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Time would pass, old empires would fall and new ones take their
Place, the relations of countries and the relations of classes had
to charige, before I discovered that it is not quality of goods and
utility thot matter, but movement: not where you are or what you

have, b where you have come from, where you are going and
the rate at which you are getting there.

C.L.R. James.



This work is dedicated to my family who have helped me to dwell in varied landscapes, to
recognize new ways of being and to find the words to express what I have wanted to say:

My parents - Judy and Eddie Seaton
My husband -Les
and
My daughters -Tonya and Bronwen



ABSTRACT

How do students from diverse cultural backgrounds respond to reading
multicultural literary texts? What challenges and dilemmas might teachers face as they
introduce a postcolonial pedagogy into contemporary classrooms? These questions guide
this study of ways for students and teachers to cross borders constructed within discourses
of race, class, gender and ethnicity. Drawing on postcolonial literary theory, critical
theory, poststructuralism and reader-response theories, my study suggests theoretical and
pedagogical frameworks for re-evaluating literary curricula and developing reading
strategies for a pluralistic world.

This research journey is presented as a travel metaphor, beginning in apartheid
South Africa where I taught an unexamined curriculum of Eurocentric literary texts. From
there, the journey moves into an analysis of developments in multicultural literary
education in Britain, the United States and Canada and a reflection on pertinent questions
of canon, culture, identity and representation in literary texts. This theoretical landscape
yields to explorations of teaching practice as I describe my collaborative research with a
high-school English teacher in a Canadian multi-ethnic school where we introduced three
grade levels of students to international texts, balancing aesthetic literary readings with
sociopolitical discussions and deconstructive reading strategies. In a bricolage of theories,
literary selections, reflections on teaching practice, teacher and student voices, [ offer a
variety of lenses for viewing the complex world of reading, teaching and learning.

Results from the study highlight advantages for minority and majority students of

engaging with multicultural literature. When teachers adopt a critical pedagogy and a



postcolonial literary stance, students may learn to recognize ambivalences inherent in the
construction of cultural identities. They begin to deconstruct misrepresentations of the
“other” in literary texts, and to acknowledge challenges to their perceptions of themselves.
The study iliuminates complexities of translating theory into classroom practice,
suggesting that teachers who strive to re-map literary worlds will be challenged to read
literature set in unfamiliar cultural and linguistic contexts and to address new questions of
text selection and student response. As unfamiliar voices are heard in the classroom, new
tensions will arise as students respond in individual ways to issues of representation,

power and difference.
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MAPPING THE TERRITORY: OVERVIEW OF A JOURNEY

[TThe application of the metaphor of travel to thought conjures up the image of
an innovaiive mind that explores new ways of looking at things or which opens
up new horizons.  That mind is a critical one to the extent that its moving
beyond a given set of preconceptions or values also undermines those
assumptions. Indeed, 1o call an existing order (whether epistemological,
aesthetic, or political) into question by placing oneself “outside” that order, by
taking a “critical distance” from i, is implicitly to invoke the metaphor of
thought as travel.

Georges Van Den Abbeele, 1992, xiii.

The problem with maps is they take imagination.
Qur need for contour invents the curve,

our demand for straight lines will have
measurement laid out in bones. Direction

rips the creel out of our hand. To let go now

is to become air-borne, a kite, map, journey . . .
Thomas Shapcott, 1987, ii.

For much of the twentieth century, canonized texts from Britain and, more recently,
from the United States inscribed the Canadian high school literary map. During the past
decades, Canadian students have had increasing access to a national literature, but for many
immigrants to Canada from non-Western countries, first-generation Canadians, Native
Canadians and other minority students, gaps and absences remain in the literary landscape.
There are few opportunities for these students to connect with texts which may resonate with

their own cross-cultural histories and traditions and even fewer opportunities for them to
engage critically in deconstructing texts that misrepresent or exoticize the experiences of non-

Western people.



This dissertation is a literary journey which steps briefly into the past, pauses to
consider the present, and attempts to envision the future of postcolonial literary studies in
Canadian secondary schools. The focus of my journey is a research study that explored
possibilities for enlarging the traditional Western canon of literature taught in Canadian high
schools and considered the consequences of using postcolonial reading strategies to encourage
both minority and majority students to cross cultural boundaries, The study took place over a
period of three school terms, working with two grade 12 classes, one grade 11 advanced-
placement class, and two grade 10 classes in a large Western Canadian iner-city school with a
diverse student population.

At the heart of the research is a collaborative relationship between Marie Pawluk, an
made text selections of international literature and decided on teaching strategies that might
enable students critically to examine literary representations and ideologies. As a participant
observer in Marie’s classes during the teaching of the multicultural texts, I was able o listen to
students’ discussions of the literature and to read their personal and critical written responses.
In subsequent interviews with student volunteers from all five classes, I asked them to reflect
on their responses to the selected texts and to consider links between the literature and their
own lives.

journey:



° What are the positive values for students from diverse cultures of engaging with
literary texts that resonate with their own histories, traditions and cross-cultural
experiences? What are the concomitant drawbacks?

¢ How do reading and deconstructing multicultural literature in the context of a
classroom enable students and teachers to problematize representations of self,
place and the “other” in literary texts?

¢ What challenges and difficulties does one teacher face as she attempts to introduce
international literature to students and to engage them in deconstructive reading
strategies?

The metaphor of a journey, or a voyage, seems particularly apt as a description of this
research and a representation of my study. As Van Den Abeele (1992) suggests, the voyage is
one of the most cherished institutions of Western civilization and culture. He explains:

The dearest notions of the West nearly all appeal to the motif of the voyage: progress,

the quest for knowledge, freedom as freedom to move, self-awareness as an Odyssean

enterprise, salvation as a destination to be attained (typically straight and narrow), Yet
if there is such a great cultural investment in the voyage, that locus of investment is
nonetheless one whose possibility of appropriation also implies the threat of
expropriation. The voyage endangers as much as it is supposed to assure these cultural

values (xv).

The very notion of travel presupposes a movement away from some place, a displacement, a
rupture, a crossing of boundaries. A journey, like good research, has a powerful ability to
dislodge the framework in which it is placed, it always takes us somewhere, but not necessarily
where we planned to go.

Each milestone of my journey offers new vistas to explore. Some vistas will be literary,

some political, some philosophical, some theoretical, some practical and all speculative. In



selecting these particular vistas, I do not attempt to create a linear, unified or objective story
which will offer a clearly defined path to new “truths™ or knowledge. Rather, my journey will
be a postmodern, reflexive narrative which seeks to carve out new conceptual routes, creating
what C.T. Patrick Diamond (1995) calls a “bricolage” (81) of theories, remembrances,
reflections, literary selections, descriptions of teaching practices, teacher and student voices
from which readers can construct their own story of my research journey.

The power of story and a narrative mode of inquiry offer the potential to create such a
research journey. Narrative and language are two of the main cultural processes shared by all
societies. Both are ways of helping us to make sense of our experience. A story, Jerome
Bruner (1990) reminds us, is always somebody s story; stories inevitably have a narratorial
voice and events are viewed through a particular set of personal prisms. To use the narrative
mode is to “deal with the stuff of human action and human intentionality” and inevitably to
consider “the vicissitudes, uncertainties and consequences of lived experiences” (37). Bruner
(1986) distinguishes between this narrative mode and a paradigmatic or logico-scientific mode,
which attempts to fulfil the ideal of a formal, mathemetical system of description and
explanation (13). Whereas the scientific mode uses procedures to test for empirical truth, the
narrative mode employs the subjunctive mode of stories, “trafficking in human possibilities
rather than in settled certainties” (26).

Narrative depends for its effectiveness upon its literariness, its use of metaphor,
imagery, metonymy and other tropes which are little valued in the scientific mode, Stories and

narrative link the world of thought and feeling. Whether personal or fictional, they attach us to
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others and to our own histories by providing what Carol Witherell and Nel Noddings (1991)
describe as “a tapestry rich with threads of time, place, character . . . created through images,
myths, and metaphors” (1). Stories, Noddings and Witherell suggest, are thus powerful
research tools, offering us pictures of real people in real situations, struggling with real
problems:
They banish the indifference often generated by samples, treatments, and faceless
subjects. They invite us to speculate on what might be changed ar:d with what effect . .

.. they invite us to remember that we are in the business of teaching, learning and
researching to improve the human condition (180).

attempted to convey not only knowledge of appearance, but also knowledge of feeling. Eisner
explains:

Human beings are, after all, sentient beings whose lives are pervaded by complex and
subtle fi:rms c:f aﬁ'ect TD try to cnmprehend the ways in whjch peaple ﬁmctlcm and the

portraying those events and meamngs is to dlSt(}l’t and limit what can be known about
them (17).

Rather than distancing themselves from the research process, researchers work with teachers
in a common quest to "rediscover the qualities, the complexities, and the richness of life in
classrooms" (20).

Narrative inquiry, as described by Michael Connelly and Jean Clandinin (1990),

“personal practical knowledge” in teacher research, taking into consideration an individual's

prior knowledge and acknowiedging the contextual nature of that teacher's knowledge (4).



This kind of educational research requires the embodiment of theory in action, or praxis, as
exemplified in a Deweyan philosophy. William Schubert (1991) elaborates on this idea:
A Deweyan perspective gives credibility to the notion that educational theory should
be conceived as praxis in the lived experience of teachers. At the same time it gives
credibility to teachers themselves as creators of knowledge and theory that can
illuminate an understanding of curriculum, teaching, and the educative process (214).

The notion of praxis connects theory to experience; it acknowledges that teachers can

transform the static knowledge of curriculum into pedagogically powerful knowledge capable

(1988) extends the notion of praxis by drawing from psychoanalytic and Marxist methods of
analysis to suggest a dialectical model of the way curriculum mediates between individual and
world: “We work to remember, imagine, and realize ways of knowing and being that span the
chasm presently separating our public and private worlds” (xv).

Stories are crucial, both for making sense of others’ lives (as in the research process)
and for trying to make sense of our own lives. Diamond (1995) theorizes narrative as “one of
the maps available for constructing a self through searching experience for meaning” (79). In
the postmodern world, the new routes that are created in this search for meaning, which were
once thought to lead to knowledge, are recognized as illusions. The map we follow, as
Diamond claims, “merely suggests promising directions along which we might look and then
stroll,” and the narratives we create become a “never-ending construction of meaning” (81).
History in this view is seen as inevitably ambiguous and reality is always an idiosyncratic

patchwork. Narrative moves from being a linear representation of reality to an art form whose

o



power lies in its contradictoriness. As Wendy Steiner (1995) suggests, “[Narrative] both is and
is not a part of reality; it both is and is not a representation of reality; it both acts on and is
irrelevant to politics and history™ (118). Stories that we tell of our experiences are thus always
fragmentary and always incomplete, with conspicuous gaps, absences and inconsistencies in the
presented text. As Bruner (1990) reminds us, the status of stories “‘even when they are hawked
as “true” stories, remains forever in the domain midway between the real and the imaginary”
(55).
of text is privileged, one that moves beyond an ordered set of words within a book cover to
become what Katherine Hayles (1989) calls “reservoirs of chaos” which invert traditional
priorities so that “uncertainty is privileged above predictability and fragmentation is seen as the
reality that arbitrary definitions of closure would deny” (314). My research journey, although of
necessity linear in form, attempts to value this fluidity and indeterminacy. As I seek to re-search
and re-represent the area of postcolonial theories and pedagogy, of classroom dynamics and
teaching in a particular context, I accept that the boundaries between what is real and what is
imaginary will always be shifting and ¢clusive.

This research journey begins in South Aftica in the 1970s where, as a white immigrant

teacher from Biritain, I first faced the dilemma of selecting literature for students from diverse

the publication, availability and teaching of indigenous and multicultural literary texts, My vista

expands beyond the changing political and social scene in South Affica to look at ways in



which major Western countries have responded to new immigrant populations by introducing
multicultural and antiracist education policies. Considerations of changing reading practices in
Britain, the United States and Canada within the framework of these new national policies lead
into a recognition of the need to look beyond simplistic responses to diversity towards an
understanding of how complex questions of representation are intertwined with issues of
culture, race, gender and ethnicity and with questions of subjectivity and identity.

Reflecting on the historical creation of “racial identities,” I enter the debate over
colonized people’s search for an “ethnic essence” and an “authentic self” which contrasts with
a more contemporary view of identity as necessarily ambivalent and hybrid. Spivak’s claim that
there is no “authentic” voice to be recovered from the colonized past leads me to consider the
many tensions in postcolonial literary studies. In particular, my journey attempts to illuminate
the tension between a temporal dimension of postcolonialism which focuses on the changing
literary scene in a postcolonial world and a theoretical dimension of postcolonial studies which
links with poststructuralist critiques of essentialism and authenticity. Both these dimensions
have important implications for canon reform and for new reading practices in Western
countries.

My journey continues with an exploration of the recent canon debate, comparing
contemporary critics who promote cultural pluralism with right wing dissenters. I use Said’s
notion of a “nomadic” canon which values the potential over the institutional to consider how
new ways of reading and deconstructing literary texts are challenging teachers to review both

text selections and their theoretical perspectives on reading in the classroom.



I' acknowledge on my journey the work of teachers and critics in Britain, the United

States and Canada who have already attempted to introduce a form of postcolonial pedagogy,

own collaborative research with Marie Pawluk and ielp to raise questions about the nature of

the curriculum development in progress. What dilemmas does Marie encounter as she re-

invents her curriculum? FHow much background knowledge does she need to teach

she challenge her students to confront the (mis)representations of “others” in literary texts?
Can she avoid stereotyping students from particular cultural backgrounds by expecting them to
“represent” a culture in their responses to texts? Does reading and discussing anti-racist
literature raise students’ political and social awareness of the inequities of the world and of their
own positionings in the hierarchies of power? Is there a disjuncture between a “political’” and

an “aesthetic” response to literature? What of the future?

written and oral respe:ises to texts offer insights into a number of these questions and,

inevitably, raise more questions for future studies on postcolonial pedagogy.

postcolonial pedagogy, my research is only a small part of an ongoing narrative that attempts,
as Paulo Freire (1981) suggests, to read words in order to read the world around us more
critically and more compassionately. This journey has perhaps shaded in a small, floating

segment on an ever-expanding global map whose flexible design, as explained by French
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poststructuralists Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987) may provide a useful metaphor for

postcolonial discourse:

The map is open and connectable in all its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible,
susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to any kind of
mounting, reworked by an individual, group, or social formation. It can be drawn on
the wall, conceived of as a work of art, constructed as a political action or as a
meditation (12). ‘

Drawing new maps, even within the confines of a classroom, enables us to understand
how maps are productions of complex social forces which create and manipulate reality as
much as they record it. Any such depiction or representation of an embodied sense, of a
particular lived experience, includes a form of distortion. As Charles Taylor (1992) explains:

The difference in question may be illustrated by the gap separating our inarticulate

familiarity with a certain environment (which enables us to make our way without

hesitation) from the map that provides an explicit representation of this terrain. The
practical ability exists only in its exercise, which unfolds in time and space . . .. The
map, on the other hand, lays out everything simultaneously, relating each and every

point, one to another, without any discrimination whatsoever. . . . Maps or
representations, by their very nature, abstract from lived time and space (180).

In rejecting a reflectionalist model of cartography, which sees maps as passive reflections of the
world, Ichoose rather to view them as “refracted images contributing to dialogue in a socially
constructed world” (Harley, 1988, 278). I hope my journey will contribute in a small way to

an increased understanding of how postcolonial literary education can enhance this dialogue.



CHARTING A COURSE: UNDER AFRICAN SKIES
Amap can tell me how to find a place I have not seen but have often
imagined. When I get there, following the map faithfully, the place is not the

place of my imagination. Maps, growing ever more real, are mich less true.
Jeanette Winterson, 1989, 81,

[Books] let me know firsthand that if the mind was to be the site of resistance,

only the imagination could make it so. To imagine, then, was a way to begin

the process of transforming reality. All that we cannot imagine will never

come into being.

bell hooks, 1991, 54-55,

As travellers in imaginative literary realms, readers cross the frontier of writing, the line
that divides the everyday experiences of our lives from the imaginative representation of those
experiences in fictional writing. Such transformations and understandings transcend the limited
dimensions of charts and maps and offer readers of literature “a clarification, a fleeting glimpse
of a potential order of things beyond confusion . . . a draught of the clear water of transformed
understanding” (Seamus Heaney 1995, xv).

As a young and naive high school English teacher in Durban, South Africa in the early
1970s, I tried to help my students to cross that frontier by reading novels of Dickens and
Hardy, plays of Shakespeare and Shaw, sonnets of Wordsworth and Donne, and short stories
and poetry glorifying the hardships suffered by European settlers in the “primitive” Africa of
the early twentieth century. My students were white, female, and predominantly middle-class, a

privileged minority group living in the midst of a politically unstable multi-racial society with a



rich diversity of cultures and traditions including Zulu, Sotho and Xhosa. This narrow range of
literature, written from a predominantly male European tradition, offered my students little of
this cultural diversity. Their map of Afiica was stetile, homogenous, dominated by a giant
Union Jack which effectively blotted out the richness of the continent and served primarily to

reinforce their ethnocentric view of the world and their own place in it.

apartheid era (Janks and Paton, 1990) suggests that the literature selections were made largely
according to the criterion of the Eurocentric notion of high culture, overlaid with strict
Calvinist principles. Shakespeare, Dickens, Hardy and Wordsworth formed the staple core of
authors, There is little doubt that Education Departments in South Afiica kept students away
from the literature of their own country. As teachers, we were constrained to teach only those
texts that were deemed “non-political” and that presented a favourable portrait of the white
government in South Afiica. This policy divorced students from the realities of the society in
which they lived. Janks and Paton explain:
Much of the literature published in recent times by both black and white writers has
suffered by South Afiicans under the oppressive apartheid system. Three taboo
subjects in South African schools are sex, politics and religion, and literature which
deals too explicitly with these topics is considered suspect. The study of elitist British
culture protects us from having to focus on the terrifying problems of the world in
which we live (quoted in Britton et al. 1990, 227).
My reflections on my own teaching experiences in South Affica confirm Janks® and

Paton’s views. More than twenty years afier I left South Africa, I checked my bookshelves
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hoping to find some evidence of indigenous African texts among the books that I remembered
reading at universify and teaching in school. Hidden among my Chaucers, my Shakespeares,
my Jane Austens, my Wordsworths, I found 7he New Centenary Book of South African Verse
(Slater, 1 946). With increasing dismay, I read the preface and the poems that, no doubt, I
offered my students as examples of African literature. The editor, after carefully explaining that
he uses the term “South African poetry” to mean “poetry of South Africa, written in English”
£goes on to say,

South Africa, being a new country, has not inherited that wealth of historical
association, and romantic tradition which is the inevitable legacy of older civilisations

(vit).,

Ignoring completely the rich legacy and oral traditions of any other cultures cutside those of
tﬁe “colonisers,” the anthology is filled with nature poems of the beauty of the South African
landscape and white men’s struggles with the “natives.” Could I really have suggested my
students read poems such as Thomas Pringle’s “The Kaffir>?

He scorns the herdsman, nor regards the scar
Of recent wound - but burnishes for war
His assegai and targe of buffalo-hide.
He is a robber? True; it is a strife
Between the black-skinned bandit and the white.
A Savage? Yes; though loth to aim at life,
_ Evil for evil he doth requite.
A Heathen? Teach him, then, thy better creed,
Christian! if thou deserv’st that name indeed. . . . . ).

What could my students have gained from reading this poem except a distorted view of Africa

as an uncivilized country inhabited by a black race in need of “salvation™ There were of
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course innumerable examples of black Afiican poets whose writing would admirably have
denied every stereotype portrayed in The New Cemtenary Book of South African Verse, but

these were unavailable and generally unknown in South Africa. Here, for example, in three

up close to my school in the province of Natal, conveys the sufferings of his people lyrically

and ironically:

We travelled a long journey
through the wattle forests of Vryheid,
crossed the low-levelled Blood River

whose water flowed languidly
as if dispirited for the
shattered glory of my ancestors . . . .

We come from across the Tugela river,
we are going to EGoli! EGoli! EGoli!
where they’ll turn us into moles
that eat the gold dust
and spit out blood. . . .

If the gods are with us -
Oh! beloved black gods of our forefathers
What have we done to you
Why have you forsaken us -
We'll return home
To find our wives nursing babies -
unknown to us
but only to their mothers and loafers
(quoted in Senanu and Vincent, 1977 (1970), 247-250).

Under the apartheid regime, much of this literature written by black writers who
opposed government policies was banned. Readers had few opportunities to gain insights into

experiences outside those sanctioned by the dominant authorities. The school literature
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curriculum reflected the educational philosophy of Christian National Education. established
by the Nationalist Government in 1948 when Apartheid officially came into existence. This
philosophy of Education, which was still in force in the 1970s when I was teaching and
continued through the 1980s, supported the teaching of colonial novels such as those written
by R.M. Ballantyne (Coral Island ), John Buchan (Prester John) and Henry Rider Haggard
(King Solomon's Mines). A few lines from Buchan’s 1910 novel, Frester John, epitomizes
this philosophy:
I'knew then the meaning of the white man’s duty, He has to take all of the risks,
recking nothing of his life or his fortunes and well content to find his reward in the
fulfilment of his task. That is the difference between white and black, the gift of
responsibility, the power of being in a little way a king, and so long as we know this
and practise it, we will rule not in Africa alone but wherever there are dark men who
live only for the day and for their bellies (264).
These texts were read uncritically, with little effort to put them in an historical perspective or to
challenge the racist and imperialist prejudices they promote. Perhaps one way for students to
have resisted the ideology of such texts would have been to offer them anti-racist literature
with the potential to uncover the culturally loaded metaphors of colonial novels and to expose
their gaps and silences. As the South African writer Njabulo Ndebele 1994) explains, much of
the resistance literature written by black South Africans during the Apartheid era served to
“unmask” official government policy and institutionalized prejudice:
We are confronted by so many surfaces in our day-to-day lives, So many masks.
Writing enables us to crack the surface and break through to the often deliberately
hidden essence. What we find may either bring joy, or sadness, hope or despair, but
almost always yields insight. It is this masking and unmasking that often constitutes the

terrain of conflict between the writer and official culture. Writers strive to remove the
blanket which officialdom insists on spreading and laying over things (12).
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Many white writers also engaged in resistance writing and consequently suffered from
this same government blanketing. Nadine Gordimer (1995), who was co-leader of the
Congress of South Aftican Writers with Ndebele, describes her efforts to become part of the
society in which she lived and wrote:

Without my making any display of political commitment, my writing became the

“essential gesture” of the writer to her or his society of which Roland Barthes speaks. It

was with my stories and novels, my offering of what I was learning about the life within

me and around me, that I entered the commonality of my country. . . . Asa

consequence, some of my books were banned (132).

All this is history and much has changed in the newly democratic South Africa of the
mid 1990s with integrated schools and new curricula. Nadine Gordimer is now able to speak of
South Affica as “my country,” and to claim, “I am no longer a colonial” and black African
writers and readers are able to gain emotional and imaginative access both to their own and to
others’ experiences in poetic fictions which resonate with their lives. Sipho Sepamla (1982)
reflects the importance of such imaginative experiences in his own way when he writes:

I was brought up on Shakespeare, Dickens, Lawrence, Keats and other English greats.

True enough, they opened my eyes, they gave me inspiration. In short, I received a rich

sustenance from these men. But for my body to have remained healthy, for my eyes to

have kept me on the right course I would have liked to have laid my hands on the

“unrewarding rage” of Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Leroi Jones and other Afro-

American writers. These men I would have liked tenfold because they have all sucked

from the tits of my mother (116).

Sepamla’s words are a reminder that to discover who we are as readers and as writers we need

access to literature which speaks to our own diverse cultural experiences. A sense of place is
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iocated at the heart of a writer’s very being. Yet, to write and to read only from a “local
habitation,” may be to write and read from a self-obsession which serves to deny the power of
the imagination. When writers write only from their own experiences and puint of view, they
belie the very nature of fiction. As Nadine Gordimer (1995) reflects:
to posit that the writer’s range of imagination play s solely or mainly upon his own life,
that the writer is imprisoned in the need to ‘make this intelligible’, that fiction is
autobiography, is to deny the secret of the imagination, not to put it forth. Beside the
proposition I would place Toni Morrison’s statement: “The ability of writers to imagine
what is not the self . . . is the test of their power’ (14).
For readers of fiction such a maxim is also true. My white middle-class South African students
were denied not only the experience of reading literature which resonated with their own
experiences of living within a rich multicultural milieu but also the opportunity to read texts
which illuminated the lives of their peers of other races and cultures. As we journey
imaginatively through uncharted territory, we come to realize that we create the road as we
walk along it together with others. The atlas of our lives is only complete when we fill in the
blank pages at the back through the power of imaginative experience.

We begin and move from where we are, we chart a course, but there is no certain
destination and the complexities of virtual experiences are rarely anticipated. As Trinh Minh ha
(1994) says, the power of'story lies in its ability to move the limits of what we experience, what
we know:

Journeying across generations and cultures, tale-telling excels in its powers of
adaptation and germination; while with exile and migration, travelling expanded
in time and space becomes dizzingly complex in its repercussive effects. Both

are subject to the hazards of displacement, interaction and translation. Both,
however, have the potential to widen the horizon of one’s imagination and to
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shift the frontiers of reality and fantasy, or of Here and There. Both contribute
to questioning the limits set on what is known as ‘common’ and “ordinary” in
daily existence, offering thereby the possibility of an elsewhere-within-here, or-
there (10-11).

For me as a teacher in South Africa, those powerful stories were constrained bya

have transcended changing cultures, climates, histories and traditions. My belief in the
universality of the Western literary canon went unchallenged. More recently, I have come to
believe, with critics such as Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1991), that “we confuse the fact that
texts have endured with the claim that they have some distinctive right to endure, when in fact
the reasons for the endurance involve nostalgia, conservative political pressures, stock
rhetorical needs, and the inertia of established power” (33). Perhaps what we really mean when
we talk about universal experiences in literature are cultural responses that have been shaped by
our own Western tradition. This tradition, exported by Britain to colonies across the globe,
attempted to efface indigenous traditions and replace them with a literary nostalgia for
daffodils, spring and a Union Jack.

When I left South Affica in 1972 to move to Canada, apartheid was still firmly
entrenched in the country, Habeus Corpus had been suspended and suspected “terrorists”
could be locked in prison for 180 days without any access to a lawyer or to a hearing. There
was little freedom of any kind for black South Afficans and few educational or employment
opportunities. In this atmosphere of fear, distrust of others and enforced segregation based on a

form of racial identity, there was little optimism about any forthcoming developments in
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multicultural education and no likelihood of canonical reforms, It would take more than twenty
years before the situation changed in that country. In Britain, the United States and Canada, the
scenario was more optimistic. Each of these countries, in separate ways, was learning how to
deal with particular issues of human rights and institutional structures and beginning to
acknowledge the diverse needs of its increasingly heterogeneous population. Within the
framework of these political and social changes, new reading practices and new ways of

thinking about literary canons were beginning to evolve.
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SURVEYING THE SCENE: INTERNATIONAL CONTEXTS FOR
MULTICULTURAL LITERARY EDUCATION

What you chart is already where you 've been. But where we are going,
there is no chart yet.
Audre Lorde, 1988, 130.

The new carion must become a dynantic concepl, less interested in codification and
more in transformation, less in pluralism and more in justice. We must admit o
ourselves that the multicultural classroom and multicultural practice must be

invented,

James C. Hall, 1995, 6.

Maps can offer clues to paths we might follow as we attempt to explore a particular
cultural space, but they cannot substitute for the experience of surveying a landscape ourselves.
In my survey of the historical development of various forms of multicultural education systems
in three Western countries, I consider how reading practices are embedded within community
assumptions about politics, literature and writing, and are “resident in institutional structures
such as education curricula and publishing networks™ (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, 1989,
189).

In the United States and Canada, increasing numbers of immigrants coming from a
variety of cultures in the period following the second World War radically altered the make-up

of the cultural mosaics already in existence in these countries. In Britain, a sudden increase in
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post-war migration from former colonies in the West Indies, India and Africa had similar
effects. All three of these Western democratic countries responded to the challenges of
increasingly pluralistic societies by adopting strategies of multicultural and intercultural
education. James Lynch (1986) argues that multicultural education is concerned with the
educational needs of all minorities, whether recently arrived, old-established or indigenous, and
with the needs of majority students of both sexes as they leam how to live in harmony within a
multiracial society. Multicultural education, he explains, is one major way by which these
societies have attempted to reconcile the twin goals of social cohesion, which aims at the
maintenance of social and political stability, and of cultural diversity, which actively
encourages support for a diversity of cultures within a variety of pluralist contexts (38).
Western societies have adopted a variety of paradigms in constructing education
Systems appropriate to their own particular needs and perceptions of cultural pluralism.
International influences have provided a basic ethic of humanity which has underpinned efforts
to establish forms of multicultural education. The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights
in 1948 set the tone for humanitarian changes to education, followed by the European
Convention of Human Rights in 1950, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
in 1966, the UNESCO Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice in 1978 and the Convention
on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women in 1979. By 1983, there were
over fifty of these declarations and covenants. Such agreements have identified common human
rights which have provided educators with an international context for developing policies of

multicultural education and have offered a moral definition for its implementation.
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In addition to international agreements on human rights, Lynch (1986) suggests that
there are a number of crucial principles of procedure for the implementation of strategies of
multicultural education. These include: teacher knowledge and commitment to international
and national contexts of human rights; active educational implementation strategies; re-
educative approaches to racism and appropriate pédagogical strategies for prejudice-reduction
and elimination; an effort to achieve a balance between home and national language policies; a
need for multicultural education throughout the curriculum; an understanding of differing
learning styles and the development of new and alternative means of assessment. All of the
above, as Lynch suggests, imply major and fundamental reforms in teacher education (38-39).

In Britain, multicultural education has moved through a number of phases in the period
following the Second World War. A "laissez-faire" attitude towards the new social
phenomenon of cultural diversity lasted from the end of the war until the early 1960s and was
dominated by a policy of cultural hegemony. When I lived in England in the 1950s and early
1960s, there were few people of colour in the school system, and society was divided primarily
by entrenched notions of class. In the succeeding years, during the time I was studying and A
teaching in South Africa and beyond, Britain went through enormous changes with a high rate
of immigration from former Commonwealth countries. In its struggle to deal with sudden
cultural and linguistic diversity, Britain placed a heavy emphasis on English as a Second
language and on a dispersal policy which led to the marginalization of ethnic minorities.

By the earlsr 1970s urgent issues of multiculturalism prompted education authorities to

respond with a first report entitled “The Education of Immigrants,” followed in subsequent
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years by a whole series of reports which pointed to the educational underachievement of
immigrant children, particularly those of West Indian origin. The publication in 1985 of 7he
Swann Report (““An Inquiry into the Education of Children from Ethnic Minority Groups™)
provided an important stimulus to developments in multicultural education and signalled an
acknowledgement that racism was the most significant factor in the unequal achievement of
ethnic minorities in schools. The report recommended pluralist approaches in education and the
provision of equal opportunities for all students in British schools. In particular, the report
stressed the need for teachers to acknowledge that education occurs in a specific historical and
cultural context in which the dominant culture plays a major role in silencing minority cultures.

Joan Goody and Hugh Knight (1985), commenting on the recommendations from The
Swann Report, suggest that three particular ideas in the report are crucial to teachers of
English: the need to be sensitive to the different experiences which have shaped the individual
student in the classroom; the need for anti-racist classroom approaches which are consistent
an¢ long-term; and the need to acknowledge the crucial role of classroom activities,
discussions, and pupil-teacher and pupil-pupil interaction:

These are the strengths of ordinary English teaching which together with

increased awareness of positive elements of linguistic and cultural diversity, and

of the special responsibility and opportunities there are for English teachers to

help their pupils to understand and combat racism, can make a pedagogical

reality of the present thinking about pupils in our multi-ethnic society (7).

Many teachers were encouraged by new resources of literature which they hoped

would widen cultural perspectives, deepen insights and help teachers and students to

understand the extent and effects of colonialism. These texts antagonized a number of parents
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and were criticized by conservative educationalists who saw in suggested changes to the canon
of literature visions of social disintegration and the collapse of objective standards.

Unfortunately, new educational policies of the Tory government worked against the
implementation of recommendations from The Swann Report. This government set up a
number of commissions to investigate English teaching, culminating in The Kiingman Report
(1988) which flagged a need to maintain a cultural status quo in English teaching. It issued a
warning that

A generation of children may grow up deprived of their entitlement - an

introduction to the powerfi:1 and splendid history of the best that has been

thought and said in our language. Too rigid a concern with what is "relevant' to

the lives of young people seems to pose the danger of impoverishing not only

the young people, but the culture itself, which has to be revitalized by each

generation (11).

This view of literature reinforces cultural stereotypes in the belief that certain canonized
texts help students to discover "universal truths" and "universal human experiences." It implies
that non-European texts are by definition lacking in literary quality, that "relevant" is equated
with inadequacy in literary terms. Promoters of this "high culture" define "universal human
experience" in terms of their own image and consider literary merit to be confined to texts
written predominantly by white Anglo-Saxon writers. These attitudes are summarized by
Professor Arthur Pollard, the Chief Advanced Level examiner for the University of London in
the early 1980s:

The fact remains that, with the possible exception of Naipaul, there really is

nothing in Affican and Caribbean literature to match in quality those works

which are normally found within the substantive body of texts set at Advanced
Level (quoted in Parker, 1992, 294).
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In contrast to these concerns for maintaining a monolithic cultural heritage, many
English teachers in Britain in the 1980s acknowledged the increasing diversity of their school
population by offering their students a wider range of texts and introducing strategies of an
anti-racist education. 7he Cox Report (“English for Ages 5 to 16”), published in June, 1989,
offered encouragement to these teachers by supporting the concept of reading literature from
"differing cultural perspectives" (7.6) and stressing the virtues of "an active involvement with
literature" which "enables pupils to sharé the experience of others" (7.3):

Today, literature in English in the classroom can--and should--be drawn from ditferent

countries. All pupils need to be aware of the richness of experience offered by such

writing, so that they may be introduced to the ideas and feelings of cultures different

from their own (7.5).

In the 1990s, English teachers in Britain who wish to teach a diverse range of literature
are struggling to maintain their autonomy in text selection in the face of increasingly
acrimonious debates and government demands for standardized testing, with compulsory texts
of largely canonical literature being mandated for certain grade levels in a National Curriculum.

Questions of cultural identity have been at the forefront of Britain’s multicultural
policies and have reverberated through the national imagination for the past three decades as it
has become increasingly clear that Britain no longer has an Empire and has become a “post-
colonial society.” According to Catherine Hall (1996), 6.3% of Britain’s population is now
classified as ethnic minorities. In urban areas such as London and Birmingham, the number
increases to over 20% of the population. As Hall explains,

The legacy of the British Empire is immediately visible in contemporary Britain . . . .
African-Caribbean and South-Asian people constitute the majority groupings. The
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decolonised peoples of Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados, Guyana, India, Pakistan,

Bangladesh and other once colonies of the Empire who have made their home in

Britain together with their children and their children’s children, act as a perpetual

reminder of the ways in which the once metropolis is intimately connected to its

‘peripheries.” Both colonisers and colonised are linked through their histories, histories

which are forgotten in the desire to throw off the embarrassing reminders of Empire, to

focus instead on the European fusture (67).

Britain still has a long way to go in re-thinking what its agenda might be in the context
of what Hall calls a “post-nation,” a society that is able to discard notions of “a homogenous
nation state with singular forms of belonging” (67) and move towards a new understanding of
a contemporary heterogeneous Britain which is linked in a web of connections with people
across Europe and the globe.

Despite Britain’s official government policy of welcoming people from Commonwealth
countries, many immigrants have had great adjustments to make in adapting to a new
environment, in dealing with conflicting expectations and in many cases coping with racism and
prejudice. I have been an immigrant myself, moving to three different countries in different
continents at three different times of my life. As 1 am white and middle-class, T have mostly
moved into a new country with a sense of privilege, with a feeling of being “valued,” and my
educational experiences have generally been positive. I could in no way pretend to have felt the
pain of racism or prejudice experienced by people of colour. Yet, when I moved to England
from Germany as a small child, I did experience some conflicting cultural pressures. This was

the early 1950s and Britain was still recovering physically and emotionally from the effects of

the bitter war with Germany. I had been born in Germany, and as my mother spoke only
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German, that was my first language too. Even though I learned English quickly at school, for a
number of years I kept my German accent, and was constantly being told, “Nazi, go home!”
School was both a place of confrontation and of comfort, where I could at least learn how to
assimilate into the “dominant culture” by losing my accent as quickly as possible. Reading
became an important part of my life, offering the opportunity to lose myself in fictional
characters and virtual worlds of experience. How much more difficult it must be for a person of
colour to blend in as effortlessly into the cultural “norm” or to find a secure place in a new
society.

Suzanne Scafe (1989) speaks of her experiences of moving from Jamaica to London in
the mid 1970s and choosing to study black American literature and history at one of the new
British “progressive” universities. She had great hopes that her private reading experiences
with authors such as James Baldwin would be enriched in a classroom context, but as she
explains:

What happened, of course, was that the experience that I’d had of reading about Black

lives - not Othello or other heroic figures of a white consciousness and a racist culture,

but as they’re lived - was shattered by the tools of literary criticism and a hostile literary
establishment. There was something devastating about seeing or listening to texts in

which I felt implicated, destroyed by the dry cutting tones of an English seminar. . . .

Our vulnerability (there were two of us) as young, alienated Black students, who did

not have the brittle confidence others had acquired in public schools, was exploited.

We were expected to attend and even to confer credibility on these dubious

proceedings (5-6).

After her alienating experiences at University, Scafe began teaching predominantly

black students at a Further Education College. There, she came to understand that schools
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“transmit the notion, passed off as truth, that culture is white, male and middle-class” and that
this notion not only shapes black students’ expectations of the school, its purpose and function,
but also leads them “to expect not to see aspects of their own culture and environment there”
(23). Scafe cautions, however, that for black students as for any other student, the term
‘cultural identity’ is illusory, suggesting as it does that there is an unproblematic and
uncontested form of culture that people can identify with or reject in a straightforward way.
“Black culture,” she reminds us, is not a unified whole; “if it exists, it is complex and
contradictory and as vital as the ways of life which reflect it,” so teachers of black literature
need to realize that expressions of diverse cultural fonhs cannot be grafted on to an unchanged
curriculum “unless a historical and political context is provided for those forms” (23). Scafe’s
experiences both as a student reading black literature in predominantly white classes, and as a
teacher of black literature to black students, offer interesting dual perspectives on the
complexities of multicultural literary education. She highlights some of the dilemmas that face
teachers in other Western countries who are attempting to offer more pluralistic approaches to
multicultural text selection and teaching;
To introduce Black literary texts into the classroom without being aware of some of
the contradictions of a culture and its production, and some of the complex feelings
students have in relation to it, creates problems. The potential the school may have to
devalue the texts and their reading merely reinforces students’ feelings about otherness
and may confirm their sense of the superiority of the dominant culture. Black literature
as an oppositional cultural form cannot be taught alongside traditional literature in a

way which leaves the cultural assumptions uncontested. It has to be used to question
those assumptions, and in order to do this effectively Black literature must be taught in

the context of a completely revised approach to English teaching (25).



29

Scafe includes in her discussion of teaching black literature the voices of two of her
black students, Kehinde and Jumoke, speaking about their different experiences in English
classes. [n response to the suggestion that more black literature should be included in the
curriculum, Kehinde says:

All my life I've been reading white books, and a lot of them are racist but Black books

are forgotten, like they don’t exist. Black literature plays an important part in our lives.

There are Black people in society and reading Black books would teach more people

to be aware. You imagine that the world was made by white people and we’re just

here. Black literature plays an important part in our education. . . . With the Affican
novels a lot of it is to do with me - my culture. 1 feel it’s more interesting than white
literature . . . we did Black Boy and Second Class Citizen \ast year. Black Boy was
about this boy and his mum hustling to earn a living and that. He creates a picture of

what really did happen and you feel more emotional about his experience (10-11).
While Kehinde is positive about reading black books in school, Jumoke, her classmate, in
response to the same question, is more sceptical:

We did already. Well not books but things about Black people. I get fed up with it

really. I didn’t reaily come to college for that. Some of it’s all right yeah . . . . The thing

is, though, it doesn’t get you anywhere, does it? I mean we listen to music and we did
some of those poets. It’s not really English though, is it? I’ve never seen an exam in it

anyway (10).
These comments illuminate the need for teachers to re-examine a multicultural and anti-racist
pedagogy in order to discover why some students like Jumoke feel compromised and resentful,
and to challenge the assumption that merely adding on a few multicultural literary texts to an
otherwise unchanged curriculum will be enough to confirm their importance.

The experiences of Suzanne Scafe and her black students resonate with the experiences

of minority and immigrant peoples in other Western countries. In the United States, for
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example, African-Americans, Native-Americans and other marginalized groups have long
experiences of being erased from canonized texts and from the dominant culture, and this
situation has only recently shown signs of changing. Historically, the United States has moved
from a “melting pot™ mentality which sought to assimilate all children into an homogenized
American culture, towards what has been described as a “salad bow!” perspective wherein each
group reflects both its unique sense of identity and its American experience. In schools, this
shifting point of view has encouraged teachers to move away from a view of diversity as
“cultural deficit,” which implied that students needed to become more compatible with the
American school system, towards a “culturally different” perspective, which views plurality as
enriching the classroom and sees individuals as unique.

The struggle for civil rights among black people in the United States has been long and
bitter. The crucial Supreme Court ruling in “Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education” in 1954
that declared the segregation of black and white children in school to be illegal was the tuming
point in the Civil Rights movement. In the following years, several Civil Rights Acts sought to
end years of discrimination against people of colour. Although much progress has been made,
many Affican-Americans such as Henry Louis Gates (1 992) consider that the United States has
to continue making efforts to acknowledge the history, culture and literature of people of
colour. “As we face the twenty-first century,” he points out, “changing demographics within
our population - in which a majority of our citizens will be people of color by the year 2020 -

have impelled people to rethink the shape and function of our cultural institutions” (122).
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The struggle for acceptance of literary works by people of colour has also been fought
in ongoing bitter debates. Toni Morrison (1989) summarizes the argument over the “quality”
of minority literature, which she claims is used to disguise the political interests of the
dominant discourse:

A powerful ingredient in this debate concerns the incursion of third-world or so-called
minority literature into a Eurocentric stronghold. When the topic of third world culture
is raised, unlike the topic of Scandinavian culture, for example, a possible threat to and
implicit criticism of the reigning equilibrium is seen to be raised as well. From the
seventeenth century to the twentieth, the arguments resisting that incursion have
marched in predictable sequence: 1) there is no Afro-American (or third world) art.

2) it exists and is inferior. 3) it exists and is superior when it measures up to the
“universal” criteria of Western art. 4) it is not so much “art” as ore - rich ore - that
requires a Western or Eurocentric smith to refine it from its “natural” state into an
aesthetically complex form (6).

The effects of such exclusions of minority literatures from the Anglo-American literary
canon have been devastating for people of colour throughout the United States, In 1955,
Aftican-American writ¢r James Baldwin described how he was made to feel “a kind of bastard
of the West” as he i <1 canonized authors whose works did not relate to any of his own
history;

I might search in them in vain forever for any reflection of myself, I was a interloper;

this was not my heritage. Still at the same time, I had no other heritage which I could

possibly hope to use--I had certainly been unfitted for the jungle or the tribe. I would

have to appropriate these white centuries. I would have to make them mine--I would

have to accept my special attitude, my special place in this scheme--otherwise I would
have no place in any scheme (101).
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[ felt very much like the Invisible Man, without form and without shape. It was as if all
the features on my face had been erased and I was just a blank mirror reflecting other
people’s hopes and fears. And if I wanted to see any features on my face, I would have
to go through a Hollywood prop room and go digging around for masks . . . The best
thing I could have hoped for would have involved going from Hollywood to literature;
then I could be the intelligent dependable sidekick like Lee in Last of Eden (495).
Rita Joe (1993) expresses similar sentiments in her poetry, as she considers how Native
experiences have been silenced in order to meet the demands of a dominant Anglo-European

culture:

They say that I must live
a white man’s way. . . .

Leave the ways they say
Arewild. ...

I must accept what this century

Has destroyed and left behind -

The innocence of my ancestry . . . .

(quoted in Ahenakew, 1993, 102).

Despite some twenty years of commentary in North American professional literature

on the need for teachers at all levels to better recognize the diverse cultural experiences that

contribute to American life, and the increasing number of courses dealing with “minority”

taught in high schools showed, only seven per cent of all literary texts used in schools were
written by non-white authors. This percentage has probably improved during the last six years,

but given the entrenched nature of school curricula, I doubt that the situation has altered
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dramatically. Applebee (1991) concludes that as long as these texts remain unchanged, “there
will be no “canonicity” for minority authors or for women; their place will continue to be at the
margins of the culture that is legitimized by its place in the schools (234).

The situation for many minority writers and readers of literary texts in Canada is similar
to that of minorities in the United States. Canada’s efforts at multicultural education initiatives
also reflect some of the same concerns as those seen south of the border: coming to terms with
a need to acknowledge the claims of indigenous inhabitants and making provision for an
increasingly pluralistic immigrant population. In addition, Canada’s initiatives have been guided
by themes of bilingualism and the safeguard of heritage languages, attempting to reconcile the
maintenance of British and French cultures with an added commitment to the numerous other
cultural groups in the country.

Tension between cultural pluralism on the one hand, and nationalism on the other,
which appears to underlie the rhetoric of multiculturalism in Canada, has led to overlapping
perspectives in multicultural school policies. Augie Fleras and Jean Leonard Elliot (1992)
identify these policies as “compensation,” “enrichment,” enhancement,” and “empowerment”
(190). The first approach is similar to Britain’s “assimilationist” policy, attempting to integrate
immigrant students into the established norms of the school classroom. The second approach,
“enrichment,” encourages all students to “celebrate diversity” as they study facts about
different cultures and sample ethnic foods in an effort to foster social harmony. This model, as
Fleras and Elliot suggest, risks pushing diversity to the margins as a “decorative tile in an

essentially mainstream curriculum” (191).
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An “enhancement” model takes a more critical approach to multiculturalism by
exploring the processes that hinder the success of marginalized groups in schools and
considering the dynamics of power relations. This model interrogates the system’s complicity in
ethnic and racial discrimination and attempts to raise these issues in classroom discussions. The
approach leads into an “empowerment™ model which demands a pro-active, anti-racist
education in order to establish education for equity and to restructure the education system to
allow marginalized groups to succeed on their own terms. Many educators argue that despite
“official” policies of multiculturalism which have been mandated at both federal and the
provincial levels, changes have been “ideological rather than structural” (Tbrahim Alladin, 1992,
80) and schools continue to function largely as assimilationist agencies.

There has also been widespread criticism of the country’s official multicultural policies,
both from right-wing conservative activists who believe multiculturalism is an assault on a
supposedly “pure” form of Canadian culture, and from some members of minority groups who
fear that multiculturalism fosters a superficial tolerance of plurality rather than a true
acceptance of diversity. Canadian writer Neil Bissoondath, for example, in an article in 7%
Globe and Mail (January 28, 1993) complained that multiculturalism “has highlighted our
differences rather than diminished them.” This policy, he believes, “has led to the
institutionalizing and enhancement of a ghetto mentality,” leading to “a divisiveness so
entrenched that we face a future of multiple solitudes with no central notion to bind us” (A17).

In his subsequent best-selling book, Selling Illusions (1994), Bissoondath makes similar

arguments:
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I'have lived in Canada for over twenty years, longer than I have lived anywhere else. [
have built a life and a career here. I know who [ am, know my autobiography, am at
ease with it. But I also know that the specifics of my personality did not freeze, upon
my arrival in Toronto, into a form suitable for multicultural display . . . . To preiend
that one has not evolved, as official multiculturalism so often seems to demand of us, is
to stultify the personality, creating stereotype, stripping the individual of uniqueness;

you are not yourself, you are your group. It is not really a mosaic that one joins - the

parts of a mosaic fit neatly together, creating a harmonious whole - but rather a zoo of

exoticicm that one enters (211).

While Bissoondath argues for a liberal non-racialist policy, other writers with different
views also have critiqued Canada’s efforts to introduce official multicultural policies, claiming
that these have been ineffectual in bringing about real changes. Marlene Nourbese Philip
(1992), for example, who promotes a much stronger anti-racist policy, believes that
institutional and educational discrimination against visible minorities has not been addressed by
official multiculturalism, “The currents of racism in Canadian society run deep, they run
smooth,” she asserts, “lulling white Canadians into a complacency that will see racism
anywhere else but in Canada” (12). Claire Harris (1986), a Canadian poet, offers her own
critique of official multiculturalism: “In Canada, normally so open to immigrants, a blatant
ethnocentricity condemns people of colour to the sidelines: eternal immigrants forever poised
on the verge of not belonging” (115).

The views of writers as distinct as Bissoondath, Philip and Harris suggest that the
debate over how to foster a Canadian society that values heterogeneity and diverse cultures
- and works successfully to eliminate racism is far from over. Even related questions about how
to define what constitutes Canadian literature have been argued about over the years, In the

1970s, Robert Kroetsch wrote that the “Canadian writer’s particular predicament is that he
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works with a language within a literature, that appears to be his own,” but that concealed in the
Canadian word is “other experience, sometimes British, sometimes American” (quoted in
Ashceroft, 1989, 45). Margaret Atwood, in her discussion of Canadian literature, Survival
(1972), considered that most Canadian writers “share a pervasive interest in the myths of
identity and authenticity and a profound sense of alienation produced by displacement” (17). A
decade later, Milan Dimic (1988) suggested that often the first insight about Canadian literature
that scholars and critics alike arrive at is “that there is no such thing” (144). He ascertains that
besides the two bodies of literatures in English and French, which have generally “inhabited
two solitudes” (152), there is a mosaic of literary elements ranging from oral traditions of
Native-Canadians to the diverse writings of European immigrants in various languages and the
more recent literatures of immigrant and first-generation writers from China, the West Irnies,
Afiica, Japan and other countries, most of which has not been adequately recognized.

A recent essay on so-called “minority” literatures by Ranu Samantrai (1995)
reformulates the same question as she ponders the increasing ambiguities of defining writers as
Canadian. Questions of canonicity, about the Canadian nation, about immigration and
multiculturalism are, Samantrai claims, all intertwined. She uses the case of Rohinton Mistry to
illustrate her point:

He is by ethnicity a Parsi, by national origin an Indian, and by residence a Canadian. 7

Mistry’s work has been acknowledged as legitimately Canadian by no less an authority

than the committee that grants the Governor General’s Awards, Canada’s highest

literary prize. Such a Long Journey, a novel about Parsis in Bombay, was the recipient
of this honour; it was also short-listed for Britain’s Booker Prize. Only those who
promote a cynical nationalism would deny Mistry’s work the status of Canadian

literature. Yet its inclusion in that category has a paradoxically double effect, On the
one hand, insisting on Mistry’s location within Canada confirms the nation as the
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natural entity capable of generating ways of being and thinking, understood in such

homogenizing phrases as “the national character.” On the other, that strategic

insistence serves to explode the very idea of Canada, impossibly stretching its
boundaries to include places, people, arid memories conventionally excluded from the

Canadian mainstream. The fact that Mistry’s work is also claimed by Indians as Indian

fiction and by Parsis as Parsi fiction suggests a breakdown and an overlap of nations

such that it is unclear where India ends and Canada begins (34).

Samantrai’s point is, I believe, valuable for an understanding both of the current scene of
Canadian literature and of issues of canonicity. Instabilities of boundaries, issues of migrancy,
considerations of plural identities, all of which argue against notions of authenticity, are crucial
to my idea of re-mapping literary worlds in order to begin a more critical valuation of the
heterogeneous cultures that comprise Canada.

Patrick Dias (1992a), commenting on the concern of many Canadian educators that
our students will no longer be introduced to a “core literary culture,” questions why teachers
are searching for a static body of content to transmit to students? “Ifit is to ensure a basic
cultural homogeneity across Canada and a continuous link with our past,” he writes, “we need
to ask ourselves how we determine what belongs and what does not belong in that cultural
base?” He cautions: “Clearly, there is no static cultural base, and we cannot cling on to the old
titles simply because we believe there is some intrinsic merit in them” (16).

In most Canadian provinces, many high school teachers do still cling to the “old titles,”
predominantly British or American literary texts that they feel are “tried and tested” in the
classroom, with multiple copies readily available in school stockrooms. I wonder how much

has changed in classrooms since Priscilla Galloway’s (1980) study of the English curriculum in

Ontario found that the literary selections were sexist and un-Canadian? Many of the titles lisied
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by Galloway closely resembled those identified by Applebee’s studies as popular teaching texts
in the United States during the late 1980s, with Shakespeare, Dickens, Steinbeck and Orwell

among the most favoured authors and Harper Lee as the more recently favoured female

more Canadian texts into their curricula, and a number of provinces have mandated that the
high school curriculum should include a proportion of Canadian titles. Even the inclusion of
this literature has been met with suspicion by many teachers who doubt the literary value of
Canadian texts. Robert Cameron’s (1989) study of the literature being taught in Alberta high
schools discovered that most teachers in the survey were teaching less than the mandated
percentage of Canadian texts; teachers felt they were unfamiliar with much of this literature,
that they had inadequate school resources and too little preparation to teach the texts. Only
teachers who had taken university courses in Canadian literature were generally more positive
about including these texts into their curricula. Despite increasing pressures on Canadian
educators to expand the literary canon in light of an increasingly heterogeneous student
population, the “old titles™ that Dias discusses seem to resist losing their privileged status in
school.

Text selection is also inextricably linked with teachers’ goals for the reading of
literature in high schools. Arthur Applebee (1993) reported that teachers in his case-study
schools (which included both public and private schools across the country) were concerned
primarily with literary analysis of texts, with appreciation of literature and with an

understanding of literary heritage. Six per cent of teachers also included exam preparation as an



important goal; only half that number (three per cent) expressed a concern for ethnic and

gender awareness (117-8). There are no comparable widespread studies of Canadian English

teachers, but given the apparent similarity in text selection (with the addition of Canadian

texts), I would surmise that many Canadian teachers would have similar goals for teaching

literature.

issues of human rights, and anti-racist teaching philosophies have increased teachers’ awareness
that changes need to be made but these policies have done little to help teachers to understand
how complex questions of representation are intertwined with issues of culture, race, gender

and ethnicity or to comprehend what it means to initiate new reading practices in their schools.
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SITES OF REPRESENTATION: CULTURE, RACE, GENDER AND ETHNICITY

If I'were to wake up one morning and find myself a black man, the onty difference
would be geographical.
John Vorster (former prime minister of South Africa), 1973.

I've abvays been curious about this very human thing we do which is to seck
definitions. Ethnicity is a definition. We can view something when we pul it within that

boundary. It's inevitable that we have these definitions put on us like different articles

of clothing. Ethnicity is something that got put into me by the country.

Joy Kogawa (in Hutcheon and Richmond), 1990, 95.

The term “site of representation” is ambiguous, implying both the geographical place to
be represented and the site from which the representation emanates, whether that site is
geographical, cultural, political or theoretical. As James Duncan (1993) suggests, once we
move away from a belief that we can “simply open our eyes and see an unmediated world that
yields its secrets to our gaze” (39), we begin to acknowledge that any attempt to represent the
nature of other places and other people necessarily involves a form of ideological distortion
which operates in the service of power. Historically, such distortions involved European
travellers classifying cultures around the world into hierarchies that ranged from primitive to
modern and portraying continents as comparatively “empty” lands of savagery, with the few
Europeans as isolated representatives of reason and order. In the contemporary world, as
Duncan (1993) explains, travellers and ethnographers often claim that linguistic and

photographic rhetorical devices allow people who are being studied to “speak for themselves
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and show themselves as they really are” (43) with little understanding that such attempts at
mimetic representations are still filtered through a discourse of personal interests and relations
of power.

Similarly, when we speak of issues of representation in the context of literary
education, we need to look beyond the presence or absence of “positive’ images of minority or

‘third world” people in literary texts, towards the question of how social power operates in
cultural and ideological practices in schools and how we call attention to complex relationships
between culture, knowledge and power. As Cameron McCarthy and Warren Crichlow (1993)
point out: “Issues of identity and representation directly raise questions about who has the
power to define whom, and when, and how” (xvi).

Throughout history, issues of subjectivity and identity have been intertwined with
varied understandings of the word “culture.” In his dictionary of social and cultural terms,
Keywords (1976), Raymond Williams lists “culture’ as one of the two or three most
complicated words in the English language, partly because of its intricate historical
development in several European languages, but mainly because it is used for important
concepts in several distinct intellectual disciplines and in several incompatible systems of
thought (66-7).

Originating from the Latin colere, the word “culture” has historically had a range of
meanings: to inhabit, to cultivate, to protect, and to honour with worship. In its early uses it
was a noun of process, concerned with the tending of crops or animals. From the sixteenth

century it was also used metaphorically to indicate a process of human development, used by
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Bacon, Hobbes and Johnson as “culture of the mind.” By the late eighteenth century the
metaphor was used habitually to denote a general social process. Milton used it to denote a
form of civility, and in the writings of Wordsworth and Jane Austen it acquired definite class
associations. By the nineteenth century the word centred on the idea of “‘civilization” and
“progress,” used to emphasize national and traditional cultures in opposition to.the
“mechanical” character of industrial development, and to distinguish between “human” and
“material.” It was also used to describe the works and practices of intellectual and artistic
activity.

The nineteenth century view of culture, epitomized by Matthew Amold’s linking of
“culture” with “aesthetic” and with class distinction and claims to superior knowledge, has
been steadily eroding. In the twentieth century, culture is more often viewed as having a
constituting role in human life by rendering meaning public and shared. As Jerome Bruner,
(1990) suggests, “Our culturally adapted way of life depends on shared differences in meaning
and interpretation” (13). A culture, he believes, is constituted by commitments to particular
ways of life with particular communal values that locate a people in a culture and become
incorporated in their self-identity. The literature and stories of a community also participate in
culture formation by affirming certain values and excluding others.

Many contemporary theorists such as James Clifford (1992) consider culture in terms
of politics rather than of inheritance with a focus on the construction and representation of
culture and identity, claiming that “cultural/political identity is a processual configuration of

historically given elements - including race, culture, class, gender, and sexuality” (116). Culture
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in this view is seen as both a signifying system and a system of material production which
includes, as David Goldberg (1993) explains, “ideas, attitudes and dispositions, norms and
rules, linguistic, literary, and artistic expressions, architectural forms and media representations,
practices and institutions” which frame and constitute a way of life (8).

Historically, when culture has been linked with race, class, gender and other forms of
social identity, it has tended to be asserted with visible self-assurance, confidence and power, as
was the case in apartheid South Africa. Increasingly, however, the uncertain and ambiguous
nature of culture’s link with race, class and gender is being acknowledged and racial identities
in particular are seen as developing in a social context marked by uncertainty. Goldberg (1993)
explains:

Since its inception at the turn of the fifteenth century, race has emerged as an identity

of anonymity, identifying social subjects conceived by modernity (and so self-

conceived) as radically individualized. Race extends a tremulous identity in a social
context marked by uncertainty - the uncertainty of a future beyond this life, the
uncertainty of situatedness, or at least of its lack, and the uncertainties of self-assertion
and assertiveness in a world of constant flux, power shifts, neighbors and nations next

door one day and gone the next. Identities like race, especially of race, offer a

semblance of order, an empowerment, or at minimum an affectation of power (210).

The history of racial exclusions has been enabled by the embedding of racialized
distinctions into ordinary processes of reasoning and into various conceptions of morality. A

scientific cloak of “racial knowledge” provides a formal character and seeming universality to

evaluating. As Goldberg (1993) explains: “In naming or refusing to name things in the order of
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thought, existence is recognized or refused, significance assigned or ignored, beings elevated or
rendered invisible . . . . Naming the racial Other, for all intents and purposes, is the Other”
(150). People so named then lose all autonomy and power. Production of social knowledge
about those designated as Other establishes a set of guiding ideas and principles about their
behaviour, and predictions of their likely responses. These sets of representations become
stereotypes, which eventually are seen by people in power as “natural,” Those rendered Other
are then excluded from selfhood, and by definition from political (self-) representation. As
Goldberg claims, “The universal claims of Western knowledge, then, colonial or postcolonial,
turn necessarily upon the deafening suppression of its various racialized Others into silence”
(151).

Contemporary cultural critics have moved the focus away from an essentialist view of
culture which seeks to identify organic and “natufi ” centres of culture, towards looking at
culture and identity in terms of travel relations. Such a view acknowledges the hybrid nature of
most of the world’s population and recognizes that there is no politically innocent methodology
for cultural interpretation. As James Clifford (1992) explains, “some strategy of localization is
inevitable if significantly different ways of life are to be represented. But ‘local’ in whose terms?
How is significant difference politically articulated, and challenged? Who determines where
(and when) a community draws its lines, names its insiders and outsiders?” (97). Such
questions encourage us to look at culture in terms of local/global historical encounters, and to
consider the specific dynamics and interplay of “native” cultural experiences with those of the

intercultural traveller.
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For people struggling to establish a sense of identity, a voice and a political and
cultural place, a sense of being and belonging is often perceived as moving beyond
considerations of race and ethnicity to include gender, language and art. For example,
black literature, music and culture attest to this effort at “representing” a particular
autonomous sense of black identity. As Chambers (1994) cautions, any search for an
ethnic essence runs the risk of restricting the notion of self to a particular kind of
“authenticity” which is ultimately unattainable;

A confinement to an ethnic essence can only involve a story that cannot

contemplate the excess of meaning that challenges unicity and permits

differences to be. For most white people this is translated into the mirrored
comfort of reflecting the universal; for those designated ‘black’, it is taken up
and translated into the troublesome specificity of a ‘minority’ question; ‘an
power being exercised at the centre is invariably obscured. For the very idea of
ethnicity is used only to refer to ‘minority groups’ and never to white power
and hegemony. So the ‘minority’ spokesperson is expected to speak in the
terms of the ethnic group, restricted to the black ‘community’, while the white

writer, artist or film maker is left free to speak about everything (38-39).
Chambers suggests that a questioning of ethnic and cultural essences allows for more
diverse stories to emerge and “forcefully underlines the idea that ethnicity does not
simply belong to the ‘other’, but is also part of being white” (39). Such questioning
includes problematizing what it means, for example, to be ‘black,” ‘white,” British,’

‘European’ or ‘Canadian’ today.

Arnold Krupat (1992) offers another view of culture, suggesting that language,
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model for culture. His ideas move away from a European and American tradition of
assigning individual and group identity by ‘race” or “blood” towards a recognition of a
person as a dialogic being. His views of language link with Bakhtin’s (1981) claim that
language in society is always and inevitably a plural construct:

Language lies on the borderline between oneself and the other. The word in language

is half someone else's . . . the word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal language .

. . but rather it exists in other people's mouths, in other people's contexts, serving other

people's intentions; it is from there that one must take the word and make it one's own

(293).

For Bakhtin, people are dialogic beings, inconceivable without others, and a text is
inherently a “heteroglossia,” a crossroads of many voices. A word is not seen as something
fixed, but as an intersection of textual surfaces, creating a dialogue among three voices: that of
the writing subject, that of the person addressed, and that of the cultural context in which the
text is both written and read. Commenting on Bakhtin’s work, Guillén (1993) explains:

Thus the word, which is double, “one and other at the same time, can be considered

from a horizontal or a vertical point of view: horizontally, the word belongs equally “to

writing subject and addressee”; and vertically, to the text in question and to other prior

or different texts (245).

In Bakhtin’s writings, dialogue acquires a special breadth, function and intensity that
moves it from its literal meaning towards a figurative sense that encompasses both text and
people. So a human being, like a text, is heterogeneous, a mixture of all kinds, endlessly
engaged in a dialogue with others. People’s diversity corresponds to the need for verbal

expression that manifests the presence of others, the consciousness of others and the response

to the words of others (Guillén, 1993, 184). People, then, like words in a text, continually
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encounter and engage in dialogue with the unfamiliar, the strange, the unknown. As Bakhtin
(1981) explains;

The word, directed towards its object, enters a dialogically agitated and

tension-filled environment of alien words, value judgements and accents,

weaves in and out of complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils

from others, intersects with yet a third group: and all this may crucially shape

discourse, may leave a trace in all its semantic layers, may complicate

expression and influence its entire stylistic profile (276).

Bakhtin’s views on a dialogic approach to language and to life move beyond the polarities set
up by a dialectic. They move us towards an understanding that culture, like language, is better
conceptualized in dialogical rather than oppositional terms.

A dialogical approach to culture moves away from the dichotomized, binary reasoning
which has traditionally served as a justification for imperial domination and which, Krupat
claims, still serves as a non-productive form of “victimist history.” Any simple dichotomy of
good/evil, these critics would argue, is reductionist and unfruitful. As Todorov (1986) points
out, in victimist histories there is a reversal of the Hegelian dialectic in which the left side of the
binary is considered good, and the right evil, so that now we hear: “On your right, the
disgusting white colonialists; on your left, the innocent black victims” (1986, 178). A dialogical
approach to such issues of culture, race and ethnicity may promote a more useful strategy of
recognizing the moral and political implications of colonization and racism while
acknowledging the complexities and contradictions in any discourse of good and evil.

Krupat’s dialogical approach to culture links with Gayatri Spivak’s efforts at a radical

restructuring of the traditional perspectives, norms and assumptions of Western thought, In her
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critique, Spivak also argues against a dialectical approach to culture, suggesting that it is not
enough simply to produce alternative or counter-histories to Western histories but that there is
a need to contest the far-reaching implications of the systems of which they form a part. To this
end, Spivak seeks to produce a new narrative of how the “Third World” was itself created as a
set of representations, not only for the West but also for the colonized people being
represented (Young, 1990, 159). Spivak believes that imperialism is not only concerned with .
land and with economy, but also with constituting subjects whom she calls “subalterns.” Her
aim is to reorient subaltern history away from a simple retrieval of a person’s consciousness
and voice towards an understanding of how class and gender intersect with race/ethnicity to
create complex and heterogeneous subject positions. Such heterogeneity speaks against notions
of an undifferentiated colonial subject or subaltern. As a “Third World” woman, living and
working in the American academy, Spivak struggles herself against such homogeneity. Relating
her ideas particularly to the position of “Third World” women, Spivak moves to her most far-
reaching feminist argument that as a woman, “the subaltern cannot speak” because everyone
else speaks for her, so she cannot be heard by the privileged of either the First or Third Worlds,
but she is rewritten continuously as the object of imperialism or patriarchy: “Between
patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the figure of the woman
disappears, not into a pristine nothingness, but into a violent shuttling between tradition and
modernisation” (1985, 128). For Spivak, there is no “authentic” voice to be recovered out of

the imposed silence of history.
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An attempt to dialogize dominant monologues recognizes that dialogue is not an
abstract ideal but that it is present everywhere in society. In addition, dialogue encourages the
view that changes in society, in canons and curricula may emerge from the deconstruction of all
essentialist notions of the us/them and West/Rest type. Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia,
applied to concepts of culture, race and ethnicity, encourages plurality and diversity. It moves
us away from the romanticized view which has used ethnicity as a parochial slogan to mask real
issues of race and power.

For many colonized peoples, emerging as they were from years of subjugation and
silencing, it was reassuring to think of cu'tural identity in terms of a shared, collective “one
true self” which was “out there” waiting to be unearthed and brought to light once colonization
had come to an end. Such a concept of cultural identity played a crucial role in post-colonial
struggles throughout the world, and it shaped the writing of poets such as Aimé Césaire and
Leopold Senghor. Franz Fanon (1963) described this desire for a rediscovery of identity as
“directed by the secret hope of discovering beyond the misery of today, beyond self-contempt,
resignation and abjuration, some very beautiful and splendid era whose existence rehabilitates
us both in regard to ourselves and in regard to others” (170).

The more contemporary view of cultural identity in the postcolonial context
acknowledges that there are always critical points of difference, of rupture and discontinuity in
any consideration of “who we are.” Such a position recognizes that although cultural identities
have histories, they are constantly undergoing transformation and are always framed by the

interplay of history, culture and power. Difference lives alongside continuity and continually
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forms and transforms cultural identity. This second view of cultural identity is far more
troubling for many post-colonial people who see themselves as being represented as “other” in
the texts of the European colonizers but who are unable to speak for themselves from any
transparent sense of “true identity.” They become trapped in what Homi Bhabha (1986) has
called “the ambivalent identifications of the racist world” (xv). Yet such hybridity may also be
liberating and energizing, as people move away from a view of an essentialist identity towards a
new form of ethnicity which is heterogeneous and diverse, and creates new places from which
to speak. This creative hybridity has been increasingly evident in the texts of contemporary

post-colonial writers such as Salman Rushdie, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Amy Tan, Toni

labelled as the “evil colonizers,” and others, such as white academics who are linked to the
colonizers by virtue of race, class or gender, to recognize differences and similarities as

intersecting pathways that may lead to creative possibilities for new understandings.



THE LAST “POST”? POSTCOLONIALISM AND LITERARY EDUCATION

All this fuss over Empire - what went Wrong here, what went wrong there - ahvays
makes me quite crazy, for [ can say to them what went wrong: they should never have
left their home, their precious England, a place they loved so much, a place they had
10 leave but conld never forget. And so everywhere they went they furned it info

“ngland; and everybody they met they furned linglish. But no place could ever really
be England, and nobody who did not look exactly like them would ever be English.
Jamaica Kincaid, 1988, 24.

The postcolonial theorists’ generalisations about “all” “postcolonial people " suggest
that Third Worldism and/or nationalism bind the people of these societies in
conflictless brotherhood, that the inequalities of caste and class do not exist in these
societies and that their literary works are only ahout “resisting” or “subverting” the
colonizers’ discourses.

Arun Mukherjee, Gulliver, 1993, 27.

In a very fundamental sense, the term “postcolonial” refers to that which has been
preceded by colonization. Yet this literal definition does little to explain the complexity of the
term as it used by postcolonial theorists or to clarify the ideological content of the term. Part of
the confusion, Arif Dirlik (1994) suggests, stems from the use of the term “postcolonial” both
as a description of global conditions after colonialism and “as a description of a discourse on
the above-named conditions that is informed by the epistemological and psychic orientations

that are products of those conditions” (332). Dirlik suggests that one does not have to be

literally “postcolomial” to share in the themes common to much postcolonial discourse,



Deepika Bahri (1995) elaborates on this dual use of the term by cautioning that the
notion of the “postcolonial” as a literary genre and an academic construct may have meanings

quite separate from its historical groundings. “The multiplicity of meanings obliges us to

possible . . . that the map no longer precedes the territory” (53). Theoretical perspectives on
postcolonialism, she suggests, tend to be removed from the material realities of those peoples
inhabiting “postcolonial” societies, taking little account of their continuing economic
dependence on the West.

Postcoloniality, viewed in an historical context, is integrally tied to European
imperialism. For countries that were once colonized, the “post” in postcolonialism is in many
ways a temporal fiction, suggesting a newly acquired state of independence into which is
indelibly inscribed the trace of the imperial nation. The term “postcolonial” prevents any
conception of a nation which preceded colonization, and its use has been criticized for its

rejection of a people’s pre-national past and for glossing over the realities of local cultures and

passport. In a metaphorical sense, the term “post-colonialism” is problematic, suggesting that
countries have moved along in a linear way from a “pre-colonial” stage, through a “colonial”
era and on to a “post-colonial” state. This idea of linear development ensures that the focus is
always on the colonizer.

Recently, postcolonial discourse has attempted to address concerns about national
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(1990) has suggested we should move away from “metanarratives of nations” which
consciously or unconsciously repress knowledge of difference and that we focus instead on the
idea of transnationality which considers the potential of migrancy and hybrid identities and
values the intermingling of cultures, ideas and politics (1 ). Similarly, Salman Rushdie “rejoices
migrant state not as a loss but as a source of creative newness. Other postcolonial critics are
more cautious, expressing concerns that people in former European colonies who were
identified by Fanon (1963) as the “Wretched of the Earth,” will remain wretched under the
continuing process of economic and cultural annexation by multinationals, disguised under the
name of modernization and economic development,

In a more literary sense, the term “postcolonial” (both with and without a hyphen), as it
is used in academic and publishing circles, once referred strictly to the literatures of former
colonies but these restrictions are beginning to fade now that the labels “Commonwealth™ and
“Third World” have fallen into disrepute among segments of the Western academy.

Salman Rushdie, among others, has been vociferous in criticizing the use of the term
“Commonwealth Literature,” explaining that it has not even been clear what people have meant
by the designation. In an article reflecting on his participation in a “Commonwealth Literature”
conference in Sweden, Rushdie (1983) explained:

‘Commonwealth literature’, it appears, is that body of writing created, I think, in the

English language, by persons who are not themselves white Britons, or Irish, or citizens

of the United States of America. I don’t know whether black Americans are citizens of

this bizarre Commonwealth or not. Probably not. It is also uncertain whether citizens of

Commonwealth countries writing in languages other than English - Hindi, for example
- or who switch out of English, like Ngugi, are permitted into the club or asked to keep
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out. By now ‘Commonwealth literature’ was sounding very unlikeable indeed. Not

only was it a ghetto, but it was actually an exclusive ghetto, And the effect of creating

such a ghetto was, is, to change the meaning of the far broader term ‘English literature’

- which I’d always taken to mean simply the literature of the English language - into

something far narrower, something topographical, nationalistic, possibly even racially

segregationalist™ (62-63).

Since the publication of this essay, the Western academy has chosen to agree with
Rushdie and the term is now rarely used. In a similar vein, some postcolonial critics have
criticized the use of “Third World Literature’ as one more example of a simplistic binary
bifurcation between colonizer/colonized which suggests a false homogenization of formerly
colonized people. According to Bahri (1995), such views are supported by an impressive array
of critics such as Gayatri Spivak, Sara Suleri, Diana Brydon, Homi Bhabha and Abdul
JanMohamed. Although the designation is still in evidence in academic journals, its use is often
flagged as a concern.

Despite all the criticism of the term “postcolonial,” it is widely used to include those
literatures once called “Commonwealth” or “Third World” as well as to include literatures
sometimes referred to as “minority,” “resistance,” or “multicultural.” An early text in the field
of postcolonial studies, ke fimpire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial
Literatures by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989), which has also come under attack in the
past few years, uses the term “rost-colonial” to “cover all the culture affected by the imperial
process from the moment of colonization to the present day “ (2). Included in the term are
“literatures of African countries, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, Caribbean countries, India,

Maylasia, Malta, New Zealand, Pakistan, Singapore, South Pacific Island countries and Sri
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Lanka,” and also the literature of the United States because of its important relationship with
Britain over the past two centuries (2). The authors attempt to distinguish between the “British

English inherited from the empire” and the use of the language in postcolonial countries, which

focus in their book on literatures in the English language raises questions similar to those asked
by Rushdie about Commonweath literatures: how do we draw distinctions between what is -
and is not - postcolonial literature,

A focus on literature designated as postcolonial does not come close to explaining the
diffuse nature and size of postcolonial studies today, which have evolved into a disciplinary
subject and a theoretical apparatus with enormous political and ideological status. As an
example, a recent book, De-Scribing Empire: Post~colonialisms and Textuality (1994), edited

by Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson, considers the relationship of cartography, feminism,
children’s literature, technology and the teaching of resistance literature to colonialism, and
highlights the ambivalence of the Western academy in considerations of postcolonialism. An
essay in the book by Stephen Slemon offers an overview of the current state of the field.
Slemon writes:

‘Post-colonialism’ as it is now used in its various fields, de-scribes a remarkably

heterogeneous set of subject positions, professional fields, and critical enterprises. It

has been used as a way of ordering a critique of totalizing forms of Western
historicism; as a portmanteau term for a retooled notion of ‘class,’” as a subset of both
postmodernism and post-structuralism (and conversely, as the condition from which
those two structures of cultural logic and cultural critique themselves are seen to
emerge), as the name for a condition of nativist longing in post-independence national
groupings; as a cultural marker of non-residency for a Third World intellectual cadre;

as the inevitable underside of a fractured and ambivalent discourse of colonialist power;
&s an oppositional form of ‘reading practice’, and - this was my first encounter with
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the term - as the name for a category of ‘literary” activity which sprang from a new and

welcome political energy going on within what used to be called ‘Commonwealth’

literary studies (16-17). '
Slemon articulates some of the difficulties that postcolonial theorists face in attempting to place
a concise label on the field in which they work. Perhaps one of the powertul aspects of
postcolonialism resides in the fact that it resists closure. Like Homi Bhaba’s (1994) “Third
Space” which is “unrepresentable in itself”’ (37), part of the power of postcolonialism lies in its
ability to draw attention to the dissonances in the discourses it lies between.

For teachers, postcolonial literary theory is often viewed as a sanctioning of
multicultural studies. And many are unaware of possible problems arising from the conflation
of multicultural studies with postcolonial studies. A concern expressed by such critics as
Deepika Bahri (1995) is that interest in sanitized ‘multicultural’ texts, studied outside their
immediate frame of reference, may disguise the power relations that shape the writing of the
literature. Any study of this literature may encourage only a superficial interest and tolerance
for diversity rather than promote a genuine investigation into the complexities of other cultures,
As Babhri cautions,

The contract is a fairly simple one: a) minoritized subjects are encouraged to represent

themselves and their communities, in art, literature, etc., and; b) their productions are

to be accepted and disseminated, usually by “multiculturals” and primarily through
educational institutions, in a spirit of learning, tolerance, and respect. Neither is
inherently damaging. The problem is that such subjects are to speak as minorities, they
are to represent their communities and the victimization suffered by them in individual
voices; and their texts are to be used , often solo, to “inform™ students. . . . One might
ask what the academy is about when it encourages students to learn about the world,
often exclusively, from token fictional texts The odd anthologized short story by Amy

Tan or Mukherjee’s paperback novel, we are to assume, will educate our students in
other cultures (73-74).
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Instead, Bahri suggests that students should read a text “for its aesthetic as well as ‘socially
responsible’ messages and use it to raise questions that should be central to the multiculturalist
~ project, among them representation and the benevolent tokenization that replaces previous
erasure” (74).

To Bahri’s suggestion, I would add the possibility of what Gerald Graff (1990) has

termed “teaching the conflicts” through joint readings of a canonized Western text with a

exploring these conflicts would “open up a debate over the relation between social and artistic
value that has too long been brushed aside or allowed tozfall between the cracks that separate
literary study from history and social thought” (54). This strategy opens up the potential of
offering a “resistant” reading of the canonized text and of exploring the dissonances and
ambiguities evident in contrasting texts. Such a technique would also, I believe, bring to the
surface tensions over the social and political contexts of literature which are often submerged
in a classroom in an attempt to “let the text speak for itself” My South African students needed
just this kind of resistant reading in order to deconstruct the representations, ideologies, and the
political and racial assumptions of the texts they were offered in school.

Graff believes that, in one sense, the battle over the literary canon has been won
because for the next generation of students the cultural diversification of the curriculum
(particularly at the college level) will be a reality. However, he cautions that “the debates over

the merits, implications, and proper strategies of diversitying the curriculum are not likely to go
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away” (1996, 125). Graff’s point is that teachers should be turning their energies to making
positive educational use of these debates by incorporating them into classrooms and
“embedding the teaching of literature in our theoretical differences” (136). He suggests that the
ensuing debates might prove to be a positive strategy for moving beyond the “fight for one list
of books over another list of books” (136).

James Greenlaw (1994) echoes some of GrafP’s concerns about the need to look
beyond text selection to a consideration of the kinds of teaching strategies being used in the
classroom. Postcolonial pedagogy, Greenlaw argues, differs from prescriptive multicultural
projects which aspire only to increase multicultural harmony. The imperative behind
postcolonial pedagogy is rather to find ways to help students to “deconstruct racist
(mis)representations of the Other as they are found in the political, social, and cultural
discourses which are inscribed within the literary texts, films, music videos, magazines,
newspapers, television shows, and computer forums through which students attempt to
interpret their world” (7-8). Greenlaw elaborates on his particular deconstructive stance in his
work with high school students:

If students are taught the postcolonial deconstructive strategies which they need in

order to examine critically how literary representations are constructed out of multiple

and conflicting discourses, then at the end of a course in multicultural literature, even if
they have not become beiter, more tolerant citizens, they will at least have been given
the opportunity to learn how and why racist stereotypical (mis)representations are

produced and resisted” (8).

Similar critiques of mainstream orientations to multicultural education, by Deborah

Britzman et al. (1993), focus on ways students are offered “accurate’ and “authentic”
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representations of particular cultures in the hopes that these students will automatically develop
tolerant attitudes. The authors elaborate:
These newly represented cultures appear on the stage of curriculum either as a
seamless parade of stable and unitary customs and traditions or in the individuated form
of political heroes modeling roles. The knowledge that scaffolds this view shuts out the
controversies of how any knowledge - including multicultural - is constructed,

mediated, governed, and implicated in forms of social regulation and normalization,
The problem is that knowledge of a culture is presented as if unencumbered by the

politics and poetics of representation (189).

This caution against presenting multicultural literature in an unquestioning and

previously silenced should not be heard, but that it is simplistic to offer students “good realism”
as a response to the “bad fictions” of stereotypes. As I discussed earlier, simply presenting
students with a dialectic of good/evil shuts out the complexities and contraditions of power
relations and denies students opportunities for exploring the fluid boundaries between such

definitions.
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TERRITORIES OF DESIRE: CONTESTING CANONS
Travellers with closed minds can tell us lintle except about themselves,

Chinua Achebe, 1978, 12,

The blanks in the maps included in the journals reveal the constant selection of
knowledlges considered appropriate for display. They consistently efface the

Aboriginal groups whom the explorers have contacted and about whom some
knowledge is possessed, while carefully including locations of any white settlements,
Simon Ryan, 1994, 126,

émigrés, refugees.” (357). Canada’s history, in common with that of many other western
countries, has been forged by immigrants seeking out lands and new territories, has been
marked by the displacement of indigenous populations and characterized by fluctuation and
discontinuity. For much of this century and the last, the heterogeneous nature of Canada as a
country has been concealed under the rubric of “two solitudes,” two European languages,
French and English, and two European identities. During the past two decades, however, this
concealing fabric has been torn apart by the unmistakable arrival of visible minorities from
Hong Kong, Mainland China, India, Lebanon, South America, Africa and elsewhere. Canadian
classrooms today reflect a racial and cultural diversity that has radically challenged any

Eurocentric notions of ethnic, linguistic or cultural absolutism,
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In contrast to the stability of texts fiom the “old order” which were traditionally taught
in Canadian schools, just as they were taught in my South African schools, travellers’ tales
speak of shifting boundaries, of the impossibilities of packaging a culture or defining an
authentic cultural identity. Travelling, as Trinh Minh-ha (1994) explains, can be a “process
whereby the self loses its fixed boundaries - a disturbing yet potentially empowering practice of
difference” (23). Travellers, she suggests, gain three supplementary identities: “Travelling
allows one to see things differently from what they are, differently from how one has seen
them, and differently from what one is” (23).

Many teachers in today’s schools have little awareness of the rich potential of such
travelling. For them, a literary curriculum is & static notion, consisting of a stack of old texts,
usually from Britain and the United States, that they feel have stood the test of time. With little
understanding of the history of such texts or the power of the literary canon, such teachers
resist any notion of change.

Canonicity is not so much about texts as about status and evaluation, the criteria and

and discourses themselves fall in or out of favour. It is a process in which texts, styles and
approaches are designated literary and perceived as worthy of attention, or are pushed to the
margins and allowed to disappear.

The admission into the English language of the word "canon’” remains obscure.
Originally a Greek term, karon, it was used by Alexandrian scholars in the second and third

centuries to mean a “straight rod”, a “ruler” or “standard.” The Oxford English Dictionary
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published between 1884 and 1928 does not contain in its 25 listings any word approximating
the modern meaning of an approved catalogue of books. The closest is “canon” defined as a
“collection or list of books of the Bible accepted by the Christian Church as genuine and
inspired.” Only in the supplement in 1972 is this definition expanded to include “those writings
of a secular author accepted as authentic.”

Jusdanis (1991) suggests that a study of canonicity needs to be foregrounded by an
examination of the exercise of power, the role of interest, and the dynamics of struggle which
are all crucial in its formation. Texts which are deemed worthy of being saved and transmitted
to another generation serve as objects of criticism, enter school curricula, are included in
histories of literature and are annotated in anthologies. As Gerald Bruns (1992) comments:

A text, after all, is canonical, not in virtue of being final and correct and part of an

official library, but because it becomes binding upon a group of people. The whole
point of canonization is to underwrite the authority of a text, not merely with respect to

its origin as against competitors in the field . . . but with respect to the present and
future in which it will reign or govern as a binding text . . . . From a hermeneutic
standpoint . . . the theme of canonization is power (quoted in Landow, 1992, 149),

Before the middle of the eighteenth century, only the Greek and Latin “classics” and

the bible were considered as serious subjects for scholarly research and discourse. Then, Dr.

seemed more a “duty” than a pleasure.



63

By the mid-nineteenth century, the role of literature in Britain was considered to be the
reduction of diversity and the promotion of a common set of values and a common culture,
This point of view was best presented in Matthew Arnold's (1869) Culture and Anarchy, a text
which saw in literature a resistance to the anarchy of the industrial revolution, and which was
widely influential in English classrooms around the world. The canon that emerged reflected a
particular British literary heritage. It included the Augustan poets, whose Latinate styles
provided useful texts for grammatical anal?sis; Shakespeare; Latin and Greek "classics": a
number of the best known poems by Pope, Milton, Goldsmith, and Gray; the English
Romantics, and literature considered to be easily accessible to adolescents such as Scott's
Ivanhoe.

Throughout the nineteenth century, and on into the twentieth, there has been a
continual tug of war between the Common Reader at one end of the rope and a representative
of the cultural elite at the other. The names of this cultural elite have changed through the ages,
from Coleridge’s “the clerisy” to Matthew Arnold’s “the remnant” and F.R. Leavis’s “the
minority” but they are always the culturally and politically powerful tugging against some

powerless “other.” Virginia Woolf (1932) championed Dr. Johnson’s Common Reader when

authorities, however heavily furred and gowned, into our libraries and let them tell us how to
read, what to read, what value to place upon what we read, is to destroy the spirit of freedom

which is the breath of those sanctuaries” (234).
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The critic F.R. Leavis announced that “there is no Common Reader” (1930, 107).
Over a time span of more than 30 years, he elaborated his proposals for educational reforms
which would elevate the status of his small minority who were capable of “appreciating Dante,
Shakespeare, Donne, Baudelaire, Conrad” and who could keep alive “the subtlest and most
perishable parts of tradition™ (1930, 144). Leavis’s inspiration for his ordering of the canon
came from T.S. Eliot who defined the canon not as a disparate set of texts but as an order of
related texts, with each work gaining meaning in relation to the others:

The existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by

the introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among them. The existing

order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the
supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered;
and so the relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole are

readjusted (quoted in Samson, 1992, 110-11).

Eliot’s insistence on the connection between past and present considers the canonical
works from the past as being revitalized and changing their value as they interact with newly
canonized texts from the present. While, at first glance, Eliot’s views may suggest his openness
to the expansion of the canon, his emphasis on the order of related texts denotes rather a
valuing of a tradition which is constantly coming into being and recreated within limited
boundaries. In this way Eliot’s formulation is closely aligned with Leavis’s insistence that
culture, language and tradition are linked concepts and that continuity is an essential condition
of growth within a culture. So the literary canon, under Leavis’s direction, expanded only

enough to include some additional “worthy” Western texts selected by an elite group of critics.

D. H. Lawrence was awarded due reverence, and Dickens and Blake were admitted as worthy
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Hawthorne, Melville, James and Twain (Samson, 162-4),
translated in more recent times into the promotion of “cultural literacy” as expounded by right-

wing critics such as E.D. Hirsch (1987) and Alan Bloom (1987), who fail to acknowledge

notion of a shared national language and national culture. For canonized texts, Hirsch
substitutes a definitive list of dates, names, events and titles that Americans should know. His
avowed democratic intention of providing all students access to a shared cultural legacy
conceals his elitist notions of what it means to be literate, As Carey Kaplan and Ellen Cronan
Rose (1990) suggest, Hirsch’s virtual map of the West is a fantasy world which “has a small
population of racially similar people. It has one cultural center, one language, a long, relatively
stable history, a dominant and widely accepted religion, a strong central government, and little
immigration (with, concomitantly, lots of emigration of nonconforming elements)” (59).
Moreover, as Kaplan and Rose point out, it is only Hirsch’s culturally literate minority who
construct the list of culturally significant material and are then able to label it as “ours.”
Hirsch’s “culturally illiterate” have no part to play in constructing such a list; they are only to be
taught it.

African-American critics, such as Cameron McCarthy (1993), question the approaches

of these conservative educators who claim an unambiguous Westerness as the basis of
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cultural items and cultural figures celebrated by traditionalists like Hirsch and Bloom” (293),
MecCarthy claims. “It is to be remembered that at the end of the last century the English cultural
critic Matthew Arnold did not find it fit to include in ‘the best that has been thought and said’
any existing American writer” (294). The very concept of ‘Western’ is problematic, an
ideological construct infused with tensions and struggles over meaning. How can being
American, or Canadian, not include indigenous people and minorities such as African-
Americans who have been in the Americas as least as long as whites? As McCarthy asks:

How is it that the history, and writings, and culture of African-Americans are non-

Western? Who is demarcating the West? Do we, for instance,rwant to say that Ernest

Hemingway is in and Alice Walker is out? Where is the line of the Western to be drawn

within the school curriculum? (294-5).

Henry Giroux (1992) echoes McCarthy’s sentiments with his belief that the defence,
restructuring or elimination of a particular canon in education can only be understood within a
broader range of political and theoretical considerations. Hirsch and Bloom, he explains,
represent the latest cultural offensive by the new elitists to rewrite the past and construct the
present from the perspective of the privileged and the powerful. They “disdain the democratic
implications of pluralism and argue for a form of cultural uniformity in which difference is
consigned to the margins of history or to the museum of the disadvantaged” (1 25). From this
perspective, culture is seen as “an artifact, a warehouse of goods, posited either as a canon of

knowledge or a canon of information that simply has to be transmitted”” and pedagogy is

“something one does in order to implement a preconstructed body of knowledge or
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teaching but “the broader refusal to take seriously the categories of meaning, experience, and
voice that students use to make sense of themselves and the world around them” (125).

In similar terms, Toni Morrison (1989) eloquently articulates the “invisible” presence of
Aftican-Americans that shaped so much of American life and American literature.

Now that Afro-American artistic presence has been “discovered” actually to exist, now

that serious scholarship has moved from silencing the witnesses and erasing their

meaningful place in and contribution to American culture, it is no longer acceptable
merely to imagine us and imagine for us. We have always been imagining ourselves.

We are not Isak Dinesen’s “aspects of nature,” nor Conrad’s unspeaking. We are the

subjects of our own narratives, witnesses to and participants in our own experience,

and in no way coincidentally, in the experience of those with whom we have come in
contact. We are not, in fact, “other.” We are choices. And to read imaginative literature
by and about us is to choose to examine centers of the self and to have the opportunity
to compare those centers with the “raceless” one with which we are, all of us, familiar.

(8-9).

For writers such as Morrison, it is not enough to be “admitted” into the halls of
canonicity, as defined by a small cultural and politically powerful elite: she believes that the
whole idea of canonicity needs to be deconstructed.

I find it easy to refute the arguments of right-wing conservatists such as E.D. Hirsch
and Alan Bloom with their obvious elitist views and definitive, prescriptive views on the values
of a Western culture which is limited to a list of cultural terms and beliefs. Harold Bloom’s
(1994) elegiac defence of the Western canon has a more subtle appeal to my own prejudices.

Bloom expressly disassociates himself both from the “right-wing defenders of the Canon, who

wish to preserve it for its supposed (and non-existen:) programs for social change” and from
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contemporary critics of the Canon whom he dubs “the School of Resentment, who wish to
overthrow the Canon in order to advance their supposed (and non-existent) programs for
social change” (4).

Harold Bloom describes his Canon as a cycle of three literary phases: Theocratic,
Aristocratic and Democratic, with an additional “Chaotic” age out of which would arise the
canonical texts of the future. His erudite commentary focuses on 26 writers whom he
considers to be “authoritative in our culture” and whom he has “selected for both their
sublimity and their representative nature” with Shakespeare placed solidly at the centre of the
Canon (17). Bloom claims that his small list of writers includes the “major Western writers™:
Dante, Chaucer, Cervantes, Montaigne, Shakespeare, Goethe, Wordsworth, Dickens, Tolstoy,
Joyce and Proust. He tries to represent national canons by their “crucial figures.” Chaucer,
Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, Dickens, Austen, George Eliot and Woolf represent the
English canon; Montaigne and Moliére are the representatives for France; Dante for Italy;
Cervantes for Spain; Tolstoy for Russia, Goethe for Germany; Borges and Neruda for Hispanic
America, and Whitman and Dickinson for the United States. Bloom also includes in his list
Ibsen and Beckett and the Portuguese poet Pessoa, He cites Dr. Johnson as the “greatest of
Western literary critics” and completes his list of “key writers of this century with Freud and
Katka (2).

My first response to this select list is amazement that Bloom can be so definitive in his
selection of a few writers whose perceived greatness places them above all others in his

Western canon. Mixed with my unease is, I admit, a certain empathy with Bloom in his
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discussions about the writers. He attempts to confront “greatness” directly by asking what
makes the author and the works canonical. “The answer,” he claims, “more often than not, has
turned out to be strangeness, a mode of originality that either cannot be assimilated, or that so
assimilates us that we cease to see it as strange” (3). Bloom justifies his concept of canonical
works on the basis of “aesthetic strength” which he defines as “mastery of figurative language,
originality, cognitive power, knowledge, exuberance of diction” (27-28).

Among the works he discusses are texts I also love and admire. A rereading of
Milton’s Paradiise /.ost more than 30 years after I first encountered it in school still evokes in
me a sense of wonder at its poetic power and visionary glory, King Lear never fails to awe me
with its brooding force and pathos. I recently delighted in seeing Much Ado About Nothing
brought alive on screen in Kenneth Branagh’s latest version, I turned down social and work

engagements to stay at home and watch the BBC adaptation of George Eliot’s Middlemarch

interest in Jane Austen’s novels, fueled by the recent productions of Persuasion, Pride and
Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, all the while hoping these filmed versions will encourage
my daughters to enjoy the novels as much as I do. So, what are my concerns over Bloom’s
thesis?

advocates. Only four of his selected 26 “great” authors are women. Bloom dismisses such a
concern lightly, claiming that “great literature will insist upon its self-sufficiency in the face of

the worthiest causes: feminism, Aftican-American culturism, and all the other politically correct
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enterprises of our moment™ (27). Nor does Bloom believe that a higher proportion of women
writers deserves a place in his “Canonical prophecies’ of recent works which will enrich the
Western Canon. In his appendices he provides lists of these twentieth century writers for his
“future canon.” Of his 159 writers from the United States, only 22 are female; seven of the
73 writers from Britain and Ireland are women; one of his 11 writers from Affica is a woman,
and there are no female writers among the 18 selected writers from Latin America, Obviously,
in Bloom’s view, women writers are making few inroads into the Western canon.

Second, and equally frustrating, is Harold Bloom’s obvious contempt for issues of
culture, race, ethnicity and class. His elitist belief is that “we need to teach more selectively,
searching for the few who have the capacity to become highly individualized readers and
writers. The others, who are amenable to a politicized curriculum, can be abandoned to it”
(17). Aesthetic value, Bloom claims, determines the immortality of texts and “very few
working-class readers ever matter in determining the survival of texts” (36). Secure in his white
ivory tower of aesthetic and cognitive values with his chosen few, Bloom glances down
disdainfully at a map of the Western world populated by those he discounts: feminists, people
of colour, Native people, the poor and disadvantaged and an “academic rabble that seeks to
connect the study of literature with the quest for social change” (26).

I'may share Bloom’s passion for the writers and texts on the high ground he describes,
but I am firmly in the swamp with the academic rabble who despairs at his exclusivity and his
inability to consider all but his chosen few as worthy and enduring writers of literary texts. Toni

Morrison (1989), who is one of few women writers of colour afforded a place in Bloom’s
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“Canonical Prophecies for the future,” supplies perhaps the most apt response to Bloom’s
perspective:

Canon building is Empire building. Canon defense is national defense. Canon debate,

whatever the terrain, nature and range (of criticism, of history, of the history of

knowledge, of the definition of language, the universality of aesthetic principles, the
sociology of art, the humanistic imagination), is the clash of cultures. And a// of the

interests are vested (8).

Perhaps Edward Said has been the most noted contemporary critic of the canon. He
shares with the “canon-busters’ the view that those in the academy who teach only the
European classics are tacitly suppressing literature of other cultures. In his seminal text,
Orientalism (1978), Said showed how canon-building rests on a process of brilliant
simplifications and dialectics, with Western critics constructing an Orientalist canon of
stereotypes - “unscrupulous Arab merchants, Iranian terrorists, chanting mobs” - against which
to judge the grand cultural narratives of the West. According to Said, the “Orient” has been
both constructed and represented through Western ideologies and institutions:

The Orient is not merely there just as the Occident itself is not just there either, We

must take seriously Vico’s great observation that men make their own history, that

what they can know is what they have made, and extend it to geography: as both
geographical and cultural entities - to say nothing of historical entities - such locales,

regions, geographical sectors as ‘Orient’ and “Occident’ are man-made (1978, 5).
Western writers, as well as political commentators, have taken as their starting point a
fundamental division of the world into the Orient and the Occident, and developed what
Gabriel (1994) terms a “collective notion of the Occidental ‘us’ which became integrally bound

up with the idea of European superiority and various forms of Eurocentric racism” (15). This
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framework has allowed the construction of “otherness”, a status defined in the negative, and of
its flip side, the “us” or “we” whose collective national, European, “Western” identity rests, in
part, on just such exclusions.

In his later book, Culture and Imperialism (1993), Said elaborates on the notion that
imperial power, resistance against empire, and the production of narratives are inextricably
linked:

Stories are at the heart of what explorers and novelists say about strange regions of the

world; they also become the method colonized people use to assert their identity and

the existence of their own history . . . . The power to narrate, or block other narratives
from forming and emerging, is very import”. .o culture and imperialism and

constitutes one of the main connections between them (xii-xiii).

The grand narratives of emancipation and enlightenment, Said suggests, enabled colonized
people to rise up and throw off imperial subjection, and have also encouraged many people in
Western countries to fight for “new narratives of equality and human community” (xiii).

Said has also supported the work of French critics such as Foucault and Derrida in
their work to create a new kind of canon which operates from “nomadic centres,” provisional
structures that are never permanent and that offer new forms of continuity, vision and revision.
This open-ended “nomadic” canon espoused by Said values the potential over the institutional.

His proposed world resembles what Gorak (1991) terms “a kind of mental bazaar: a place of
many tongues, a variety of goods, and an endless circulation of materials and people” where

critics would handle the fragments of a former canon with attention and respect and then

relinquish them (215).
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The current canon debate has prompted Gorak to argue that the “Anglo-European
canon, if it ever existed at all, has probably met its end. If canon suggests an unchanging,
unquestioned body of received opinion, canon, in that sense, at least has permanently gone”
(253). The constructed map of the Western world has shifted, has spread outwards to
encompass its margins; its properties and territories have lost their centre and, adrift ina
turbulent sea, are floating in search of new resting places. Western culture, conceived as a
protective énclosure that separates “us” from “them,” has broken apart in a fragmented and
hybridized world.

These changing possibilities have opened the doors for a new movement of "World
Fiction" written in English which has successfully reinvented English Literature to include
voices from postcolonial w;%ters, an increasing number of women and previously marginalized
writers of celour from every continent. African-American writers Toni Morrison, Alice
Walker, Gloria Naylor, Rita Dove and Maya Angelou have won Pulitzer Prizes and National
and American Book Awards. In 1981, Britain's prestigious Booker Prize for fiction was
awarded to Salman Rushdie for his complex, tumultuous myth of modern India, Midnight's
Children. In the years since, winners of the prize have included a part Maori, a South Affican,
a woman of Polish descent, a Nigerian, an exile from Japan, an Englishman living in Italy and a
Sri Lankan of Indian, Dutch and English ancestry, educated in Britain, long resident in Canada,
with siblings on four continents.

This polycultural order has redefined the canon of English literature; international

writers confirm that we are living in a decentred world which allows writers and readers to
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discover and travel among other selves, other identities, other varieties of the human adventure.
Teachers wanting to join this human adventure and to introduce new ways of reading into their
classrooms seek ways to challenge the notion of a traditional Western canon of literary texts
and, even more importantly, begin to examine the theoretical frameworks within which they

live, read, write and teach.
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LITERARY THEORY AT THE CROSSROADS

For the philosophy that represents itself as a voyage of discovery, or as a meditative
Journey from the obscurity of error into the light of truth, the risk is not that it will be
called into question by what it discovers, but by how it discovers, hy the discourse it is
obliged to use to discover what it discovers, by the very representation it gives of itself
as a narrative of discovery.

Georges Van Den Abbeele, 1991, 61.

Teachers who denigrate theory and the need for it believe that they have got
control of a discourse that has really got control of them. They become the
servants rather than the masters of this discourse’s ideology which they
practise as though it were natural or a matter of common sense.

Jack Thomson, 1992, 7.

What happens when we bring a literary text into a classroom and offer it to students to

read? Margaret Mackey (1995), in her exploration of the complex relationship between

readers and a literary text, emphasizes the ambiguity of trying to describe the act of reading,

which is at once active and performative and yet also silent, specific and individualistic:

There can be few things in life more deceptive than a page of print. Black and white,
fixed and stable, it mocks a reader with its definitiveness. Yet as we ali know, the
process of reading which begins with that page of print is by its very nature,
incomplete, tentative, shifting. Furthermore, the process of writing which led up to the
creation of that page of print is also one of recursiveness, of frustration, of grasping at
the unsayable. Although the text looks so final and conclusive, the process which
created it is also tentative, always seeking to improve, So the page Les (in more than
one sense of the word perhaps) as the apparently fixed interface between two sets of
pro<-- ses which are temporal, inconclusive, and aiming to be good enough for the
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moment, Any description of reading should also take account of the text being read.

And yet, a consideration of what happens during a reading cannot be confined to an

inspection, however careful, of the text alone. The text is not a train track along which

the reader travels in complete obedience with no deviation at random. The text both
enables and constrains possible readings; a successfiil relationship between reader and

words is a vigorous one (2),

As Mackey explains: “Until readers learn how to imagine with words, they have missed
the necessary preliminary requirement of reading fiction” (2). For teachers and students, such
imaginative engagement with a literary text is an important first step for moving into a fictional
world which can both inform and re-form the literary imagination, and a valuable prerequisite
for readers to move on to deconstructing the text to interrogate its form and its ideological and
potitical assumptions. Umberto Eco (1994) describes these levels of reading experiences
metaphorically:

There are two ways of walking through a wood. The first is to try one or several routes

(so as to get out of the wood as fast as possible, say, or to reach the house of

grandmother, Tom Thumb, or Hansel and Gretel); the second is to walk so as to

discover what the wood is like and find out why some paths are accessible and others

not. Similarly there are two ways of going through a narrative text (27).

To offer a personal example, as 1 write this, [ am reading an eloquent newly-published
Canadian novel by Anne Michaels (1996) entitled Fugitive Pieces. Already, in the first fifty
pages of the novel, Michaels has created an extraordinary multi-layered world of a young
Jewish boy rescued from the holocaust which reveals how the “present, like a landscape, is only

a small part of a mysterious narrative” (48). Although I am already delighted by the form and

poetic structure of the writing, I am primarily affectively engaged by the narrative thrust of the
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story. [ want to move with this boy through the experiences of his present and to share in the
fragmentary excavations of his nightmare past. I know already that I will want to re-read this
book, to consider in more detail and depth the structures of this work of art, but at present [ am
content to be drawn into the world created by Michaels and to engage emotionally with the
words on the page.

crucial first step of readers moving imaginatively into the virtual world of the text. It would,
théver:, be naive to believe that my reading of Anne Michael’s book can easily be replicated
in a classroom context. Reading this book is my personal choice; the text is selected by me and
I'am under no pressure either to complete the book or to respond to the kinds of “post-
reading” questions that many teachers want their students to attend to. While acknowledging
the added complexity of individual reading in a communal setting, I hope that students will

have opportunities to gain what Max van Manen (1985) calls the “true pedagogical value” of a

with a great human experience and then, as a bonus, offers me the phenomenological
experience of interpreting the first one” (186).

This double experience of reading a literary text has the potential to engage students in
imaginary or virtual worlds and also to exert its power through what Steiner (1995) describes
as the “the honesty of the fictive lie” (119). Rushdie makes these.points more directly in his
allegorical tale, Haroun and the Sea of Stories ( 1990), when he shows how Haroun’s father,

the great storyteller Rashid, is sought after by politicians because people have faith in what he
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says even though he always admits that every story he tells is completely untrue. The power of
story is in fact so strong that Khattam-Shud, the “Prince of Silence and the Foe of Speech”
seeks to eliminate it. Near the end of the book, Haroun and Khattam-Shud finally meet;

“But why do you hate stories so much?’ Haroun blurted out, feeling stunned. “Stories

are fun.”

“The World, however, is not for Fun,” Khattam-Shud replied. “The world is for

controlling,”

“Which world?”” Haroun made himself ask.

“Your world, my world, all worlds,” came the reply. “They are all there to be Ruled.

And inside every single story, every stream in the Ocean, there lies a world, a story-

world, that I cannot rule at all. And that is the reason why” (161).

The story world, as Rushdie so engagingly reminds us, has power that moves it out of
the control of the writer and out of the context in which it was conceived into the larger realm
of the imagination of readers, often creeping unbidden into their consciousness and subtly
transforming the way they view the world and the way they act in the world. Story can achieve
radical reformulations of language, form and ideas. And, as Steiner (1995) explains, “In
changing our ideas about the world it changes the world, And since the world is history,
religion, political plotting, violence, and immorality, it affects all of these” (121), This social
and political force of stories, of course, as well as being a positive force, can also be dangerous,
seducing readers into believing that the world inside the text is a transparent reflection of the
world outside the text, insinuating its ideology into receptive minds. The stories that colonizers
told of “empty continents” created a myth of a tabula rasa ready to be inscribed with the
“discoveries” of Western travellers; colonial texts of “savages” created myths of people who

needed to be civilized, and effectively silenced indigenous inhabitants. In a critical postcolonial
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pedagogy, the seduction of such stories needs to be resisted as much as the long-silenced
stories of the colonized need to be heard.

In a classroom, how students and teachers read is also determined by the theoretical
framework within which they come to texts. Of course, most students (and many teachers)
might claim that they have no literary theories. They find it hard to believe that when they enter
a classroom they are drenched in largely unconscious cultural and epistemological assumptions.
When readers approach a literary text with the intention of “letting the text speak for itself”
they are inevitably encountering the text with a vast array of unexamined theoretical
presuppositions and expectations

Some teachers in schools and colleges consider reading literary texts as a form of travel
in which they “cover” a “representative” sampling of literature in a particular time period, with
little opportunity to reflect on the theoretical premises that determine their reading,
understanding and responses to the texts. As Douglas Lanier (199 1) suggests, these teachers
encourage students to embark on a pedagogical version of the two-week package tour to
Europe. Lanier offers his own example:

From a speeding tour bus, we provide students with fleeting glimpses of an overly

homogenized realm called “literature,”” whose inhabitants - John Donne, James Joyce,

Flannery O*Connor, and Alice Walker - are distinguished by little more than an

author’s name, a headnote, and stylistic differences, except for the single context

provided by the syllabus: Joyce’s “Araby” as an example of short story with an
epiphany. . . . What is more, our students are not called upon to examine their own
critical presuppositions, to construct multiple contexts for a single text, or to recognize
how different strategies of interpretation might reinforce or conflict with one another.

They have, in short, little opportunity or incentive to reflect upon the theoretical
premises that govern the very activity in which they are engaged (200).
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Dennis Sumara (1994) makes a similar argument about the way the high school English
curriculum can easily degenerate into an uncritical “covering of material” in a limited time
span;

Do students in the secondary English classroom dwell with texts or do they merely tour

through them? Are there commonplaces for interpretation created in the English

classroom, or does the use of the literary text amount to a brief stop, where students
rush off the bus, take a few pictures, grab a bite to eat, relieve themselves, and then
rush back on the bus to await the next destination? Are English teachers tour guides?

Are students’ experiences in the English classroom similar to the guided tour? (107).
As Sumara suggests, many world travellers prefer the comfort of pre-booked guided tours
rather than attempting “to cope with the difficulty and the ambiguity of travelling through
foreign countries on one’s own™ (107). Yet, this more daunting approach to travel and to
reading texts allows us, as travellers and as readers, to dwell within new experiences “with
eyes and ears open” and to begin to acknowledge the theoretical assumptions and
preconceptions we bring to new texts and experiences.

When I'was a student at school in Britain, and later at university in South Africa, I
took it for granted that when I read literature “for schooi purposes,” I would be expected to
consider the text alone as the sole determinant of meaning and value. Language, I was told,
allows direct access to human experiences and the meanings garmered from a literary text are
timeless and universal. When teachers bring multicultural literary texts into their classrooms,
they discover that it is difficult to consider the text as an object of study without some

acknowledgement of the historical and political framework of the literary work. Teachers who

are used to a New Critical approach to literature will need to acknowledge new ways of
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approaching literary texts and will be challenged to change their belief that “great literature
penetrates beyond the historically and culturally specific to a realm of universal truth whose
counterpart is an essentially unchanging human condition” (Dollimore, 1984, 45). American
New Criticism has traditionally been silent about such themes as racism, imperialism, sexism
and inequality, but eloquent about eternal values uncontaminated by history, and aesthetic
considerations such as symbolism and artistic structure. The highpoint of New Criticism's
influence was the publication of W.K. Wimsatt's 7#e Ferbal Jcon in 1954, which formulated
the New Critical view of the text as essentially a verbal complex of tensions, ironies, paradoxes
and ambiguities. As a “verbal icon,” the text's main reference was to itself rather than to the
world outside its textual borders.

New Criticism reinforced teaching of a limited set of prescribed texts in schools and
promoted a view of literature as a body of knowledge to be transmitted from teacher to
establish the teaching of British canonized texts in North American schools, and although
enlarging this canon through the introduction of certain post-colonial writers who were
considered “immature” by European definitions, it assimilated these works into a “British”
tradition without any consideration of the cultural context of the writer. The New Critical
approach thereby preventing the new texts from being seen as innovative, distinctive, or
subversive of imported European values.

The influence of New Critical theory began to fade in North American educational

institutions during the 1980s as new literature courses gave currency to methods of history,
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philosophy and linguistics. The influence of new European theories such as structuralism and
poststructuralism encouraged the idea of meaning as self-referential rather than fixed to an
external reality. Structuralism, with its roots in the work of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de
Saussure (1857-1913), successfully destroyed the realist myth of the literary text as a window
on truth, encouraging instead a view of a text as a particular organization of language
comprised of literary codes and conventions. Thomson (1992) explains:

Just as structural linguistics attempts to describe the grammar (or system) of language -

what it is that a native speaker implicitly knows in order to make sense of a sentence -

So structuralist literary criticism attempts to find and make explicit the “grammar” of a

literary text, the understanding ideal readers have of how to read literature according to

socially determined notions of appropriateness. Structuralism aims to discover the

systems, rules, “codes” whick: undertie all human and cultural practices (14).

A text, then, is recognized as a construct rater than a mirror reflection of the world it
describes. Structuralism has been extremely influential in encouraging students to read texts as
constructs, allowing them to recognize authorial choices and linguistic mechanisms as crucial
elements in literary texts, but it has been criticized by poststructuralist, postcolonial and
feminist theorists for ignoring history and the particular social and cultural locations of texts
and readers.

Poststructuralists share with structuralists an emphasis on textuality, but they deny that
a system of inter-relationships can produce a reliable system of signification. Jacques Derrida

suggests that all words relate in an anarchic and unquantifiable way, so that meaning recedes

further and further away from us the more we enquire into it. He shows how meaning is
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endlessly “deferred” and “differed” - two words he combines into “différence.” Terry Eagleton

(1983) explains that in poststructuralism, there is no possibility of a single founding reference:
If you want to know the meaning (or signified) of a signifier (word), you can look it up
in the dictionary; but all you will find will be yet more signifiers, whose signifieds you
can in turn look up, and so on. The process we are discussing is not only in theory
infinite, but somehow circular: signifiers keep transforming into signifieds and vice

versa, and you will never arrive at a final signified which is not a signifier itself. If
structuralism divided the sign from the referent, post-structuralism goes a step further:

it divides the signifier (word) from the signified (concept) (125).

Derrida’s (1978) critique of Western metaphysics and of a fundamental
Europeanization of world culture makes significant links with postcolonial literary theories. As
Young (1990) explains:

In its largest and perhaps most significant perspective, deconstruction involves not just

a critique of the grounds of knowledge in general, but specifically of the ground of

Occidental knowledge. The equation of knowledge with ‘what is Western thought, the

thought whose destiny is to extend its domains while the boundaries of the West are

drawn back’ involves the very kind of assumption that Derrida is interrogating - and

this is the reason for his constant emphasis on its being the knowledge of the West (17-

18).

Deconstruction involves the decentralization and decolonization of a European
epistemology which is incapable of respecting the being and meaning of the ‘other.” It attempts
to deconstruct the concept, the authority, and assumed primacy of “the West.” Young also
argues, that, in so far as Derrida’s notion of deconstruction involves a larger effort to
decolonize forms of European thought, it can also be considered as characteristically
postmodern: “Postmodernism seems to include the problematic of the place of Western culture

in relation to non-Western cultures” (19). Seen from this perspective, poststructuralism and

postmodernism have made significant contributions to the dissolution of the category ‘the
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West.” Both have distinct political agendas which extend beyond merely deconstructing
existing orthodoxies by moving into the realms of social and political action.

Linda Hutcheon (1995) agrees that the links between the postcolonial and the
postmodern are strong and clear ones, but she points out that there are also major differences.
Postcolonialism takes the imperialist subject as its object of critique, while postmodernism
critiques the subject of humanism. From a literary perspective, postcolonialism and
postmodernism often place textual gaps in the forefront, but, as Hutcheon points out, “their
sites of production differ,” with postcolonialism addressing gaps produced by the colonial
encounter and postructuralism considering gaps produced by the system of writing itself (13 1),

By emphasizing the constructedness of literary texts, poststructuralism identifies the
processes of ideological concealment in literature. Through deconstruction, readers can see
how texts are complex constructs rather than transparent vessels of universal truths. In this
view, a text is what Roland Barthes (1978) calls a “multi-dimensional space, ” opento a
multiplicity of meanings, portraying the world’s plurality and incoherence. Barthes’ views on
texts as playful constructs complement Bakhtin’s notions of heteroglossia and have created
possibilities for readers to engage in new forms of literary criticism and response. As Nicolas
Tredell (1987) describes, the work of Barthes and Derrida has successfully raised new
questions for students and teachers reading literary texts:

Their ontological and epistemological challenges have raised important issues

for critical theory and practice - for instance: what is an ‘author’, a ‘reader’, a
‘text’? How do we ‘know’ the text? Does the text ‘know’ us? How does
‘text’ relate to ‘world’? They have helped to contest the tyranny of
interpretations fixed to an appeal to authority rather than by argument . . ..

They have widened our sense of the possibilities of meanings in texts. They
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have drawn attention to texts previously ignored, neglected, or deprecated in

the drive to discover a univocal message, an organic unity, They have enabled

us to see classic texts in different ways . . . and to approach ‘difficult’ twentieth

century texts . . . with potentially more rewarding reading strategies (102).

Poststructuralist theories invite readers to see widening possibilities for textual
interpretation, to value piurality and ambiguity rather than seek only for a univocal unity of
meaning, As Thomson (1992) suggests, such theories help teachers to “develop the kinds of
strategies of resistance to beguiling and persuasive texts that Derrida and Foucault point s to.
We can teach our students to deconstruct texts, to read against the grain, to give neglected
texts a hearing, and allow repressed voices to speak out” (20).

Poststructuralism and postcolonialism have both succeeded in moving readers away
from a New Critical approach to literature, from regarding texts as ahistorical and
unpoliticized. Both have a strong shared concern with marginalization, with challenging
hegemonic forces, and yet both have been critiqued by feminist theorists for their patriarchal
underpinnings and their failure to acknowledge the “double colonization” of many women,
Feminist critics have encouraged poststructuralist and postcolonial theorists to adopt a more
complex and pluralistic stance towards Eurocentric (mis)interpretations of the “other,” and to
consider poststructural reading strategies that acknowledge the heterogeneous and often self-
contradictory identity of female subjects.

Himani Bannerji (1995) explains that although postcolonial writers tiught her how to
think about personal and political subjectivity under conditions of oppression, they omitted a

fundamental component - that of gender: “My gender, race and class are not separate persona



86

or persons - they make and re-present all of me in and to the world that I live in. I am - ahvays
and at once - there all together, for whatever that is worth” (12).

Feminist literary critics join with poststructuralists in encouraging critics and teachers
to revise assumptions about language, textuality, and canonization. Contemporary feminist
critics draw on a wide range of modern literary theories, such as Marxist, psychoanalytic and
post-structuralist criticism, to examine ways in which femininity is socially constructed and
conditioned. Western feminism aims to deconstruct the binary opposition of male/female which
has been deeply structured in a phallocentric English language and in patriarchal societies.
From a pedagogical perspective, feminist critics have pointed to the domination of texts by men
in school and college literature curricula, and to the portrayal of women in literature from a
male perspective. Pam Gilbert (1983) argues that it is not enough simply to add token texts by
female writers into school classrooms. She argues instead for introducing texts that have the
potential to transform the realities of female experiences, for “writing that challenges male
definitions of ‘woman’ and ‘feminine’. Writing that refuses to rely on formulaic narratives, but
speaks out instead with the authority of experience” and she advocates “classroom practice
which sets up a dialectic between the truth literature suggests and the truths students’ lives
have taught them to see and accept” (29).

In addition, feminists of colour have argued that many white feminists have ignored the
intersections of race, class and culture with issues of gender. Black feminists, in particular, have
drawn analogies between the relationship of men and women and thcse of the imperial powers

and their colonies. These critics challenge the politically and culturaily partisan nature of the
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literary establishment and have moved feminist critics in new directions. As bell hooks (1994)

elaborates:

Significantly, as feminist movements progressed, black women and women of color

who dared to challenge the universalization of the category “woman” created a

revolution in feminist scholarship. Many white women who had previously resisted

rethinking the ways feminist scholars talked about the status of women now responded
to critiques and worked to create a critical climate where we could acknowledge

differences in female status that were overdetermined by race and class (124).

This enlarged feminist movement has encouraged the expansion of the canon of literature to
include more texts by women and writers from previously marginalized cultural and racial
groups and has helped teachers to consider the need to deconstruct not only the opposition
male/female but all forms of social power, inequality and domination.

Feminist criticism, like postructuralism, strives to identify gaps and absences in a text. It
encourages teachers to help studeris to look simultaneously at ways in which a text is
constructed and also to value what readers bring to a text.. The idea of reading as an active
engagement between reader and text links with the work of Wolfgang Iser (1978) who has
been in the forefront of reader-response criticism. His reception theory suggests a reciprocal
relationship between reader and text; meanings are not inherent in either the reader or the text,
but are produced by a process of interaction in which the text offers directions for a reader to
follow:

Text and reader converge by way of a situation which depends on both for its

‘realization.' If the literary communication is to be successful, it must bring with

it all the components *:acessary for the construction of the situation, since this
has no existence outside the literary work (68-9).
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For Iser, reading is only a pleasure when it is active and creative, A reader establishes inter-
relations between past and present readings, causing the text to reveal its potential multiplicity
of connections. Iser characterizes reading as a kaleidoscope of perspectives, pre-intentions and

recollections; when the flow of expectations is interrupted, readers bring into play their own

explains;

The manner in which the reader experiences the text will reflect his own
disposition, and in this respect the literary text acts as a kind of mirror; but at
the same time, the reality which this process helps to create is one that will be
different from his own . . . Thus we have the apparently paradoxical situation in
which the reader is forced to reveal aspects of himselfin order to experience a
reality which is different from his own . . . . Itis only by leaving behind the
familiar world of his own experience that the reader can truly participate in the
adventure the literary text offers him (1 09).

should be flexible and open-minded, prepared to put our beliefs into question and allow them
to be transformed:
The whole point of reading, for a critic like Iser, is that it brings us into deeper
self-consciousness, catalyses a more critical view of our own identities. It is as

though what we have been 'reading, in working our way through a book, is
ourselves (124).

lives through an emphasis on the imaginative re-creation of the text and the social relevance of
literary content. Literature is seen as a series of experiences rather than a body of static
knowledge, and reading becomes the basis for increased understanding of oneself and one's

world. This perspective on literature may give teachers confidence to include new texts in the
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canon of literature they presently teach, and to encourage students actively to question and

reflect on texts they read. Jane Tompkins (1980) points out that by legitimizing the inclusion of

willing to share their critical authority with less tutored readers. They have invited readers to
bring back all the idiosyncrasies, emotionality, subjectivity and impressionism that the formalist
critics sought to deny (224).

Linking with Iser’s ideas of engagement between reader and text, Louise Rosenblatt
(1978) uses the term “transaction” to describe the literary experience She reminds us that

readers are individualistic in their past histories as readers and that they differ in their strategies

authorized readers who are often unaware of the extent to which their authority directs and
subverts student inquiry. Patrick Dias (1992) points out that, in a typical classroom setting,
students are expected to have ready-made answers to questions on the text they have been
reading; there is hardly any time allowed for students to reflect on their reading, A large group
format, he suggests, is inhospitable to deeply felt personal experiences with reading or to
reflective and considered responses to literature. Typical class settings promote the notion that
students must move towards consensus on central issues raised by set reading;

Students are not expected or encouraged to differ with each other or entertain

ambiguity. It is not expected that some issues will resolve themselves only over

time, will raise new questions, will emerge anew in other readings. It is

accepted that tests and examinations demand definitive, final answers . . . . If

literary reading is truly an event in time, we must find ways of consistently
demonstrating this belief in practice (136).
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His research into response-centred teaching practice (Dias, 1992) supports the notion that
students who are encouraged to read and discuss literature in small groups with their peers
without tﬁe direct intervention of the teacher are able to articulate and develop their own
responses to the literature and to accept full responsibility for the meanings they make. Such
meaning-making, Dias believes, is a dynamic entity that shifts with newer readings and the
contributions of other readers (143). T is classroom practice reduces “the gap between school
reading and real reading” (140) and allows students to try out and formulate their own ideas
and responses.

Dias explains why he believes this kind of classroom organization is so valuable for
students:

It ... respects the individuality of readers and affords them opportunity to

negotiate their own understandings. It allows the teacher to shed the mantle of

the expert, the role of final mediator between the reader and the text, a role

which I believe is the most powerful inhibitor of students' taking ownership of

their own reading and thereby becoming more responsive and responsible

readers (159). '
With the support and encouragement of a teacher, student readers can explore possibilities of
meaning within the constraints imposed by the lexical, semantic, and formal components of the
text. Reader-response critics such as Iser and Rosenblatt have provided the theoretical support
~ for teachers to develop teaching strategies that are hospitable to individual ways of making
sense of texts. The validation of personal response to literature may be of particular value to

minority students who are finally beginning to read literature in the classroom which enables

them to discover their own histories and to find their just place in society. Teachers interested
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in developing a postcolonial pedagogy can encourage students first to make these personal
ks with a literary work and then to move to a more critical stance in which they deconstruct
the ideological and political assumptions of a text, begin to challenge the power structures
embedded in the production of the text, and question how the text relates to the social
construction of their own lives.

This journey through theory has moved historically from a humanistic belief in an
objective reality whose essences can be rendered transparently though language in a literary
text, towards a more pluralistic view of reading in which language has powers that writers
cannot control, texts have multiple meanings, and readers engage actively and reflectively with
texts to deconstruct their processes of production, their ideologies and social contexts. Yet, has
much has really changed in our high school classrooms in the late 1990s, or are we simply
touring through the same texts and perpetuating the same theoretical stances but with changing
vocabulary? How different is today’s classroom scenario from those days in the 1950s and
1960s when I uncritically read canonized literary texts in order to understand universal “truths”
and derive predetermined fixed textual meanings?

Jane Tompkins, editing a series of essays entitled Reader Response Criticism: From
Formalism to Post-Structuralism (1980), suggested that little progress had actually been made
by 1980 in how student readers in North America were being asked to respond to texts:

What is most striking about reader-response criticism and its close relative,

deconstructive criticism, is their failure to break out of the mold into which critical

writing was cast by the formalist identification of criticism with explication.

Interpretation reigns supreme both in teaching and in publication just as it did when
New Criticism was in its heyday in the 1940s and 1950s . . . . Professors and students
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alike practice criticism as usual; only the vocabulary with which they perform their

analysis has altered (225).

In his studies of the selection and teaching of literature in American high schools in the
late 1980s, Arthur Applebee (1989,1990) reveals teachers’ reluctance to change their
theoretical stances on teaching literary texts. These surveys of classroom practice suggest that
most literature classes less than a decade ago were still organized around whole-group
discussion of a teacher-selected (predominantly male) canonized text, with the teacher in the
front of the class guiding the students towards a common and agreed-upon interpretation.
Most literature curricula were organized on a chronological basis, with students attempting to
“cover” Western literature of particular historical periods. These studies found little evidence of
students engaging in any form of ludic play with the text, seeking for multiple and ambivalent
interpretations, attempting to deconstruct the ideologies of the text, or contextualizing their
readings within a political and cultural framework.

Similarly, Gunnar Hansson (1992) contends that although there have been major
changes in the literary scene in Scandinavian universities, there is little evidence of change in
the Swedish schools of the early 1990s. Hansson explains that there is much inertia in the
school system, and that although changes in school teaching seem to follow the lead of
academic theoretical research, these changes take a long time to be implemented:

It takes a long time - 20, 30 or even 40 years - for a new approach in literary research

to find its way into school teaching and to gain a dominant position there . . ..

Furthermore, it takes a very very long time to get an approach out of the school once it
has been introduced (147).
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One reason he suggests for this time lapse in Swedish schools is that teachers, once they had
completed their university education, could “lock the door of the classroom and go on for
another 30 or 40 years, transferring to ever new generations of students the only approach they
had been trained to use” (147).

If the situation Hansson describes is prevalent in schools throughout the Western world
(and I suspect it may well be), how can teachers be encouraged to make a transition into a
practice of postcolonial pedagogy, implementing strategies of poststructuralist, postmodern
and critical literary theories combined with a reader-response philosophy that also values
students’ personal and idiosyncratic responses to literary texts? Perhaps the increasing pressure
of a rapidly expanding multicultural society which demands new ways of selecting texts, new
ways of thinking about texts and new ways of responding to texts, will hasten changes in the
classrooms of the future and encourage teachers to become what Giroux (1988) calls
“transformative intellectuals,” engaging students not only in the virtual worlds of literature but
also in the production of critical knowledge in the classroom (90).

As we approach a new millennium, like the traveller in Robert Frost’s poem, we are at
a new crossroads of literary theory, where we are reqrired to choose between two paths.
Teachers who are willing to embark on the “one less travelled by,” to initiate a postcolonial
pedagogy, to put into practice what theory has been teaching for the past decades, are
beginning to understand the complexities and challenges of bringing new reading practices into

the classroom. They are learning, as Rebecca Luce-Kapler (1994) has suggested, that to



“consciously work within a particular pedagogy means that teachers must be aware of how

their beliefs and teaching styles function within that pedagogy™ (111).

94
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TRAVELLERS’ TALES: TEACHERS TESTING THEORIES

Mythologizal mavellers’ rales are analogous to psychological experiences, 1o identity
tramsforination, to artistic processes and works, to aesthetic experiences, and (o
patterns of cognition. It is through their power to evoke all of these that such tales are
constituted as mythologies.

Bracha Lichtenberg-Ettinger, 1994, 38,

Readers of critical fiction cannot approach work assuming that they already possess a
language of access, or that the text will mirror realities they already know and
understand. Much critical fiction dynamically seeks to deconstruct conventional ways
of knowing. It effectively critically infervenes and challenges dominant/hegemonic
narratives by compelling audiences to actually transform the way they read and think,
bell hooks, 1991, 57.

Many Canadian English language arts teachers might agree in an abstract way that
they ought to be including works from non-Western cultures and from “minority” peoples into
their English curricula, particularly in light of the changing demographics of their schools,
Many would also be in favour of more pluralistic teaching strategies which would help to
combat racism and prejudice against minority groups. In practice, however, they find this hard
to do; in fact, some are hesitant about how to begin to institute these changes, particularly as
their teaching lives are already fraught with increasing demands from administrators and
parents. As Applebee’s studies in the United States (1989, 1990) and Robert Cameron’s

(1989) study in Canada both found, English teachers have reservations about teaching literary
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texts with which they are personally unfamiliar and which have few teaching resources
don’t really feel that I have control over the text” or “I don’t think I know enough about it to

teach it,” this is less a practical difficulty to be solved by curricular materials than a theoretical

To say I don’t know enough to teach this literature” is to reaffirm a model of
interpretation in which the “proper” interpreter is the already informed interpreter. This
is the model behind most forms of literary scholarship, but it takes on a particular form
when dealing with cross-cultural communication, When dealing with texts situated in
another culture, we feel that what is needed is someone knowledgeable about the
cultural and historical contexts of the work. The proper interpreter of an African novel
is therefoie an expert about Africa, and in practice this usually leads to the conclusion
that the proper interpreter of an Affican novel is an African” (36).

As Dasenbrock points out, this particular argument, in the context of post-colonial
literatures, has been the subject of much bitter debate about whethier “outsiders” are .aking
possession of texts just as Europeans once tock possession of colonized countries. Taken to
its inevitable conclusion, such an argument would discourage outside reading of any kind and
indicate that the only culture one can study is one’s own. This stance is an author-oriented one,
suggesting that the position of authority in the reading process is the author and that the aim of
the ihterpreter (and the teacher) is to try to approximate that of the writer.

(Of course, trends in literary theory over the past decades have argued against such a
stance, as the pendulum has swung away from a focus on the author towards a revaluing of the
position of the reader. Reader-response theories in particular have argued against the supreme

authority of the author in favour of a view of reading as a transaction between reader and text.
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Deconstruction, in turn, has made a different argument, pointing to the impossibility of
capturing the author’s intended meaning in a text which is always shifting and ambivalent.
Dasenbrock suggests that for reading in a cross-cultural situation, we need to move away
completely from metaphors of “possession” of a text towards a consideration of each reading
experience as a new scene of learning (39). Such a stance means that we view each ericounter
with an unfamiliar work of art as a learning opportunity. In doing so, we have to allow that the
author and the text will offer enough guidance to enable us to grow with each encounter. This
learning, Dasenbrock maintains, “‘can take place on many levels, often simultaneously: the
lexical, the syntactic, the formal or generic, the cultural, the religious” (42).

Dasenbrock’s theories suggest that a teacher introducing multicultural literature needs to
move away from being the “expert” reader of a text with prepared answers for each anticipated
question towards being a reading guide who leads the class through the experience of reading a
text and is a co-learner in the reading process. Literature in English is becoming an increasingly
international phenomenon, and we are slowly realizing that the best writers in English today
come from all over the world - from places such as Samoa and New Zealand, from India and
Pakistan, from Somalia, Kenya and Nigeria, from Guyana and Trinidad. “If, as teachers,”
Dasenbrock explains, “we feel we need to control the text, to be an authority, we are going to
throw up our hands and refuse to face this inordinately rich and complex world, That would be
a disservice to our sfudents, ourselves and these writers” (44).

This advice does not, I believe, mean that teachers need never consult a learning
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resource or never teach the same text twice, but rather that they should become more confident
readers and teachers of literature from unfamiliar cultures, knowing that there will always be
aspects of the text which will remain unfamiliar. Whenever we read a new literary work, we
have to trust that the words on the page will offer us at least a partial understanding of a new
world. As Dasenbrock suggests: “All interpersonal communication involves translation and
interpretation. We are never in complete command of the language produced by others, yet to
live is to come to an understanding of others™ (45).

Assuming that as an English teacher I accept Dasenbrock’s challenge to introduce my
students to multicultural texts, what dilemmas will I face? How will I even determine which
texts to teach? Text selection rapidly becomes more complex when we move outside the
accepted school canon. Of course, some teachers will have little autonomy over text selection,
depending on their school situation. Applebee (1993) reports that in a random sample of public
schools, five per cent of the teachers considered they had little or no leeway in the selection of
texts they taught, whereas thirty percent felt they had complete freedom of choice (77). In
Canada, provincial mandates vary, with most provinces offering teachers lists of “authorized”
or “recommended” literary resources, with teachers having autonomy over individual
selections, at the discretion of their particular school board and department. Drawing from his
own classroom experiences in the United States, Peter Smagorinsky (1996) outiines some of
the difficult questions for teachers about multicultural text selections, all of which have some

applicability in a Canadian context.
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1. In a society composed of countless subgroups with distinct histories and identities,
how can we include the voices and experiences of all or most of our various
subcultures? If we strive for multicultural inclusion, which of the myriad groups should
we single out for our students to be exposed to? . . . .

2. Should the potential offensiveness of a work be a consideration in our selection

3. Should the particular moral, social, or political values imported through a text be a
consideration in our selection process? . . . . Should the question of values be of greater

or lesser importance than the literary merit of the works?

4. Should we seek to achieve a balance of positive and negative images in the depiction
of various subgroups and genders? . . . .

5. Should we choose texts that are often misunderstood due to the author’s use of
sophisticated literary techniques, such as ironic distance between the author’s views
and those of the speaker as in Twain’s Huckleberry Finn?
6. Can we solve any and all of these problems by providing an appropriate instructional
context for the literature we use in our classrooms? In other words, can we teach any
problematic text in such a way that it can be a potentially valuable experience for any
student? Or are some texts prohibitively problematic, particularly in certain
communities? (50-51).
These are important issues which I will return to later as I discuss my own research, In his
article, Smagorinsky responds to a number of these questions from his own teaching
experiences, suggesting for example, that there is no way we can simiply find texts to
“represent” cultures in our classroom if we acknowledge that culture and identity are
ambivalent, heterogeneous and continually constructed and reconstructed through experience
and through language. Smagorinsky concludes that “the goal of hearing multicultural voices in

a truly representative way is impossible” (62). We need instead, he suggests, to help students to

understand the complexity of people from particular cultures by introducing students to multi-
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faceted aspects of cultural experiences in a variety of literary forms, including prose, poetry,
drama and film.

Smagorinsky also acknowledges that literary texts do not have the same transforming
effect on all readers. People read in individual ways, bringing to a text their own experiences,
backgrounds and emotions. So, for example, some students reading Huckleberry Iinn may
appreciate Twain’s dramatic irony, recognizing how his characters reveal the folly of a racist
society, while other readers may be too humiliated or angry at Twain’s continual use of the
word nigger to be able to move to a more detached reading of the text. These diverse
responses challenge teachers who introduce such a text into the classroom hoping to promote
mutual understanding in a pluralistic society. Smagorinsky explains that he has not solved his
dilemma of whether or not to continue teaching problematic texts such as Huckleberry Finn,
Baldwin’s Native Son, or Alice Walker’s 7he Color Purple, all of which, he believes, are
exceptional works of literature but offer a negative and potentially destructive view of the
experiences of Black Americans. We need, he cautions, to develop a great sensitivity in our
teaching that reflects our recognition “that the experiences of some of our students may not
enable a dispassionate reading, and at the same time we need to be very open-minded in
listening to students’ responses and trying to work constructively with them” (62).

Smagorinsky acknowledges that text selection raises complex issues in multicultural
teaching, and he does not attempt to provide answers to all his questions. He agrees also that
the issue of which books to read is only a small part of canon reform and that a move to a

critical pedagogy is far more demanding, involving in-depth considerations of the ways in
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which instructional contexts and classroom processes influence readers’ construction of texts
and of their own lives.

A critical pedagogy must inevitably take into account that schools are political arenas.
As Peter McLaren (1993) reminds us, educators teach within a field of competing discourses
and “classrooms are not simply the physical location where learning takes place; they are also
the site of teachers’ embodiment in theory/discourse and dispositions as theorists within a
specific politics of location” (19). For McLaren, a critical multicultural pedagogy involves a
collaborative discourse “in which thought and action combine to dismantle the structures that
support oppression. In this way students can share in the critical transformation of both the self
as social and the social as self” (12).

Similarly, Deborah Britzman, Kelvin Santiago-Valles et al. (1993) argue that
multicultural teaching practices must include an effort to discuss race, class and gender with
attention to the demystifying of the old dualism of equity and difference. They warn that much
of the current reform in multicultural education in the United States continues to be
“Disneyfied” in an attempt to create social and class harmony, “as if high school students of
history, society, and culture could be whizzed through several centuries of U.S. and world
experience, like visitors at the Epcot Center, smiling all the way”’(198). Teachers need to move
beyond an enlightenment logic that sees learning as “an orderly progression from ignorance to
knowledge” and that clings to a belief that “rationality leads to sensitivity.”” This logic
encourages a naive hope that students will unproblematically harvest meanings already planted

in multicultural literature. As Britzman and Santiago-Valles explain:
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Enlightenment attempts of this sort tend to locate social prejudices within the realm of
the illusory or the mistaken and as problems of individual attitudes. The view is that by
presenting students with the effects of racism and sexism . . . students would be capable
of substituting the unsavory falsehoods that populate their own cultural maps (i.e.
racism and sexism) with the healthy truth of an anti-sexist and anti-racist knowledge.
Hopefully, this reasoning goes . . . the story would permit the hardworking student to
“experience” the substance of what it means to be “woman” and “black” - to step into
the shoes of “the other,” to be “the other of the day” - and in this way to access some
inner truth already residing in this experience. In this manner each student would be
able to work on, through, and with the stable, regulatory borders of race, gender, class
and sexuality that the . . . story was supposed to expedite (197).

Beverley Naidoo (1992), commenting on her British study in which she worked with a
white teacher on introducing anti-racist literary texts to middle-class white thirteen and
fourteen year-old students, seems to have suffered from some of these same naive
expectations. She found instead that both the teacher and many of his students had difficulty in
imagining and identifying with the psychological reality of oppression presented in the texts.
When teaching Mildred Taylor’s Roll of Thunder, Hear my Cry (1976), a powerful evocation
of racism in the American South seen through the eyes of a young black girl, the teacher found
it easier to identify with the white lawyer, rather than with the black recipients of oppression.
Naidoo explains that this was the first time the teacher had taught a literary work by a black

writer and though he agreed willingly to take part in the study, he was increasingly

After an initially very positive response to the book, certain remarks he made later
suggested a basic unease, for instance that it was ‘wordy” and, surprisingly that he
thought Mildred Taylor must have been copying Harper Lee’s 7o Kill a Mockingbird
(1960) when writing because there were some similar incidents. He did not seem to
recognise either the absurdity of implying that a black writer should need to copy from
a white writer to describe black experience or that the experiences were not unique, but
repeated thousands of time in the South (76).
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Naidoo explains that although a number of the students found the book appealing, only
a few seemed able successfully to make the transition between imaginative identification with
characters in the novel and the reality of “If I was black.” Most of the students felt they had
“learned more about ‘cther’ people” and their frame of reference remained firmly fixed within a
white vantage point. As one girl said, “From this book, I know more about blacks, | hardly
knew anything about them before. I never knew that the whites treated the blacks like that.”
Another student commented, “This book should be read in all schools because it teaches about
how the blacks were persecuted and a lot of people are in the dark and it’s important they
should know what the blacks went through at this time” (77). There was little evidence that
reading the book had disturbed the emotions of either of these student or had moved them
towards an interrogation of the structures of power in society. Other students, Naidoo
speculates, such as the boy who explained, “I knew most of what they were telling me. The
blacks are a subject which we regularly hear about and are common knowledge,” may have had
their racist frames of reference more deeply entrenched. Naidoo wonders whether for this boy
“the net result of reading Roll of 1hunder, Hear My Cry was not simply to produce a better-
informed racist?” (80).

African-American literature was also the focus of a study in the United States (Spears-
Bunton, 1990) in an eleventh-grade honours English class of “poor and working-class African-
American and European-American students” with a “history of racially motivated animosity”

(566). Paula, the experienced white teacher in this study, was disencharited with students’
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responses to the canonized literature she had previously taught, and she was eager to respond
to her students’ requests for more African-American texts. Despite having completed a
master’s degree in English, she confessed to having little previous familiarity with this
literature. At first, she continued with her formal style of teaching which included units on
grammar and vocabulary, and she used African-American slave narrative texts, such as Harriet
Jacobs’s “The Perils of a Slave Woman’s Life.” to supplement her traditional literature
teaching of The Scarlet Letter. She discovered that the racial tensions in the class actually

increased during the teaching of these texts, with many of her African-American students

silent during the reading of the slave narratives or, in a few cases, claiming to “hate Black
literature™ (570).

Feeling somewhat desperate, Paula offered her students a different novel, Virginia
with her usual routine of teaching, she allowed students time to question the text, to engage in
group discussions and interpretations and to write more informally about the novel. This time
far more students became engrossed in the literature, and during personal interviews, a number
of both African-American and European-American students acknowledged that they had
engaged with this book personally and affectively and some claimed they had started to
question their old assumptions about racial identity and discrimination. Spears-Bunton
summarizes her reflections on this study:

On an individual level the reading of culturally conscious texts may provide a bridge
upon which both African American and European American adolescent readers may
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build and ultimately expand their literary experiences . . . . The development of higher

or deeper literacy moves students towards questioning, reflecting, and participating in

an evolving dialogue about traditions and ideas . . . . Paula’s introduction of African

American literature into her curriculum invited individual and group confrontation on

difficult issues of race, sex and class; yet, importantly, students crossed perceptual,

gender and cultural lines as they engaged the world of the text . . . . The experiences of

Paula and her students serve to remind us that response to literature occurs within a

triad - reader, text, and context . . . - and that facilitating active response takes time and

diverse literary experiences (573-4).

Spears-Bunton’s discussion of the study, although it offers few particulars about
aspects of the teaching process and about individual students’ responses to reading the African-
American texts, does reinforce the crucial role of teaching strategies in the introduction of
multicultural fiterature. It reinforces Dasenbrock’s point that teachers need to move away from
considering themselves as the “expert” on the texts they teach, allowing themselves and their
students to approach multicultural texts as new learning experiences, engaging in an active
dialogue with the words of the page and with other readers of the text. The teacher in this
study was more committed to the teaching of the multicultural texts than the teacher in
Naidoo’s study and more aware of the conflicting responses of her students. She learned that,
although attention to text selection is crucial, reading multicultural texts in isolation will not
immediately change students’ consciousness, and she found that reading practices are
inextricably linked with culture, politics and society. As Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989)
claim, “post-colonialism . . . is best conceived as reading practice” (193). The study of post-

colonial literature, they explain, is essentially political in that its development and the theories

which accompany this development “radically question the apparent axioms upon which the



106

whole discipline of English has been raised” (195). No study of this literature can pretend to
occlude the specific national, cultural and political grounding of the texts being studied.

Janet Wolff (1996), attempting to engage her first-year university students in a critical
pedagogy, set out specifically “to make antiracist pedagogies central to the task of educating
students to enliven a wider and more critically engaged public culture” and to encourage her
students “not merely to take risks but also to push against the boundaries of an oppressive
social order” (324). Wolff describes how she combines Giroux’s critical pedagogy with Mary
Louise Pratt’s contact-zone theory, which is a metaphor for the “imaginary spaces where
differing cultures meet.” (316). Quoting Pratt (1991), she explains that this “contact zone”
highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they
are lived out in the world today” (318). Wolff describes her attempt to introduce this contact-
zone theory to students through the teaching of Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, considering
ways Morrison brings orality and literacy together as Sethe begins to “rememory” her
experiences of slavery in an oral narrative which subverts Schoolteacher’s attempts to inscribe
Sethe’s experience into his own written text.

Reflecting on her experiences with one particular class of students, Wolff admits that
the practice of such a pedagogy is not simple; while a few students willingly took part in the
critical dialogue of the contact zone, most insisted on a resistant reading of the text on their
own terms.

To be very honest, most were resistant to the reading, as was evident in many of their
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me to supply a plot summary; many, I suspect, wished for Cliffs Notes to accompany
their reading. A few said that they stuck with the book, read as if they knew what was
going on, powered through, and were rewarded at around midpoint with meaning,
Fragments were beginning to add up for them. It was with and through that fragmented
reading experience - a reading that made demands on the students, a reading that
disrupted their conventional notions about narrative patterns - that students began to
see not only what was privileged in the 1850s slave culture but also what sort of
reading is privileged in the academy . . . .The subverted narrative of Beloved
confounded the conventional, orderly presentation of material to be learned, what the
students had come to expect from the classroom environmeat (322-3).

classroom for students to construct meaning from the text for themselves through journals,
small group talk and initiatory writing. She hoped they would come to understand how print
culture privileges itself and colonizes those who cannot read and to come to see how Beloved
exposes cultural and institutional boundaries that support racism. She believed that identitying
those boundaries in the novel would allow students to confront their own racist positions. “The
idea of the contact zone, the reading about historical context zones, and becoming part of a
contact zone in the ‘safe house of the classroom” was intended to allow students to link
schooling with real life and to a broader notion of cultural politics (324). Many of her students
resisted such ideas, critiquing instead Wolffs selection of the text and her strategies of
classifying print and oral cultures in her own terms. Instead of feeling she was practising a
critical pedagogy, Wolff ended up feeling she was centering herself and relegating her students
to the borders of knowledge. She watched her idea of using the metaphor of the contact zone

as a screen through which to read a complex novel change to seeing it become an active



108

classrooms that want to be “safe houses” can be very safe, either for students or for teachers”
(326).

Wolff's experiences highlight the complexities of practising a critical multicultural
pedagogy. Students and teachers enter the classroom with their own prejudices, their personal,
cultural, political and reading histories and their inevitably idiosyncratic responses to literary
texts. This is not to suggest that a postcolonial pedagogy should not be attempted, but that
teachers should not expect all students willingly to participate in fulfilling a particular
pedagogical, political and critical agenda. Wolff believes that her experiences have helped her
to understand that perhaps “the best that teachers can do, when concerned with matters of
pedagogy and theory, is to read theory and then problematize it,” recognizing that no theory
will slide effortlessly into practice or be introduced without resistance from some students
(326).

In James Greenlaw’s (1994) Canadian study, in which he set out to initiate a

responded to multicultural texts. In one part of the study, a class of grade 10 students in
Vancouver, 40% of whom were Chinese-Canadians, discussed Asian-Canadian short stories
with bilingual students in an international high school in Japan through an internet connection;
another class of grade 12 students corresponded via e-mail with Native students on an Indian
Reserve, and a third class of Ontario grade 13 students worked on independent projects,

comparing and contrasting racist representations in various films and literary texts. Using what



108

he terms “postcolonial deconstructions of literary representations of place”(36), 'Greenlaw
hoped students would “learn how to avoid thinking about people and their worlds in
stereotypical terms” and to understand that “we can only krnow a place from our biased
perspectives™ (37). He explains that his study indicates that for the growing number of
Canadian students with bicultural identities who have access to new communication
technology, “there is no such thing as a pure cultural insider,” (226) and that all students who
are reading across cultures can easily circumvent stereotypes of people according to their
cultural backgrounds.

In their internet discussions of the short story “Spring Storm” by contemporary
Japanese writer Mori Yoko, students in Canada and in Japan considered questions of gender
equity raised in the story, examined the stereotypes of male/female relationships that Mori
Yoko constructs in her fiction, shared their interpretations of the story’s themes, and
questioned elements of the story’s translation from Japanese into English. Greenlaw concluded
that

the students’ reading of ““Spring Storm™ very effectively identified the multiple and
conflicting discourses both within the story and within Japanese society. It is not at all
clear, however, that the same could be said of a traditional reader-response approach
had we simply asked the students in Vancouver to discuss their views about the story
with their classmates instead of sharing them with their Kyoto key pals (246).

Similarly, Greenlaw’s Native students in British Columbia, in computer discussions
about family relationships and racism with non-Native students in Ontario, were able to

consider similarities and differences in ways that their different communities had been affected



by institutionalized racism. His grade 13 students, who were not involved in on-line
conversations, compared and contrasted cultural and racial representations in various texts.

L |

One student compared representations of “blackness” and “whiteness” in the novel 4 Dry

the Right Thing. A second student compared representations of black men in Hemingway's
Green Hills of Africa with those in Achebe’s No Longer at Iiase, and another compared

representations of Indian women in Forster’s novel 4 Passage to India with those in

believes that the comparative analysis these students attempted between the works of
Eurocentric and postcolonial writers helped them to attain a sophistication in their
understanding “of the differences between the writing, for example, of the tourist, Emest
Hemingway, and the resistance writer, Chinua Achebe, which they could not have achieved
without border pedagogy’s postcolonial approach to the development of multicultural literacy”
(289),

Greenlaw’s study is important because it offers insight into the potential for Canadian
teachers to initiate a postcolonial pedagogy both within the confines of a traditional classroom
format and through the use of technology. It points to the need to expand multicultural literacy
into the area of multi-media, to consider using hypertext computer software to enhance
multicultural intertextuality and to tap into largely unexplored areas of internet potential
whereby students could become virtual travellers as they engaged in cross-cultural literary

communication with students across the world.
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With the experiences of these “travellers’ tales” in the foreground, my journey is
approaching the site of my own research, working with an experienced Canadian English
teacher as she attempts to bring her own theories of a postcolonial literary pedagogy to the

practice of her teaching,



TRAVELLING COMPANIONS: RESEARCH REVELATIONS
The boundaries of identity and difference are continually repositioned in relation 10
varying points of reference. The meanings of here and there, home and abroad. third
and first, margin and centre keep on being displaced according to how one positions

oneself.
Trinh T. Minh-ha, 1994, 20.

Right away, those rules of grammar were the forgetting of yourself

Those letters never pronounced before

became the subject of your ridicule.

1he bitterness on your tongue became hidden in need for survival

a proof of assimilation,

the invisibility of yourself -

Laiwan, 1992, 58.

In 1992, twenty years after I left South Affica, while [ was completing a Masters
degree at the University of Alberta, I met Marie Pawluk, an experienced high school English
teacher on study leave from a multi-ethnic high school. We discovered that we shared
common interests in reading international literature and were both excited at the possibilities for
teaching some of this literature in school. Marie felt that although her student population had
become far more culturally diverse during the preceding decade, there was little recognition of
this diversity in the literature being taught at her school. During Marie’s year of study she

focused her reading interests on Asian and Asian-Canadian literatures and took a number of

courses for her Masters degree in the area of Second Language learners. We discussed
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possibilities for doing some collaborative research at her school during the following year when

to work together during the 1993 Winter term.

The school where Marie has taught for several years has a heterogeneous student
population with a high proportion of Asian students, both immigrant and first-generation
Canadians, as well as immigrants from Africa, the Caribbean and the Middle East. In addition,
there are Native Canadian and other minority students and Caucasian students from a variety of
backgrounds. The school is situated in a predominantly lower socio-economic area of the city.
The principal and staff pride themselves on school efforts to maintain a high standard of
education and discipline but realistically they have had to contend on a daily basis with issues of
poverty, drug abuse, teenage pregnancy and with violent or racially-motivated incidents. A
number of students live in situations of poverty or come from abusive homes, and although a
proportion of students achieve outstanding academic success, many others struggle to
complete their high school diploma.

At the time that Marie returned to her classroom, she had already been teaching
English at the school for a number of years and she had gained an outstanding reputation as a
teacher who cared about her students and who was willing to offer lunchtime tutorials to help
students who were experiencing language or learning difficulties or whose personal lives had

interrupted their ability to focus on their studies.



114

Before engaging in our collaborative study, Marie initiated her own study in a grade 12
classroom during the 1992 fall term. She enthusiastically planned to expand her traditional
canon of British and American teaching texts by introducing her final year students to
multicultural literature. As the majority of her non-Caucasian students were from Asian
backgrounds, she decided to begin with Wayson Choy’s “The Jade Peony,” an eloquent short
story about a Canadian immigrant family trying to cope with the expectations of two cultures,
In lunchtime tutorials, many of her Asian students had spoken about the tensions they felt in
trying to fit in with their new peer group and still meet their parents’ traditional expectations.
Marie hoped this story would offer a lens through which all her students could begin to
understand these tensions.

Marie’s expectations were quickly shattered. She explains:

As Iread the story out loud, I continually glanced around the room paying particular

attention to my Asian students. Instead of the slight nod or smile of agreement [

expected to see, I noticed tension in their faces and hunched shoulders. Their body

language spoke clearly but in direct contradiction to what I had anticipated. When I

finished reading the story, the first comment came from one of my Jamaican students,

“Boy, am I glad that wasn’t about me.” The impact of that statement quickly drained

my misguided enthusiasm as I realized the pain of embarrassment my good intentions

had brought. The story was beautifully crafted and spoke clearly of a common human
condition, but my presentation of it destroyed any impact it might have had. I quickly
reverted to the authorized anthology and a generic story that would not cause any

further harm (Pawluk, 1994, 22).

Marie’s students, in ways reminiscent of Suzanne Scafe’s experiences in a British
university class, felt exposed and vulnerable with their traumatic cross-cultural experiences

being made the focus of attention in class. Fortunately, this was not the end of the story. A

week later, as a number of the Asian students came to Marie for extra help, they asked her
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where she had found “that story” and whether she had others they could read. When Marie
offered to lend students her bulging file of poems and stories she had collected, they suggested
instead that they would like to read them with her in their lunchtime tutorials. During the
following weeks, Marie and her students “read one piece of literature after another and the
students talked, laughed and argued in response to the content of the poems and stories” (23).
When Marie suggested that they might like to evaluate the literature and make decisions about
what should and should not be included as reading material in the mainstreamed academic
classes, they enthusiastically agreed. In their subsequent sessions, students read, discussed and
negotiated texts to be included and texts to be rejected. Many of the stories that appealed to
them emotionally were rejected because they were perceived as mirroring too closely “the truth
about some of the perceived abusive practices in their homes” and students felt they “had
enough to deal with in the form of covert racism without the added pressure to explain why
certain unsupportive practices were acceptable to their culture” (23).

Students rejected most translated stories by renowned nineteenth-century and early
twentieth century Chinese writers such as Lu Hsan, claiming that the language appeared to be
stilted in translation and that the characters’ lives held little in common with their own lives.
Similady, literature that detailed the cultural revolution was rejected as unfamiliar, even though
this revolution had caused many of the students’ families to move to other Asian countries and
eventuaﬂy to Canada. One exception was the novel Life and Death in Shanghai, which

interested two of the students, but which they agreed was “just too long™ for general reading,
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Literature emerging from China since the downfall of the Gang of Four was axed because of
the bureaucratic details of Communism which students found confusing,

Students’ rejection of some contemporary Chinese-American and Chinese-Canadian
texts was more personal and complex. Much of the literature in newer anthologies such as
Many-Mouthed Birds: Comtemporary Writing by Chinese Canadians (1991) deals frankly
with tensions created by conflicting cultures, concerns over cultural identity, family relations,
language and history. Students read these texts voraciously, but were hesitant about
recommending them for general class reading. As Marie explains:

Although my students never disputed the truths presented in the fictions, they did not

want their Canadian peers to read about their frailties and their passions. There was a

strongly articulated need to protect their privacy. They preferred instead to allow the

myth to be perpetrated that they were good, obedient students with no desire for active
social lives. Many of the students were so concerned about their indiscretion in
speaking about their personal lives when something resonated from the literature that
they required continual assurance that none of the lunch-hour discussions would be

communicated to their families (24).

The literary texts approved by Marie’s students for class reading were predominantly
contemporary works that questioned personal identity, wondered about “what will happen to
me in this new culture?” and revealed depths of insight into the excitement, fear and

bewilderment of the immigrant experience. They included stories and poems by Asian-

Canadian and Asian-American authors such as Amy Tan, Evelyn Lau, Garry Engkent, Jim

Lee and Lydia Kwa (24). Students considered the chosen texts to be relevant to their lives

without exposing customs or mores which might bring ridicule from their peers. They preferred
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stories written by Asian-Canadians and Asian-Americans to Asian stories in translation and to
Asian immigration stories by European writers who, they suspected, stereotyped Asian cultures
within a “national” culture and misrepresented their cultural traits.

Perhaps the actual texts selected were less important for Marie’s students than having
the opportunity to participate in the curriculum process and knowing that their opinions were
being listened to and respected. Students spoke to Marie of the discrimination they
encountered in school with remarks about their skin colour, their slanted eyes and their
imperfect English. Many felt the need to be silent in classrooms because of their inadequate
abilities in spoken English and the need to be equally silent at home about their feelings of
frustration and anger at living in a country which seemed not to value them as worthwhile
human beings. Marie decided that while she would make every effort to include her students’
selections in future classes, it was less important to restrict her literature selections to only the
titles selected by these students than to continue to offer students choices and to honour their
responses to the literature being brought into the classroom.

This was the context in which I joined Marie to engage in a collaborative research
project to initiate a postcolonial pedagogy that would attempt to value the experiences of
students from diverse cultures and simultaneously challenge all students to address issues of
class, race, culture and gender through reading and discussing international literature in the
classroom. We agreed that I would help to select resources, act as a participant observer in
Marie’s classes, and interview student volunteers about their responses to the literature. We

worked together initially on a pilot study with grade 12 students from February to June, 1993,
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then continued the research in the next school year (September 1993 through June 1994 ),
with another grade 12 class, a grade 11 advanced-placement class and two grade 10 classes.
Reflecting on my own perceptions of the practice of a postcolonial pedagogy at the
time we first began the research in February 1993, I understand now how naive I was in my
assumption that reading multicultural texts could effortlessly “transform” students’
consciousness and racial vrejudices. Since leaving South Africa, I had read a range of
postcolonial texts from Affica, Asia, the Caribbean, and South America and elsewhere, by
writers such as Bessie Head, Chinua Achebe, Naguib Mahfouz, Jamaica Kincaid, Gabriel
Garcia Marquez and Pablo Neruda, as well as the “hybridized” texts of such writers as Salman
Rushdie, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, N. Scott Momaday, Michael Ondaatje, Neil
Bissoondath and Bharati Mukherjee. Feeling that I had done my students in South Africa such
a disservice by introducing them only to Western and colonized texts which fortified a belief'in
their superiority to “others,” I now believed that the introduction of eloquent postcolonial texts

to student readers could allow silenced voices to be heard and racist hearts to be transformed.

recent unsettling experience of introducing the Chinese-Canadian story to her students, she

understood a little more of the complex challenges of canon reform and student response. She

was also embedded within a school structure that set its own constraints on text selection, text

availability, evaluation and teaching time, all of which served to temper my naive enthusiasm.
As Marie prepared for a new semester of teaching following the Winter break, I

developed a “short list” of poetry, short stories and essays available in a variety of anthologies
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of Canadian and world literature that I considered might be of interest to her grade 12 students.
On reflection, I realize I paid little attention to questions of text selection such as those raised
by Smagorinski (1996). I read eclectically, relying on available anthologies and asking advice
from colleagues in Comparative Literature who offered their own personal favourites. I did not
consider finding texts which might “represent™ the various cultures in Marie’s classroom, partly
because it seemed an impossibility and partly because I had recently read Maxine Greene’s
article “The Passions of Pluralism” (1993) in which she cautions against the “stereotypes linked
to multiculturalism,” whereby a person (or a character) is seen as in some sense ‘representative’
of a culture, thereby “presuming an objective reality, a homogenous and fixed presence called
‘culture’.” As Greene advises, “We do not know the person in the front row of the classroom,
or the one sharing the raft . . . by her/his cultural or ethnic affiliation(16).

I looked for texts which seemed to have some “aesthetic merit,” and which might
resonate with adolescent experiences. Since 1 had limited expérience in text selection,
considerations of “good writing” drew me towards award-winning and internationally-
acclaimed authors. Because of classroom time constraints, Marie asked for short stories, poems
and essays in preference to longer works. My list that I offered Marie (see “Chart One” in
appendix) was comprised of texts written predominantly in English, with a few in English
translation, and I looked for a blend of non-Westen writers and minority and/or immigrant

writers in Western countries. I was particularly interested in including Canadian texts by writers

whose voices had not been commonly heard in Canadian classrooms.
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From my suggested list of texts, Marie chose five selections in two of the suggested
anthologies and supplemented these with three other texts. She was anxious to minimize the
need to photocopy texts for her class, and so decided to limit her selections to literature in two
anthologies: Literary Experiences Volume Two (1990), an approved Alberta school resource
which was already available in her school, and a relatively new American anthology,
Muliicultural Experiences (1993), developed for high school use that she had already ordered
for her school. Her selections included two Canadian texts (by Margaret Laurence and Carl
Leggo); an essay by an Indian writer (Santha Rama Rau); a South African story (by Nadine
Gordimer); two magic realism stories, (by Colombian writer Gabriel Garcia Marquez and
Puerto Rican writer Rosario Ferré), and two Asian-American texts (by Diana Chang and Amy
Tan) that had been suggested by her Asian students in the lunch-time tutorials (see “Chart
Two” for details). Marie decided to frame her teaching of this new literature with an article on
Canadian immigrants entitled “The Heroes Who Go Unnoticed” (Globe and Mail, Nov. 23,
1992, A24).

In retrospect, these changes to Marie’s curriculum hardly seem revolutionary. I could
argue that although most of these selections are by writers who share Rushdie’s “hybridized
identity,” they could scarcely be described as a major break with a Western canonical tradition.
The Canadian texts, for example, which Marie used as a starting place to begin to question
issues of place, culture, race and identity, are by mainstream writers, and the South African
text, a powerful indictment of racism, is by a white writer. What I believe is more significant

than the actual selection of texts is the major shift in intention that these changes signalied.
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Marie had moved from a previous sense of comfort and familiarity with her text selection and
teaching to a new self-consciousness about the process of syllabus construction and an
awareness of the need to move into new ways of teaching and responding to her students.
Michael Apple (1993) considers that this heightened awareness enables teachers to understand
the place of texts and teaching in the power structures of society:
Do not think of curriculum as a “thing,” as a syllabus or a course of study. Instead,
think of it as a symbolic, material, and human environment that is ongoingly

reconstructed. This process of design involves not only the technical, but the aesthetic,
ethical, and political if it is to be fully responsive at both the social and personal levels

(144).

Looking back on Marie’s initial efforts to re-form her curriculum, I believe that she
recognized a need for a new pedagogical commitment that involved more than just adding a
text or two by a minority or non-Western writer. She was committed to advocacy for change in
her classroom, and new text selection was an important part of the process. Marie had
embarked on a journey of transformation that led her to interrogate the meaning of a literary
education, and to question the process of making choices about the syllabus she was teaching,
Such an interrogation enabled her to defamiliarize the conventions of teaching and to see her
teaching through new eyes.

An examination of what it means to “profess” English and to teach it to students
requires a reconsideration of classroom practice and a questioning of our political
responsibilities as educators. We have become increasingly aware in the Western world how

“Arnoldian suppositions” about culture have shaped our understanding of a literary education.
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As James Hall (1996) asks, if we no longer aim to “civilize” students by introducing them to a
sense of “high culture” through a literary education, what are our “new goals” in teaching
literature? (7). Isit possible to offer students texts that might relate to their own individual
backgrounds and hope that they will then share in the pleasures of reading? Does opening up
the canon to new texts and new voices allow previously marginalized students to enter into the
power structures from which they have been excluded? Marie’s experiences with her Asian
students would suggest that such good intentions are insufficient and may even be harmful in
stereotyping students according to their cultural background.

Should we instead take on Gerald Graff’s (1990) suggestion that we “teach the
conflicts”? By juxtaposing various forms of literary education (high culture vs. low culture,
mainstream vs. margin etc.) and reading contrasting texts can we initiate students into the
history of literary education and engage them in dialogue about the academic and political
debates which have shaped English studies? Would presenting literary studies as a dialectic in
this way still allow for the hybridized, cross-cultural view of literary studies advocated by
Salman Rushdie? Is the kind of dialogue advocated by Graff possible in a classroom where
some students are already compromised by social difference?

Perhaps teachers need to become “skilled readers of their own institutional locales and
sensitive to the multiple needs of their students’ and then improvise their own concept of how
to “remake the canon” (Hall, 1996, 9). It is this kind of improvisation that I believe Marie

undertook as she began to teach her new class of grade 12 students.
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Marie was already aware of the dangers of attempting to universalize complex
individual human experiences from listening to students in her lunch-time tutorials discussing
their own hybrid traditions. She was sensitive to her students’ needs and willing to offer them
opportunities to make curricular decisions by including two of her Asian students’ selected
authors into her revised curriculum, and by asking her next class of students to vote on whether
the literary selections she had just taught them should, or should not, be included in the grade
12 syllabus for the forthcoming school year.

Although Marie claimed never to have perceived herselfas the “expert” reader in the
English classroom, she moved further towards being a “co-learner” in this new teaching
situation where much of the literature was as new to her as to her students, and she had no
background knowledge developed over the years as she had with many of her familiar much-
taught texts. In introducing much of this literature into the classroom, she encountered the
texts as a “scene of learning,” rather than as a “demonstration of knowledge already in place”
(Dasenbrock, 1992, 39). Such a position is not without discomfort for both teacher and
students. At times, Marie wished for more background knowledge about a writer of a text, for
a historical grounding of a piece of literature or for an in-depth understanding of the particular
literary tradition out of which a text arose. Occasionally she struggled with unfamiliar
metaphors and linguistic connotations. A number of her students were frustrated by a lack of
definite answers on meanings in a text, choosing either to believe that Marie did not wish to

share her ‘expert” insight, or feeling uncomfortable with ambiguity. In one instance, a student
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asked Marie after class why she had chosen to teach a text she “didn’t understand properly”
herself.

Accepting ambiguity is, of course, a feature of both reader response and
poststructuralist criticism. Iser (1978) defines a text as a blueprint with potential meanings to
be activated by a reader, and poststructuralism considers a text to be a dynamic entity with no
fixed meanings. As Dias (1992) suggests: “Literary texts afford possibilities of meaning rather
than merely concealing meanings that can only be realized by close analysis” (133). These
perspectives require teaching strategies that enable readers to work from their own responses
and yet remain open to further possibilities of interpretation. Marie already had developed
teaching strategies that supported this dynamic view of reading, encouraging dialogue and
allowing her students to negotiate literary understandings in small group talk, in informal
writing, in drama activities and in supportive large-group discussions. Expanding her class texts
to include more unfamiliar literature reinforced the value of students and teacher negotiating
meanings together.

The revision of a unit of literature in one English classroom in our pilot study seems a
minor achievement, particularly bearing in mind that the Grade 12 unit was only one part of a
course which also included a Shakespearean play, a modern play, and book talks by students
on self-selected fiction and non-fiction titles from a prepared list. The change was crucial,
however, in setting a context for our further research, These grade 12 students’ out-of-class
discussions about a number of the texts encouraged Marie’s current grade 11 students to ask if

they could read some of the same kind of literature the following year; other teachers on staff
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began to take an intere§t in the new texts and were considering using Applebee and Langer’s
anthology for their own teaching, and, perhaps most importantly, Marie felt encouraged in her
endeavours to extend the research into other grade levels.

For Marie, this was the start of a new kind of multicultural teaching which opened up
possibilities for hearing students’ voices, allowed them entry into the “multidimensional facets
of life, culture and knowledge” (Johnston 1994) and introduced them to the pol‘itical and
ideological assumptions of text production, text selection and literary reading. This pedagogy
included examining the assumptions and practices of the dominant Western culture, and
learning ways to read and discuss literature which promoted critical reflection and an increasing
sociocultural awareness.

In attempting to “map” Marie’s teaching experiences with a variety of grades, I have
selected three different lenses through which I re-present the research data. Accepting the
impossibility of creating any kind of mimetic representation of these research sites which would
offer readers a transparent reflection of Marie’s teaching and of her students” engagement with
multicultural texts, I attempt to re-present the study in a variety of formats which focus on both
extra-textual and inter-textual aspects of the research At mile nine, responses to the
multicultural texts from grade 12 students in both the pilot study and the subsequent grade 12
class who volunteered to be interviewed are juxtaposed with excerpts from the literary texts in
a dialogic format. At mile ten, I offer a close-up view of the grade 10 class in which I spent two
terms as a participant observer, re-created through ‘photo/graphs’ comprised of research

journal entries, excerpts from students writing and oral responses. At mile eleven, I attempt to
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move into what Homi Bhabha describes as a “Third Space,” re-creating the tensions evoked in
grade 11 students’ engagement with a literary text that interrogated their constructions of
personal identity. In juxtaposing selected elements from my data with literary text fragments,
theoretical ideas and personal reflections in three different formats, 1 attempt to convey ‘re-
presentation’ as an active process of creation rather than a passive mirroring of a research
situation.

Because of the collaborative nature of our study, Marie Pawluk and I have made
mutual decisions about anonymity in the re-presentation of the data from this research. While
we are concerned to ensure that the identity of all siudents in the study remains anonymous
through the use of pseudonyms, we have decided to move away from the traditional research
stance of keeping all participants in a study anonymous and use Marie’s real name in this
research narrative. We believe that this stance has enabled us to journey together more honestly

in our attempts to re-vision curriculum.
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VOICES EN ROUTE: STUDENTS AND TEXTS IN DIALOGUE

Language is the landmass that is constantly under our feet and the feet of others and
allows us 1o get to each cther’s places. We bring the words, set in the intensely
suggestive sequences and cadences of the writer, into ourselves. We engulf them in
our consciousness and allow ourselves 1o be affected by them.

Sven Birkerts, 1994, 204,

Dialogic relationships are a much broader phenomenon than mere rejoinders in a
dialogue laid out compositionally in the text; they are an almost universal
phenomenon, permeating all human speech and all relationships and manifestations
of human life - in general, everything that has meaning and significance.

Mikhail Bakhtin, 1984, 40.

As Marie and I initiated our collaborative research with her grade 12 students, we
selected texts that had a predominantly cross-cultural focus. We chose to introduce students
first to a number of Canadian texts, beginning with Carl Leggo’s poem on his native
Newfoundland and Margaret Laurence’s essay “Where the World Began” in which she
eloquently ponders the significance of the place where she grew up in forming her views of the
world. We wanted students to begin to consider the significance of their cultural and historical
pasts in helping to shape their lives, and from there to look outwards and to see ambivalences
in their own cultural heritages and intersections between their own lives and those of others.

We chose literature in a variety of genres and introduced students to various writing

styles and techniques. Marie asked students to respond to the texts through whole class and
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small group discussions and through a number of writing activities, suggested in Applebee and
Langer’s anthology, which encourage a personal, a creative and critical response to the
literature.

We understood from the start of the study that merely introducing students to these
texts was insuflicient if we hoped to engage them in a postcolonial pedagogy. Marie and I both
had an interest in raising issues of race and class with students, in challenging them to see how
these texts are embedded within conflicting and contradictory discourses linked to issues of
power, and in unsettling students’ complacency with respect to Eurocentrism. We also both
were concerned with issues of gender and looked for texts such as “The Youngest Doll” in
which the writer raises feminist concerns and questions.

Many of the students in these grade twelve classes began to engage with the
multicultural texts, forming the kind of dialogic relationships discussed by Bakhtin. A word,
suggests Bakhtin (1984), is alw.. s an intersection of textual surfaces, a dialogue among
several writings, a dynamic enti.. -hat links a writer, a text and a reader in a particular cultural
context at a particular moment in tirne. In attempting to recreate the nature of such dialogic
relationships, I have juxtaposed literary fragments with selected student responses in F igures 9-
1 to 9-13, in the hope that this format will animate the texts in question and recapture a little of

the dynamism of the context in which the literature was read and discussed.
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Simon:

I grew up in Edmonton
and my parents are both
Canadian. I like English
class better this year
because it’s a bit more
open - it’s hard to
explain. The stories are
more open and your
writing is more free. . . |
think the stories we’ve
been reading are neat,
umh, you get to learn
different points of view
from the way other
people see them. . .
“Where the World
Began” - I liked that one,
that was where the girl
was talking about her
neighbourhood.  Yeah,
we had to do an essay on
that; that one was good -
I like personal responses
because you get to apply
them to yourself it
makes you understand
the story better.

FIGURE 9-1

Mafgéfet Léllreiﬁcei “'\ﬁﬁérg The
World Began.” Literary
Experiences, Vol. 2, 1990, 252,

A strange place it was, that place
where the world began. A place of
incredible happenings, splendours
and revelations, despairs like
multitudinous pits of isolated hells ,
. .. Because that settlement and
many years my only real knowledge
of the plamet, in some profound way
they remain my world, my way of
viewing. My eyes were formed

there. . .

Carl Leggo “Tangleci.”
Literary Experiences, Volume 2,
250.

Jar away
in a city you will never know
I chase wards in the cold air
arnd measure my worth
by the words made mine
silent
crotiched in the bow of a dory . .

Nina:

I’m Native and Ive lived
in Edmonton since I was
two. I like reading stories
that we can relate to - |
like  stories  about
lifestyles - that show
how racist societies are, I
know that’s true because
I experience it every day
of my life. I'm used to
white people, as I live
with them every day. But
the rest of my family,
they look more Native,
they are darker and they
meet prejudice every day
when they go out. I hear
stories of how they’re
treated - my mom comes
home in a bad mood
because a person won’t
talk to her. People stare
at her or ignore her when
she speaks. I like
“Return to India” - she
speaks up for her own
country.  Also that
Margaret Laurence story
was good - [ see a need
to defend your own
territory.
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Ferhan;

[ was born here in
Alberta, but my parents
are from India - from the
province of Punjab. I've
been there a couple of
times, so I know it and
can speak Punjabi . . .. uh
the stories, 1 guess
they’re interesting. That
essay - it made me think
of your homeland and
where you call home and
like, it made me think of
where I live now . . .
how important it is like,
in the future, that’s
where I’ll remember all
my childhood memories.

FIGURE $9-2

Santha Rama Rau. “Return to
India.” Literary FExperiences Volume
2, 338-40.
With my husband interpreting for us,
he remarked, “The Indian people are
very poor.”
“Yes, they are.” . . .

“It must be very distressing to live in
such a country.”
“No - “ I hegan, suddenly feeling
homesick . . . .
After our stay in Russia, I returned
with niy son to visit my family in India.
All around us,.in Delhi, there were
 flowers. Yes, it is a tropical country,
and yes, the climate makes this
possible - but there was a personal
pride and feminine joy in the
countrywomen who ficcked a marigold
casually in their hair . . . Irealized
then that 1 had missed all of this in
Russia . . .

Chris:

P’ve lived in Edmonton
all my life. My mom is
Canadian Ukrainian.
My Dad’s one of those
country boys who never
really had a town life -
he’s one of those rebels
you know. | think these
stories are really good -
it’s really good that
we’re going over
discrimination, racism
and stories like that - it
really opens up our
minds a lot more. . . .
The personal response
to that one about the
town and the city, that
was good, it made you
realize exactly how you
grew up you know.




Sefia:

My parents are from China.
I speak a little Chinese. That
Amy Tan story was good -
it showed how Chinese
families have high
expectations of you - expect
you to behave in a certain
way - it’s hard to explain. . .
.. Times have changed now
a little. Amy Tan’s older
than me - my parents don’t
force me to do anything I
don’t like, as long as I’'m a
good girl and do my
homework . . . . The
American Dream prompted
the mother in the story - it’s
kind of sad to see - all she
wanted was a perfect
daughter. . .. I"d like to
read more Amy Tan - it
would make me more aware
about China. I guess others
should read about it too,
although it wouldn’t be as
interesting as for me . . .

Amy  Tan.
Kinds” (from The Joy
Luck Club) Multicultural
Perspectives, 1993, 199,

My mother believed you
could be amything you
wanted to be in America.
You could open a
restaurant. You could
work for the government
and get good retirement.
You could buy a house
with almost no money
down. You could become
vich: You could become
instanily famous.

““Of course, you can be
prodigy, too,” my
mother fold me when I
was nine. “You can be
best anything, What does
Auntie Lindo know? Her
daughter, she is only best

fricky.” - 7

“Two

Rob:
My parents came to Canada
from India. They had an
arranged marriage. I’ve
been to India once, but it
was boring there - not
enough videos and the water
kept getting cut off. 1 find
English hard - I struggle
with it. I like some of the
stories this year. “Two
Kinds” is really good. T can
relate to it because I'm in
the same situation - my
parents want me to be an
honours student and to be
like an Indian student. 1
wanttobeme-I"ma
Canadian. I had sympathy
for the mother. She just
wants the best for her
daughter - wants a good life
for her. The daughter
responded in a natural way,
but she was too young to
revolt,




Chris:

I’m not sure I have much to
say about these two stories. I
can’t remember them all that
well. Well, there was that one
about the girl telling about
her mother talking Chinese. It
was all right. That “Two
Kinds” one, that was about
the mother and her daughter.
It was just a story I read, you
know, nothing I related to. It
wasn’t me or anything, it was
just a good story to read. It
didn’t give me any insight or
anything,.

Jen:

[ think Amy Tan’s situation is
like my situation. Two
languages to learn and two
cultural things. Sometimes
it’s hard to accept, like things
I’m learning from school and
things I’m learning from my
parents, and sometimes it’s
like chaos for me. T don’t get,
like, the manners and stuff,
Like, we have rules at our
house that’re different from
the school and stuff.
Sometimes it gets very
complicated. . . So those
stories really spoke to me.

FIGURE 9-4

Amy Tan. “Two
Kinds,” 202,

“She bring
home oo many
frophy, ” lamented
Auntie Lindo that
Sunday. “All day she
play chess. All day |
have no time do
nothing but dust off her
winnings. " She threw a
scolding look at
Waverly, who
pretended not to see
her.

“You lucky you
don’t have this
problem,” said Auntie
Lindo with a sigh to my
mother.

And my mother
squared her shoulders
and bragged, “Our
problem worser than
yours. If we ask Jing-
mei wash dish, she hear
nothing but music. It's
like you can’t stop this
natural talent.”

And right then,
I'was determined to put
a stop 1o her foolish

pride.

Melinda:

I was born in New
Brunswick. My Dad was in
the army and when he quit we
stayed here. This year is more
interesting in class than before
- just, I guess, the stories that
Mrs. Pawluk picks. Like, they
relate to real life and . . umh .
. last year, we just sort of did
old stories that showed you -
instead of you having to
figure it out for yourself.
Like, what they mean, and so
- It’s just, like, they’re so real,
the ones Mrs. Pawluk picked
.. .. I'liked some better than
others - that story, “Two
Kinds,” the one where we
could tell the difference
between cultures, between

kind of, and - you could see
this on the Oriental people in
class, the girls especially, you
could see how they could
relate to it - they’re so quiet
and well, you know, You
don’t realize what different
cultures can do, how they
relate until you read some of
the stories that Mrs. Pawluk
picked.




Kien:
I was born in Vietnam, but
my Dad came from China.
We moved to Canada fifteen
years ago . . . Last year
English didn’t appeal to me. I
just took it ‘cause we have to,
but, [ don’t know, this year
I’m more interested I guess.
Maybe it’s the stories we
read, I’m not sure . . . That
story of the girl and her
mother - it’s sort of relates to
how my lifestyle is, because
you know, though I’m not, 1
shouldn’t say Oriental culture,
but like, the majority of
Oriental people are like that.
Like, they want their kids to
get a good education and go
to a post-secondary,
preferably university and
stuff, and, this relates to that
story ‘cause how her mother
always pressured her into
doing things the way she
wanted it. So it sort of
relates to me, because [ know

trying to push me to go to
post-secondary and try to get
into university and stuff. I can
say that story relates to my
life.

FIGURE 9-5

Amy  Tan. “Mother
Tongue.” Countries of|
Invention:  Comtemporary
World Writing, 1993, 283

[ wasn 't until 1985
that I finally began io
write fiction. And at first [
wrole using what I thought
fo be willily crafted
sentences, sentences that
wonld finally prove I had
mastery over the Lnglish
language . . . . I later
decided I should envision
a reader for the stories |
would write, And the
reader I decided upon was
my mother, because these
were stories about
mothers. So with this
reader in mind - and in
fact she did read my early
drafis - I began to write
stories using all my
Lnglishes I grew up with

Kwan:

I was born in Vietnam and we
moved to Hong Kong and
then to Canada when [ was
three. We lost everything
when we came . . . My
English class is good - the
stories are pretty interesting. T
like the ones we’re reading
now - those Amy Tan ones
‘cause they’re interesting and
apply to me too. That
“Mother Tongue” - that
applies to me because our
language at home is different
compared to language outside
... I'have to speak Chinese at

can’t speak English that well -
like, T used to go to Chinese
school and go to English
school, so that I was learning
two languages at once, and |
had trouble, like, getting
good at both. So the story -
it’s kinda - yeah - relates to
our family - like, I get
embarrassed when my parent
speak out and so does Amy
Tan . .. and about being a
child prodigy - when I grew
up my Dad wanted me to do
this, do that, to get good at
some things, but I didn’t like
it, so, you know, I said
“Enough of this.” It’s exactly
like what she did - she kinda
rebelled.




Diana Chang.
“Saying Yes.”
Multiculuiral
Perspectives, 209,

“Are you Chinese?"
“Fes.”

“American? "
“Yes.”

“Rﬁaiﬁ: Chinese?”
“No. .. not quite.”

“Really American? "

Wwell, actually, you see . . .’

But Ivould rather say
yes

Not neither-nor,
not maybe,

but both, and not only . . . .

Ll'd rather say it
ice,
yes

FIGURE 9-6

Karen:
I moved from Vietnam when I was six years
old. I’m different from others who are from
Vietnam because I have a Chinese background. .
- T'couldn’t speak English when we first came,
everything was strange here at first. Now I can
understand the culture . . . . I like English class
much better this year and I like the way Mrs,
Pawluk teaches. I enjoy the stories we read,
how they make me think and raise ideas in my
mind. In class, I’'m afraid to ask questions in a
whole class setting - | love the small g group
discussions where we listen to others’ point of
VIEW
I like “Two Kinds” - it reminds me of me. I can
understand others in class thinking the mother is
a bag, but it’s easier for to understand her
because T am whc I am. T believe in diﬁ’arent

why she thinks like that. [ like the story because
it makes people know that they can think about
the situation abaut th athers think abaut

that are related to CDnﬂlCtS like that Qf‘ clashmg
of cultures - I like that because there are lots of
little, little things besides “We just don’ t get
along.” Every time we read a story like that it
opens my mind a little bit more and more.
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“Happy Event” is my
favourite story. That
situation in South Africa,
something like that could
happen anywhere in the
world right now. It shows
you how some societies
are. It reflects how
minorities are treated
sometimes,

It provokes a lot of
feelings in you as a reader.
It gets to you emotionally.
It makes you feel mad,
angry and sad because
you’re so powerless in that
kind of situation, except to
try to be different in the
way you are and how you
react in a situation - to try
to change your attitude.

Karen:

The story “Happy Event” |
thought was so sad. How
could one woman treat
another woman with so
little respect, even when
they go through the same.
One worked for her on
hands and knees but the
white woman stabbed her

Nadine Gordimer.
“Happy Event.”
Literary Fxperiences,Volume
2, 1993, 350, 358.

“The old house-cum-
garden boy, Thomasi, began
quarrelling with Lena, the
native maid whom Ella had
thought herself Ilucky to
engage two months ago.
Lena, a heavy, sullen, light-
coloured Basto, represented
in her closed-in solemnity
something that  challenged
irritation  in Thomasi.
Thomasi was a Basuto
himself - Ella had the vague
conviction that it was best to
have servanis who belonged
lo the same Iribe, rather as
she would have felt rhat it
would be better to have two
Siamese cals instead of one
Siamese and one tabby, or
two fan-tailed goldfish rather
than one plain and one fancy

Llla looked at her. . . in a
kind of fascination, and tried
to fit with her the idea of the
dead baby, rolled in a
nighigown and thrust into a

paraffin tin.

Nina:
“Happy Event” got me so
mad to see that racism. 1
like stories that show this
so people can realize that
schools nowadays are not
just one kind of people,
not just white. That’s so
easy for me to relate to
with being Native. I have
so many friends that are
different and they’ve faced
prejudice all their lives. I
think we should read
stories like this that have
something to do with us.
It’s hard to get into one
you have no feeling for.
It’s a good idea to read
about something that can
happen - and happen here -
and we don’t realize it
until it’s shoved in our
faces, so then we look
again twice. Mrs. Pawluk
treats us like real people
with opinions that matter.
She doesn’t just expect us
to be there to learn from
her.

notice she was pregnant! T ) B
FIGURE 9-7
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Melinda:

That story about the black girl in South
Africa, I liked that best. I like reading
stories about places I don’t know much
about because you learn more and it
shows you the difference so that you can
see it - instead of just growing up here
and you don’t see the surroundings
around you or really notice anything until
something happens and you have to
notice. But when you read this story you
can tell right away. You think what it
would be like to live there and you can
see how the people feel . . . .

My Godfather’s black, but I really
didn’t think anything of it even when [
read about wars and that on South Affica.
[ didn’t think about how the people were,
like, I heard about how they lived and
everything, but, just through the news, so
I didn’t reaily think about it. But when
this story came through, it really hit. Like,
you could see how much pain they went
through and what they had to fight for
and all that. I felt sorry for that Lena,
because she couldn’t do what the white
Ella did to get rid of the baby, but they
did exact the same thing and, boy, did
they get different punishments. Ella went
to Europe for six months and Lena had to
work in jail for six months. Because there
you really see the differences between
white and black.

FIGURE 9-8

Kien:

That South African story, I don’t know. |
guess, yeah, I could say | enjoyed it, but |
was just more amused ‘cause, like, how
white and black South Africans are
treated ‘cause like, before that, I was
aware of the apartheid policy in South
Africa between the whites and the blacks

didn’t know to that extent how the white
people are, like, that much more dominant
to the black people and how they’re
discriminated against. So, yeah, it’s pretty
interesting . . . I guess it’s really
important to read, like, from other parts
of the world, because like, before, I didn’t
know much about it, so it’s good that you
read like, from other parts, not just from
Canadian fiction and stuff like that.

Nadine Gordimer: “Happy Event,” 361.
Lena got six months hard labour. Her
sentence coincided with the time Eflla and
Alflan spent in Europe, but though she was
out of prison by the time they returned,
she did not go back to work for them
agdaiil.




Gabriel Garcia Marquez. “A Very
Old Man with Enormous Wings.”
(Trans. from Spanish). Multicultural
Perspectives, 267.

. . . On the jfollowing day everyone
knew that a flesh-and-blood angel was
being held captive in Pelayo’s house. .

Pelayo watched him all afternoon
fiom the kitchen, armed with his
bailiff's club, and before going 1o bed
he dragged him out of the mud and
locked him up with the hens in the wire
out into the courtyard with the first
light of dawn, they found the whole
neighborhood in front of the chicken
coop having fim with the angel,
without the slightest reverence, tossing

in the wire as if he weren't a
supernatural creature but a circus
animal. . .

FIGURE 9-9

Michael:

I like most of the literature this year. It’s
interesting, it makes you want to keep
reading, | liked the old man story best. It’s
interesting how they showed how people can
be prejudiced just because of someone’s
looks. It really relates to society today.
People do judge by looks and you cari’t do
that.

Sofia:

That story about the old man with wings, it
was fantasy, but I think I understood it.
Fantasy tries to represent what happens in
society today in a different way. Yeah, that
story did show how strangers who are
different, umh. . .how people can be cruel to
them. I hope we’re more educated now, and
not as superstitious. They thought he was a
freak, like the Elephant man.
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Chris:

That Marquez story - I liked
that one the best. I read
fantasy most of the time. And,
you know, this one is based
on discrimination, and [ know
I’m like that type of person
who, well T don’t like to say
it, but I’m a little bit racist,
you know. I think it’s just
because of my parents, you
know. So when I read stories
like this, it changes some of
my points of view, and I like
that because it can just make
me a better person, you
know. . . Yeah, it’s more
interesting reading stories
from around the world. It
keeps me wanting to come to
class all the time - it’s not like
I skip or anything, but you
know . . .

FIGURE 9-10

“A Very Old Man with
Enormous Wings,” 268.
... The news of the
captive angel spread with
such rapidity that after a
few hours the courtyard
had the bustle of a
markeiplace and they had
fo call in troops with fixed
bayonets to disperse the
mob . . ..

Gabriel Garcia Marquez.

Kien:

That “Very Old Man with
Enormous Wings” was one
of the stories I didn’t really
enjoy because I don’t like
that sort of story. It was like
a science fiction or
something - or - yeah
fantasy. Fantasy doesn’t
appeal to me. I don’t know,
it’s just, I'm not really
interested in that. I guess |
just don’t have an
imagination. I’m not very
creative or anything. I - ’'m
just more worried about the
real world.

Jen:

I like fantasy and I liked that
old man story, but I also
think it’s bad ‘cause of how
they controlled him. They
kept that old man in a cage
and they - they didn’t give
any respect to him. He
gave- like, he brought them
wealth and all that stuff and
they didn’t even think of
that, they didn’t even give
him a decent home and a
place where he could be
comfortable. Yeah, it’s bad,
but it shows people how we
should treat others - with
respect.
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Carlos:
My parents came to
Canada from South
America and | recently
_spent a year in Chile with
relatives, I speak fluent
Spanish. I love Magic
Realism and I’ve read
some of Marquez’ work
before - I read /n a Time
of Cholera, 1 liked this
Marquez story very much.
It’s really strong and
shows us so much. We
should read more stories
like that, not just the same
old authors. What Mrs
Pawluk is doing is fun.She
lets us see different points
of view and to get a view
of literature from other
places. We just don’t
know about these writers
at all. Everything we read -
like the novel lists and that
there are hardly any
foreign writers, Most are
British and some
Canadian, She’s my
favourite teacher - she
allows us lots of
expression.

FIGURE 9-11

Gabriel Garcia Malquezi
“A Very Old Man with
Enormous Wings, ” 270,

.« .. He seemed 1o be in so
many places at the same
fime that they grew to think
that he 'd been duplicared,
that he was reproducing
himself all through the
house, and the exasperated
and unhinged Elisenda
shouted that it was awful
living in that hell full of
angels. He could scarcely
eal, and his antiguarian
eyes had also become so

| foggy thal he went aboul
bumping info posis . . . .
they thought he was going
fo die, and not even the wise
neighbour woman had been
able to tell them what 1o do
with dead angels. . .

Shane:

That “*Old Man with
Enormous Wings” is a
good story. I like the
story. I got the point, it’s,
I think all the stories that
we’ve been reading are
partly racism and the way
other people think, the
way people deal with
things, and that was a
good story especially to
get the point across. It
does, like, depend on
whether or not your mind
is open to a race or not if it
makes a difference.
Because if you’re
prejudiced and you’re
reading say, Amy Tan’s
story, you would think that
it was a stupid story
completely. That would be
their way to think, but I’'m
not prejudiced. . . So a
story like Amy Tan’s or
this one could change
points of view like, but it
could also not, you know
what [ mean.
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Rosario Ferré, “The Youngest Doll.”
(Tr. from Spanish by author).
Multicultural Perspectives, 275-277,

<« .« She has been very beautiful, but the
prawn hidden under the long, gauzy folds
of her skirt stripped her of all vanity. She
locked herself up in her house, refusing
1o see any suitors. At first she devoted
herself entirely to bringing up her sister's
children, dragging her enormous leg
around the house quite nimbly. In those
days, the family was nearly ruined; they
lived surrounded by a past that was
breaking up around them with the same
impassive musicality with which the
frayed linen cloth of the dining room
table. Her nieces adored her . . . As the
girls grew up, the aunt devoted herself to
making dolls for them to play with . . . .

On her wedding day, as she was
about to leave the house, the youngest
was surprised to find that the doll her
aunt had given her as a wedding present
was still warm. . . In the doll’s half-open
and slightly sad smile she recognized her
| full set of baby teeth . . .

The young doctor took her off to
live in town, in a square house that made
one think of a cement block. Liach day he
made her sit out on the balcony, so that
passersby would be sure fo see that he
had married into high society. Motionless
inside her cubicle of heat, the youngest
began to suspect that it wasn’t only her
husband's silhouette that was made of

paper, but his soul as well.

Karen:

“The Youngest Doll” was good- really
spooky. I like the fantasy elements. It’s
like a little bit of a fantasy thriller. We can
learn so much from reading a story like
that - about how women were belittled
then - and how time has not really
changed that.

John:
That doll story was kind of stupid. It was
too weird for me. I couldn’t understand it.

Janet:

The stories we’ve read this term have
been so interesting. “The Youngest Doll”
- ['wasn’t sure I liked it - it was really
strange. | was angry to see how women

forced them to be treated like objects.
Because the aunt was upper class, she
allowed the prawn to ruin her life. She
was so embarrassed, and she thought she
was useless. If she was lower class, it
wouldn’t have shamed her so much - they
weren’t expected to be perfect. We can
relate that to our own society too. We
have had to struggle to overcome that -
we don’t want women to be treated like
that now. The themes behind the story
really interested me. Even though it did
bother me that it was so confusing, the
story made me think and gave me real
insight. It’s one of those stories you keep
on thinking about.




Peter:

The story is so confusing.
You read it and then you
fantasize about it, like the
story doesn’t end when
you stop reading it. That
prawn was in the aunt’s
leg, but then it ended up in
the doll’s eye. It’s like a
freak nightmare show. It
confused me but it made
me thik,

Su-Lin:
I’m still puzzled by the

story. It was kind of weird.

T haven’t the foggiest idea
what it means. Those two
doctors - they were so evil
... I found it interesting
but confusing. It does give
insight into women in
society. When she talks
about the sugar kings, she
really makes us question
status and power in
society.

FIGURE 9-13

Rosario Ferré. “The
Youngest Doll, ” 278.

... There was only one
thing missing from the
doctor’s otherwise perfect
happiness. He noticed that
although he was aging, the
youngest still kept that
same, firm, porcelained skin
she had had when he would
call on her at the big house
on the plantation. One night
he decided 1o go into her
bedroom to warch as she
slepi. He noticed that her
chest wasn’t moving. He
gently placed his
stethoscope over her heart
and heard a distant swish of
water. Then the doll lifred
her eyelids, and out of the
emply sockets of her eyes
came the frenzied antennae

of all those prawns.

Carlos:

“The Youngest Doll” was
interesting because of its
portrayal of the status quo
in that society - the
structures of society and
the role of women - and

It was very magical and
interesting.

Laura:

I didn’t like the fantasy
story of the dolls. It was
unrealistic and 1 didn’t
understand it even after we
studied it.

Sofia:

I didn’t find that story of
the dolls very appealing
but we had some good
discussion on it. That’s
good. Like, last year, a lot
of students they didn’t
bring up their concerns
and they just stayed quiet.




These student voices are diverse, idiosyncratic, questioning, striving to articulate
responses to literary texts that arise from both personal and communal reflections on the
literature presented in these grade 12 classes. Emerging, too, from this bricolage of texts and
voices are students’ efforts to explore their own ambivalent cross-cultural identities as they
interact with aspects of the literature. The voices are also “selected” responses, shaped first by
the original research context in which they were spoken, and shaped again as data in my
presentation. Selected data, offered in this way, create their own particular story but inevitably
fail to tell other potential stories. They can, at best, offer only a partial and fragmented view of
the richness of these students’ experiences. Like mythological travellers’ tales. they create a
fiction which attempts to evoke the aesthetic flavour of the original experience.

This echo of voices reflects back the nature of the classroom in which the texts were
read, and implicitly recreates the nature of Marie’s teaching strategies. Students in these classes

were not “told the meaning” of each literary work; many of them have created their own

discussions, classroom conversations with Marie and through personal and critical writing
related to the literature. Some are still confused or dismissive about a number of the texts,
while other readers are insightful and critical. All acknowledge the complex and often
ambiguous nature of much of this literature. All have been affected in some way by reading the
new texts offered in these classes and all have come to at least a partial understanding that

reading international literary texts which reverberate with issues of race, class and gender is a

political endeavour with repercussions in the everyday world of living,
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Students’ comments reveal Marie’s intent to raise issues of class, race and gender in the
reading of these texts. It is clear that Marie’s classroom teaching involves a commitment to a
Freirian perspective on literacy, a belief that when we read the word, we read the world, and a
commitment to a classroom practice grounded in a belief that people’s lives can be positively
affected by critical reflection, As Jane Tompkins (1990) suggests,

what we do in the classroom is our politics. No matter what we may say about the

Third World this or feminist that, our actions and our interactions with our students

week in week out prove what we are for and what we are against in the long run.

There is no substitute for practice (660).

In the forthcoming mile of this journey, I offer a more in-depth perspective of Marie’s
practice in a grade 10 classroom. Viewed through my researcher’s lens, these close-up
‘photo/graphs” attempt to capture the day-to-day vicissitudes, frustrations, creativity and
surprises of a postcolonial pedagogy in action, recreated through comments in a research

journal, notes on classroom observations, student writing and individual student voices.
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A SENSE OF PLACE: PHOTO/GRAPHS OF A GRADE 10 CLASS

All migrants leave their past behind, although some try to pack it into bundles
and boxes - but on the journey something seeps out of the treasured memenioes

Salman Rushdie, 1984, 63.

You tell yourself I'll be gone
10 some other land, some other sea,
1o a city lovelier far than this . . .

There s no new land, my friend, no

New sea; for the city will follow you,

In the same streets you'll wander endlessly . . .
C.P. Cavafy (In M.G. Vassanji), 1991, i.

unbearable lightness of being” (205). With this mixed-media metaphor that moves from a
well-known biblical phrase to Milan Kundera’s title, from philosophy to films, Bhabha
seeks to describe visual arts which lie between two registers of light: a mimetic light used
to produce a visual image, and a quality of visible light used in contemporary art practice
to denote an ironic reversal, a lightness which has its own specific gravity and is used to
conceal and to camouflage. A narrative description of research practice may also be
considered as a visual image, as a photo/graph which attempts to create a likeness of the

image of the research moment through articulating the ‘photo’, while it simultaneously
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attempts to “graph’ or decipher the image it creates. However much this visual image
reveals of the research process, it simultaneously conceals and camouflages. In this
‘photo/graphic” view of my study with grade ten students, the visual image creates a
context for understanding the research, yet also subverts any notion of creating a mimetic
likeness and emphasizes the impossibility of capturing a ‘true’ picture of any research
moment,

The grade ten classes that Marie taught during the 1993-1994 school year were
relatively small classes (25 students in one class and 26 in the other) with only a few
minority students. We were interested to see how students at this grade level would
respond to reading international texts as we know of very few studies on canon expansion
in the lower grades of high school. Students in these classes exhibited a variety of abilities.
A number of students admitted that they had poor literacy skills and mentioned in my
interviews with them that they had struggled in their junior high English language arts
classes. Several of the girls in these classes had left home and were living in challenging
circumstances with boyfriends. A few other students who were still at hore were living in
poverty. One girl always arrived late for her eight o’clock class because she was
responsible for feeding, dressing and walking her two young siblings to school every day.
Another had recently returned to school from living on the street. One gave up her baby
for adoption during the first term at school: yet another was pregnant and frequently
absent from class. For these students, their out-of-school Iivés obviously interfered with

their abilities to concentrate on their studies, yet many of them still exhibited a willingness
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to learn and expressed an interest in reading new literature and in being part of my
research study.

These students had English classes three times a week throughout the school year.
Because of my university commitments, | was unable to attend both grade ten classes on a
regular basis and have therefore focused my attention on the class with 25 students
(nineteen girls and six boys) in which I spent the majority of my time. In attempting to
create a close-up view of the research, I have described the study through reflections in
my research journal with excerpts inserted from students’ writing and students’ tape-
recorded voices as they respond to the texts in individual interviews with me. (A list of the

literature taught in this class appears in “Chart Three” in the appendix.)

Research Journal Entry: Wednesday, September 1, 1993.

School is about to start and Marie and | have both been reading multicultural short
stories, essays and poems that might be suitable for the grade 10 classes. Marie is making final
decisions about which texts she will use throughout the year. She is keen to address issues of
racism and prejudice through discussions of the literature, and to try to help students make
connections between the anti-racist texts and their own lives. She plans to begin class by

help to set a context for Nadine Gordimer's short story “Country Lovers” which students will be
reading later this month. She's also planning on teaching a number of anthologized short stories
by Japanese, Thai and Korean writers throughout the year and a variety of poems dealing with
issues of immigration and racism.

Marie has also decided she needs to teach Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird
again in these classes because the school has a common grade 10 exam, so everyone in grade
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middle-class family during segregation, and demonstrates their concerns about racism, while
black experiences are merely the backdrop for the action and serve as shadowy figures in the
background. (Of course, Cry Freedom suffers from some of the same problems - Donald Woods

emerges as the hero rather than Steve Biko.)

companion piece to Harper Lee's novel in her grade ten classes. She was unsure whether to
select the earlier novel, Roll of Thunder, Hear my Cry, or a later novel, The Road to Memphis.
I'd originally suggested that she teach Taylor's Roll of Thunder, Hear my Cry for several reasons:
the protagonist, Cassie Logan, is about the same age as Scout in Lee's novel; both books are set
in the 1930s in the Southern States, and from a literary perspective the earlier novel is better
written. However, when Marie broached this idea at a staff meeting, other teachers complained
that Roll of Thunder, Hear my't:;‘ry is an elementary book and not suitable for high school. (I
disagree - it's a book that transcends such age limitations and it deserves a wide readership.)
Marie then selected The Road fo Memphis which is the third book in the Logan series and
although it's more plot-driven than T aylor's earlier book, it still stands alone quite well. Cassie is
seventeen in this book and the novel is set in the early 1940s. We wanted to introduce it to
students after they had read To Kill a Mockingbird in order to try Gerald Graff's idea of ‘teaching
the conflicts.” Marie ran into another obstacle with this novel too. Apparently, there isn't enough
funding in the school budget to buy class sets of any new novel for grade ten.

We've now come up with an alternative plan. Marie is going to buy six or seven copies
of four young aduit novels for each class and students can read these in small groups. Witk the
help of the school librarian (who is very supportive of Marie’s efforts), she's been able to siide the
purchase of these smaller sets of novels through on the library budget.

I've suggested that we look for novels set in different cultures with adolescent or child
narrators to link with Scout’s perspective in To Kill a Mockingbird. Fortunately we have some
time to decide on our selections as students won't be reading the novels until after the New Year.
I've lent Marie some novels to read and to consider for the group study: Harriet's Daughter by
Marlene Nourbese Philip (West Indian/Canadian); A Hand Full of Stars by Rafik Schami (Middle
Eastern/German); The Dark Child by Camara Laye (West African/French); My Name is
Seepeetza by Shirley Sterling (Native Canadian); The House on Mango Street by Sandra
Cisneros (Mexican/American); The Clay Marble by Minfong Ho (T hai/Cambodian), The
Honorable Prison by Lyll Becerra de Jenkins (Colombian/American), and of course Mildred
Taylor's The Road to Memphis. The advantage of all these novels, although they are of varying
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complexity, is that the authors grew up in the cultures being described, even though most of

them now live in the West,

Research Journal Entry: Monday, October 4, 1993,

Classes have been underway for several weeks now. When | was in the grade ten class
last week, | spoke to students about life in South Africa, about Nelson Mandela and the first-ever
democratic election about to take place in the country. | discovered that most students had little
knowledge about South Africa at all. Many didn't realize it was even a separate country. A few
students asked questions about Donald Woods and Steve Biko as they had recently seen Cry
Freedom. Students who commented at all expressed their horror at the apartheid system and the

Before viewing the film, students read Maya Angelou's poem “And Still | Rise.” Marie
hoped the poem would help students to understand how African-Americans have suffered from
the same kind of racism and discrimination faced by black South Africans. Today in class,
students read Gerry Weiner's speech, “Youth Our Best Hope to End Racial Discrimination” which
he originally delivered in Ottawa to mark the International Day for the Elimination of Racism and
Racial Discrimination, and is now anthologized in the lssues Anthology entitied Multiculturalism.
Marie hoped that reading this speech would help students to acknowledge that racism is a
concern all over the world, including Canada. Students discussed the speech {ogether, were
asked to find pertinent words relating to discrimination in the text and to answer several
questions about their own visions of Canada’s future. As | watched students read and discuss the
speech, | noticed few sparks of interest. Possibly the “dull” language of the text failed to inspire
them. Unfortunately, Weiner's oratory eloquence is definitely not in the league of Martin Luther
King’s.

Research Journal Entry: Monday, October 25, 1993.

For the past two weeks students have been reading and studying Nadine Gordimer's
short story “Country Lovers” which is set in the South Africa of the 1970s and describes a
friendship between Paulus, an Afrikaans white farm boy and Thebedi, the young daughter of a
black servant on the farm. Their relationship gradually develops into a secret love affair. Thebedi
becomes pregnant and Paulus, fearing for his reputation, poisons the child and blames the death
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inability to move out of the constraints of apartheid, and on the inner strength of Thebedi, as she
accepts both the loss of her baby and the inequities of the social fabric of South Africa.
Gordimer's understated yet eloquent writing style offers readers insight into the conflicting
emotions of the protagonists,

When Marie introduced the story, she read it aloud, then provided time for silent reading.
Students asked a number of general questions in a whole-class discussion, then, following a
more in-depth discussion with Marie, they were asked to look at the story more closely in small
groups, considering first their own responses to the story and then looking at themes,
characterization and writing style. Students were given class time to write out characteristics of
the two main characters and told that the story would become the basis of a writing project in
which they could select their own title and develop their ideas about the story into a critical
response essay. Marie spent time in class discussing the themes of the story and provided
exampies and a handout about ways to approach writing a formal essay.

The group discussions were generally animated, with students asking questions about
the context of the story and making connections to their viewing of Cry Freedom. Most students
were less enthusiastic about the essay. Last week, when they were to bring a first draft of their
essay to class for peer editing, many students had “left their essays at home” and the peer
editing was not particularly successful, despite the fact that Marie gave them guidelines for
response. She has since offered students individual heip with their essays, both during and after
class, and all the essays have now been completed and handed in.

Research Journal Entry: Thursday, November 4, 1993.

I've had some time to read and to reflect on students’ written responses to “Country
Lovers.” The essays vary in quality of course, with some students demonstfating an ability to
deal more competently than others with the structural aspects of essay writing. In most of their
essays, students have offered a plot summary with a discussion of the devastating effects of
apartheid in South Africa. Marie’s idea of asking students to select their own title has allowed
them to focus their arguments on an aspect of the text that particularly interests them. Mostly,
students are concerned with the personal pain caused by racism.

(Excerpts inserted here are edited versions of students’ essays after Marie's evaluation.)

Tammy, who titled her essay “One Another's Pain,” blames apartheid for creating an

uncaring society:
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The theme of the story iy expressed. through the situation of two chawactersy:
Pauluy; son of a white wealthy farmer, and- Thebedi, a black servant working on
the foarm, ﬁte&@nu&ar&asdﬁrmfafmgiﬁaﬂdeday accovding to- their society.
However they commit ataboo of engaging in a secretive; inter-racial involvement .
Cas %MmmmH@ﬁmsmﬁrAﬁmmm helped in hurting
people and bringing on problems. Two-people who- cared deeply for one another can
no-longer be together becawse of thix

Andrea used the title “A Day in the life of South Africans.” In her conclusion she is able
to relate to the situation in the story in a more personal way:

Paulus and Thebedi were separated because of apartheids Let’s not let thiy
happen to-our children.

Brad used the title “Forbidden Couple.” He is able to consider racism outside the South
African context as he speculates on the couple’s situation in other societies:

Wil raciswvever die? . ... If Pouduy and Theledi lived inv most of the other
countries of the world they likely could have had a more open relationship and
have move equal righty. This would be especially true for Canada, clthough theve
are sl some people who- are not in favor #Mm@w&t&sh&v%m
relationshipy.

Susan called her essay “Apartheid in South Africa.” She offers an insightful opinion that
racism exists outside the legal system:

Prejudice and vacism happen frequently in owr world today. “Country
Lovers” concentratey onthe issue of apawtheid in South Afvicev. . . . The law of
longer existy. Inthe story inter-racial relationshipy were looked upon as
disgusting; not beautifil or normal; The law of apawtheid in South Africa
succeeded, in sepavaling two-loving people for life: The author made me realige how
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Jeff was more adventurous in using the title “Romeo Chickens Out. " He moves outside
the confines of Gordimer's story to relate the situation to Romeo and Juliet. Despite the bantering
tone of his writing, Jeff clearly sees the power of story to evoke strong feelings about important
issues of race and power:

When yow think about it, there iy still a Lot of racism in the world: In some
places move than others. Theve iy alwayy some racial tension between racey inv
different foreign countries that have beew settled by foreigners. In our own country
ay welly it hay quite an effect on people; some move than others. But T had no-idea
how nuwh it can affect people or how it affecty the livey of individuals: I had no-
ideas; that iy, until I read “Country Lovers” by Nadine Gordimer. . . .

At the beginning the story seemed like o innocent stovy of two-lovers, but
whew it ended; the romance iy gone; and so- iy the love; and all we ave left with iy o
cowawdly Pauluy and a brave Thebeds; who- iy ready to-go-with life:

If there was no-such thing as apartheid in South Africay would this couple
have made it? I'Wbet they would have: But aslong as there is the kinds of
discrimination like that around; people will spit on the faces of couples like this.
The/fwctthat?’aulu&wa&azchickewdiddthdp much either. In fact, this story
reminded me alot of Romeo and Juliet, except Romeo wan't willing to- follow

Juliet wherever she-went and abandon her. But still; apartheid was still o major
part inthe splitting of these two; and if yow ask me; this stovy does justice to-the
effecty of apartheid movethan anyone could say in alecture:

A few students, such as John, are able to take a more philosophical approach to racism,
considering the difficulties of fighting against the norms of the society in which we live, and the
need for courage to effect changes. John titled his essay “The struggle against Racism”:

Inthe short story “Country Lovers” the main chawacter Paulus Lived in South
Africa whew racism and prejudice were commonplace: Pauluy was not strong
enough-to-control these forcey. . . . Yow are not bornw a racist or to-be prejudiced.
Just ke viding o bike or doing algebra; yow are taught this behaviowr. Pauluy
grew up inSouthAfrica so-being racist was almost expected. of yow by your elders.
Like any young person. Pauluy looked up to-higher authority and believed in what
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they said. If yow heawr the saume thing over and over again, naturally yow will
begin to-believe inv it . . . .

Racism and bigotry iy caused by fear. . . . Thix inturn causes them to-be weak
and hide behind the lawy of Apartheid. Pouduy iy so- weak he even goes as for ax
killing his own child in fear of his father finding out about hiy relationship with

Apawtheid iy now dlegal in South Africe because of the great struggle by the
black people and their great leaders such ay Steve Biko- Without these laws people
may now begin to-realige it iy better to-be yourself than to-be molded ov shaped. by
some cragy fooly of higher authovity. People should be themselves and follow their
dreams; not other people:

in all of the student essays that | read, students seemed to have made an effort to

confront issues of racism and discrimination.

Research Journal Entry: Monday, November 22, 1993,

I've been interviewing student volunteers about their responses to Cry Freedom and
“Country Lovers.” | was encouraged by the numbers of students who wanted to talk to me. Even
when they had little to say about the texts, they seemed to value having an opportunity to be
listened to. I've been reading Roland Barthes's (1982) book Camera Lucida: Reflections on
Photography and | am reminded again that an interview situation is a moment in time; like a
photograph it attempts to capture a particular person, a particular event in a particular context.
Change the angle slightly, refocus the camera, and the image changes. Similarly, the responses
of students being interviewed are affected by the research moment, by the particular context of
their day and situation. Like a photographer, a researcher needs to be aware that the “subject”
that is in focus is conscious of being scrutinized. The responses that students give are filtered
through an awareness of who the researcher is and of the context in which the interview is taking
place. As Barthes points out;

Once | feel myself observed by the lens, everything changes; | constitute myself in the
presence of “posing . . . | lend myself to the social game. | pose. | know | am posing, |
want you to know that | am posing (10-11).
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The most sensitive portrayal of a classroom encounter or a personal interview is still a kind of
simulation. Although | believe we can learn a great deal from such simulations, we always have
to acknowledge that they are in no way a transparent reflection of reality,

Most of the grade ten students | interviewed were not particularly articulate in their
responses on these two texts, but they appeared keen to talk about what they had been doing in
class. Most of them commented primarily on the harsh realities and consequences of apartheid
in both the film and the Gordimer story. Students who spoke about Cry Freedom expressed
some degree of outrage at the effects of racism depicted in the film. Sharleen, for example,
commented,

! liked the film, but when | saw the way the whites treated the blacks, | couldn’ really

believe it, because you know, you go around towns here and you don't see any of that.

It's hard to believe in other parts of the world that's really going on.

Sally told me: “The film was pretty different. A lot of whites beating up the blacks. I've
never seen that before. | haven't really seen how blacks get abused before. I've heard about it,
but I never believed it really.” And Mary said, “The film was pretty good., | didn’t realize there was
So much stuff that had been going on in South Africa.”

A few students made insightful comments on the racial situation in the film. Justin
explained that “Black South Africans may not have the power, but that doesn’t give the white
people the right to treat them like that. | think something should be done.” Another student, Mike,

made a more direct link to racism in other parts of the world, comparing the situation Steve Biko
faced in South Africa with that faced by Maicolm X in the United States: “/t was a good movie, It
explained a lot, you know, about how it was before - for the blacks in South Africa. I thought it
was like history. It reminded me of Malcolm X.”

In contrast, another student, Colin, seemed 1o have been totally unaffected by the film.
After telling me that he didn’t watch Cry Freedom, he confessed, I fell asleep. | didn't enjoy it
that much.” A 'number of students, although expressing more interest in the film than Coli'n,,
appeared to have focused on the experiences of Donald Wooads and his family as they escaped
from South Africa. Joe, for example, commented briefly on Steve Biko's situation, explaining
that he “felt bad because of what the white people did to that one guy, how they tortured him,*
but he focused more on the story of Donald Woods, telling me that he “particularly liked it in the
end when the author got out. That was good.” Alan, another student, said “/ liked the acting and
the escape part,” and Sharleen said */ hope they come out with a second part to it, like to

continue on, what happened to all the family.”



| believe that these students’ responses reflect the filmmakers’ perspective in Cry
Freedom. Even though they portray the harrowing experiences of black South Africans, they
consider white people’s experiences to be of more significance in South African politics. | am
reminded of Toni Morrison’s (1989) words, “We are the subjects of our own narratives, witnesses
to and participants in our own experience” (9). Although the film Cry Freedom appears to have
enabled students to gain more information about the horrors of racism, it did not seem to have
the pdtential to raise students’ awareness of their own involvement in the structures of power.

Most of the students in my interviews responded positively to Nadine Gordimer's story,
commenting on the injustice of an apartheid system which forced the young lovers apart by
making mixed marriages illegal and ensuring societal disapproval of inter-racial relationships.
Generally students seemed able to engage emotionally with the two protagonists of the story and
to gain insight into the personal tragedies resulting from apartheid. Dawn, for example, told me,
“It was a good story. It shouldn’t matter if you're a different colour. You should Jjust love each
other. Thebedi was really nice and Paulus was Just too scared about his image.” Mary also
decided “It was a good story. | liked the black girl and the white boy getting together and then it
made me mad because of what happened to her.” Anne commented: “Apartheid is really bad
because it stopped them loving each other, but if they were really in love, they could have made
it somehow.” Even Colin who fell asleep in Cry Freedom conceded that “The story was okay. It
was betfter than the boring movie.” A few students, such as Andrea, were able to make a direct
link between the text and their own lives:

It was very sad. It made me realize how | hate all the prejudice in the world. Because my

dad'’s prejudiced and gets really mad. I hate it when he talks about all that, about ‘stupid

niggers’ and talk like that. | get really mad ‘cause I'm not prejudiced and | don't see why

anvone should be.

Generally, the students | interviewed gave me the impression that Nadine Gordimer's
story had resonated in some way with their own lives and had helped them to gain a more in-
depth understanding of institutionalized racism.

Research Journal Entry: Friday, December 10th, 1993

We are almost at the Christmas break. Students have been reading selections from a
new school anthology entitled The Storyteller: Short Stories from around the World, edited by
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James Barry and Joseph Griffin, that | purchased at a conference last year. Marie chose four
Asian stories from the anthology for her grade ten classes to read.

“Love Must Not be Forgotten,” by Zhang Jie, is a Chinese story in translation about a
story are her mother’s diary entries of her unrequited love for a man other than her husband. The
story was not particularly successful in this class. Marie's efforts to read the story aloud revealed
translation or perhaps our own inadequacy at understanding the nuances of the story.

A second story, also in translation, is “Swaddling Clothes” by the renowned and
controversial Japanese writer Yukio Mishima. This story juxtaposes a young woman's delicate
and sensitive spirit with the crass materialism and class consciousness of her husband. The story
has psychological depth and complex allusions to time and place. A number of students were
confused by the narrative complexity, but the story had a strong emotional appeal and raised
translation of this story.)

“The Non-revolutionaries” by Yu-Wol Chong-Nyon, the pen name of a young Korean
woman writer, is strongly grounded in a historical setting. The young narrator, returning to Seoul
from study leave in the West, is engulfed in events early in the Korean civil war. She and her
family are forced from their homes to watch and to applaud as fellow Koreans are denounced as

understanding. In her other grade ten class, she introduced the story without offering students
any contextual details. Most students appeared confused about the narrator's experiences. In this
class, Marie began by asking students about the television show MASH, and then discussed

moved to Canada from Bosnia six years earlier, shared his view of the civil war there. Another
student, Jenny, had been to visit relatives in Northern Ireland and spoke of her inability to
understand the sectarian violence in that country. Marie then read “The Non-revolutionaries”
aloud and students were able to make links between events in the story and the earlier class
discussion. These experiences suggest that, although each students' reading experiences will

influence how students read a text. In this particular case, Marie’s discussion of civil wars,

combined with individual students’ shared experiences, created a meaningful context for the

reading.
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In contrast, “Who Needs It?,” a translated story by the Thai writer Vilas Manivat, is an
accessible story that seemed to engage most students on first reading without any background
context being created. Using predominantly dialogue, this story describes an armed robbery of a
storekeeper known for his generosity and kindness. The storekeeper's unusual response to the
situation creates an unexpected human bond between the attacker and his intended victim. After

related to violence, and raised questions relevant to some of their own experiences.

In addition to the short stories read this term, Marie introduced a number of poems which
focused on Canadian immigrant experiences, selected from the Issues Anthology,
Multiculturalism: “Our Subdivision” by Nigel Darbasie, “Equal Opportunity” by Jim Wong-Chu,
“Heritage Day" by Bert Aimon and “Immigrants: The Second Generation” by Kevin Irie. Students
responded to these poems in small group discussions, in drama and research activities and
through personal and critical writing. With each piece of literature, discussion revolved around
political, social and ethical questions. As Arun Mukherjee (1988) suggests, postcolonial literature
can move readers beyond the predominant motifs of a modernist tradition to include themes of
‘conquest and subjugation, racism, sexism and class conflict” (4),

Research Journal Entry: Monday, February 14, 1994,

Since returning from the Christmas break, students have been reading and studying To
Kill a Mockingbird. Marie read large portions of Harper Lee’s nove! out loud in class. She chose
exciting sections to read and was able to engage students in interesting discussions about racial
discrimination in the context of the book and about point of view in literary texts, Many students
obviously haven't read much of the novel by themselves though, as they've struggled to
respond to specific questions on the text, and some students are still confused about the
characters.

Marie has made decisions about the four novels we'll offer students next week to read in
smali groups. Two were books I'd recommended as written from “within a culture” - Mildred
Taylor's The Road to Memphis, an interesting parallel to Harper Lee’s novel, written from an
African-American viewpoint, and Lyall Becerra de Jenkins' The Honorable Prison, a fictionalized
account of the author’s adolescent experiences of being held under “house arrest” in her native
Colombia. The two other novels, although also first-person narratives set in non-Western
cultures, are written by authors outside the culture described: Shabanu, Daughter of the Wind is
Suzanne Fisher Staples’s award-winning American novel set in the Cholistan desert in Pakistan,
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and Forbidden City by Canadian writer William Bell is an exciting “day-by-day" fictionalized diary
account of events leading up to the Tienanmen Square uprising in Beijing, as told by a 17 year-
old Canadian boy visiting China with his father.

Students will be able to make a first and second choice of novel to read from our book
talks, and we'll organize reading groups on that basis. We've made up a “time-line" for the more
reluctant readers to complete their book, although we'll encourage students to read the novel at
their own pace and we hope they'll read ahead of the schedule. Marie has dedicated class time
for small-group discussions, and organized a group project in which group members will prepare
to give a book talk on one aspect of their selected novel, focusing either on plot, theme,
character, setting or writing style. Everyone will have an opportunity to hear about the three
books they didn't read.

Research Journal Entry: Thursday, April 8, 1994

Reflecting on the small-group novel studies, | think they were a great success. Students
in the class seemed very pleased to be offered a choice of novel to read. Of course, some of the
appeal lay in doing something ‘different’ from reading a class novel, and in seeing Marie arrange
new sets of contemporary books in inviting piles on her desk (all of the four novels were
published after 1988). Marie and | prepared book talks on each novel and read short excerpts
from each text to give students a ‘flavour' of the book and to try to make each novel appealing to
adolescent readers. When we collected students’ ‘first and second choice’ papers, we were
pleased to see that the selections were fairly evenly divided, so that only three students had to
read their second choice of novel,

When | asked students in our personal interviews about the selection process, they were
unanimous in applauding the idea of self-selecting texts, even though the options were limited.
Fanny, for example said, “/ fiked that. Usually we don’t have any options. We just read this and

commented, “Yeah, that's good. You get a choice of what you want to read instead of like,
having fo do a book. If you're not inferested in it, you're not going to like the book." Lynn
reinforced the same idea, saying, “A lot of times the books | have lo read | don't want to, and this
way | got to choose something that | knew | would read.”

For students such as Jared and June who told me they did not enjoy reading, being
given the opportunity to participate in text selection seemed particulariy significant. Jared
commented, “That was good. | like that ‘cause I'm not a reader myself. | don't like reading, so



158

being able to choose made it a little more enjoyable,” and June explained, "/t was good fo
choose. We had to read To Kill
really have anything, no plot, nothing.”

a Mockingbird. It was boring, it just dragged on. It's dull, it didn’t

As the group novel study progressed, students' interest levels remained high. They

that she hadn't believed they could be so insightful without much input from her as the teacher.
The success of this small-group strategy seems to reinforce Patrick Dias's (1992) notion that
students can make their own meanings from texts when provided with an opporiunity to engage
with literature both independently and with their peers in class. Marie and | offered students
some background information on the writers and on the setting of the novels, provided them with
a strategy for addressing their particular topic of plot, theme, character and writing style, and
then left students alone to engage in individual reading and small-group discussions in class,

of view in literary texts affects our reading of the text, and she focused students' attention on the
different perspectives offered in the multicultural novels students had read.
In our personal interviews, students who chose to read The Road fo Memphis noted the

anyway. To Kill 3 Mockingbird was how the whites see the blacks . . . it was the same

fime zone. In To Kill a Mockingbird we just saw how they were treated, not how they feel

or anything. With Cassie in the other book, she really told us what was going on.

Farah commented,

The two books were prefty much on the same topic . . . they prefty much gave the same
amount of respect to blacks in the books. Usually they are talking about a black person,
but in The Road to Memphis they had a black person talking about what happened fo
their race, so | found that better and | liked it. Usually after | read a book like that it sticks
it my mind and every time something happens, I recall it and I'll just flash back in my
mind as | think. ‘Hey, | just read about that . . . so it really does change me.
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Through reading the two texts with narrators from different racial and cultural
backgrounds, and through classroom discussions on the importance of textual point of view,
Farah and Jared are beginning to see the limitations of a text such as To Kill a Mockingbird
which, while appearing to promote an anti-racist ideology, actually reinforces the position of
power invested in white middle-class Western values. Reading the two contrasting novels helped
these students to articulate and to challenge their own cultural values. As Gerald Graff (1992)
points out, “Contrast is fundamental to understanding, for no subject, idea, or text is an island. In
order to become intelligible ‘in itself,’ it needs to be seen in relation to other subjects, ideas, and

texts” (108).
Other students, in their discussions with me about the novel they had selected to read,

mentioned different literary texts their book brought to mind. Cathy told me:

| read The Honorable Prison, and it reminded me of The Endless Steppe that | read last
year. It's about a prison too, but set in Siberia. . . Also that story “The Non-
revolutionaries” we read in class, it’s also about people being prisoners in their homes,
and they were taken over by Communist governments. . . . There’s Iots of similarities

really.

And Brian said:

My novel was_Forbidden City. That story we read before, set in Korea, they were fighting
against their own people too, like Koreans against Koreans, and here it was Chinese

against Chinese. This novel kept making me think of that story.

Such comments reverberate with Bakhtin's (1984) notions of intertextuality, emphasizing
the fluid interwoven boundaries between one’s own words and the words of others. Students
begin to see how texts are constructed like mosaics out of the texts of others, opening up
potential for them to experience richness of language and the interconnections between literature
and living.

Overali, Marie and | are pleased with the success of the small-group novel studies.
Although students were only expected to read one of the four books offered to them, they had
the opportunity to hear about the other three novels from students’ bock talks and a number of
students have since borrowed one of the other books from Marie to read in their own time.



Research Journal Entry: Tuesday, June 30, 1994

As the school year comes to a close, Marie and | have been able to reflect on our efforts
to expand the literary canon in grade ten classes and to address issues of representation in
literary texts. Marie is encouraged by her students' responses to the new literature and
determined to continue introducing multicultural texts in subsequent classes. She acknowledges
that not all the selected texts were good choices and will reconsider some of her selections in the
future. She is uneasy about continuing with the film Cry Freedom because of its focus on the
struggles of a white family and has decided not to use Gerry Weiner's speech on multiculturalism
in future classes. Its didactic nature has tended to alienate students rather than helping them to
look at their own involvement in issues of race and ethnicity. She will look more closely at
translated texts to consider whether or not the translation interferes with the flow of the language.
She is determined not to teach To Kill a Mockingbird again as a class study but will perhaps
include it in students’ choice of novels. Marie considers that of all the literature taught this year,
Nadine Gordimer's story “Country Lovers” was the most successful in engaging students on a
personal level and in helping them to begin to consider how issues of race, gender, class,
ethnicity and politics are inextricably intertwined. In the recent end-of-year exam in which
students could choose to write on any text read this year, “Country Lovers" was the selection
most commonly chosen by grade ten students.

I believe that our efforts at canon expansion and our attemnpts to raise students’
consciousness about all kinds of discrimination met with mixed success in the particular grade
ten class in which | was a participant observer. A number of these students willingly participated
in this postcolonial pedagogy, coming to an increased understanding of the complexities of
racism and intolerance, and beginning to acknowledge their own complicity in the structures of
power. Others resisted becoming involved with the literature or with class discussions, revealing
their discomfort with plurality and diversity. Many students come to class with their own
ideologies firmly in place, and neither the power of literature nor the engagement of critical talk
within the classroom will affect them. We have to make room within our classrooms for these
responses, too. Jeff, for example, offered his own resistant reading of the texts in this class:

What we're doing now is not of my highest interest, so I'm not sure there's too much |

can contribute towards comments. . . . Short Stories, novels and such things like that, |

just don't have an interest in. Things such as poetry and philosophy are what I'm

interested in. . . . well, even then it depends on the subject of what I'm reading. . . all this

racial discrimination stuff, it doesn't interest me. I mean, | have a concern towards it,

but | don't need an English unit on it.



Such comments should nat, | believe, discourage other teachers from atternpting to
move beyond the traditional Western texts they have traditionally offered students in their
classes or to engage students in a new kind of critical pedagogy. They are simply a reminder that
in a classroom setting, however successful a particular text or a particular strategy might appear
to be with a majority of students, there wili always be a minority who resist a teacher’s attempt to
introduce new ideas and to challenge students’ existing ideological framework. . . .

The visual images of this grade ten English class engaged in reading and discussing
multicultural literature begin to fade as time goes by. It is now over two years since our
study in this particular class ended and the work continues, Other teachers in Marie’s
school and in other parts of her school district have expressed interest in the literature she
taught during the time of my research, and have sought her advice on teaching strategies
to use with the literature. Marie stresses the need to offer students choices of texts, to
allow them opportunities to engage with literary texts both personally and communally in
small group settings, and she cautions other teachers not to create a ‘new canon’ of school
texts that will simply replace the previous texts that were taught for so many years. She is
aware that it is not enough for teachers simply to present students with different literature
to read without making an effort to consider the importance of reading strategies that will
interrogate the ideology of the texts.

Marie and I continue to search for multicultural texts for adolescent readers, and
she is continually updating her selections. This past year her grade 10 students read the
first chapter of Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John, and Marie read them excerpts from Maya

Angelou’s / Know Where the Caged Bird Sings. She has included more poetry from the
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Chinese-Canadian anthology Many-Mouthed Birds, is widening her novel selections to
include such novels as Michael Anthony’s Green Days by the River and Sandra Cisneros’
The House on Mango Streer and is looking for Native Canadian texts to include in her

literary selections. Curriculum development such as this is never static but is an ongoing

fluid process that acknowledges the diverse voices of students and the power of literature

to engage hearts and minds.



CROSSING FICTIONAL BORDERLANDS:
OBASAN AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF PERSONAL IDENTITY

Spaces can be real or imagined, Spaces can tell stories and unfold histories.
Spaces can be interrupted, appropriated, and transformed through artistic and

literary practices.
bell hooks, 1992, 153,

If we are interested in the ways in which history is lived, how ir offers answers to
the questions as 1o who we are and where we came from, if we want 1o know how
we are produced as modern subjects, what narratives from the past enable us to
construct identities, how historical memories and the shadows and ghosts of
memories are internalised in our lives, then the ‘passions of identity politics' may

drive us to ask new questions of old and new sources, Siction may give us
necessary 1ools, the construction of new myths may be part of our work.
Catherine Hall, 1996, 66.

cultural diversity as pre-given cultural contents and customs and invokes well-intentioned
platitudes about prejudice and stereotype, I consider how any cultural system and statement is
constructed within a contradictory and ambivalent space that Homi Bhabha (1994) has
identified as a “Third Space” (36). Here there is a continual historical and philosophical tension
between political referents such as race, class and gender and the discourses within which these
categories are constructed.

In re-presenting my research study in Marie’s grade 11 advanced-placement class, I

consider how the tensions of this “Third Space” enable students to interrogate the referents of
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For many students in Canadian schools, painful tales of colonialism may seem mere
myths from the past, and uncomfortable stories of discrimination towards immigrants and
visible minorities may be dismissed as exaggerations or figments of over-sensitive imaginations,
Yet, for all students, remembrances of an imperial past may be vital if they are to help create a
more compassionate future, “Memory,” Catherine Hall (1996) suggests, “is an active process

which involves at one and the same time forgetting and remembering” (66). For both

but as Toni Morrison has shown in her novel Beloved, the past needs to be recovered through
what she calls ‘re-memory” if we are ever to come to terms with it and to embark on the
construction of a more positive future.

Linked with notions of memory, of reconstructing the past, are questions of cultural
identity. Hall (1996) suggests that questions such as ‘Who are we?’ “Where do we come
from?” ‘Which “we” are we talking about when we talk about “we’” have a particular salience
in the contemporary classroom as students see themselves living in a shifting world with the
break-up of old empires, the creation of new nations and the movement of an unprecedented
number of people across national and international boundaries (66).

Questions of roots and origins open up possibilities for teachers to explore with their
students the complex and constructed nature of identity, to encourage students to see how
knowledge is produced through language, and constantly being “re-written, re-cited and re-
sited” (Chambers 1994, 33). Identity in this view is not a static term, but a gendered, racialized

and historical construct that is constantly being formed and re-iormed in a cultural journey
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(26).

In Marie’s grade 11 class, such questions of identities were explored through reading
multicultural literary texts which encouraged students to enter into dialogue with stories that
intersected with their own, This cultural remapping opened up spaces for them to interrogate
and to rethink the relationship between the powerful and the powerless and between
themselves and others. These "pedagogical borderlands," Giroux (1992a) suggests, encourage
a decentred perspective which allows students' own voices and experiences to intermingle with
"particular histories that will not fit into the master narrative of a monolithic culture” (209).
appendix), including short stories by V.S. Naipaul, Nadine Gordimer and Abioseh Nicole, and
poems by Michael Ondaatje and Atakwei Okai. It was Joy Kogawa’s novel Obasan, however,
that seemed to provide these students with the most powerful opportunity to engage in a
critical reflection of their own identities. Students were asked to read Qbasan during the
summer, and then the novel was re-read and discussed in class in conjunction with a number of
Kogawa’s poems dealing with the same historical period in her life,

In its exploration of a denied past, Kogawa's novel challenges its readers to come to

terms with the blacked-out, repressed areas of national identity. Kogawa, born in Vancouver in
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World War Two, she was evacuated with her family to Slocan, British Columbia, and later to
Coaldale, Alberta. Her political activity within and for the Japanese-Canadian community
permeates and informs her fiction and her poetry. She has become a voice for the Japanese-
Canadian community, a role she has taken on with some ambivalence. For Kogawa, being a
"hyphenated Canadian"” has meant exclusion and loss. " Almost all of my life I would have done
anything to be white. I wanted it so desperately.” Through her writing, she seeks a new sense
of reconciliation with her past:

~What is healing for a community is more than just a solution of a political kind.

What heals is a process of empowerment; the process that heals is one where

there is a striving for and an attainment of mutuality (Hutcheon and Richmond

1990, 98),

In her novel Obasan (1983), Kogawa's childhood experiences are transformed and re-
viewed through the eyes of the young child narrator, Naomi, seeking to rediscover the silenced
stories of her family. These stories, replayed and reawakened in the memories of the old and in
the letters of the dead, are, like the cultural stories of all human beings, fragmentary, complex
and contradictory:

All our ordinary stories are changed in time, altered as much by the present as

the present is shaped by the past. Potent and pervasive as a prairie dust storm,

memories and dreams seep and mingle through cracks, settling on furniture and

into upholstery. Our attics and living-rooms encroach on each other, deep into

their invisible places (25).

For Marie’s high school students who read the novel, the stories in Qbasan began to

intermingle and weave through their own cultural histories and experiences. For some of these
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readers, the newly-recognized narratives broke through barriers erected around familiar and
safe fictions of the past, transforming and enriching them with new thoughts and experiences,
and opening up spaces for exploration, For others, who were perhaps less open to new ideas or
more resistant to having their fictionalized worlds redefined, these new cultural stories were
heard but not immediately recognized or acknowledged.

The complex individual experiences of each reader and text in the class were further
complicated by the social context in which such textual encounters took place. As Britzman
(1993) reminds us, "Classrooms are not hermetically sealed worlds." The larger school
conditions "fashion the borders of interpretation and meaning" (190). She elaborates:

[Al]ddressing the controversies of our time means coincidentally a return to the

contentions and deep investments of identity. "Selves" are neither made nor

changed in isolation; the cost of identity entails reformulating the self with
imperatives that, even while resisting the various forms of oppression, may still
contradictorily veil and coincidentally assert how culture is lived as a relation of
domination and subordination. The point is that sociality is governed by

relations of power, and relations of power regulate the self A central dilemma,

then, of the slippery and shifting meanings of equity and difference concerns

how individual and collective perspectives on these terms become implicated in

larger discourses of social regulation (190).

For many students in contemporary Canadian classrooms, the national fiction
of Canada as a humane, non-racist, multicultural nation has permeated the construction
of their own personal identities. Yet, this fabulation is one not shared by all Canadians.

For many Canadians of colour, for example, living in Canada has meant living with

racism and with experiences of exclusion.



Reading Obasan encouraged Bob, a Caucasian student with a German and Ukrainian
heritage, to interrogate his previous vision of Canada as the home of equality and fairness. In a
personal interview with me which followed his reading of the novel, he explained:

Obasan triggers the same feelings and emotions of anger and sadness | Jelt
when viewing the play The Diary of Ame Frank. However, it also induces an
immense feeling of shock. We are not educated about this type of treaiment
which the Canadian country inflicted on our people. I call them "onr” people,
referring to the Japanese-Canadians, simply because they are in fact
Canadians with a Japanese background, as I have Ukrainian and German
backgrounds. After reading Qbasan I am very perplexed about how a so-
called "peace-keeping” conntry such as Canada could get away with such a
thing. Was I one of many who was not aware of such horrific details, or do
most know and not care? Stories such as this of any injustice handed down hy
my race, country or ancestry make me ashamed. 1 should not feel this way. . . .
The author is trying to illustrate prejudice in a touching realistic sitvation by
drawing the reader in fo the actual life story of a victim. People as good as
you or I are misireated not hecause they do wrong things but because they
simply look different.

Bob's reflections on his reading illuminate the contradictory and fragile national and
personal identities he has constructed from his previous history. Having apparently experienced
country" as a haven of tolerance and freedom. The voices of oppression and marginality he
recognized in his reading of Ohasan forced him to interrogate his previous assumptions, Bob's
reading of this text and the subsequent classroom discussions have opened up possibilities for a
new understanding of his own implications in the nation's history of forced exclusions:

When | first began reading the book, I thought it was really havd 1o get through a lot
of it. It seemed like there was a lot of information in it and stuff like tha, that didn't
really concern me much with the whole story, but when it came closer to the end,
probably the last third of the book, everything came together and I was really
impressed by how everything made sense . . . . I felt even more strongly about the book
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after we had discussed it in class. 1 didn't know half of what they had in there about
what happened in World War Two with the Japanese and everything in Canada. [ was
really shocked to think that actually happened in Canada. T knew th some were
relocated and stuff but I had no idea of all that poverty they were put into and all the
hardships.

Whereas Bob responded primarily to the descriptions of injustice in the novel, other
students in the same class engaged more with Kogawa's evocative and poetic prose which
drew them into the experiences of her fictional characters. Brenda, a white middle-class student
with a strong Christian beliefs, was captivated by the metaphoric style of Kogawa's writing,

1 really loved Qbasan. Some people find that books have 1o be really exciting

Jor them, whereas the book that seems to have the lec- . happening in it is the

most exciling for me. I reaily enjoyed the style of writing itself: I don't think

I've ever read a book so well written, | really liked the imagery and how

Naomi said that her mother's leaving lefi a void in her life and that void

solidified and became a wall of silence - You could see it all happening in

Your mind. [ really enjoy books like that, that can keep me going up in my
mind, rather than, you know, lots of action,

Brenda explained that reading about Naomi's experiences of disempowerment in the novel and

efforts to overcome the enforced silencing of her family's history have led her to interrogate

Christian values of compassion and fairess that she had believed were shared by most

society and challenged her to explore the tension in knowledge created by a politics of

remembrance:

Growing up, you slowly realize the world isn't perfect and that things do
happen, but I think we can grow from this - like when you have people v:riting
books and saying, “Hey, this really happened,” it makes you try and sit back
and think, “Well, what can we do 1o change this from happening in the
Juture?” - and that's good: it's the way we learn and it helps a great deal,



A number of students in this class had already been forced to recognize social

conditions of inequality. Deanna, a quiet thoughtful student with a mixed race heritage in the

same grade eleven class, explained that she has personally encountered prejudice and racism

within this inner-city school. Her reading of Obasan provided a wider context for her

understanding of the uneven conditions of power and authority:

While reading Joy Kogawa's words, 1 felt anger, shock, pity, sadness, disgust
and admiration towards the situations and characters in the novel, I was both
shocked and angry when I read how the Japanese-Canadians were forced off
their own property, and their belongings as well as their livelihood given to
the white race. ] couldn't help but feel shame towards my country for claiming
to be a multicultural democracy but underneath it was full of racial bigorry . .
.. [ thiztk that everyone in the world would like fo be strong and resilient like
Obasan, but it is a very difficult task 1o accomplish especially when your own
pain is crying oul for attention.

Deanna's reading of Obasan helped her to look more closely at the social and political

production of equity and difference in Canada;

It made me think about Canada - they put the label that it's multicultural on it,
to make it look all nice and friendly, but [ think that everyone still considers it
mostly British and French. Fveryone in my generation thinks if's more
multicultural than say the older generation. Like, we've got used to the fact
that it's a country that's meant for different races. But the older generation
didn't get that into their head. A lot of those people still think, “Oh, no!
Canada is just British and French; that's what it is.”

For Deanna, reading Obasan opened up a world of new experiences and understandings which

seemed to resonate with her own experiences of racism and simultaneously allowed her to gain

insights into the problematic fictions she had constructed about national identity.



Other readers in this grade 11 class responded in different ways. A myth about
classroom learning is that rationality leads to sensitivity and that learning is an orderly
progression from ignorance to knowledge. This enlightenment view is subverted by the
complex and contradictory realities of classroom life. As Marie found, teachers need to
structure classroom discourse to make space for what Britzman (1992) terms "the unleashing
of releasing their pain and anger as the voices in the text connect with their own experiences.

For Myka, a first-generation Canadian whose parents moved to Canada from China,
reading Obasan awakened painful family memories of war and destruction at the hands of
Japanese soldiers. In his written response to Kogawa’s book, he explained:

1 felt infuriated reading this novel. The internment of the Japanese-Canadians

is nothing compared to what they did in China. They killed fifteen million

people there. I would have been born in China instead of in Canada if they

weren't there. I am not a racist, 1 just feel very bitter. That Aunt Emily in the

novel really ticks me off. She shows Naomi all those documents about the

"mistreatments." If she only knew about what her own race had done!

In a subsequent interview with me, Myka expressed similar sentiments:

1 feel sick over this incident with the Japanese Internment . . . . It's nothing o

what they were doing in Asia and to other island countries, and I'm sick that

this is getting more attention than those earlier incidents. . . . I won't talk

about this in class though. It would be really hard io say what I felt, because

other people might interprel my feelings as racist.

Myka's responses, disturbing as they are in their manifestations of hate and bitterness, revealed

a need to engage with issues of race and inequality prompted by his reading of Obasan. Marie
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discovered that her attempts to initiate a postcolonial pedagogy raised issues not previously
reading strategies, that is structured to allow students to confront the ideologies of their own
histories, needs to make room for such di sturbing responses. As Stuart Hall (1991) suggests,
when we teach about race, class and gender, we create an atmosphere which allows people to
say unpopular things:

What I am talking about here are the problems of handling the racist timebomb and

doing so adequately so that we connect with our students’ experiences and can
therefore be sure of defusing it. That experience has to surface in the classroom even if

it is pretty horrendous to hear; better to hear it than not because what you don’t hear
you can’t engage with (58-59).

Through whole class and small group discussions of Qbasan and of Kogawa’s poetry,
and through personal writing opportunities, Marie continued to engage students in this grade
I'l class in debates about issues of power and discrimination based on race, class, religion and
gender, about war and colonization and a need to confront such memories in order to ensure
they are not reinscribed in future histories. Myka remained silent in class but he confronted me
in the schoolground two months after our initial talk to request another interview.

This time he explained:

Qbasan got under my skin. 1 grew up with this hatred towards the Japanese,

and I only wanted to hate them. You need an enemy sometimes fo get through

difficult times. After reading that novel and listening to what people had to say

in class, I decided to read Kogawa's next novel Iisuka, It wasn't the same kina

of fiction - it was a different book - more factual - so then I went to the library

1o gel out other stuff to find out how true this was about the struggle the

Japanese people had to get retribution. I feel a bit less bitter now. 1 realize it
was the military, not the individual people who did those atrocities, but I do
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think it would be really worthwhile if the Chinese conld get some retribution

Jirom the Japanese. 1 know that probably won't ever happen.

Myka's reading of Kogawa's books opened up gaps in his previous constructions of
knowledge, language and identity that he brought with him into the classroom. What he

inherited, as culture, as history, as language and tradition could not simply be erased from the

other stories, other voices that placed him into an ambiguous space in which differences were
permitted a hearing. Chambers (1994) explains the potential of such encounters:

If; as Benjamin, Wittgenstein and Heidegger insisted, we dwell in language, and

its limits are the limits of our world, then to meet others within its fabric is to

stretch it, double it, interrogate and remake it. It leads to a highly charged

practice when we encounter diverse worlds, histories, cultures and experiences

within an apparent communality. It is a meeting, a putting yourself on the line,

that is invariably accompanied by uncertainty and fear, For it involves an

encounter with a previous sense of self, of one's reason and certitude (30).

For Myka, this entertaining of another sense of community appeared to weaken his ideas of the
absolutism of his own cultural and national identity and encouraged him to move forward into
a new zone which was open and full of gaps, irreducible to a single centre or point of view.
The fragmentation of a homogenous and transcendental sense of our own identity and
of the “other” shatters any reassuring fixed scheme of location and identity. Metaphors of
migrancy and exile are replacing nc}timjs of a “metropolitan centre” of the West, with the rest

of world “out there.” The figure of the traveller implies mobility and motion in both a
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and understand a variety of disguises, masks and rhetorics" (Said 1991, 18). Abandoning fixed
positions and ideologies of mastery "makes it possible to traverse different intellectual domains
and explore a plurality of subject positions" (Behdad 1993, 43).

A postcolonial pedagogy that introduces students to new interrogatory reading
strategies can enable individuals to break through the barriers enclosing the narrow confines of
familiar territory within which they have created their own myths of national and personal
identity. As students leave the confinement of their initial homes they become migrants,
crossing borders of thought and experience with a new restless interrogation that can undo the
terms of reference of their earlier existence. What makes this transformation possible is the
shared medium of language.

Texts such as Obasan have the power to enable student readers to participate in
conversations relating to conditions of knowledge, identity and social relations. Classroom
practice and discourse that are structured to make spaces for such engagements with texts, that
address the ongoing, conflicting nature of social differences and attempt to deconstruct
repressive ideologies of the past, have the potential to engage students in cultural remapping,

In this particular class, reading Obasan in the social context of the classroom allowed
students such as Bob, Brenda and Deanna to move towards new understandings of the fragility
of identity as it travels through new landscapes intersected by a variety of languages and
experiences. For some students who actively resist the voices in the text and refuse to engage
in the ensuing classroom dialogue, discussions of race, class and gender may have the effect of

silencing their voices rather than encouraging them to be heard, and there may not appear to be
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any new understandings. However, as my story of Myka suggests, creating new spaces for
students to recognize the multilayered and contradictory ideologies that construct their own
identities and to question differences within and between various groups may have surprising

results,
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LOCALITIES OF THE EVERYDAY: PEDAGOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

Beyond the edges of the map we enter the localities of the vibrant everyday world and
the disturbance of complexity.

While the wholesale re-envisioning of society remains incomplete, few of us have any
trouble envisioning the work that awaits us as scholars and educators, The picture is
dannting and exciting. If is not necessary to dream to encounter scholars and feachers
excited by new possibilities for understanding, driven by curiosity, eager to read the
lost texts and the new ones, eager to branch out of their specializations and fo devise
Jorms of collaborative work that are accountable 1o heterageneity and multiplicity.
Mary Louise Pratt, 1996, 19,
For many well-intentioned English teachers who applaud the idea of a postcolonial
literary education for their students, the day-to-day constraints of'teaching soon dampen their

enthusiasm. As Susan, a young English teacher in a multi-ethnic American school, quickly

discovered, the trivia of teaching can easily overwhelm good intentions: “I began teaching. The

names, assigning reading, checking homework, and keeping things semi-orderly” (Mizell et al.
1993, 30).

Arthur Applebee (1993), in his studies of literature teaching in American junior and
senior high schools, found that teachers were confused about how to g0 about re-inventing
their curriculum. He explains:

What is lacking is a well-articulated overall theory of the teaching and learning of
literature, one that will give a degree of order and coherence to the daily decisions that



teachers make about what and how to teach. Such a theory is needed to place the

various critical traditions into perspective, highlighting the ways in which they can

usefully complement one another in the classroom, as well as the ways in which they

are contradictory (202).

Teachers, he suggests, want answers to such basic questions as “What text should we choose?”
“How should we decide what questions to ask about a literary work?”” and “How should a
student’s response be followed up?” and they want their questions revisited within a more
comprehensive theoretical framework (202),

Bruce Goebel and James Hall (1995) make a similar argument about the need for
teachers to understand pedagogical approaches that will help them to initiate curricular
changes:

[T]heorists of culture and democracy have succeeded in identifying and articulating

much of the problematics regarding race, gender and social class, but they have failed

to create a corresponding pedagogical technology - largely because they have failed to
account for the social dynamics of real classrooms. Recent pedagogical specialists,
from writing process advocates to reader-response theorists, have concretely outlined
practical classroom methods but have failed to adequately connect them to
contemporary debates regarding the relationship among a literary education, cultural

diversity and democracy (xiv).

What is needed perhaps, in order to understand the complex interactions among
students, teachers, texts and theories are studies and writing that acknowledge the links

between theory, interpretation and the art of teaching and also accept that classrooms are

messy places, lacking the ‘utopian tidiness’ that characterizes much writing about teaching.

terms with some of this messiness of teaching, accepting that when we initiate a pedagogy that
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In reflecting on our collaborative research study, Marie and I attempted to come to
terms with some of this messiness of teaching, accepting that when we initiate a pedagogy that
seeks to legitimize multiple traditions of knowledge and to affirm the voices of the
marginalized, that challenges outdated notions of curriculum practice with respect to race,
class, culture and gender, there will be countless new challenges for both teachers and students
to face. In addition, the demands of a skills-based curriculum are very much in evidence in
schools, with administiators and parents wanting teachers to be accountable for their students’
academic achievements. For many English teachers, meeting all of these demands may seem
daunting at best and often overwhelming.

In August, 1994, when I interviewed Marie about her efforts to introduce new
literature into her classes and to initiate a postcolonial pedagogy. she was very positive about
the work:

It was a really good experience. It rejuvenated me. The idea of trying new things was

wonderful. I'm very keen to get back into it again. Last year I was just feeling my way

all the time, thinking, “[s this going to work?” This year I have much more confidence
going in with it. I will be able to spend more time looking at the literature and how to
teach it and I think it will be dne.
When I asked Marie if she thought her students had benefitted from reading the international
literature, she explained that their reactions were generally positive, that they were pleased to
see the literature, and interested in literature by people around the world.

I discussed with Marie comments that her students had made in our interviews. Some

students in grade 11 told me they were shocked to find that they were implicated in some kind
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society itself was a participant in this. Marie felt that it was time for students to understand their
own histories:

I think that's important for them to know- that yes, we have been participants in this
ugliness. I think that's what they saw. It's one of our twentieth century shames. I think
we all need to know that. Not that we want them just to feel anger and despair at
what's happened either but we need to get involved, not just read the Hollywood
version of stories and believe those.

When I asked Marie if she had noticed any differences between the responses of her Caucasian
students and her minority students to the new literary texts, she responded;

I think the immigrant or international students engaged much more with the literature.
They gained more comfort from it perhaps than my Caucasian students did. Although
that's certainly not true with everyone. 1 think at the grade 12 level there was a more
even response to it than at the grade 10 and 11, and maybe that's just maturity, but I
think that the immigrant students engage.d more quickly with the literature, they
appreciated it more, were happy to see it, and with the numbers of immigrant and
minority students we have, who've been shuffled aside so long, it's time they were given
some consideration.

I was interested in knowing whether Marie would teach the same literature if she were teaching
at a different school with predominantly Caucasian students, accepting the fact that some of
them might be resistant to reading postcolonial texts. Marie was quite emphatic in her

response:

I would, even if there were some discomfort with it, Idon't think that's a bad thing

- either. Some of our students said they felt shame and embarrassment at some of the
situations, and that they had been part of this. I think that's good to feel that
discomfort, that they can really see how they can make a difference. I think they need
to know the world is much bigger than Alberta, and the world is much bigger than
Canada or America, znd that good literature comes from other places. I think that's
really important. I know some students didn’t like the literature being called “anti-
racist.” I think next year, [ won’t label it ‘anti-racist’ literature. I’ll just call it
international literature. Or maybe I won’t label it at all. We love our labels and maybe
that was a problem for some students.
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international literature. Or maybe I won’t label it at all. We love our labels and maybe
that was a problem for some students.

When I asked Marie if she could identify some of the hurdles and problems she had
encountered during the year in trying to expand the canon, she responded:

I'think the hardest part of it was that I wasn't well enough planned. I found that [ was
doing a lot of things the night before, and I hadn't thought it through enough. There's
no way round that when you're doing something new. It was a really good experience,
but it was also a tense experience, thinking, “Have I got enough done?” “Is this right?”
Now that I've got some good reactions to this, it will be an easier year from that point
of view and perhaps a better year, That was probably the most difficult. I could have
used more time.

She also explained that not everything she had attempted had been successful:

I think I tried to teach too many short stories, too much literature. I think what [
needed to do was give the kids more time to think about it. When | look at the number
of stories that we've gone through and the amount of literature we've actually been
studying, I see questions and concerns that still need to be addressed. With different
classes it's different. I found with my grade 11 Advanced Placement class, I could take
a lot longer to look at a story than I could with my 10's because of their interest level. |
think I wasn't aware of how weak some of my 10's were to start with. [ need to take
that into account too when I decide on the amount I can ask them to do and the
amount [ ask them to read. I’ll definitely use the novels again, I think that was a
success story for sure. Offering choice was a winner - that came through time and time
again. I didn’t do as well with the poetry selections. I need to look for more poetry for
next year.

Marie also expressed a concern about the quality of the translation of some of the selected
literature;

[ do think the quality of the literature is very important. I'm thinking back to the

Chinese story “Love Must Not Be Forgotten” that was so difficult to read aloud. It
didn't work as well because it didn’t read as well. Not one student chose to write on
that text in the exam. I wouldn't teach that this year, although I enjoyed the story. It
didn't seem as appropriate for the grade 10's and I do think it was a poor translation.
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[ was curious about Marie’s reaction to other teachers asking for copies of the new
literature and for her teaching notes. Marie explained that she was happy to share any of the
texts but she had reservations about other teachers simply trying to duplicate her teaching
without any personal commitment or theoretical framework for teaching the literature:

Now that I've got some of the work done, I can hand it on to them and it would then
be a lot easier for them and, in fact, that's what has been happening this year already.
But I do think it’s important to do the selecting yourself too, because that's part of the
process of learning what's happening with the literature, and what's happening with
your kids when you teach it. I have some hesitation in just handing it over because |
don't know if there's ownership on the teacher's part. On the other hand, I'd like o have
the literature taught. I know that there are people who just take it wholesale - take it
down and photocopy it, but they would do that with anything. The situation is more
complicated, however, than just teaching the literature. I’ll have to think more about
this.

In our subsequent conversation we discussed the difficulties many teachers have in
moving away from considering themselves as the ‘expert reader’ in the classroom. Marie
agreed that it would be more difficult for such teachers to introduce multicultural literature to
their students. Marie’s own teaching philosophy enabled her to create a dialogic classroom in
which she and her students formed a community of readers and learners:

I guess I don't think I'm the expert reader. If I thought I were an expert I wouldn't
value my students as much or respect how they're coming to the literature. Some of
them see so much more than I do and I'm happy to acknowledge that - that's what
makes it really interesting for me. It can be more of a dialogue then rather than a
teaching of the literature and I would far rather have a dialogue with my students about
the literature than think I can hold the answers. That's just something that doesn't
interest me. I certainly know I'm the more experienced reader, and it would not be
truthful if I said anything different, but I don't see myself as the expert and my students
don't either. At times I know it's frustrating on their part, when they ask a question and
I say, "I don't understand this,” or, “I don't know this; let's look at this again." They
look at me askance, but I don't think that lasts for long either. I think the more secure
they feel in their own interpretation, the better readers they will become. If they're just
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going to sit baci. and wait till someone tells them what the literature is about they're not
going to engage. That doesn't interest me.

In our discussion on reading strategies, Marie emphasized the importance of allowing
students to read and to discuss the literature in small groups with their peers. I explained that in
my interviews with students, it was predominantly minority students who commented on the
value of small-group discussions, but Marie felt that they were valuable for all students:

Yes, it’s important but not just for my international students either. I think Caucasian
students as well. In fact it's only been my Caucasian students who've ever refused to do
presentations or speak out in class, and I think that's really interesting. I know the
international students are really appreciative of small groups and hate to speak out
publicly, but I think it's important for all students to have that small group interaction
right from the beginning through to the end.

She stressed that groups need to be well-designed so that everyone has the opportunity to
participate:

Sometimes the Caucasian students need to be separate from the international students,
Just because the international students will speak more freely, particularly if they’re all
Chinese in one group for example. But I think it’s important to spread them around
#00, 50 that they can share their feeling one-on-one or one-on-three or whatever, so we
need to design our groups with that in mind.

expressed concerns about community approval of their selected literature. I was interested to
know whether Marie had received any feedback from parents or from other members of the
community about the international texts she had been teaching. She explained:
I didn't feel pressure, but I certainly had interest. Parents who came to the parent-
teacher interviews in November talked about some of the literature and I was really

pleased to see that. They mentioned some of the short stories, particularly in grade 10.
The Japanese story "Swaddling Clothes" was one of the texts parents had read and
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were really interested in talking about. So, if anything, there was interest and support.

Some parents said it was really good to see that their children didn't have to read the

same stories they had had to read in school.

Marie explained that what had made the changes feasible for her was the support she
had received from her department head and the assistance that I had been able to offer both in
text selection and during the teaching of the literature.

I couldn't have done it unless you had been doing all that work every day. First of all I

wouldn't have known where to go for the literature and I wouldn't have had the

resources you found for me. For example, the anthology Muiticultural Perspectives
was such a wonderful find.

Bearing in mind that not all teachers would be able to develop a similar collaborative
relationship with a researcher, I asked Marie what kinds of support systems might enable other
teachers to embark on making canonical changes in their literature teaching and to initiate a
form of postcolonial pedagogy. Marie explained that she felt it was necessary for teachers to be
enthusiastic about making changes in their literary selections and to see a need to move beyond
traditional forms of teaching strategies that supported reading Western canonical texts to the
exclusion of non-Western and minority literature. In addition, she pointed to the need for

university courses and teacher education courses to support changes and for additional

teaching resources:

When I think back to when I first taught English, I remember that Canadian literature
wasn't taught very much either until there were university courses for support and there
were anthologies with Canadian literature in them and with some background support
for teaching it. I think of the anthologies we still use at the grade 12 level, like Story
and Structure. There's nothing in there for teaching :nternational literature. Until we
have different anthologies, it will be too difficult, there's no question.
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Reflecting on Dasenbrock’s (1992) theory that teachers can approach unfamiliar
multicultural texts as “a scene of learning” without any background material or knowledge, I
was interested in Marie’s perceptions about this issue. Although she considered that much of
the literature seemed to stand alone quite well, Marie conceded that she felt more comfortable
introducing a text to students when she had some contextual information about the writer or
about the setting:

As teachers, we don't even know about these authors. We just don't. I would not have

known about them at all if you hadn't been there giving them to me, saying “Try this.”

“This might work.” I like to have the background knowledge for myself. Not that I feel

I always have to give it to my students but I do like to have it. I think it has to come.

When I see a newer literary anthology such as Literary Experiences, it's certainly

predominantly North American and British, but it has some international selections and

I think that's a starting point for new anthologies. I think publishers are aware that

teachers need more variety- it's starting to happen. But certainly more needs to be

done.

Marie admitted that with current cutbacks in school resource budgets, it might be
difficult for teachers to gain access to new materials. She was optimistic, however, that as more
teachers returned to university and discovered international literature for themselves and
encountered new reading and teaching strategies that acknowledged the diversity of students in
classrooms, the situation in schools might begin to change.

Almost two years have passed since this interview with Marie about our study. She
remains enthusiastic about the work of canon expansion in her school, and is constantly seeking

new literature and new ways of acknowledging the cultural diversity of her students. As

Marie’s interest and involvement in a postcolonial pedagogy has deepened, she has gained an
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increased awareness of the complexities of curriculum reform and the need to look beyond text
selection to the more intricate issues implicit in creating spaces for the multiplicity of voices
waiting to be heard in our classrooms.

In our most recent discussion, Marie echoed the words she spoke in our previous
interview: “The situation is more complicated than just teaching the texts.” Although
increasingly convinced of the value of introducing international literature to her students, she
expressed her concems about the impact, if any, that reading postcolonial literature has on
students’ view of the world and on how they live in the world. This is a crucial question with
particular relevance for this kind of research. In our discussion, Marie wondered whether
increasing incidents of racially-motivated violence in her school could be addressed in any
positive way by introducing students to multicultural literature and challenging them to
interrogate the discourses of race, class and gender that inform the texts and curriculum
practice. These are vital questions for the future, Does literature taught in school have any
transformative power in the world outside the text? Can a postcolonial pedagogy effect
changes in a student’s consciousness or merely raise students’ awareness of the inequalities of
power structures in the world?

Maxine Greene (1995) suggests that if we are appreciative of storytelling as a mode of
knowing and of the connection between narrative and the ambivalent shaping of identity then
we should believe that literary engagement can help us to make connections with our own lives

and experiences:
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[TIhis awareness of the significance of story, and of understanding rather than mere
conceptualization, seems to have led a number of educators and others to inquiries in
which the perspectives of the human sciences are deepened and expanded by
imaginative literature. I have recalled, for example, how we may read about the history,
demographics, and economics of slavery in this country, but we may also read Toni
Morrison’s Beloved, and in the course of achieving it as meaningful, find ourselves
possessing a new perspective of slavery, perhaps also a stunned outrage, perhaps also
more about our own lives and experiences of loss even as we perceive more about the
world of slavery once we are enabled to lock at it through our own lived situations.
Literature does not replace historical description, but engagement with it does tap all
sort of circuits in reader consciousness until it is possible to see slavery in relation to
such ongoing contemporary violations as child abuse. We begin moving beyond
immediacies and general categories, as reflective practitioners are bound to do when
they try to make sense. We see; we hear; we make connections. We participate in some
dimensions that we could not know if our imagination were not aroused. . . . Having
accepted “unreality,” we can turn them back to the variegated social realities we share
and, perhaps, find them enhanced, expanded, corrigible” (186-1 87).

Will any of Marie’s students experience a “stunned outrage” about racist behaviour
after imaginatively sharing the experiences of Cassie and her brothers in 7%e Road 1o Memphis,
or of Lena in Nadine Gordimer’s “Happy Event™ Will this changed consciousness enable them

to find their social reality “enhanced, expanded, corrigible™? These are among the many

unanswered questions of my study.



187

REVISIONING THE JOURNEY OF POSTCOLONIAL PEDAGOGY
Travel, in both its metaphorical and physical reaches, can no longer be considered as
something that confirms the premises of our initial departure, and thus concludes in a
confirmation, a domestication of the difference and the detour, a homecoming. It is
caught up in a wider itinerary which poses the perspective of an interminable
movement, and with il questions connected to a lack of being placed, to the proposal

of perpetual displacement.
Iain Chambers, 1994a, 246.

Artis away into other realities, other personalities. When [ let myself be affected by a
book, 1 let into myself new customs and new desires. The book does not reproduce me,
it re-defines me, pushes at my boundaries, shatters the palings that guard my heart.
Strong texis work along the borders of our minds and alter what already exists.
Jeanette Winterson, 1995, 26.

A journey may be considered as a metaphor for narrative, as a process of development,
growth and change and a physical movement which usually involves a leaving and a return. The
quest motif in many traditional Western narratives sees travellers leaving home on a journey of
self-discovery, encountering obstacles along the way, learning from their experiences and
returning home having gained wisdom and maturity. In a postcolonial, poststructuralist
narrative, travel is less linear, more fragmented. As Chambers (1994a) suggests, “the journey

outwards towards other worlds today reveals an uncertain journey inwards: an expedition that

exposes tears in the maps and a stammer in the languages we in the West have been
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accustomed t employ” (245). Like the narrative of this dissertation, a postmodern journey is
winding and heterogeneous with hybrid elements interrupting the passage. Travellers’ hopes of
eventual arrival and homecoming are disrupted and subject to perpetual displacement. Utopian
dreams of the pleasures of travel are replaced by the ambiguities of exile, of migrancy and of
diasporic identities. Chambers (1994a) explains:
To think, to write, to be, is no longer for some of us simply to follow on the tracks of
those who initially expanded and explained our world as they established the frontiers
of Europe, of Empire, and of manhood, where the knots of gendered, sexual and ethnic
identity were sometimes loosened, but more usually tightened. Nor is it surely to echo
the mimicries of ethnic absolutisms secured in the rigid nexus of tradition and
community, whether in nominating our own or others’ identities. It is rather to abandon
such places, such centres for the migrant’s tale, the nomad’s story. It is to abandon the
fixed geometry of sites and roots for the unstable calculations of transit (246).
Travellers on this postmodern journey depart with their own baggage in hand, with
differing senses of place, of language, of culture and history. As they travel they begin to
understand that culture, rather than being a “stronghold of separate traditions, autonomous
histories, self-contained cultures and fixed identities,” is fluid and flexible, capable of
transformation and translation (Chambers, 1994a, 247). As such travellers engage in dialogue
with other voices, both textual and personal, they begin to acknowledge the transforming
potential of hybridity, recognizing the place of others in the world and reconsidering the
existing languages of culture, identity and power that have served as divisions in the world.
Such a decentring of knowledge, language and identity reinforces Salman Rushdie’s claim that

“we are increasingly becoming a world of migrants, made up of bits and fragments from here,

there. We are here. And we have never left anywhere we have been” (in Burton, 1992, 122).
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countries before settling here. I have spoken different languages and different dialects of
English, been part of different cultures and traditions. All my experiences have contributed to
always been accepted as a Canadian, have experienced no sense of rejection because of my
background. Others, predominantly visible minorities in Canada, have been less fortunate,
Today, as I write this, I read of the experiences of Canadian Jan Wong, Globe and Mail staff
writer and author of the memoir Red China Blues, who recently returned to Canada from
reporting on the Atlanta Olympics only to find herself detained for hours in immigration at
Toronto’s Pearson Airport. No-one would admit why she had been selected for interrogation,
nor could anyone find any problems with her Canadian passport. Wong comments:
We are a nation of immigrants, but not all our ancestors had white skin. My family has
been here for 111 years. Family lore has it that my maternal grandfather, who helped to
build the railway that linked our country together, was the 10th Chinese to become a
Canadian citizen back around 1898. How long does it take to become a full-blooded
Canadian? Two hundred years? Three hundred years? (Globe and Mail, 1996, D1). ;
Such apparent discrimination, which continues to be rampant in our society and in our
schools, emphasizes the importance of moving away from ideas of the universality and fixity of
meanings towards an acceptance of the values of migrancy and heterogeneous identities, and
an openness to different ways of being and knowing. My research study has explored ways to
promote such openness through a postcolonial pedagogy which attempts simultaneously to

offer students opportunities to engage with multicultural texts which resonate with their own
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cross-cultural backgrounds and experiences and to create possibilities for interrogating and
deconstructing representations of self, place and others in literary texts.

I'set out on this research journey with three primgry questions in mind: to consider
both the positive and negative values for students from diverse cultural backgrounds of reading
multicultural texts in school, to look at the potential of a postcolonial pedagogy for
deconstructing misrepresentations of the “other” in both canonized and newer international
literature, and to question the challenges and difficulties faced by a high school teacher
attempting to initiate such a pedagogy in a multi-ethnic high school. Other questions emerged
throughout the journey as I considered issues of text selection, (Smagorinsky 1995, Greenlaw
1994, Pawluk 1994) pondered dilemmas arising from efforts to translate theory into practice in
the classroom (Wolff 1996, Naidoo 1992, Spears—Buﬁton 1990) and debated questions of .
textuality, representation, translation and border crossing arising from my own research. As I
attempt to grapple with all these issues, I acknowledge immediately that my study is able at
best to offer only partial insight into a number of these questions, and in some cases simply to
raise further questions for future studies.

In my collaborative study with Marie Pawluk, we discovered that minority students can
gain particular benefits from reading multicultural literature in school. The responses of
minority students in all three grades of Marie’s school to reading international texts that
affirmed their voices in the classroom were overwhelmingly positive. Such texts did not need to
be set in the particular cultural milieu of individual students in order to connect them with their

own histories, traditions and experiences. Nina, a Native Canadian student in Marie’s grade



twelve class, spoke eloquently of the power of Nadine Gordimer’s South Aftican story

life. She commented too that the islanders’ fear of difference in the Marquez story, “A Very
Old Man with Enormous Wings,” which led them to treat the old man so badly, reminded her
of Canadians’ lack of understanding of Native peoples and traditions. She believed that
students should be reading these kinds of literary texts that ‘~‘have something to do with us.”

Karen, an immigrant from Vietnam, considered that the young girl in Amy Tan’s story
“Two Kinds” shared many of her own cultural confusions and she felt that stories about clashés
between cultures were particularly meaningful for her because of her own cross-cultural
situation. She saw too that the gender issues foregrounded in Ferré’s story “The Youngest
Doll” were relevant to her own experiences and background. Kwan, another Vietnamese
immigrant, loved Amy Tan’s essay “Mother Tongue™ because it commented on the kinds of
language difficulties and expectations that she has had to face at home and at school. Kien,
who was also born in Vietnam, explained that the cross-cultural problems experienced by the
girl and her mother in “Two Kinds” resonated with the different expectations he and his
parents have for his future.

Students in the grade eleven class in our study also commented on the positive values
of reading multicultural literature in class. Deanna, who described herself as having a “mixed-
race heritage,” explained that reading Kogawa’s novel Obasan made her want to be strong
and resilient against racial bigotry but that she found such a response difficult because of her

“own pain.” She felt that reading Kogawa’s novel and poetry had offered her new insights into
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her own experiences. Myka, the Chinese-Canadian student whose initial responses to Obasan
were resentment and anger at the novel’s focus on discrimination against Japanese-Canadians,
found that reading Kogawa’s poetry in school and her novel /fsuka at home enabled him to
gain a more balanced perspective on the destructive forces of prejudice and racism.

In Marie’s own study (Pawluk 1994) she had become aware of her Asian students’
discomfort at having their cultural experiences made the focus of class discussion and she was
subsequently wary of teaching literature that might expose aspects of her students’ culture they
preferred to keep hidden. In our collaborative study, we were careful to select texts from a
variety of countries and cultures, seeking to stress the heterogeneous and cross-cultural aspects
of the literature rather than trying to focus attention on one or two particular cultures. Students
seemed much more at ease in these classes and were willing to participate in conversations with
their peers in which they debated issues of culture, race and gender which emerged in
particular texts. The grade twelve students with Asian backgrounds were particularly vocal in
discussions on the mother-daughter relationship in Amy Tan’s “Two Kinds.” Many of these
students went on to read 7he Joy Luck Club from which the story is excerpted as well as 7he
Kirchen God's Wife. Since the time of our study Marie has chosen to include a novel study of
The Joy Luck Club in her curriculum and to offer students opportunities to critique the film of
the book. In my grade twelve interviews, students with Chinese backgrounds overwhelmingly
supported the inciusion of texts such as “Two Kinds” in the syllabus and a number spoke of

the value of reading literature “about people like me.”
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My research suggests that, while teachers need to be aware of the dangers of
stereotyping minority students from particular cultural backgrounds and expecting them to
speak as “representativés” of their culture, they should nevertheless accept the challenge of
introducing literature which may resonate in some way with students’ own histories and
experiences. Marie and | learned from our study that some minority students seemed willing to
engage in whole-class discussions about their experiences while others preferred to talk only in
small groups with their peers and to make their own decisions about how inuch to expose their
persaiial backgrounds. Some students, such as Myka in the grade 11 class, chose to remain
silent but were prepared to comment on cultural experiences in persénal writing assignments.
Marie’s teaching strategies allowed students the freedom to make such choices.

This study suggests that it is important for all students to read multicu ural literature,
Aronowitz and Giroux (1991) claim that multicultural texts “provide another language and
voice by which other students can understand how differences are constructed, for better or
worse, within the dominant curriculum” (101) and that these texts “offer all students forms of
counter-memory that make visible what is often unrepresentable in many English classrooms”
(102). These critics point to the need for all students to cross over borders which are
constructed within discourses of race, gender, class and nation. Both Marie and I entered ‘the
research with the intention of raising students’ awareness of the overlapping terrains of
knowledge and power and we attempted to provided a context for students to cross such

borders.
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Students in grade twelve in our study were encouraged to consider how essentialist
notions of racial identities, of class, gender, religion and culture can lead to incidents of
prejudice, racism and misunderstandings through reading texts such as Gordimer’s “Happy
Event,” Marquez’s “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings” and Ferré’s “The Youngest
Doll.” Our subsequent efforts to engage students in a critical dialogue with one another about
these issues in the texts provided a context for these border crossings. Similarly, students in
grade eleven who were reading Kogawa’s novel and poems were engaged in critical
assessments of their country’s collaboration in a political regime which, only a generation ago,
forcibly removed a segment of Canada’s population from their homes and interned them
because of their ethnic affiliations. For many of these students, such knowledge awakened them
to an understanding that ever: in a supposedly humane country such as Canada, there is
potential for stereotyping people because of their race, gender or ethnicity. Similar themes
emerged in a number of other multicultural texts, including V.S. Naipaul’s “B. Wordsworth” (a
story of a black Caribbean poet), Abioseh Nicol’s “The Judge’s Son” (a story of destructive
pride set in Sierra Leone), and Nadine Gordimer’s “Anbther Part of the Sky” (a complex South
Aftican story of a reform-school headmaster’s misguided priorities). |

In grade ten, the selected multicultural short stories and poetry offered students
opportunities to recognize and analyze how differences between various ways of living can
offer new perspectives of the world, and how racism, prejudice and fear of difference can limit
those opportunities. My study suggests that point of view in literary texts can be successfully

interrogated in a classroom setting. Whereas students spoke in a more indirect way of their
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interest in issues of racism through viewing the film Cry Freedom, they engaged in a more
direct and personal way with the experiences of Thebedi and Paulus in Nadine Gordimer’s
story “Country Lovers,” and began to consider the socially constructed nature of the categories
“black” and “white’ within an institutionalized discourse of racism. In the small-group novel
studies students also began to interrogate point of view in texts and to see the limitations of
viewing the world through one particular lens. Students noticed how Scout’s white middle-
class viewpoint in Lee’s novel 7o Kill a Mockingbird limits readers’ perspectives on black
culture and experiences. Although portrayed with compassion in the novel, African-American
experiences are nevertheless designated as ineffectual and inferior compared to those of whites.

Students were able both to engage on a personal level with literature and to see narratives as
“‘hjghly organized, structured discourses that may deliberately advocate particular social
practices or implicitly encode such practices” (Johnston 1996, 108). Such recognitions, we
believe, are the first step in helping readers to deconstruct representations of race, geﬁder, class
and culture in literary texts.

Many of Marie’s students were willing participants in such analysis and deconstruction.
Marlene, for example, reading 7o Kill a Mockingbird, questioned Scout’s comments that in
Calpurnia’s church there was “ a clean Negro smell” (117), asking why Scout would think that
black people had a different smell. “Wasn’t that a racist remark?” queried Marlene. Another
student, Jared, commented that in 7o Kill a Mockingkird “it was how the whites see the
blacks . . . we just saw how they were treated, not how they feel or anything, > and Farah noted

that in Lee’s novel, as in most books she had read, ‘they are talking about a black person.”
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Other grade ten students, although they spoke of the value of choice offered them in
selecting a novel to read, had little to say about their selected text and even less about the class
novel. Although many students commented favourably on Nadine Gordimer’s story “Country
Lovers,” on Vilas Manivat’s story “Who Needs It ?"and on Yu-Wol Chong-Nyon’s “The Non-
revolutionaries,” not all were able to articulate, either in personal interviews or in their writing,
how the literary texts had connected with their own lives or whether reading the literature had
helped them to recognize reductionist stereotypes in other texts they had read. With the
invisibleness of the reading process we can never know for sure how these students responded
to the literature.

Marie has offered an interesting update on a number of these grade ten students who
are now in her grade twelve class. Many of them, she explains, still speak about the texts read
in their grade ten class and comment on the lasting impression some of the literature made on
their views of themselves and others. Such comments suggest that reading multicultural
research moment. This conjecture does not, however, mean to imply that all students will
eventually gain new insights from reading multicultural literature. Students such as Jeff who
commented that “all this racial discrimination stuff”” was of no interest to him, Colin who fell
asleep in class and others who remained silent and appeared reluctant to comment on any of

~ the texts probably gaincd little from reading the literature or from our efforts to create a
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From a teaching perspective, re-mapping literary worlds in the classroom and initiating
a postcolonial pedagogy can be challenging. Canadian teachers, although constrained by
provincial mandates to teach certain genres of literature, have traditionally had more freedom
to introduce students to a wide range of literature than I did in South Africa in the 1970s. Yet,
as Applebee’s (1989, 1990) studies in the United States and Cameron’s (1989) study in
Canada have shown, North American teachers are reluctant to move beyond teaching the
familiar texts they themselves read in school and university. Even with reassurances that the
inclusion in the curriculum of literature by minority writers offers potential to address the
needs of all their students, many teachers will find it difficult to make changes without
institutional support. When available resources are inadequate, selecting unfamiliar
multicultural texts which are accessible to a range of high school readers requires hours of
preliminary reading. Researching background material on authors and on the literature adds to
the work load. Although I assisted Marie with the selection of texts and with the development
of curricular materials, the day-to-day preparation and lesson planning were Marie’s
responsibility. She was fortunate in having the support of her department head, who had
already taught a number of international texts in his own classes and was agreeable to including
the purchase of new anthologies in the school budget. In addition, Marie’s principal and the
school librarians encouraged her endeavours to expand her literary selections and she was able
to use the library budget for the purchase of new novels for the grade ten small-group novel

study.
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Despite having the support of her colleagues and a researcher, Marie received little
practical assistance in her actual teaching. She found that lack of time was a primary concern,
as she worked every evening to plan her teaching for the following day and often rushed in to
school early in the morning to photocopy material for students. I was not able to be in class
every day because of commitments at university, so although I assisted in material preparation,
I did little of the actual work involved in teaching the new literature at three different grade
levels. Because Marie is an experienced teacher with a large repertoire of teaching strategies
and has a passion for new ideas and new literature, she was able to make the transition to
teaching unfamiliar texts in her classes. Occasionally, however, the stress of attempting so
many new things in a particular time frame was apparent, One day I came late to Marie’s grade
ten class to find her students engrossed in discussing Jim Wong-Chu’s poem “Equal

Opportunity” and considering why the poet had chosen to conclude his poem in such an

she had given students only half the poem to read. We discovered to our great amusement that
she had mislaid the second page of the photocopy that I had given her and had assumed the
poem was complete in its one page version. Rather than allowing students to remain oblivious
of her error, she explained to them what had happened and the class proceeded to discuss the
poem in its “new” format,

Marie’s response to this incident is indicative of her honesty and willingness to show
her students she is not infallible. In many other ways, she displayed her interest in being a co-

learner with her students in the reading of multicultural literature, Rather than perceiving
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herself as an authorized rcader whose authority directs and subverts student inquiry, Marie is
willing “to shed the mantle of the expert, the role of final mediator between the reader and the
text” (Dias 1992, 159) and to allow students to come to their own understandings of a text.
She encourages students to discuss literature in small-group formats and to accept
responsibility for the meanings they make from literature. When she offered students
contextual information on a particular text, for example in her teaching of “The Non-

revolutionaries,” she sought ways to engage students in the discussion by relating to their

were then encouraged to bring their own experiences and background knowledge to the
discussion. Rather than simply adding historical facts to the text, Marie promoted an
intertextual engagement. Her approach to teaching creates a classroom compatible with
Bakhtin’s (1981) nc;tion of a “dialogic environment™ where there is room for a “living mix of
varied and opposing voices’ (xxvii).

Marie’s minority students particularly valued the opportunity to discuss their responses
to literature in small groups; many of them explained in my personal interviews with them that
they found it difficult and intimidating to speak in a whole-class setting. A number of Marie’s
Caucasian students also commented on the value of discussing literature with a small number
of their peers. Here Diana in grade ten explains what she considers to be the value of small
group discussions:

If you’re in a small group you can exchange ideas and if you don’t understand

something, maybe one of your partners can give you the concept of the thing. It’s good
cause you get to leamn more and that. You know, you work together, you’re more
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comfortable working together and instead of going up and asking the teacher, you can

talk to your friends.

Marie acknowledges that for some of her students her approach to teaching literature
may be frustrating, as they expect her to have ready-made answers for all their questions on a
particular text, to be what Dasenbrock (1992) describes as the “already informed interpreter”
of the literature read in school (36). In one grade twelve class, for example, where students
were studying Ferré’s complex story “The Youngest Doll,” a student came up to Marie after
class to express his concern that she had chosen to teach a story which she “didn’t really
understand properly” herself. Marie admits that for teachers with more prescriptive teaching
styles, implementing changes to the canon may be far more demanding.

For many teachers, already burdened with larger class sizes, less marking time,
increasing pressures for accountability and additional standardized testing, the extra demands
of implementing curriculum changes may seem daunting, Such changes may only be feasibie
over a period of time with the development of new teaching resources, changes in teacher
education programs that encourage students and teachers to take courses on international

literature and postcolonial pedagogy and the support of other teachers such as Marie who have

interactive teaching style. Since the time of our study, there have been significant changes in
Marie’s school. During the year following our study, with Marie’s encouragement, many other
English teachers in the school began to follow her lead in offering students texts outside the

traditional canon, in offering students choices in novel selection and in ways of responding to
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literature. Marie is now the English department head of the school and is continuing to make
changes in text selection and teaching strategies. She has been encouraged by the positive
feedback she continues to receive from other staff members, from current and former students,
both minority and Caucasian, and from a number of immigrant parents. Marie and I have
spoken at conferences and workshops together about our work and have formed a reading
group of teachers from five different city schools who meet monthly to read and discuss
multicultural literature.

These developments are encouraging, but as both Marie and I discovered from
participating in this study, a postcolonial pedagogy involves far more than merely adding a text
or two by an African-American, a Puerto Rican or a Chinese-Canadian writer to an existing
curriculum. It demands a commitment to helping students to cross borders constructed within
discourses of race, class, gender and ethnicity so that they can begin to create what Giroux
(1992a) descriuses as “new identities within existing configurations of power” (28). In the
process, teachers may find themselves confronted with increasing tensions in the class as
students begin to acknowledge their own implications in the relations of power or actively to
resist such knowledge. Teachers need to understand that in foregrounding issues such as race
and gender in the English classroom, they may have to listen to students like Myka whose
reading of Obasan unleashed his anger and resentment of Japanese-Canadians, as well as to
students like Andrea whose reading of “Country Lovers” increased her anger at hearing her

father talk about “stupid niggers.” When teachers engage in a pedagogy that confronts issues of
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social change and social control, they will need to deal with uncomfortable responses such as
these.

In many traditional English classes, where literature is read more for its artistic and
literary techniques than for its sociopolitical context, discussion is likely to revolve around
questions of symbolism, foreshadowing and imagery, and around themes such as self-identity,
nature, death or love. The themes of history, that Mukherjee (1988) describes as “conquest and
subjugation, anti-colonial struggles, racism, sexism. class conflict” (2) are generally absent from
this world view. Mul:herjee contends that the tradition of a New Critical approach to teaching
texts has encouraged students to totally “disregard local realities” (24) in literature in favour of
an emphasis on apolitical, objective, aesthetic readings of texts and a search for universal truths

which are supposed “to speak to all times and all people” (26). Such an approach, she believes,

Mukherjee’s argument highlights an ongoing dilemma for English teachers willing to
engage students in a postcolonial pedagogy: how to balance an aesthetic reading of literature
with sociopolitical discussions that help students to deconstruct a text’s ideology and to
question misrepresentations or Eurocentric assumptions. In my study, Marie and I attempted
to engage students in both kinds of reading, encouraging them to respond emotionally and

personally with a literary text, but also to step back and consider literary elements of the text

themselves more readily to these multiple readings. Despite our focus on social and political

aspects of the texts in our study, we were also anxious to select texts with what we considered
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to be “aesthetic merit.” We were inevitably drawn towards internationally acclaimed writers
such as Gabriel Garcia Méarquez, Nadine Gordimer, Amy Tan, Rosario Ferré, Zhang Jie and

Yukio Mishima. We discovered that issues of translation add an unanticipated layer of

and Mishima, read aloud smoothly and poetically in translation, whereas others such as the
Zhang Jie text seemed somewhat stilted and awkward in our translated version, Questions of
translation will continue to be an area of concern in cross-cultural literary studies.

In our grade twelve class, Marie and I encountered another unexpected question about
aesthetic quality which related to a reading of Nadine Gordimer’s poignant story “Happy
Event.” In a personal interview, Karen, an immigrant student from Vietnam, after explaining
that she had been very moved by Gordimer’s story of unequal justice for a white woman and

her black servant in apartheid South Africa, commented that she would like to read a story by a

unforgettable title, “The Toilet,” written by Geina Mhlope, and considered that this text might
offer an interesting comparison to Gordimer’s as it describes a struggling black South African
writer who is illegally living with her sister in the ‘servant’s quarters’ of a rich white woman’s

home. Marie agreed to introduce the text to the class. Unfortunately, Mhlope’s short story

writing. Students had little to say about the new text and sat in embarrassed silence as Marie
explained that she had chosen this story because it was written by a black writer. We decided

that despite their similar contexts, Mhlope’s story was not good parallel to Gordimer’s. This



incident raises interesting questions related both to teaching strategies and to aesthetic
Jjudgements of non-Western texts. To what degree were students’ responses to Mhlope’s story
influenced by the way it was introduced to them as an “add-on” to Gordimer’s? Would they
have responded more positively if this story had been read first? More importantly, to what
extent did Marie and I attempt to subsume this African text into a pedagogical discourse with
monocultural presumptions of aesthetic values?

This teaching moment has increased our interest and concern about what Edward Said
has bluntly called “good books and less good books” (in Ryle, 1994, 23). We are back into
familiar canonical arguments about whether aesthetic judgements are transcultural or culturally
relative. Critics have approached this concern in various ways. Ryle (1994), for example,
points out that this ‘value question’ is addressed differently in English literary studies which has
based its discipline on the ground of the aesthetic and in cultural studies where selection is
determined more by the cultural-historical interest of texts rather than by aesthetic criteria (22).
In our study, Marie and I found that we were able to select texts that met both our aesthetic
discursive history were often also good in terms of a more ‘aesthetic’ valuation, described by
Ryle (1994) as “narrative organisation, descriptive density and precision, vigour of language
and so on” (23). We discovered that students can be helped to become aware of and to take
pleasure in a work’s aesthetic qualities, to consider both the form and the content of the text
itself and to question how the text relates to the broader questions of social implications and

constiuctions that interest us in postcolonial studies. This dual focus allows them to engage on
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first reading with Coleridge’s ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ through a form of humanistic
identification and engagement with a text, and then to read more critically, attempting to
deconstruct representations of self, place and other in the text, to contest the authority of the
narrative voice and to specify discourses and socio-practices in which the text is embedded.

This study did not, however, address concerns raised by critics such as the Native-
American writer Paula Gunn Allen, who argues that texts arising from an oral tradition have
their own forms, narrative structures and allusive systems and should not be considered using
aesthetic criteria arising from a Western literary tradition, Allen (1 995) suggests that “no
cultural artifact can be seen as existing outside its particular matrix; no document, however
Western societies are fundaraentally the same . . . Eurocentric critics think that culture is a
unified field” (36-7). Similarly, David Palumbo-Liu (1 995) argues that multicultural texts are
added to the canon only after efforts to neutralize their historical and political contradictions
and differences. He cautions that “the insertion of ethnicity into the curriculum can be
articulated through pedagogical discourses that ultimately defer to monocultural presumptions
of ‘aesthetic value,” ‘expressive force,” ‘character formation,” and the ethnic text reduced to a
pretext for the pluralistic argument that all cultures share certain expressive values” (2).

These concerns will need to be considered in future studies that address teachers’
questions about how to make aesthetic judgements about non-Western literature and how to
introduce the texts to students in ways that explore their tensions and contradictory demands

and consider how they contest dominant readings of literary narratives,
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readers in contemporary classrooms to begin a revisioning and a re-mapping of the world,
helping them to cross cultural and political borders. As the Japanese-American writer Kyoko
Mori (1995) discovered when she was sitting in Tokyo airport after spending eight weeks
revisiting Japan, the way we look at the world and our connection to the world depends on our
particular viewpoint. A map of the world looks quite different from a new vantage point:

On the wall behind somie of the benches, there is a map of the five continents

advertising an airline. Somehow, the map looks slightly skewed or wrong, until I

realize that it doesn’t have the United States at the center, like the maps I have been

looking at in the last thirteen years. This is the map of my childhood, with Tokyo at its
center. From that center, lines, indicating regularly scheduled flights, run all over the
world, thin as webwork, blue and red like bloodlines diagrammed in schoolbooks

(275).

Many of our minority students in today’s classrooms are accustomed to looking at a
map of the world from diverse and often contradictory viewpoints. Most of our Caucasian
students have been accustomed to seeing themselves at the centre of the world map, a
viewpoint reinforced by their readings of Western canonized literary texts. For all these
possibilities to engage more thoughtfuilly in diverse and pluralistic human adventures, Anne
Michaels, in her novel Fugitive Pieces (1996), reflects on the Catalan Atlas, the definitive
mappomondo of its time which included the latest information brought back by Arabic and
European travellers. Instead of labelling unknown northern and southern regions of the world

‘as places of myth, monsters and sea serpents as other maps of the time did, this truth-seeking
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atlas simply left these frighteningly unknown parts of the world blank and labelled them “Terra
Incognita.” As Michaels suggests,

Maps of history have always been less honest. Terra Cognita and Terra Incagnita

inhabit exactly the same coordinates of time and space. The closest we come to
knowing the location of what’s unknown is when it melts through the map like a
watermark, a stain as transparent as a drop of rain (136-7).
For contemporary students in our classrooms, much of the world is still this terrifying
Terra Incognita, inhabited with the myths and monsters of their imagination, The challenge for

the future will be to find ways to encourage teachers to introduce a postcolonial pedagogy that

will begin to dispel the myths.
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CHART ONE
PRELIMINARY LITERARY SELECTIONS FOR GRADE 12

In NEW WORLDS OF LITERATURE., 1989, Eds. Jerome Beaty and Paul J. Hunter.
New York: W.W.Norton.

Maxine Hong Kingston: ‘No Name Woman” Chapter One of The Woman Warrior, 299-
308.

Michael Ondaatje. “Light.”” Poem, 312-314.

Gabrielle Roy. “Wilhelm.” Short story, 793-798

Blaise Clark. “A Class of New Canadians.” Short story, 960-967.

In MULTICULTURAL PERSPECTIVES. 1993, Eds. Arthur N. Applebee & Judith
Langer , Evanston, Ill.: McDougall Littell.

Rodriguez Richard. Excerpt from Hunger of Memory, 169-172.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez. “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings.” Short story, 266-273
Amy Tan. “Two Kinds.” Excerpt from 7#e Joy Luck Club, 198-205.

Diana Chang. “Saying Yes.” Poem, 209,

Mark Mathabane. Excerpt from Kaffir Boy, 222-231.

Frank Marschall Davis. “Tenement Room: Chicago.” Poem, 288.

Wendy Rose. “Loo-Wit.” Poem, 290-1.

Pablo Neruda. “Ode to the Watermelon.” (Tran. Robert Bly). Poem, 302-4.

In LITERARY EXPERIENCES VOL. Two. 1989, Eds. M. Iveson, J.E. Oster and J.
McClay. Scarborough, Ont.: Prentice-Hall, Canada. '

Janet Frame. “A Boy’s Will.” Short Story, 133-44. '
Gabrielle Roy.“The Dead Child.” Tr. J. Marshall. Short story, 218-3
Gail Godwin. “A Cultural Exchange.” Short story, 224-42.

Santha Rama Rau. “Return to India.” Essay, 337-47.

A.L. Hendricks. “Jamaican Fragment.” Short story, 362-4.

Tillie Olsen. “T Stand Here Ironing,” Short story, 405-13.

Julia de Burgos. “Julia de Burgos.” Tr. G. Shulman. Poem, 414-5,
Richard Rodrigues. “Complexion.” Short story, 416-36.

Langston Hughes. “As I Grew Older.” Poem, 469.
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In AN ANTHOLOGY OF CANADIAN NATIVE LITERATURE IN ENGLISH. 1992,
Eds. Daniel David Moses & Terry Goldie. Toronto: Oxford University Press.

Rita Joe. “Today’s Learning Child.” Poem, 113,

Basil Johnson. “Is That All There Is?” Tribal Literature.” Essay, 105-112.
Armand Garnet Ruffo. “Archie Belaney, 1930-31.” Poem, 319-20.

In THE STORY BEGINS WHERE THE STORY ENDS: CANADIAN AND WORLD
SHORT FICTION. 1991. Gayle Rosen, Marilyn Chapman & Lesley Elliott (eds.)
79-85.

Naipaul, V.S. “B. Wordsworth.” Short Story, 79-85.

In THE EYE OF THE HEART: SHORT STORIES FROM LATIN AMERICA. 1973,
Ed. Barbara Howes New York: Avon.

In ON THE EVE OF UNCERTAIN TOMORROWS. 1990. Neil Bissoondath. New York:
Clarkson Potter.,

Neil Bissoondath. ‘Things Best Forgotten.” Short story.
In IMAGINARY HOMELANDS: ESSAYS AND CRITICISM 1981-1991. 1991. Salman
Rushdie. London: Granta Books. ’

Salman Rushdie. “Censorship.” Essay, 37-40.
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CHART TWO
TEXT SELECTIONS FOR GRADE 12
1993-1994

SHORT STORIES AND ESSAYS

From lveson Oster McClay. (Eds.). 1990. Literary Experiences Volume Two.
Scarberough: Ontario: Prentice-Hall, Canada.

“Where the World Began.” Margaret Laurence - Canadian.

“Return to India.”” Santha Rama Rau - Indian.

“Happy Event.” Nadine Gordimer - South African,

From Applebee & Langer. (Eds). 1993. Multicultural Experiences. Evanston, Ilinois:
McDougall, Littell.

“Two Kinds” (from 7he Joy Luck Club) Amy Tan - Chinese-American,

“A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings.” Gabriel Garcia Marquez.- Colombian

“The Youngest Doll.” Rosario Ferré -Puerto Rican,

From: Stephenson, Craig. (Ed.). 1993. Countries of Invention: Contemporary World
Writing. Ed.. Ont.: Addison-Wesley and Rubicon.
“Mother Tongue.” Amy Tan. - Chinese-American.

POETRY

From Literary Experiences Two:

“Tangled” Carl Leggo - Canadian.

From Multicultural Perspectives:

“Saying Yes” Diana Chang - Chinese-American.

Variety of poetry from Multicultural Perspeciives, Literary Experiences and other
anthologies-Canadian and international.

DRAMA
Royal Hunt of the Sun.
Hamlet/Othello (students’ selection).

NOVEL/NON-FICTION
Students chose a novel and non-fiction title from a list of possible titles for book talks.
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CHART THREE
TEXT SELECTIONS FOR GRADE 10
1993-1994

SHORT STORIES:

From Rochman, Hazel (Ed.). 1988. Somehow Tenderness Survives: Stories of
Southern Africa. New York: HarperKeypoint.

“Country Lovers” by Nadine Gordimer - South Affica.

From Barry, James (Ed.). 1992. The Storyteller: Short Stories from around the World,
Scarborough, Ontario; Nelson Canada.

* Swaddling Clothes™ by Yukio Mishima (Tr. Ivan Morris) - Japan

“Who Needs It?” by Vilas Manivat (Tr. Jennifer Draskau) - Thailand

“The Non-revolutionaries” by Yu-Wol Chong-Nyon (Tt. Chong-Nyon & Daniel L.
Milton) - Korea

“Love Must Not be Forgotten” by Zhang Jie (Tr. Gladys Yang) - China

POETRY:

From Wowk, Jerry and Ted Jason (Ed.). 1993. Multiculturalism: The Issues
Collection.

Poems included “Heritage Days” by Bert Almon, “Our Subdivision” by Nigel Darbasie
and “Equal Opportunity” by Jim Wong-Chu.

Also poems by Maya Angelou, including “And S#ill 1 Rise”.

NON-FICTION:
Variety of essays and articles dealing with experi.+es of immigration (Gerry Weiner and
Pierre Berton).

NOVEL STUDY:
Class study of Te Kill a Mockingbird
followed by small group novel study with choice among 4 novels:
The Road to Memphis by Mildred Taylor
The Honorable Prison by Lyll Becerra de Jenkins
Forbidden City by William Bell
Shabanu, Daughter of the Wind by Suzanne Fisher Staples

FILM:
Cry Freedom

DRAMA:
Romeo and Juliet (students chose between this play and Julius Caesar)
Wait Until Dark (this play was selected because of the 1994 city stage production)
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CHART FOUR
TEXT SELECTIONS FOR GRADE 11 ADVANCED PLACEMENT
1993-1994

SHORT STORIES

From: Rosen, Gayie, Marilyn Chapman and Lesley Elliott. 1991, The Story Begins When

the Story Ends: Canadian and World Short Fiction. Scarborough, On:..io: Prentice-
Hall, Canada,

“B. Wordsworth” by V.S, Naipaul - Trinidad/Britain
“The Judge’s Son” by Abioseh Nicol - Sierra Leone
“Another Part of the Sky” by Nadine Gordimer - South Africa

From: Iveson, Oster, McClay. 1990. Literary Experiences Vol 1., Scarborough, Ontario:
Prentice-Hall, Canada.

“The Broken Globe” by Henry Kreisei - Austria/Canada

POEMS

Variety from Literary Experiences Vol Z, including “To a Sad Daughter” by Michael
Ondaatje, “999 Smiles” by Atakwei Okai, “Woodtick” by Joy Kogawa (and other
Kogawa poetry).

Selected poems from Applebee and Langer. 1993. Multicultural Experiences. Evanston,
Ill: McDougal, Littell.

NOVELS

Individual reading of Obasan by Joy Kogawa, Fifih Business by Robertson Davies and
The Tin Flute by Gabrielle Roy during summer (for extra credit).

Class study of Qbasan.

Individual student choices from list of novels and non-fiction for book talks.

NON-FICTION
Canadian essays by Margaret Laurence etc.
Variety of articles linked with short stories,

DRAMA
Macbeth (students voted on which Shakespearian play to read)
The Glass Menagerie.



