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Lynette Reini-Grandell 

Of What Use ls Literature? 

~ n the March 1993 and March 1995 issues of College English, Erika m~ 
' " Lindemann, Gary Tate, and others explored an issue which needs to be 

\ ~ revisited in the current climate emphasizing vocational education, 

graduation standards, and downsized curricula. The issue is the role of literature in 

the composition classroom, which touches on the larger fundamental issue of the 

role of literature in general education. 

Nationwide, studies seem to indicate that there hasn't been a large change in the 

number of students studying literature as part of their composition requirements. A 

study by Albert Kitzhaber published in 1963 found that about one in five colleges 

and universities had writing classes focusing on the study of literary texts (Steinberg 

266-267), and the ratio seems to have been about the same in the early 1990s (Tate, 

"Notes" 304). But the use of literature as a focus for composition courses seems to 

have gained a bad reputation, and, as Tate says, " ... although literature certainly 

did not disappear from the classrooms of many literature teachers, it did disappear 

from the conversation of our discipline. In other words, although we might still be 

using literature, we weren't talking about it" ("Notes" 304). At the same time, on 

my campus (and, I would guess, others) there has been a decline in course offerings 

in literature and other humanities classes as well as pressure to drop them from 

general education requirements. In this age of the bottom line, courses in literature 

and other humanities seem to be considered the most expendable. One college 

president told a colleague of mine that his nephew had chosen to major in a 

humanities field. The college president's question was this: What kind of job can 

one get with a humanities major? 

Let me make clear that I am not arguing for the exclusive use of literature as text 

in the composition classroom. But I am arguing that it needs to be given greater 

consideration. It is one of the great mysteries of our time that those teaching in the 

field of English seem among the slowest to promote literature as a significant 

force in education. 

The use of literature in the composition classroom has been questioned since the 

early days of CCCC meetings (Tate, "Notes" 305). The charges most frequently 

leveled against it are that it is elitist, and it is associated with poor teaching methods 

where students are not taught how to write, but simply forced to jump through a 

number of hoops. Erika Lindemann in both her 1993 and 1995 College English 
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articles frames the argument in terms of writing process vs. writing product, arguing 
that teaching writing with literature focuses entirely on the essay as product, not 
writing as a process. Many acknowledge that this was once the case three or four 
decades ago, but today this is a specious argument, as are the charges of elitism. 

Teaching people the writing process, emphasizing drafting and peer feedback, is 
not mutually exclusive with having students read and interpret literature. Using 
the term "imaginative texts" to establish a broad definition of"literature," Michael 
Gamer echoes this sentiment, pointing out that the teaching approach is at fault, 
not the text itself. He writes: 

Well-chosen imaginative texts, when combined with other 
nonfiction readings addressing similar issues, not only provide 
students with a pleasurable way to interact with other ways of 
seeing, but also enrich student writing by showing students that 
they can make arguments by telling stories and that their own 
experiences are not merely personal and subjective .... 
imaginative texts provide students with material that they must 
learn to analyze and respond to if they are to prosper outside the 
academy. (Gamer 283) 

In other words, literature in the writing classroom can provide a liberating 
opportunity for students to begin thinking critically about themselves and the world 
around them. 

Erika Lindemann is correct when she states that we are still arguing about this 
because we have not tackled the fundamental issue: What do we want students to 
learn in the composition classroom? (Lindemann, "Three Views" 288). We want 
students to learn to write, of course, and, moreover, we want our students to master 
the forms of writing required of them in the academic and professional world. But 
after this point, measuring a student's mastery of the activity becomes a slippery 
thing. The common wisdom suggests that we scaffold the student's writing 
experience by helping the student master easier modes first and then moving on to 
the more difficult tasks. We begin with the personal essay, developing the student's 
sense of description and narration, then move to more analytical writing, which 
eventually culminates in a research paper. Then, if the writing program includes it, 
more interpretive writing is asked for: analytical essays about literature. 
Interestingly, courses that emphasize writing about literature are usually reserved 
for the more advanced or "gifted" students (Steinberg 267). The unspoken 
assumption is that some students are not yet ready to analyze literature. 

Student progress through these developmental stages is rarely seamless. Students 
seem particularly tripped up when writing about things they have read, texts that 
require making inferences, contextualizing, and interpreting. The student who writes 
a nearly flawless narrative of her first day at new school often falls apart when 
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asked to analyze an essay or a short story. Suddenly her writing is disorganized, 
and her sentences are filled with mechanical errors. Perhaps this should not be 
surprising, as many of my community college students tell me that they have never 
been asked to analyze or interpret anything before. (An aside: someone may have 
asked them to analyze or interpret something, but the students themselves were 
unconscious of it if it happened. And certainly our culture outside of the educational 
system does little to encourage analysis or interpretation.) 

My experience teaching developmental college reading has also made me more 
alert to the reading problems students experience in college work. Many times 
students who have difficulty making the leap from personal to analytical writing 
have parallel reading problems: an inability to recognize unfamiliar ideas and 
viewpoints-misunderstanding the main point of the text, sometimes by grabbing 
desperately onto a single sentence and losing the point of the whole-and also an 
inability to contextualize the argument-not having enough background information 
to recognize significant points in the text. 

Has writing the personal essay, the essay about their own experiences, really 
prepared students for reading and responding to another text or, to put it more 
broadly, another point of view? Richard Paul, in his landmark book Critical 
Thinking: What Every Person Needs to Survive in a Rapidly Changing World, 
repeatedly points out that our natural thought processes are egocentric. He writes, 
"It is not natural for us to step outside our egocentric point of view. It is not natural 
for us to take into account the interests, needs, or points of view of others" (6 I 6). 
And it is only through education that we can begin to see the world through another's 
point of view. It is this ability to see from other viewpoints, and be self-aware 
about it, that is the hallmark of critical thinking. The personal essay, while certainly 
focusing on a subject that the student can master, seems in fact to give very little 
preparation for critical thinking and the analytical writing that student will be 
expected to master in the future. 

I discovered this somewhat accidentally last spring, when I was teaching an 
introductory freshman composition course. We had several guest authors coming 
to campus that spring, and I wanted my students to have read their works and 
already be working on papers about these works before the authors arrived. The 
schedule necessitated that I reverse my usual order of assignments, and do the 
more "difficult" reaction and analytical papers first and the "easy" description and 
imitation papers in the second half of the quarter. I apologized to my students 
about the unorthodox organization of assignments. But when the quarter was 
finished, I had some of the best papers I have ever gotten in a freshman composition 
course. The students apparently had taken up the challenge to be more thoughtful 
from the beginning of the quarter onward. Because I use portfolios, students were 
able to continue working on the more analytical papers throughout the course. 
Their description and imitation papers were also more insightful than those I had 
seen in previous classes. I had a similar experience last winter quarter, with different 
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books, and am doing the course again this spring. 

This experience, and the awareness that we often construct a hierarchy around 

interpreting literature, makes me wonder whether we are really doing students a 

service when we send them on tasks at which they can succeed but do not prepare 

them for much more. Early on his classic, ground-breaking work, Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, educator Paulo Freire warns against practicing "false generosity," in 

which the student is made to believe that he or she is being helped but in fact 

remains kept in the position of subordinate (oppressed) to the instructor (oppressor). 

He writes, "Any attempt to 'soften' the power of the oppressor in deference to the 

weakness of the oppressed almost always manifests itself in the form of false 

generosity; indeed, the attempt never goes beyond this" (26). We may be practicing 

this kind of false generosity when we assign students activities that make them 

feel better about their accomplishments but do not contribute to their long-term 

mastery of writing and thinking. And we practice false generosity at its most 

egregious level when we assume that only the most advanced students are qualified 

to interpret literary texts. To combat this tendency, I have been assigning manageable 

literary works in the various developmental writing classes I teach, and students 

for the most part are eager to rise to the challenge. 

Using literature and other significant texts in the composition classroom also 

demonstrates a certain degree of respect for the student in that we believe that 

student capable of comprehending a more focused content. Students often don't 

take the required composition courses seriously because they fail to see what the 

value is of what they are learning. Anthologies of readings for composition classes 

tend to be filled with excerpts, providing little or no context for the essays. Chapters 

from autobiographies or novels are often presented as if they were discrete short 

stories. Richard Paul notes, "Unfortunately, most texts do not have a unified 

approach toward this goal [ of understanding the meanings of other writers]. They 

are often patchwork, as if constructed by a checklist mentality, as if each act of 

learning were independent of the one that precedes or follows it. Texts typically 

lack a global concept of literature, language, reading, writing, or listening" (603). 

In contrast, I've had surprising success teaching a writing about literature course 

as a survey of early American literature. We do typical composition course activities: 

students write multiple drafts and journal entries, and they participate in peer 

feedback groups. We work on how to write a thesis statement and how to organize 

supporting points. But the students are enthused about the subject matter that is 

almost entirely new to them, and the fact that we are looking at texts in a historical 

sequence encourages students to compare works with each other as well as with 

events in the world beyond the literature. The advent of New Historicism as an 

popular critical approach has perhaps made it easier than before to show students 

the relevance of various literary texts. New Historicism is an approach that seeks 

to view literature in its historical context, with special attention often given to 

feminist, populist, multicultural, and Marxist perspectives. Symbols and metaphors 
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are also studied, but usually with an eye towards their cultural or historical 

significance. Following the lead of the Heath Anthology of American Literature, 

which was the first major anthology to emphasize this approach, other publishers 

are now following suit, making it relatively easy to present works in a historical 

context. New Historicism has made texts for our students seem more relevant to 

the concerns of real life. 

There are those who would say that the average worker-the person our student 

will eventually become-will not need to do interpretive writing on the job: reports, 

letters, proposals, memos, and advertising copy are all that are necessary. But will 

these future employees not be asked to do any thinking on the job? And how much 

thinking should go into what they write on the job? All these forms of writing, if 

they are to be done well, require interpretive work. We cannot really divorce good 

writing from good thinking. Of course our students will need thinking and analytical 

skills in the workplace, and one way in which we can judge the degree to which 

those skills have been developed is to examine their written work, in the classroom. 

Richard Paul, in fact, links critical thinking with productivity in the marketplace, 

writing, 

When we develop abilities to think critically we develop our 

capacity to function as free agents .... As rational agents, we 

bring a new dimension to learning and production. We open the 

way for our own rational production and the collective 

development of a rational society .... I suggest that the most 

pressing problein the world faces today is the problem of irrational 

production, of that production which wastefully expends human 

labor and precious resources for ends that would not be valued 

by rational persons nor be given priority in a rational society. 

(Paul 617-618) 

Studying literature can encourage these critical thinking skills by requiring students 

to make inferences, recognizing analogies and metaphors, and by requiring them 

to see the world from other points of view. 

There are also those who do not subscribe to the idea that the student is a product 

being prepared for the workplace. At all levels of education, students need to be 

developing the thinking skills, imaginative skills, and empathetic skills, which are 

necessary in life beyond the workplace and essential to the functioning of a 

democratic society. Gary Tate puts it well in his article "A Place for Literature in 

Freshman Composition": 

I refuse to look at my students as primarily history majors, 

accounting majors, nursing majors. I much prefer to think of them 

and treat them as people whose most important conversations will 

take place outside the academy, as they struggle to figure out how 
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to live their lives-that is, how to vote and love and survive, how 
to respond to change and diversity and death and oppression and 
freedom. (320) 

Understanding metaphor leads one to see connections between things, to imagine 
situations without having actually experienced them, and perhaps to even make 
sense of some of the experiences. These are the things we withhold from our 
students when we deem any of the liberal and fine arts unnecessary frills. 

A Postscript: 

A short time ago, A View from the Loft asked its readers to respond to the 
question Of what use is poetry?-a question initially posed by Amiri Baraka in 
his poem Of What Use Is Poetry? I will close with these excerpted responses, 
which could easily be read as responses to the question initially posed, Of what 
use is literature'?: 
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1). When I brought this question to a workshop led by John Caddy, he 
said, "Of what use is poetry? To save your life." 

What is the essence of this soul-saving art we call poetry? Ralph 
Waldo Emerson said, "We ascribe beauty to what is simple, which has 
no superfluous parts, which exactly answers its end." Exactness, 
simplicity in words, an attempt to duplicate the perfection of nature. As 
Sara Teasdale observed, "Beauty more than bitterness makes the heart 
break." 

Writing-and reading-poetry forces us to pay attention to ourselves 
and to each other and our world, the way an artist must pay rapt attention 
when he or she sketches the rose and brushes it with life and color. It 
forces us to be exact and truthful, to the point of pain, in our observation 
and our re-creation. It challenges us, in the words of Robert Frost, to 
"take life by the throat." Learn to know it, to find a consistent truth and 
order there. And to survive somehow, with soul intact. 

Sara DeLuca 

2). Poetry is not a poultice or a pillow or a band-aid, though it 
sometimes helps one feel better. It's not shelter, food, money, cloth. It's a 
forklift for the spirit. It's instant soup, a transformation. Transportation 
for the spirit. Poetry makes its own way, makes a connection between 
reader and writer, an essential human connection. Take one a day. 

Syma Cohn 

3. Poetry is the consolation prize, I suppose, for everything we can't 
ever understand about what we are doing here, individually and 
collectively, on a wobbly spark which will one day be inhaled by a larger 
onslaught of flame and ash. As consoler, poetry can steal from the 
unforgiving rush of time, a way of seeing, reclaiming, lnughing, 
discovering, questioning and loving which helps shore up the visible 
world for as long as we shall be privileged to know it. 

J.P. White 

4. To give shape to life's strangeness. 

Mary Cummings 

5. I am reminded of what Chuang Tsu said about the usefulness of a 
window: It is merely a hole in the wall, an empty space, and yet it fills 
the entire room with light. Chuang Tsu was talking about the Tao, but the 
image is appropriate for poetry; without it there would be darkness. 

Marjorie Buettner 
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