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- today results from student dlssatlsfactlon Wlth (1) the narrou and
‘anachronlstlc deflnltlon of llterature comnonly given by teachers,
;(2) the artificial compartmentallzlng of literary works, and (3) the
assuaption that. llteratnre can only be appreheuded throngh ana1y51s.
Rather than concentratlng solely on. - poet:y, drama, and fictiom,
teachers should spend pmore time on non-f1ct10na1 works and the’ new
;nlxed genres. Rather than separatxng aorks by tlme, -genre, or
RAational orzgzn, teachets should arrange sequences solely on the
basis that one work is better understood because of its relatlonshlp
to another.. Teachers nust also récognize that an effective -experience
ifnvolves more than llterary analys1s and nust bedgin to deal directly
A721th humanxstzc and moral values as xell as .esthetic ones. (DD)
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REI.EVANCE AND IRREI.EVANCE IN' THE STUDY OF I.I‘IERATURE*
Harold C: Martm
‘The word “relevance” ig pretty well woin out from recent
overiise, ‘but the: subJect is. not In one-form or another, the issue
-of xrelevance proimises to ‘bé the most: slgmﬁcant one-in school and
collegé for-a. good many years: to-come: And, although its major
focis now is- .one: of' social concerns, I think it should be-obvious
that i 110 branch-of- academlc study can: Yemain- 1nvulnerable toit:
The abuses and foohshness sanctloned by the teim “rele-
vance” should not obscure ‘the serioils arguments ‘that are. being
made and the: serious- condltlons that ¢all for re-exammatlon of
- what we are domg _The questlon is: not—and Tever was—
whether literature is relevant ‘The- questlon, not -anew one, is
What ‘makes the stmly of hterature Televant in any given tinie,
‘This i is. not so°‘much:a:matter of Justlfymg the study of l1terature
as of examlmng how the: uses of’ 1t change as:times. change.
A former college. presldent ‘himself 4 - dlstmgulshed scholar:
téacher,. told me. Fecently of a. speclal seminar ¢onceived by the
. English- department of “his. umverslty three 'years-ago to- dem-
© .onstrate the relevance of: hterature £0. the ¢coneerns. of college
-gtudents. He dlscovered that 1t had in. fact nothmg to.do: with
‘hterature at all but resolved 1tself mto .open-énded: d1scusslon
] .about. the social 1ssues«uppermost in students” iminds-=the:draft;
O ‘the War, the state.of American: socletv, the phght of: the Clucano,
Y and €o on, The department of Eng'hsh had’ apparently :decided.
Q. . that- the: best waytos demonstrate theé: relevance of hteratuxe was
. by demonstratmg the social ¢oncern: of the teachers of l1terature.
(T) R { thls exercise-in. self-mdulgence led to: somethmg ‘bétter; it -
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may ‘have: been WorthWhlle, yet it:seems-to-mé. at best. only half-
. lntelhgent It mistakes;. in. my Judgment both: ‘the prmclpal
J. values'of literature and the’ Teasons . for:modern students’ hos- : A
R ,tlhty toward muich-of What they -eéncounter in: the.school. and col- L
 leége- curriculuin- of Enghsh studies: ‘T do ot find: students ‘hostile -
tolitérature: 1tself 1 find,. mdeed* that they are: 1nclmed"*to expect
inore-of it than it Y CaN; supply and to attnbute ‘more power t0.it
thair:’ “,really ‘has:. What I do find-is. dlssatlsfactmn prxmanly
. with thiee: thmgs, all-of them:mattersof relevarce, if one undet-
J stands Telévance: not ‘ag a: connectlon between 11terature and the:
World but a8 an connectlon bétween: hterature and. the student’ L
apprehenswn of the world; N
The‘three S6urees- of dlssatlsfactlon Seem: to e, tobe:these: '
‘th : arrow and someWhat anachromstlc deﬁmtlon commonly

" 'Abbrevlatlcn and revision» o! n uldreu to th lN Y ls il
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given by teachers to-the term “literature”; artificial compart-
mentalizing .of literary works; and the. -assumption that litera-
ture can-only ‘be: apprehended through analys:s. I believe that a
great deal of the clamor about relevance in the study -of litera-

ture would -abate: if teachers geénerally made some Strategic:

changes in their practlces onthese three counts 4 doubt seriously
that turning hterature classes into polltlcal Seminars: or ‘substi-
tating 4. fashlonable book for a “standard” ‘one: wﬂl evei.in the
short run, make the study of literature Felevant to anyone:.

By and- large, éourses in hterature, especlally in the upper
years of ‘high school and in college,. Timit. themselves to belles
lettres: to. poetry, drama, fiction.. A few -essays. creép- in, -occa-
slonally 2 bit of blography 0T autobxography, .and;. ‘of course;

somie: hterary cr1t1c1sm 1 have. characterized such lnmtatlon as

“narrow” and “somewhat anachromstlc” =~NArrow;. because Tit-

erature can w1th entlre propnety be more broadly deﬁned 1fwonev

\\\\\\\

past two decades,,at least the conventlonal narrow deﬁmtlon has
had less and: less sanctlon among the makers of hterature. Two
dlscermble dn rergences’ from conventlon in- contemporary hterary
actnnty are: thoroughly ev1dent The ﬁrst is: the gradual: super-
-Segsion-of the: non-ﬁctlonal over the ﬁctlonal the second 1s the
émergerice of . NEW mlxed genres.

I ‘You.. look through a dozen of the best general magazmes pub-

: lished weekly, monthly, or quarterly in th1s country, you will see

that. bellés: lettres- occupy - relatively few : pages in any issue. ~“Con-
temporary soclal and: pohtlcal comment .social and psychologlcal
-analysis, hlstoncal and descrlptlve studles, “personahty ‘pieces?
(modern equlvalent of : “1ography), and: the ‘like have ¢rowded
what we call f“1mag1nat1ve literature?” into:second: place.or third:
) What is. ‘more: mterestmg, however, is that the kind of writ-
mg*that has taken the: place: of Dbélles-lettres: has borrowed hb—

erally- from the patterns and. imodes: of expressmn of 1mag1nat1ve
‘llterature. T Judge that. wnters recognize: two. thmgs about the.
‘ pubhc they serve, that 1t i§.more: mterested 1n what it views .as.

reallty than 1t 1s m mventlon and that 1t nonetheless wants 1ts

‘ ‘expert and typ1cal ew‘:amples ‘of- the mxxed genre that has come to
\dommate contemp ary: wntmg. In each thetsubstratum of fact
ixs yglkvenvhfe and ~s1gn1ﬁcance by the deployment of hterary ‘de-

tar from new but one that has renewed

‘mlxture that g

Smce* th1s contemporary 'mode 1s what our students grow up:

thh T suggest that .one: strategy for literatire courses is-to make
| ‘fDECEMBER : 1970 e 3
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the most: of ‘what it unphes to:make the most ot oily of ¢on-
temporary hybnds but -of those readlly enough available from -
the .past—works hke Dost01evsky’s Notes: froii Underground .
‘Stern’s- Tristram Siumdy, Herodotus hlstory, polemical more
—often than lync poetry; political and: social:- -essays rather than
those rather arch essayistic. performances that most often find
thei¥ way mto»anthologles. :

The -examples. I have Just used- already mdlcate ‘my: -agree--
ment with students about the second ‘source: of dlssatlsfactlon, ,
the aitificial compartmentahzmg of hterary Works Now dquite
~obvmusly ah. argument’ can be. made for separatmg Latm from
French. from: Geérman: from Enghsh hterature, -and:evén: for -S€p--
- arating ‘English. from American literatire: Ofie can make .an. - f
‘ TR argumient: for dlmost any kind- of . separatlon—of fiovels from:
B § poetry of. poetry from. drama, ad- mﬁmtem. And: the: arguments‘

e T 'have:-some. merit; though often: less mierit ‘than is claimed’ for

Ea them. However, a§ far ag'the meaning of literature for the stu-
B : dent goes; T would Say that ‘the: only sound argument for any
cLle g fclas:uﬁcatlon -OF for any Sequiénce:is’ that Work A ig-better: under-1

SR estood because of the relatlonshap m wh1ch 1t 1s\ placed’ by cate-

2
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RN i : “understandmg nct be some vague busmess hke “the development'
T - .of the: form” ‘but be- quite: exphclt and; Precise: unléss: youhave
T read A, ‘you. slmply won’t getavery much out-of B That. ‘would: at,

RS | Jeast:put- -an-énd’ to-§ome: speclous,,clauns, Whether or not. 1t put:

T - an. end‘ ' "categonzmg -and Sequéncing: Tt is. qulte sound to say;,
fo tance, that a student who. feads: Dryden ‘s All for Love.

-needs%‘to r%ag‘ or to have read Shakespeare $: Antony and Cleo-

d:

e“ heard tof the Apocrypha wﬂl be:
8:poo -1gnorance ‘Buit the'trith algo'is that most cate-
ggr;e‘j and; most :equences ‘are: matters of convenierice, rather
than-of necessit %least .as-far-as the: teachmg 80es; ! they are

that;, If that':be‘the ‘case,. ‘then: there: should be no great discom::
fort-about br 7 the:defin ' 'and rearrangmg the rela- N

tlonshlp of'lllterary workSafor any_ glven ¢

st SN

scted by it ourselves or’ not,;we aref
of studentsr we are now teachmg

é;world toften ‘than’ of the' natlon"*they are

by the present:that: they have little iriterest in.

inati t’“hs”_,about -Oneor: another part ‘of the. SR

; Ay em; slmplynall that time precedmg Now. f :

: Mmglmg \the works of many cultures and tlmes does* not dlS- ot

. comfit. them ; red 'ng\the .démarcations. between what. is: in« SERCRU
vented and whatfls, real; between “fact” and “lmagmatlve crea- b e

S
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tlon,” far from. dlscomﬁtmg them, seéms to them. s1mp1y good
sense -since’ it; more-or. less corresponds W1th the vague: notions

they have about the ]mks between the consciois-and the ‘uncon--

scious. and- about- the relatlonshlp between perceptlon and the
percelved

. The heresy: of ‘that last statement leads me: to ‘the ‘third
source of . dxssatlsfactlon, the assumptlon that hte:rature has to be
analyzed to be-understood..

Jt: would ‘be: the. grossest kind of mlsrepresentatlon to suggest
that Enghsh teachers are now-or have: been :in-tecent: times ‘in-
dlﬁerent to he: -problems posed by analysis. Indeed T suspect that

nore: skﬂl and: 1ngenu1ty ‘have goné into:systems of -analysis: over
‘the ,past forty years: than jn all the ‘centiries precedmg—-and 1
e.peak qu1te senously, fully ‘aware that hterary :analysis ‘goes:

‘back: almost ‘as. far as ,recorded hterature How: much of this

f arnest effort has been useful ~howr much has been web-spmmng,
I knovm 10-Way: of measuring., Yet itids; certamly trie that the-
*vanous kinds-of analys1s developedan Tecent: decades—lustoncal ”
'psvchologlcal soclologlcal anthropologlcal‘ pohtlcal .economie,
']mgulstlc, esthetlc—have 1llummed dark passages and:set: entlre.

works i :néw- and:v aluable perspectlves N

< Yet: agamst all thls devoted seruting by teachers,and by thelr
most dlhgent—and most lmltatlve—students, there hastrlsen the
constant cry that the. analyst murdersﬁto dlssect.AWhlle we. may
brush that crltlclsm oﬂ’ 2§98 1gn of phlhstlmsm, we. ought per-
haps 1o admlt that, itis: pervaswe enough {0 requlre ;Some. More

*mtelhgent,response’than SCOrN.. The, gimple: fact Tay: well Abe;t,hat‘
- hter"“ture has to-be: understood before sitecan be analyzed ;8

:that-*studentsef,"“ ”:‘to have apprehended mtultlvely, 1f not >by
revulsmn against: ;;practlce they- distrust.
We have certamly ‘heard:

Nonseénsical,-or: at least exag-

gerated,, as!most of that talk has been.«I beheve there is:one.gig-
‘nificant amatterv 1ne1t-—-the ms1stence that anraffectlve lexperience

4nvelves:more than cerebratlon,*more than thinkmg about -§ome-:
»suspect for -the. discernible:
V; aWaY:: from’hterarvsthd?’

thing. That’ insistencs accounts..

elther *tgward; 1 c;glogyaor toward: th 'plastic and’ Dg,l,'fornung
i \Wthh they;can ﬁnd A Means: of realzzmg" their
palpable ways,i n soclal ‘and creative

thls eagerness of

";pgreat ;amount: of nonsense in: the,
past four or-five: years: .abonit ‘1ntu1tlon, ;about private:and: ecstatic;—
‘yegponse, to»,experlence of all kind

R
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tive as mampulatlve, people ‘who ‘work. more readily with the
materials: they can handle’ physxca]ly than.with: ‘pure concepts. If
that ‘be. true, or even 1f some- other condltlon -accounts for the

-dlspos1t10n to -distrust literary analysus, the mdlcatlon is- clear

enough that. teachers shoiild:do what theyican to turn. the manip-
ulative tempérament, the. deslre to do sométhing; to good account

T would -therefore siggest. that the makmg of hterature become,
-even.in advaneéd: classes;: ‘a.common. part. of thefstudy of litera-
ture. The hterature that 1s made wﬂl not be very good lltera-~

mmmmm

the solutlons that are compounded m chermstry laboratorles.
That is fiot the point, If the: efforts: at creation create nothmg
worth while, they will nonetheless develop ‘in the amateur ‘crea-
‘tor:a miich. richer sense-of what; creatxon amounts-to, If nothmg

else; they will teach: him humlhty, a virtie rarely found’ in the
amateiir: analyst d

We have: had clagses in creatlve wntmg for 2 long time, of
course, -and. surely they should go .on_.and:be: 1ncreased in number

ag-well: as. quallty What 1 have:i in mind; however, is not: separate’
‘classes -in- creative: wrltmg but ‘the 1ntroductlon of productlve

and reproductlve exercises into the: study of literature itself—by

‘umtatlon, by parody, by extensmm by problem-solvmg to match‘

the problem-solvmg orlgmall V- 'done ‘by the author,
A: second Way to: prov:de for-the student .a:sense that hls 1it

ferarv study is-a.doing.of his whole: person, not just: of ‘his: cere-
'bellum, 1S‘to face. with-him- Gitite openly-the: matter of value: and'
values. T 88y | “face with him** ‘because’T ;have no-doubt: about his

readmess to: face 1t mdeed he runs-at’it’ head-on. Teachers how-

éver have: ‘had: thelr ﬁngers burned ‘often:enough. to know- that a.
uealmg W1th values other than esthetlc values makes ‘48. many:

problems a8 it solves, Yet:T think the: problems st bebraved,

for 1t 18 clear to me. that students can beneﬁt-now«partxcularly

from .one: quahty .of; zllterature( that ‘modérn: analysis: hag rather
tended to dlsmlss as beyond 1ts mterestﬁor competence.

tessay or even an, autoblography, 1t substltutes an artlﬁclal—-a

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

created 2 ’world forf the’ dally World of :our"eXperience; - Out of
mat nals we: know o ‘can-recognize, : it constructs 8 NeW relatlon-v

ship; a-new systeniof bemg vinevitably; that: relatlonshlp and sys-

make sensef

AR
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e mfused mthwvalues. hke an elect qéall ‘bond’ ‘holding all:the-
div & \molecules together i a: magnetlc, if' temporary, alllance.,
,,I‘Wl;}at?’matters to the young reader ;s the temporary reahty

s‘ome kmd of sense, out of the welter ,of expenence‘
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into which he is-daily pluriged-and by which he is all but sub-
merged Literature as preachment? Literature as life-model? It
is fashionable:to-dec¥y both and to pretend that art is art, life is
1ifé; and never-the. twain shall meet: Yet the fact is that they do
meet; if art’ has any virtie at-all, it must be virtie that is some-
how absorbed into life. The issue then is. only that of- ﬁndlng the
richest ‘means: of absorption, and. what. 1 am saying now is. that,
for this- time:and the stiudents we teach, dlrect dealmg with value
and: values, humamstlc and moral as well as. esthetlc, iS; necessary
if we.areto capture agam for the study of literatire the- central
place it-has long -had"in’ humamstlc studles.

Brleﬁy put ‘this is the point.. In all the“fuss about relevance
and:in:our propei:-concern- to-find out what is: substantlal in that
fuss, I beheve wemake a mlstake if'we thmk that reading “black
llterature” or. llterature of the- rseventies or literature-that deals
dlrectly “Wlth the 1ssues” will:make much. dlfference in: students
View of the study -of literature. as-a relevant or -an’ 1rrelevant
actmty They may: help, but they will not S01ve: our. problem un-
less at: the: same-time as: teachers we manage to. tune: our ‘harps
to wave-lengths the students are receiving..

A few Weeks ago-as: I wag going -over: packets of old corre-
’spondence, I came: on: four letters from.-a. student Whom T taught
several years-ago.. T had known hlm better than.1 knew most stu-
dents T was- teachmg that year, for- tio reasons:: at the. begln-
ning-of" ‘the term' he had: showi. unusual «1nS1ght and sklll in every--
thmg ‘he wrote: for me: and ‘had: therefore attracted my -attention;
and- from the middle: of the ear on T had' -detected a. growmg
disjunction in his. style and «evidence: of mental struggle in the
content of his;essays.. The two. often occur- together and are-not
Aancommon‘in: brlght students, 50 I was not:greatly disturbed, but
we dld have ten'or-a: dozen talks about hig-work during- the spring,

Thé létters came:-almost a year-later, and they were: -addressed '
from a -hospital for the insane. In one:of them, this student told
me: that shortlv bcfore ‘heé-left .collége ‘in May, he ‘had. come 1o
another, of the couirses- I was: teachmg .t0: hear me- lecture -on
Faulkner §.A8:T LaJ Dymg. Now that'is-a. novel Whlch moves-me
deeply every time I readiit, but. it is. also a-difficult. novel for the
unmltxated to-read;:so:Lhad: spent’ thezentn‘e Jecture. dealmg with
Somg- of:its formal propertles. The student wrote, “The lecture
was - chill: dlsappomtment torme. Oh, T:suppose-it; was.a. fieces-
SATY. lecture., It wag.‘perhapsieven-.a. ﬁrst-rate .academic: lecture.
‘Butiit was: allabout: the art: of the- novel and for me at: least, the:
art.counts.only as: it ennches and: 1llummates dife. That is' what I
came to“'hear, andhl did-not: hear: it

‘On -that’ $pring day; seven years ago, the astudent’s sense of ,
relevance and 1rrelevance Was better than hls teacher’s. . ¥
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