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ABSTRACT

This paper describes a ten-vesk elective course for
high schocl seniocrs entitled =lLiterature asd ¥osen's Liberation.® The
purposes of the course wvere (1) to introduce students to sose ¢f the
classic fictional, nonfictional, poetic, and drasatic statesents
concerning the role of wosen, as vell as to gquite a fev recent
coasantaries on this these; and (2) to raise the students’
consciousness corcerning the very real probleas that have confronted
vonen throughout their struggle for independence and identity.
Readings included “Up Against the Nall, Nother: Cn %osen's
Lideration,” "Nain Street,” pouss by Sylvia Plath, Sarge Piercy, ard
other poets, "Niss Julie,” and "The Doll's House.” In addition,
saterials fros nevspapers, sagazines, photograpbs, and advertiseaments
vere used, The clase began with an introduction to the great avthors
of the Western literary tradition (vho bated women) and soved toward
a study of traditional stereotypes of wvosen in contemporary society.
Sass scdia and guest spesakers added variety to the lessons. Student
response to the class vas onthusiastic. (HOD)
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A dedicated feminist seeking an arena in which to do vattle
O~
+ @~ with the forces of male chauvinism need look no farther than the
QO
.:E? traditional high school Englich clacsroom. Not only will she
© find proof that hers 18 tho weaker sex as far as the grammar books
Y o )
fu Aare concarned; sho will be even morc dicmayed to discover that the
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litorature program is plsQ a man's world. Shakespeare, that
poronnial odbjoct of English toachord adoration, is indubitabdbly
male, as aro the protagonisgts of tho tragodies that constitute
the staples of the English curriculum: Julius Cnesar, Macboth,
and liamlot. Ah, ycs, one might respond, but what of those other
traditional clacsroom favorites, Romeo and Juliot and The Merchant
of Venice? Juliet, you may rocall, kills horself for love, and
Portia, anothar prisoner of lovo (romember those caskots?), plays
gamos and masquorades to induce hor Bassanio to prove his adoration
== and achiovos her sturnning courtroom triumph only whon droessod
as a man., What role models are thoso, one wondors, for
improssionadble ycuny women?

Turning from Shakespcare (and well we might!), leot uz examino
tho systomatic discrimination against women practiced elsowhore in
the English curriculum. \hnt of our own litorature? A glanco at

the table of contents of The Cvcle of Anmerican litorature, Rodert

E. Spillor's dofinitive study of major American authors, revoals
thegso namos: Edwards, Franklin, Jefferson, Irving, Bryant, Cooper,
Emerson, Thorecau, Poc, llawthorae, helville, Whitman, Howclls,

Twain, Diclkinson, Jawos, Adamgs, Norris, Robineon, Mreiger, Frost,
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OtHiodll, Neninguny, Eliot, and Faulliner -~= all clacsroon idols:
all but one, wmen. hro there no women authors worthy of study

in a high scchool claus in American literature? iell, there's
always Anne Bradsotrcoet, the quintessential houscewife; Amy Lowell,
best known by students for her poem abou: an engaged wonan

whose fiance's death ends her life 4in the outside world; and lot's
not forget Emily Dickincon, who novoer ventured into tho outside
world at all, English litorature secems equally unpromising:

from Deowulf to Virginia Yoolf, women are portrayed ag virtuous
virgins, torrid temptresses, faithful rotainers (should wo say
“petainoeesest?), or simply nonexistent. There is, of courso,

one woman novelist whoge vork was studied, or should we say ondured,
by untold gonerations of English students. But who would ever
have loiown she was female? ...for hor name was George.

It wac conpiderations cuch as those, as well as my own growing
irtercot in wonen's studies and the role of women in our socioty,
that led me, in the fall of 1972, to devise a ten=-weeck eloctive
course for Friends Select seniors centitled "Literaturo and Vlomen's
Liberation." I was pleased to see fourtecen students -~ throe men
and olnven women == sclect this as their English courso for the
winter trimester. Not only would the course be unquestionably
rolovant == but, through a “liberated" view of women in litorature,
I hoped that several things would happen. The men would realize
that the concerns of their fomale classmates had to be taken
seriously. The women would realize that anatomy it not destiny,
that their societal roles are not prodotermined, but limitless --

and that, in the words of Benjamia Braddoclk in The Graduate, it

might be a very decirable thing to be "uncertain about their future.!




And because I wiched the movement of the course to be that of
negative to positive, of dercotype 1o reality, 1 orranized ite
content around those two touchgstones of feminine expericnce:
Pandora, who opencd the door for the cntrance of evil into the
world; and liora, who s)l-mmed a door =- but who, in slanning it,
Oponog the door for women's gelf-fulfillment.

Tho noxt orrer of business was to select some recadings for
the course; this was, after all, a course in 1iterature ac well
as wonon's liboration. Furthermore, I had no intention of
rostricting our readings to contemporary nolemic, but wished
instead to expose the class to a wide range of literature from
all periods and locales. Ny final choices, then, were as
follows:

1o As our major text: tho enchantingly titled
Up_Arainst the Vall, Mother: On VWomen's Liheration,
edrted, by Eloie Adams and Mary Louise Briscoe of tho
English Department, Wisconsin State University at
Whitewater, and publigshod by the Glencoo Press
(Macmillan). Divided into four sections == "The
Traditional View of tJomen,' %The Nature of ‘oman,"
"Adjustment for Survival,' and "Toward Frecedom" =-
this excollent anthology combines articles of
contomporary concern with fictional, poetic, and
dramatic excerpts, ranging from Aristophanes and the
Bible to Virginia Vioolf and Doris Lessing, that
exemplify the issues raised in the articles.

2. Novel: Sinclair Lewis' Main Street, whose
protagonist, Carol Xennecott, so well typifies the

O _ viominine mystique" and its failures.
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Pootry: wsoloctionc from the anthology, supplomented
by dittoed poems by Sylvia Plath, Marge Piercy, ¢t al.

Drama: Strindberg's Miss Julie, the work of an
avoved misogynist; and Ibsen's A Doll's loure, the final
plece of literature studied in the course and still the

Bible of women's libei:ation.
]

On the first day of class, I preconted the syllabus for
fiLiterature and Viomen's Liboration,' in which I introduced tho
course as follows:

The purpose of this Englich course is twofold:

(1) to introduce you to come of the clagsic fictional,

non-fictional, poectic and dramatic statements concerning

the role of women, as wocll as quito a few recent and
currect commentaries on this theme; (2) to raise your
consciousnecs concerning the very real problems that

have confronted women throughout thoir struggle for

independence and identity.

As the subject matter of our course is controversial,
coatroversy will be welcomoed in the classroom. Az you
read the various material that will be assigned, be sure
to note your reactions, and do not hesitate to voice

your opinions, objections, challenges, etc. during our
class discussions.

In addition, I urged the class that, since consciousness-raising

was everyone's business, they be on the lookout for materials that
présonted vwomen oither positively or negatively. Those materials
could be found in newspaper and magazine articles; works of art,
including photographs; advertisements in all tho media; and quotations
== famous and infamous. Any of these, when found, should be brought
to clasc and posted on the bulletin board to serve ag the subject
matter for discussion. This aspect of the course was seized upon
immediately and enthusiastically by my students, who delighted daily
in posting the latest advance -- or outrage.

On the second day, the class was introduced to the startling
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fact that tho great authors in owr Vistern litcerary Lradition all
hated women. For background, weo béegan with the Pandora myth and
the account of the Creation in Genesis, both of which blame women
for the world's evils, Then we turned to the great authors to

soo how thoy viewed tho "unfair! gcox., Vhat did we find? Homer, in
the Iliad, shows womenh only as spoils of battle; in the Qdyesey,
his feminine ideal is the superbly faithful Penclope, who stays at
home for twenty ycars while Lugsband Ulysses acts out every James-
Bonded male fantasy during and after the Trojan ‘lar. Shakespeare,
whoso viows have alrceady been noted, tolls us in his most famous
play, "Frailty, thy name is woman!' Chaucer's sole female
characters on that well-lmown pilgrimage to Canterbury are the
overly sentimental Prioress and that ultimate scx object, :he
five~times~married Viife of Bath! And what of lMilton, third in the
pantheon of great English authors? He reminds us, in Poradise lost,
vhat Adam and Eve verc not creocated cqual:

For contemplation he and valour formed,

For softness she and sweet attentive grace;

He for God only, che for God in him. {1V, 296-98)
Furthermoro, lMilton'!s Eve is a narcigssistic wanton, easy proy for
Satan's blandishments, and a fatal mate for Adam, who eats the
apple only because he == poor noble and lovesink male == cannot
bear to have her endurc God's punishment alone.

After this ecye-oponing sossion, we began our study of the

traditional stereotypes of women. Readings from Up Anainst the Yall,

Mother on "The Second Sex" (Genesis, Leviticus, traditional Catholic
teachinsc,'and Frecud), "Woman-as~Object" (Elizabothan love sonnets

and Playboy bunnies), "Woman-as=Enemy" (D. H. Lawrence, Lycistrata,

and the S.C.U.M. Hanifesto), and "The Eternal Feminine" (Dante

O riel Rosscetti, Robert Graves, and Jean Toomer) all revealed to

IToxt Provided by ERI



tho students what nen, through the ages, have thoughit of vionen. Yo
Bpeculated as to the origins of such stereotypes == ancient socinl
orjanizations, religious rites, primitive tatoo§ and fears of the

“Other" ~- and noted the nearly univercal condcmhation of women

\J
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found in the major religions. K
But are these stercotypes operational today? ITo determine 4if

women are gtill considered *the second sox,” wo turncd our attention

to that unerring arbiter of contemporary attitudes: Jladison Avenuo.

And we found that while the Virginia Slims people insist, "You've

come a long way, babdby,!" an examination of current adverticing

indicates otherwise. There are the blatant ones: the airline

that uses photographs of sensuous stevwardesses to exhort its

(presumadly male) clientele to "Fly me," the perfumer who suggests,

"Want him to be more of a man? Try being more of a woman," and

the well=-known encrgy booster vhich rewards its faithful (undoubtedly

female) imbibers with the conjugal accolade, "I think I'1l keep her."

But there are the subtle ones, as well: the cutlery concern which

admonisnes, "Don't ruin her cooking vwith your carving,'" the clothing

manufacturer who consoles his college~-girl customers with, "You'!ll

look so good in these duds that it'll be perfectly okay if you

don't understand football,® and the mail-order novelties catalogue

that offers personalized memo pads in two styles: his ~=- "From the

desk of _____," and hors ~= "A short note from _____." After

being exposed to a few of these, the students were asked to bring

in additional advertisements in which women were stereotyped as

"the second sex" -- dependent, inferior, passive, and the like.

Then, a few days later, they vwirote papers analyzing, in terms of

the readings and issues discussed in class, an advertisement that




showed come form of bilascd or sterecotyped thinking about voren.
The assignment not only proved immensaly enjoyable, affording thc
class limitless opportunities for sarcasm and rightcous indignation,
but alco sorved as a barometer to test how high thelr conscloucnesses
had been raised.

?y now, word of the "radical" English course was getting around

-~ ours is a small echool, and news travels fast -- and students

with freec periods were dbeginning to sit in on our discusscions.

To broaden the course's appeal, I posted a dozen or co advertiscments
on a bulletin board, numbered them, suggestod that the viewer decide
which of them were guilty of showing storeotyped views of women,
. and captioned the display 'lMale Chauvinism Test." It was amazing
to see how many students from ninth through twelfth grade (and
faculty!) responded to the challenge of "See how liberated you arel"
Inagine thelir dismay when they learned that only onc of the
advertisements, a Dewar's Profile, would not have insulted a
liberated woman. After this display, school-wide interest in the
course rose rapidly, as did the number of auditors.

Their consciousnesses fully raised, and, in some cascs, their
angers roused, the members of the class were now ready to tackle
the major works of literature on the syllabus. Ve began rather

unpleasantly with Strindberg's liss Julie, a trasedy in which the

title character, a femme fatale in Act I, is seduced by a scrvant

and immediately is transformed into a helpless, submissive female
who finally talies her lover's advice and commits suicide. The
playuright's prejudice against Julie, whom he calls in his Preface
a '"half-woman'" and a "man-hater" who deserves her fate, was evident

to the class, which regarded the play as a classic case study in




A solection from fhie Ieninine Il-stioue and a Doris Lescing

short story, "To Room 19," propared us for our mext unit of study,

"The Marr.age Trap," and its major work, }ain Strecot, Here the

reaction of the clacs was most interesting. As Lewic was

obviously satirizing the youthful, idealistic, and meddling

Carol Kennecott as well as lampooning Gopher Prairle, the smug

and J&ly gmall Midwestern town of which she was an unwilling
inhabitant, many of the students could not sympathize with Carol.
They felt eshe was too hypocritical, too naive, or simply too
immature to be conscidered a woman engaged in a serious struggle

for seli-understanding. Yet it was easy to.gee in Carol all the
symptoms of Betty Friedan's "problem that has no name," and Carol's
attempts to create a separate identity for herself, her plea for a
room of her own, and her exodus to Vlashington all struck responsive
chords,

Our final piece of literature was A Doll's House., Here, the

Caedmon recording, with Claire Bloom as Nora, allowed the play to
speak for itself both literally and figuratively. Articles from
the anthology such as lMatina Horner's "Fail, Bright %omen" gave us
additional perspectives from which to view MNora's entrapment and
deceptions. But the play itself, with its central metaphor of

the masquerade, is as rich a source of attitudes and discussion as
a teacher could desire. Following a week and a half of listening to
and discugsing the play, we moved easily to consideration of
altprnatives to traditional marriage, including those suggested by

Alvin Tofiler in Futurc Shocl:, as well as postulating some

guicdelines for a truly equal marriage.

Throughout the course, the mass media played an important role.
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Not only did we turn to televicion for its odvertising; we olso

watched the gituation conmedies, such as A1) _in thc ¥amily, [nudns,

and The lary Tvler ;ooirc Show, to ecxamine the role models they

offer to American women. During the ton weckes, several gpecialg,

including the Joscph Papp production of liuch Ado About Mothing and

the movies Diary of a lad YHousecwife and Vho's Afraid of Virrcinia Vool (?,

also rappeared on telievision, adding variety to assignments and
discussiong. The frequent reading aloud by studecnts, at the beginning
of class, of a newspaper clipping or magazinc article on, for cxample,
paternity lcave for '"liberated" fathors or the progress of the Equal
Rights Amendment added contemporary relevance and gave the students
an even greater opportunity to participate. And a day spent listening
to songs such as "I Enjoy Being a Girl®* and "WWhy Can't a VWoman Be

More Lilke a Man" indicated that Broadway is no more liberated than
Hollywood.

Another source of variety in the coursc proved to be guest
speakers. People from within the school, such as fellow faculty
members, administrators, or librarians; or from outside, such as
mothers of students, visiting celobrities whom a student just
happens to know, or reprcsentativys of organizations such as the
National Organization for Viomen, perform vital functions in a course
of this type. They supply pointé of view to supplement those fouﬁd
in the literature, provide a sta&dard by which thesc views may be
judged, serve as living role mo%cls (of prime importance to the
women in the class!), and, of q%urse, constitute a tewmporary respite
for (and from) the teacher. Iﬁ our course, we were fortunate to
have, from within the school, ‘the hcad of the language department,
vho gave a lecture on Tolstoy‘s views of marriage as scen in ILQ

v<5tzer Sonata, and the lower school librarian, who spolke to us
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about scex-role stercotyoing 4» childron's 1. tevatures Outeide
spealiorts included Lynn Sthef'fey Chnirmﬁn 0f tha Govegraor's Commisgion
on the Status of Women, wiho nxplained~hcr'work to ug, aac Juldge Lisa
Richette, vwho spoke cn '"Women urd.the_igw."

Throughout the ccurce, iy rpin wssi.bthat of an admicezdly biaseld
exponent of women's liberation; 6ft¢n,iﬁe‘I listened to ctudents
debate the issues and eac: otncr, or in{c:dectcd vievws of mﬁ ovin,

I wondered vhethar my oifortb would ba bvutcr clascsificd as
propaganda than as education. But I vwas e¢omtinually rcas.uxcd by

the class that such was not the casc. Th- enthusiasn and ogeu%csn

that charactcriéeé-@u:'discussionm - dibdﬁssions which oftou

continued in the haiﬁ well into thie next psriod -- were inparalleled
in my eleven years of'tcathng. liot only cid the studeats become -
aware of discrimination 21d stiureotypiag ir literature; they also

" found there in their own cxpefience,’ahared their discoveries, and,

in some instances, began to question long-held values and future

plans. N

On the final day of the course, I,gskcd for written evaluatione,
and I can think of no better way to conulﬁdc than to have the
.studentis speak for themselves.: Paul had this to say:

The most important goal for a tracher is to get
a message, or a number of messages, c¢cross to her or his
students. I fecl that you Y..o-32*+~1 many people to
think. abor. women's liberation. Ale0, some people in
the clase have now chanaed their "cvil ways" of thinking
and acig about women.

Uo‘ng one of only threc boys ia 5} 01350 with about
a dOZOu femalits under any circumstecnce ie an interesting
experiense, bu% when the class is about wemonts liberation
evary class bcconos a happening. There was orely a day
in which I was hot looking: forvarl to class (for me that
is amazing), mostly becaus# of tho exciting ciscussions
that werec gurc to arise.

Vonnie, a qulet porson, respouded:




Bapically, I entered this couifeve=vith thoe ecame opinions
that I have now. 'The difference i5 that now I bhave a
background for ny opintons and a bunch of snound arimwments
that I can uso to prove my points to anyone vho challenges
mo (or vice versa!). Thus, I really fccl that this courso
has greatly broadened my knowledge in the field of wonen
~-= not only wvomen's liberation; but of the nced for human
liberation in this socicty. This is one of the only courses
I have ever taken that doesn't only prepare one for college
by the sinmple fact that, "Wecll, yes, Itve rcad Sinclair
Lewis, Henrilk Ibsen and Strindberg, too." It has pgiven me
‘more than that. == I fecl it has helped me in everyday lifce.
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And Jo hag the last wvord:

I think it is cssential for this course to remain at
Friends Select and be instituted elsewhere. How else are
young women and men going to get introduced to a movement
which in preaching women's liberation is actually preaching
men'*s? A lot of interest has been aroused throughout the
school by this course. It seems (unfortunately) from what
I see, VWomen'!s Liberation is a novelty type of thing around
school, but when the men and viomen (it is significant that
before this class I would have said boys and girls) of
F.S.S. understand, as I thiniz I now do, that it'!'s more
than just a fad, to take interest in Liberation, they will
seriously aslk themselves questions which may prove to malke
their futures happy and successful. This is an inspiring
kind of course and the candle it has 1it in me must be
1lit in others.

== t0 which, as their teacher, I can only say, "A=-women!"
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