate their notions about what they are and 
who they are and how they came to hold their opinions about oth-
er parts of the world and themselves. Rather than accepting their 
opinions as the norm, the students grasped the idea that norms 
are formed by society and are, therefore, relative. Talking about 
American culture and comparing it to the other cultures allowed 
the students to problematize what had seemed universal truths to 
them before. Moreover, it led the class to the basic understanding 
that there is no such thing as “the American culture” since this cul-
ture in itself is a curious mixture of multifaceted cultures/heritage. 

6hhZhhbZci�VcY�8dcXajh^dc
My presentation would have been incomplete with-

out reference to students  ̓ overall evaluation of the course: 
“I learned a lot about reading literature from other 

countries. I am more used to reading modern American litera-
ture and it is a very different style of reading and analyzing.”

“I had never given much thought into the shock val-
ue that these books had in the time period they were written. 
Not only was I able to discover these different styles of writ-
ing, but I was also able to learn how society looked at wom-
en, marriage and adultery. Through this and writing, I was 
able to ask myself about what these topics meant to me.”

“Much of the information was new to me, mainly the topics 
on France, Russia and Germany. Class discussions on the coun-
tries and their societies were extremely helpful and interesting.”

“I learned we are all very different. The presenta-
tions you gave really helped a lot in understanding the cul-
tural backgrounds of the different countries and of my own.”

“I learned a lot about divorce and legalities of marriage 
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during this time. The most interesting part was the difference in 
laws from country to country. I also learned a lot about myself.”

Students  ̓evaluations of the class clearly reflect the prog-
ress the students made in the development of their critical think-
ing skills. Most of them address the changes in their attitudes, 
point out a better ability to understand other cultures and the 
American culture(s), and attest to the newly developed skills 
of questioning the established notions of their own culture. The 
evaluations reflect the personal growth of the students. They also 
left me with a feeling that teachers should seek to infuse multicul-
tural topics into the regular curriculum whenever possible, and 
should make them an integral part of teaching in any classroom. 
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