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ABSTRACT 

 

Conceptualizing Literature Pedagogy: 

World, Global, and Cosmopolitan Orientations to Teaching Literature in English 

Suzanne Shen Li Choo 

 

 While there is a wealth of research about literary history, literary genres, and the nature 

of the literary text, research on approaches to teaching literature that shape the interpretation and 

reception of the text is insufficient. My overarching aim in this study is to conceptualize 

literature pedagogy across the historical evolution of the field of literature in English. Underlying 

literature pedagogy are beliefs about the good of teaching literature. Consequently, the teaching 

of literature is a form of values education. In the late eighteenth century, the teaching of literature 

was used to propagate ideological values of the nation-state when the discipline of English 

literature was institutionalized in public education. From the early twentieth century onwards, 

various global-political and disciplinary movements led to a shift towards a post nation-state 

model of values education emphasizing education for world, global, and cosmopolitan values.  

 One way to understand the different values underlying literature pedagogy is to examine 

beliefs about the good of teaching literature as these are manifested in concepts that demonstrate 

various orientations to teaching literature. Given that the formal institutionalization of English 

literature and its subsequent re-configurations, in the form of literature in English, were 

conditioned by the phenomenon of globalization, the study explores how approaches to teaching 

literature have responded to four waves of globalization from the late eighteenth to the twenty-

first century. Rather than focus on events, I employ a historical-paradigmatic analysis to analyze 

 



 

 conceptual turns or moments in a historical period when particular concepts gain dominance. 

The advantage of this analysis is two-fold. First, it avoids examining history in terms of events so 

that more attention is paid to the history of ideas and second, paradigms disrupt the notion of a 

linear history which then allows for historical overlaps. In order to locate concepts that gain 

dominance, three domains are analyzed within each historical period – global waves, disciplinary 

movements, and philosophical contributions.  

 The objectives of the study are driven by two research questions: (1) How do global 

waves, disciplinary movements, and philosophical contributions, from the late eighteenth century 

to the present, contribute to characterizing various beliefs about the good of teaching literature? 

(2) How do these beliefs orient approaches to teaching literature? The study argues that various 

global waves across history have facilitated the interrelation and dominance of key concepts that 

provide insights into beliefs about the good of teaching literature. From these concepts, four 

orientations emerge – nationalist-oriented, world-oriented, global-oriented, and cosmopolitan-

oriented approaches to teaching literature.  These approaches serve to recognize a key role for 

the teaching literature in educating for values beyond the ideologies of the nation-state. The 

study has implications for literature teachers in the hopes that it would broaden their 

consciousness and repertoire of pedagogical approaches as well as equip them to be more 

purposeful in their applications of these to the classroom. More importantly, an understanding of 

these orientations would serve to develop a greater sense of ethical agency in teachers as they 

work towards cultivating a hospitable imagination in their students.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE TEACHING OF LITERATURE AND VALUES EDUCATION 

 

1.1 Scenes of Teaching Concerning the Mediation of the Literary Text 

 At the front of the classroom, children gather in eager expectation as their teacher, sitting 

in the middle, begins a story about the little cuckoo and the nightingale. The cuckoo, chancing 

upon a nightingale, begins to earnestly wish that he could sing as beautifully. But to sing 

beautifully, the nightingale tells the cuckoo, is something that just cannot be learnt; it is simply a 

gift that one is born with. On hearing this, the cuckoo‟s wife stubbornly refuses to believe it and 

decides to test the nightingale‟s theory by hiding her egg in the nest of a hedge sparrow. When 

the egg hatches, a young cuckoo emerges and is nourished and cared for exactly like the other 

hedge sparrows. As it grows up, however, the cuckoo finds that it is unable to fly like the others 

nor can it sing like the others. The only sound it makes is just that of a cuckoo. The teacher stops 

at this point, turns to the children, and asks them to tell her what the moral of the story is. 

 At first glance, there is nothing unusual about this scene of teaching. This educative use 

of story-telling in formal settings of modern-day classrooms inherits oral traditions in pre-

modern enchanted worlds where hunters with their children would gather around fires under star-

lit skies to listen to heroic tales or moral fables. The story-teller could be a teacher employed by 

the state as in the case of the former or it could be a village shaman or prophet in the case of the 

latter. Whatever the scenario, stories have been used, since time immemorial, to captivate the 

imagination and to provide vicarious experiences in order to exemplify moral messages. 

 Consider another scene of teaching set three thousand years ago in which tribal Mayan 
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communities gathered to listen to an old fable
1
 about a sad, lonely man who is offered various 

gifts by the animals of the world. The vulture gives him sight, the jaguar gives him strength, the 

serpent gives him wisdom but in the end, the man‟s inner emptiness, the hole in his heart, 

remains. The moral of this Mayan fable is similar to the cuckoo story told in the modern 

classroom; that is, a leopard cannot change its spots and one‟s innate nature cannot change. 

However, there is one vital difference between the two scenes of teaching. While the Mayan 

story was told to pre-modern, porous communities in which the material and the spiritual co-

existed
2
 in order to caution its members against neglecting the soul in pursuit of the material, the 

cuckoo story was told in German elementary classrooms during the Second World War. This 

story was specifically used to promote Nazi racial ideology by insisting on the idea of the 

German volk or “pure blood” (Kamenetsky, 1984; Pine, 2010). Within this context, children 

would learn to recognize the nightingale as a metaphor of a pure Aryan race and would 

understand the story‟s moral principle that since race, blood, and character are inherited rather 

than acquired, those of Jewish and non-Aryan descent would always be deemed inferior. 

 This brief comparison demonstrates that two fables can contain a similar moral message 

but can be used in starkly different ways, one to promote spiritual sensitivity and the other to 

promote racism. Thus, if we were to examine the power and influence of literature and story-

telling across history, our attention cannot be placed solely on the text itself; instead, we need to 

examine the ways in which literature is utilized, taught or, to use a better term, mediated.  

                                                 

1
 See Gómez (1993). Tales and Legends of Ancient Yucatan. 

 
2
 In the first chapter of A Secular Age, Charles Taylor (2007) uses the contrast between 1500 and 2000 to discuss the 

conditions of belief in pre-modern and modern societies. 
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Diagrammatically, the function of mediation can be represented as follows (see Figure 1): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Mediation between the literary text and the reader 

 As depicted above, before the literary text is received, it is already mediated by what 

Stanley Fish (1980) terms interpretive communities that share strategies for making sense of and 

assigning value to texts. These interpretive communities may be present in many different 

domains in the public sphere and some examples are: the publisher and editorial committee that 

decide whether a book is worth publishing based on economic and market demands; the literary 

critical community such as reviewers of the New York Times or the committee comprising the 

Nobel Prize and the Booker Prize that decide which literary authors can join the circle of those 

already honored; academic committees that review university curricula and decide whether new 

categories of courses and their respective texts such as Korean or Caribbean literatures can be 

formally introduced into the curriculum; and scholarly communities operating through journals, 

conferences, think-tanks that evaluate literary works and circulate the discursive language and 

terminology to discuss these works. The main interest in this study is the interpretive community 

comprising literature educators who, from the pre-school level to higher education, make 

important decisions about what kinds of texts to teach, how to organize the literature curriculum, 

The outcome 

The literary text The receiver 

Mediation by 

interpretive 

communities 
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and what best pedagogical strategies to employ. If we consider the classical model of 

communication in which a sender transmits a message to the receiver and the transmission is 

interrupted by noise (Chandler, 1994; Shannon & Weaver, 1949) then, in this case, the author 

who sends a message via the literary text to the reader or student is disrupted by a noise source 

such as the interference of the teacher. While the term “noise” misleadingly contains a negative 

connotation, it can sometimes be beneficial. For example, if a student suffers from low 

motivation, the “noise” of the teacher can wake the student from slumber and lethargy or if a 

student too hastily reaches a reductive conclusion about the text, the “noise” of the teacher can 

disrupt this train of thought and push the student to think further and deeper about the text. 

 What is clear is that, in the context of the classroom, the literary text is never purely 

received by the student without direct mediation by the teacher or indirect mediation by the 

school administration involved in directing educational goals or the state involved in designing 

the curriculum and establishing standards. One particularly important aspect of mediation 

concerns the way the literary text is taught which then governs how it is received, perceived, and 

interpreted by students. Yet, as John Guillory (2002a) notes, while there is a wealth of research 

about literary history, literary genres, and the nature of the literary text, research on approaches 

to teaching literature is insufficient. Consider for instance how, across the history of literary 

criticism, there have been various scholarly movements contributing influential research to one 

of these five areas – the author (biographical criticism), the reader (reader-response criticism, 

psychoanalytic criticism), the text (formalist criticism, new criticism), the language of the text 

(deconstructive criticism), and the context (Marxist criticism, political criticism). What appears 

to be neglected is that concerning the way literature is taught or, in other words, the pedagogical 
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approaches to teaching literature that shape the interpretation and reception of the text. My 

overarching aim in this study is therefore to conceptualize literature pedagogy across the 

historical evolution of the field of literature in English. 

1.2 Research Context 

The Teaching of Literature as an Enactment of Values 

 Perhaps a reason why there is insufficient attention paid to the teaching of literature has 

to do with a widely-held view in education of the distinction between theory and practice that 

privileges the former and marginalizes the latter (Thomas, 1997).  While theory is perceived as 

intellectual and rigorous, practice is seen as intuitive and involving the mere application of 

theory. Mary Kennedy (2002) makes a distinction between “systematic knowledge” and “craft 

knowledge”. While the former stems primarily from research and emphasizes conceptual and 

analytical methods of processing knowledge, the latter stems from experience and its method of 

processing knowledge is idiosyncratic relying on intuition. Implicit in this distinction is already a 

bias that links “craft knowledge” to models of learning associated with apprenticeship, 

artisanship, and the vocational as opposed to academic learning. This bias is transmitted in top-

down “theory-into-practice models” commonly employed in teacher education courses, in which 

university-based researchers position themselves as knowledge generators while teachers are 

merely technicians who transmit and apply this theory in their teaching (Gravani, 2008).  

Paradoxically, this inherent bias can lead to resistance and aversion by teachers towards the 

imposition of theory. For example, in tracing the historical connection between theory and 

practice, Kennedy (1997) notes that in the late 1960s and early 1970s, government funding in the 

United States rose sharply on the conviction of the need for research to improve practice but by 
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the 1990s, there was a general sense of skepticism towards research which was perceived as 

irrelevant to the real-world complexities of schooling and inaccessible to teachers. From this 

period to the present, various scholars have attempted to challenge the hegemony of theory and 

have called for a closer integration of theory and practice. For example, in theorizing 

independent artisanship (Huberman, 1993), collaborative artisanship (Talbert & Mclaughlin, 

2002), and apprenticeship learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), these scholars are essentially 

conceptualizing pedagogy by arguing that practice is already informed by tacit theorizing 

whether by the teacher in the form of personal critical reflection or the teacher as situated within 

a collaborative professional learning community. In relation to literature education, Sheridan 

Blau (2003) has conceptualized a pedagogical approach centered on the workshop model in 

which he argues for an “antitheoretical theory of practice” (p. 14). This is a bottom-up approach 

that can be applied in literature education courses or in teaching literature to students. In relation 

to the former, it begins with practice and then encourages teachers to reflect on the tacit theories 

informing their teaching within communities of practice.  

 In order to conceptualize literature pedagogy, one may start by analyzing various 

approaches to teaching literature and then identifying the on-going theorizing occurring in 

practice, what Donald Schön (1983, 1987) terms reflection or learning in action. At the same 

time, what drives theory and correspondingly, practice, are underlying impulses, desires, and 

beliefs. In fact, one of the most powerful drivers underlying any action, whether this involves the 

formulation of new ideas or the application of new teaching strategies, is values. As John Dewey 

(1939) notes, “all conduct that is not simply either blindly impulsive or mechanically routine 

seems to involve valuations” (p. 3). Values, valuing, valuations, value systems can all essentially 
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be characterized by two main features. First, values involve a set of beliefs and second, these 

beliefs are “about desirable end states or behaviors” (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987, p. 551). Another 

way of saying this is that values are beliefs about “the good” where “the good” refers to that 

which is desirable. This attachment of values to “the good” is found in valere, the Latin root of 

the term “value” which denotes the good or worth of something and it is also evidenced in a 

range of philosophical writings. For instance, Aristotle (350 B.C.E./1985) argues at the 

beginning of Nicomachean Ethics that “Every craft and every investigation, and likewise every 

action and decision, seems to aim at some good; hence the good has been well described as that 

at which everything aims” (Book one: 1.1, p. 1). “The good” therefore underlies every value and 

action. Similarly, Dewey (1939) discusses valuation in relation to the verb sense of the term “to 

value”, involving the act of assigning significance to something, and the noun sense of the term 

“values” or value systems, involving beliefs about the good or significance of something. Thus, 

values are essentially ideals or aspirations that primarily center on the notion of “the good”. Take 

for instance the pursuit of learning. Underlying theorizations about the good of learning and all 

practical actions taken to advance one‟s learning are values encompassing various beliefs about 

the good of education. Some of these are values of socialization based on a belief in the good of 

education for ensuring cultural continuity; some of these are instrumental values based on a 

belief in the good of education for equipping students with skills needed to contribute to the 

national or global economy; some of these are cosmopolitan values based on a belief in the good 

of education for developing open-mindedness and the critical, reflective capacities to engage 

with other human beings in a complex world (Hansen, Burdick-Shepherd, Cammarano, & 

Obelleiro, 2009).  
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 If values are beliefs about the good of something, then this leads us to a conundrum, for 

how can “the good” be defined? Even G. E. Moore (1903) acknowledges the elusiveness of this 

term in Principia Ethica:  

If I am asked, “What is good?” my answer is that good is good, and that is the end of the 

matter. Or if I am asked “How is good to be defined?” my answer is that it cannot be 
defined, and that is all I have to say about it. (Chapter I: 6, para. 1) 

 

The problem is that beliefs about what is good are never fixed and escape definition. Indeed, it is 

the very ambiguity of the term that has provided space for a range of interpretations. On one 

hand, there are values that emphasize a belief in the good of self-improvement and self-

fulfillment. To Aristotle (350 B.C.E./1985), for example, the highest good is “eudaimonia” 

which, translated from the Greek, means living fully (Kraut, 2010). One who subscribes to such 

a value may act and make decisions in ways that lead one to live fully and he or she might agree 

with Aristotle (350 B.C.E./1985) that all other goals such as wealth, health, and education are 

subordinate to this sense of fulfillment. On the other hand, there are values that emphasize a 

belief in the good of treating others justly. For example, right after his trial in which he is 

sentenced to be executed, Socrates argues that the most important human aspiration should 

center not on what it means to live but on what it means to live well. Here, living well is 

interchangeably translated in the Socratic dialogues as living the “good life”3
  which does not 

refer to a kind of self-centered, comfortable living; rather, it refers to a life in which one 

conducts oneself appropriately in the world as observed when Socrates states that “the good life, 

                                                 

3
 Compare an earlier translation of the Socratic dialogues in which Socrates states, “we are not to be anxious about 

living, but about living well” (Plato, 360 B.C.E./1897, p. 59) with a later translation of the same passage which 
reads, “the most important thing is not life, but the good life” (Plato, 360 B.C.E/2002, p. 51). 
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the beautiful life, and the just life are the same” (Plato, 360 B.C.E./2002, p. 51). One who 

subscribes to such a value may act and make decisions for the good of another person. 

 Across the history of literature education, one may observe different values containing 

beliefs about the good of teaching literature that subsequently inform the decisions teachers 

make in the classroom concerning what texts to select or what pedagogical approaches to 

employ. In this sense, one may say that the teaching of literature is a form of values education. 

Often, literature teachers do not see themselves as constructing values or educating for values. 

Yet, in their daily routine of teaching, literature teachers unconsciously enact, reflect, reconstruct 

their beliefs about the good of teaching literature for their students, for the country, for the global 

world and so on. It is thus the task of this study to trace the ways in which various values 

involving beliefs about the good of teaching literature have been defined and redefined from the 

moment English literature was formally instituted in schools from the late eighteenth century to 

the present. In summary, values contain a belief about the good of teaching literature. As 

mentioned earlier, values are tied to a vision of “the good” which changes across history due to 

broader socio-political and geo-political shifts. To study the influence of these values on the 

teaching of literature, it is necessary to take into account two important features concerning 

beliefs that shape values: 

 Feature one: Beliefs about the good of teaching literature are manifested through 

concepts.  

 It is impossible to fully understand what goes on in the minds of teachers as they 

design the curriculum or employ particular pedagogical strategies in the classroom. 

However, values can be deduced through particular concepts that embody their beliefs. 
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Correspondingly, on a more macro level, it is also possible to identify concepts that have 

become dominant at particular moments in history. These concepts then reflect an ethos 

about the good of teaching literature. 

 Feature two: These concepts orient approaches to teaching literature.  

 To orient refers to a turning towards just as a ship may be directed towards a 

particular course. This direction may change or may be interrupted by other factors just 

as there is no guarantee that a particular orientation necessarily translates into action. 

Thus, the term orientation is less deterministic; yet it is useful in highlighting how 

changes in values across history, as manifested in conceptual turns in literature education, 

give rise to new or different approaches to teaching literature.  

We can synthesize features one and two in the following statement: Beliefs about the good of 

teaching literature manifest in concepts that orient approaches to teaching. To illustrate the 

saliency of these two features, I provide here a brief example of an interview I had in 2010 with a 

twelfth grade language arts teacher in a high-performing school in New York State. Her lessons 

centered on what she describes as teaching great world literature and students had been studying 

the works of Shakespeare, Kafka, Tolstoy etc. In the first half hour of the forty-five minute 

interview, the teacher describes how her classes are organized as well as the curriculum and 

assessment she has designed for students. It is generally factual and descriptive but towards the 

end of the interview, she mentions, “to me, literature is about human to human interaction and 

ultimately this is what the world is about.” Here then is evidence that the teacher, whether she is 

conscious of it or not, is articulating her values involving a belief about the good of teaching 

literature. This belief can be discerned in her emphasis on the concept of communication as 
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observed in her argument that literature is centered on interaction (feature one). In the final parts 

of the interview, the teacher then describes her pedagogical approach: 

I model a lot. I am really clear about making sure that people listen to each other…. And 
I also really try to make sure that my class is not routine in any way; that kids will know 

that they can always talk and there will always be a place for them to talk and that it 

won‟t be teacher-centered, it will be student-centered. 

 

The shift from teacher-centered to student-centered teaching occurred from the progressive 

education movement of the 1930s inspired by John Dewey. At the same time, a classroom can be 

student-centered in many ways. For example, the teacher may emphasize group work, 

performance-based assessments, and real-world projects. Here, this teacher is focusing on a 

particular aspect of student-centered teaching which involves modeling and facilitating a 

classroom culture that promotes listening and speaking. This suggests that the teacher‟s beliefs 

about the good of literature, as articulated in her emphasis on the concept of communication, 

have oriented her approach to teaching (feature two).  

The Teaching of Literature as an Enactment of Moral, Ethical, and Ideological Values 

 In the previous section, I have argued that beliefs about the good of teaching literature 

manifest in concepts that orient approaches to teaching. As these beliefs shape values that inform 

practice, one may note the varying ways in which these may be studied. In psychology, values 

have been examined according to human motivation. For example, Shalom Schwartz and 

Wolfgang Bilsky (1987) categorize values according to eight motivational domains which direct 

one toward a particular vision of “the good” – enjoyment, achievement, self-direction, maturity, 

security, prosocial, restrictive conformity, and social power. In anthropology, values are 

discussed in connection with human relations. For example, David Graeber (2001) proposes 

three ways of studying values. Values in the sociological sense involve examining how humans 
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conceptualize what is good and desirable for living a fulfilling life; values in the economic sense 

involve studying how humans desire particular objects and what they would give in exchange for 

them so that an exchange value becomes attached to objects; values in the linguistic sense 

involve analyzing how objects attain a symbolic value within cultures and societal systems. In 

philosophy, values have been broadly studied in various sub-fields such as moral/ethical values, 

aesthetic values, religious values, economic values, and political values (Jarrett, 1991; Taylor, 

1961).  It is values in the philosophical sense that is of interest in this study. More specifically, I 

discuss the teaching of literature in relation to three forms of values – moral values, ethical 

values, and ideological values. Though these are overlapping categories, it may be useful to 

clarify these terms before proceeding. 

 As mentioned, values refer to beliefs about “the good” and within this broad category one 

may find moral values and ethical values. Though there is no clear distinction between the two 

(Jarrett, 1991), a subtle difference is that moral values emphasize the translation of values into 

principles or precepts whereas ethical values emphasize the act of reflecting on these values. 

This distinction is evidenced in the differences between the Latin term “moral” which stresses 

the sense of social expectation and the Greek term “ethics” which focuses on individual character 

(Williams, 1985).  On one hand, morals and moral values entail the translation of values, 

comprising beliefs about “the good”, into socially expected norms and conduct which may then 

be expressed in terms of rules, principles, rights and wrongs, dos and don‟ts (Haydon, 2006). On 

the other hand, ethical values are linked with practical study involving philosophical and 

reflective reasoning (Churchill, 1982; Noddings, 2003). As Bertrand Russell notes (1910/1952), 

morality is tied to right conduct whereas ethics involves reasoning about what is good. Thus, 
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ethical values emphasize the act of reasoning, reflecting, philosophizing about values comprising 

beliefs about “the good” or, more specifically, how one can best live the “good life” and cultivate 

oneself as fully as possible in order to live such a life.  

 Despite these subtle distinctions, moral values and ethical values often overlap. Various 

scholars have argued that morality is a perspective within ethics since it also involves evaluative 

thought (Robertson, 2010), that morality and ethics are co-joined modes of learning that are 

other-directed as well as directed towards developing the individual self (Hansen, 2011), or that a 

two-way process exists between ethics that involve reflecting on moral principles or action and 

moral principles or action that stem from ethical reflection (Harman, 1977; Haydon, 2006). If, as 

previously mentioned, literature education is a form of values education, then both education for 

moral values and ethical values are implicated. On one hand, education for moral values places a 

stress on transmitting beliefs about the good of particular principles or conduct in the way we 

relate to others such as when the teacher highlights to students the importance of sympathizing 

with the protagonist of a story. On the other hand, education for ethical values emphasizes the 

transmission of beliefs about how one can best cultivate oneself in order to live the “good life” or 

a life that is lived honorably and one in which others are treated justly. An example is when the 

teacher encourages the development of critical reflective and reasoning capacities in students as 

they analyze the character of the protagonist in a literary text. 

 Engaging in moral action and ethical reasoning presumes that one is an autonomous 

agent. As Bernard Williams (1985) argues, “To act morally is to act autonomously, not as the 

result of social pressure” (p. 7). Such was a view strongly espoused by Immanuel Kant who 

based the foundations of morals on the will. If the will were not free, then morality would not be 
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possible since it would be determined by other causes. Thus, Kant (1785/1995) distinguishes 

action as a utilitarian means to something else (what he terms the hypothetical imperative) and 

action as a means to happiness or self-fulfillment (what he terms the assertorial imperative) from 

action that is good in itself in which one acts out of duty to the moral law and is not compelled 

by external forces. He terms this the categorical imperative which is: “Act only according to that 

maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law” (section II: 

421, p. 38). Implicit in the categorical imperative is an other-centered consciousness translated 

into acts that treat the other as humanely and with as much respect as one would treat oneself. 

Kant (1785/1995) reiterates this when he stresses the importance of treating others always as an 

end and never as a means. 

 When education for moral values is used as a means to promote the agenda of another 

group, these values are ideological in nature. The classical idea of ideology is based on Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels‟ (1845/1947) view that “[t]he ideas of the ruling class are in every 

epoch the ruling ideas” (p. 64). Such a view presumes that ideology operates in a deterministic, 

one-directional manner in which the dominant group ensures the submission of another group. 

Later Marxist theorists have extended this notion of ideology and have focused on how the 

legitimization of power often occurs indirectly and in more dynamic ways involving coercion 

and consent by a multiplicity of state and social actors. For example, Antonio Gramsci 

(1929/2001) describes the twin-function of “hegemony” involving the acceptance by ideology 

through the “spontaneous consent given by the great masses of the population to the general 

direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group” along with “the apparatus 

of state coercive power which „legally‟ enforces discipline on those groups who do not „consent‟ 
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either actively or passively” (p. 1143). Another Marxist theorist, Louis Althusser (1968/2004), 

distinguishes Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs) from Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). 

While the former involves the state‟s use of coercive power via the police, law, and military on 

subjects, the latter involves the state‟s exercise of covert force via educational, religious, and 

other societal institutions. In this sense, the goals of education operate ideologically to subtly 

promote moral values that support the goals of the state. Thus, education for ethical values seeks 

to foster a non-instrumental development of one‟s reflective, aesthetic, intellectual capacities 

which is at odds with education for ideological values that emphasizes particular moral values as 

a means to supporting the goals of the state and those in power.  

 As this study seeks to examine the teaching of literature in relation to values education 

across history, it examines how the teaching of literature was used to propagate ideological 

values of the nation-state when the discipline of English literature was institutionalized in public 

education in the late eighteenth century. Following this, it examines how various global-political 

and disciplinary movements led to a shift towards a post nation-state model of values education 

emphasizing education for world, global, and cosmopolitan values. This distinction between a 

nation-state ideological model of values education and a post nation-state model of values 

education will be revisited in the concluding chapter. 

The Teaching of Literature as Situated within the Public Sphere of the Nation-state 

 The concern of this study is not with literature per se but with literature education. 

Another way of saying this is that the concern of this study has to do with engagements with 

literature in the public sphere of education rather than engagements with literature in the private 

sphere of reading. The distinction between the private and public spheres is primarily a feature of 
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modernity. Prior to the sixteenth century, pre-modern societies comprised disparate and small 

communities that lacked complex institutional structures. In A Secular Age, Charles Taylor 

(2007) describes such societies as characteristically “enchanted, porous” in nature (p. 42). On 

one level, the enchantment was due to the unchallenged belief that God was implicated and 

present in every part of society and was in fact the very existence of society. Here, the spiritual 

existed independently outside of human agency and had the power to possess and control human 

beings. For example, if one fell sick, this illness was naturally attributed to a sinful condition. On 

another level, pre-modern societies were porous in the sense that there was no clear boundary 

between the spiritual and the physical. Within this context, the notion of the un-reality of God 

could not possibly be conceived since accepted reality was one in which living man interacted 

with spiritual forces that were present in all natural and material things. Since God figured as the 

dominant spirit, the individual and the collective society were a microcosm subordinate to God‟s 

larger macrocosmic universe. Within such a context, it could be argued that literature education 

was good for both the spiritual and emotional well-being of the individual and his or her family 

or community. Sitting at the feet of the old sages and prophets, one acquired values of loyalty, 

hard work, courage, and respect for nature and God through stories and myths which were vital 

to maintaining order and unity in the tribe. Beliefs about the good of literature education changed 

with the emergence of a secular age that occurred as a consequence of scientific discoveries, 

increasing cynicism towards the dominance of the church, and more importantly, a growing 

awareness of active human agency so that God was no longer unquestionably the determinant of 

the course of human history but became an option among others so that one now had the choice 

of subscribing to faith in God or not. Hence, the prophetic interpretation of God‟s laws and its 
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application to human life no longer formed the central basis for everyday existence; instead, 

man‟s agency now entailed the power to choose between affirming or denying the reality of God 

and His involvement in human lives. Taylor (2007) notes that the coming of modern secularity 

correlates with the rise of a “self-sufficing humanism” (p. 20) concerned with humanity‟s own 

flourishing. Consequently, a secular age is characterized as “one in which the eclipse of all goals 

beyond human flourishing becomes conceivable” (p. 19). Instead of a porous world, this self-

sufficing humanism manifested itself in a distinction between the private sphere and public 

sphere which became increasingly evident in Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.  

 While the private sphere refers to the domain that constitutes the individual and the 

family to the exclusion of the state, the public sphere refers to the domain where private 

individuals identify themselves as members of a larger community and engage in the social and 

political affairs of society (Habermas, 1991). While the private sphere is the space where the 

private experience of reading the literary text is valued for its effect on the individual, the public 

sphere is the space where the study of the literary text is valued for its effect on both the 

individual as well as society. What is clear here is that with the advent of secularism and 

modernization along with the development of state-controlled public education, the interpretive 

function mediating the literary text and the reader has shifted from the village story-teller 

operating at the personal level of family and community to the teacher who is typically an 

employee of the state operating at the level of the public sphere of schools. Within the context of 

contemporary modern societies, it is clear then that understanding various beliefs concerning the 

good of literature education must stem from the domain of the public rather than private sphere. 
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This is especially since, with the exception of a minority of wealthy families, the education of 

individuals has been largely determined and managed by the modern state since the eighteenth 

century with the spread of mass public education in Europe which then provided models of 

secular education to other parts of the world. 

 Since the mid to late twentieth century, debates about the good of teaching literature have 

re-entered the spotlight in the light of the declining status of the subject as well as declining 

enrollments in the subject at schools and colleges.
4
 However, one of the problems with many of 

the arguments defending literature education is that these tend to use arguments about the good 

of literature in the private sphere as a basis for the good of literature education in the public 

sphere. In other words, arguments concerning literature education‟s demise are commonly 

grounded on the good of literature and not the good of teaching literature in the context of 

schooling. The focus is therefore on the power of the literary text as a basis for literature 

education rather than the power of teaching literature. One example may be found in the first 

sentence of Harold Bloom‟s (1994) essay entitled “An Elegy for the Canon”: “Originally the 

Canon meant the choice of books in our teaching institutions, and despite the recent politics of 

multiculturalism, the Canon‟s true question remains: What shall the individual who still desires 

to read attempt to read, this late in history?” (p. 15). Here, Bloom centers the reader‟s attention 

on the main problem for discussion – the problematic institution of the canon as an elitist act of 

text selection in English departments. At the same time, Bloom directs the true question of the 

canon to the individual and more specifically, his or her choice of texts for private reading. In 

                                                 

4
 Concerns about the decline of literature and the humanities in education have been articulated in numerous 

scholarly books and articles particularly in the late twentieth century. Among them, see Choo (2011), Kernan 

(1990), Scholes (1998), and Nussbaum (2010). 
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other words, the “Canon‟s true question” should have been – What shall institutions who still 

desire literary readers attempt to teach, this late in history? This disjointed logic occurs 

elsewhere in the chapter as well. Shortly after Bloom insists that the study of literature has no 

effect on improving society or the individual, he proceeds to develop his case that literary 

engagement is a solitary act between the reader in dialogue with the text after which he (1994) 

claims that “Education founded upon the Iliad, the Bible, Plato and Shakespeare remains, in 

some strained form, our ideal, though the relevance of these cultural monuments to life in our 

inner critics is inevitably rather remote” (p. 31) and that teaching the canon is necessarily an 

elitist enterprise since it is grounded on principles of selectivity.
5
 Bloom shuttles between literary 

reading in the private sphere and literary study in the public sphere; the result is that he is unable 

to get to the bottom of the question concerning the good of literature education or, in the case of 

his essay, the value of teaching the canon in the public sphere of schools and colleges. 

 Another example of arguments defending literature education that tends to be grounded 

on the nature of the literary text may be found in the works of Martha Nussbaum. One of her 

primary questions is how literature education can play a role in educating citizens of the world 

and more specifically, “what sorts of literary works, and what sort of teaching of those works, 

our academic institutions should promote in order to foster an informed and compassionate 

vision of the different” (Nussbaum, 1997, p. 89). In contrast to Bloom, Nussbaum then proposes 

a curriculum that is more inclusive of other literary works beyond the western canon. Her 

                                                 

5
 Bloom (1994) is unapologetic about the elitist nature of literary study. In discussing literary criticism, he states, 

“cultural criticism is another dismal social science but literary criticism, as an art, always was and always will be an 

elitist phenomenon. It was a mistake to believe that literary criticism could become a basis for democratic education 

or societal improvement” (p. 16).  
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rationale is that reading the “Great Books” as well as literary works from other cultures broadens 

one‟s worldview and cultivates what she (1997) terms, the “narrative imagination” (p. 10) in 

which one is able to think and perceive from the standpoint of someone else. This leads to 

“habits of empathy” (p.  90), “compassion” (p. 92), and “an expansion of sympathies” (p. 111). 

While Nussbaum begins by considering the texts and pedagogical approaches in literature 

education appropriate for preparing students to be world citizens, in various portions of her book, 

she bases this on the power of literature to foster the empathetic imagination. Here, her focus is 

on the significance of literary readings performed in the solitude of the private sphere rather than 

the important role of teaching literature itself. Even though the reading of literature does have the 

potential to shape the imagination, it is insufficient to base an argument affirming literature 

education on the transformative power of a literary work without taking into account the fact that 

the literary text is mediated by a multiplicity of interpretive actors in the public sphere of 

education. First, with specific reference to the context of schooling, students do not simply read 

literary works in the classroom; more often, they are engaged in the interpretation of literature 

and the writing of criticism upon which literature assessments are entirely based. It would 

therefore be too narrow an argument to ground any value of literature education solely on the 

value of literature since one could even argue that the transformative power of a literary work 

operates best when reading is performed as a private solitary act rather than in the public arena of 

the classroom where reading becomes affected by the pressures of standardized assessments and 

the pursuit of good grades.   

 Second, the effect on the imagination that occurs through one‟s engagement with the 

literary work is different in the private versus the public sphere. In the private sphere, texts are 
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chosen by the reader based on personal interests or inclinations; in the public sphere, texts are 

chosen for the reader based on different agendas by the interpretive communities of the school, 

the state, or the dominant class. This difference is based on the primary distinction between the 

private sphere and the public sphere in which the former prioritizes individuality and individual 

choice whereas the latter prioritizes membership or citizenship in the larger society. In this sense, 

since literature education is a politicized institution in which its values are fashioned through 

mediations by the state, the universities, and other public agents, it necessarily belongs to the 

category of the public sphere rather than the private sphere. 

The Teaching of Literature as Influenced by Globalization 

 To return to our initial proposition that beliefs about the good of teaching literature 

manifest in concepts that orient approaches to teaching, the conditions that then give rise to 

various beliefs shaping literature teaching must be located in this public sphere. At the same 

time, while the public sphere that arose in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

was specifically tied to the nation-state, this model has become problematic. From the late 

eighteenth century and more evidently from the end of the Second World War, the sovereignty of 

the nation-state has been increasingly challenged by various factors attributed to the phenomenon 

of globalization. This includes the rising influence of transnational institutions and corporations 

that have eroded the authority of the state as the sole decision-maker in matters concerning the 

nation. Subsequently, globalization has served to dislodge the traditional notion of the public 

sphere as connected to the nation-state so that new possibilities for the public sphere may be 

imagined such as the inclusion of multiple public spheres within the nation-state as well as the 

global sphere. 
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 What this means is that if beliefs about the good of teaching literature are located in the 

domain of the public sphere, then these beliefs must be necessarily redefined as the forces of 

globalization impact the nation-state. Correspondingly, arguments that defend literature 

education must therefore account not only for its role in the public sphere of the nation-state but 

also how this role is shaped by transnational forces in the global sphere. One example of a study 

that limits itself by not addressing the forces of globalization is the report by William J. Bennett 

(1984) which was the outcome of a research group sponsored by the National Endowment for the 

Humanities, a United States government agency comprising prominent teachers, scholars, and 

administrators. The main aim of the Bennett report is to evaluate the state of learning in the 

humanities in American colleges and universities and its recommendations are based on an 

analysis of empirical data collected within the country. For example, the report begins by 

detailing the declining enrollment in literature and humanities and right at the beginning, it 

becomes clear that the report lays the blame largely on faculty and administrators who have 

“given up the great task of transmitting culture to its rightful heirs” (p. 1). It gives the example of 

how a collective loss of nerve on the part of faculty and academic administrators in the late 

1960s and 1970s led them to give in to students who were demanding more autonomy in setting 

their own educational agendas. As a result, administrators relinquished course requirements and 

along with this, the intellectual authority to establish important learning outcomes. This 

reluctance towards anything seemingly prescriptive also resulted in intellectual relativism so that 

no one subject or discipline was deemed more important than another. Presumably, the report is 

suggesting that this is a main reason why literature and the humanities have lost their central 

place in the curriculum in higher education. At the same time, there is little attempt to understand 
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the factors involved in the democratization of colleges and universities particularly in relation to 

the larger influence stemming from the increasing marketization of higher education globally. 

Instead, the Bennett report accuses colleges and universities of having lost a sense of their 

educational mission and in doing so, reverts to a romanticized idea of the university as the 

bastion of a nation‟s heritage. Thus, it references Matthew Arnold‟s (1861/1993) claim that the 

business of culture and criticism is “to know the best that is known and thought in the world” (p. 

37). Along the lines of this argument, the good of teaching literature and the humanities is in 

their perceived benefit to the development of an informed sense of community in which 

participants share a common culture rooted in western civilization‟s highest ideals and 

aspirations. Despite its well-intentioned and lofty aims, the report assumes that ideals and 

aspirations are fixed and unchangeable. Additionally, in calling for a return to a “common 

culture”, it further appeals to the myth of authenticity and neglects to examine how such a 

culture was imagined and constructed in the course of history and how global forces in the 

present age have served to challenge and reconstruct it so that it is no longer the common culture 

of nation but of humanity as a whole that has taken center-stage. 

 The Bennett report is an example of the limitations of arguments defending the good of 

literature education solely confined within the nation so that they ignore broader global pressures 

and effects. At the other extreme is a defense of the good of literature education that accounts 

solely for the global without considering the local and the national. This may be observed in 

another influential national report justifying the study of literature and the arts. In 2002, the 

Singapore government established a high-level Economic Review Committee (ERC) to find 

innovative ways to enhance Singapore‟s human capital in the new global economy. The 
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committee subsequently published a report that included a recommendation that arts and 

literature be given more emphasis in schools. More specifically, the committee proposed that 

these subjects dominate five to ten percent of the core curriculum. The basis for this is that the 

“Arts can be lucrative” (“Arts can be lucrative”, 2002) since, in ten years time, such investments 

would contribute six percent to Singapore's gross domestic product eventually giving far better 

returns than petrochemical and banking industries. In the context of Singapore‟s pragmatic ethos 

of governance, literature and the arts are viewed as platforms through which students can acquire 

specific skills such as critical and creative thinking that are important in cultivating 

entrepreneurial capacities. The result is that these investments would enable the country to 

strengthen its national economy so as to become more globally competitive. All this is in line 

with the government‟s aim to develop a global identity for Singapore as observed in the 

wide range of government initiatives aimed at re-positioning Singapore as a “Renaissance City” 

and a global city for the arts (Ministry of Information and the Arts, 2000).These initiatives have 

involved the construction of a six billion dollar “Esplanade” waterfront theatre complex in 2002, 

a specialized School of the Arts in 2004, the promotion of local and international arts events such 

as the Singapore Biennale inaugurated in 2006, and more recently, the establishment of a liberal 

arts college by the National University of Singapore in partnership with Yale University. In 

short, the report primarily focuses on how the government can take advantage of new 

opportunities provided as a result of globalization by investing in infrastructure, events, and 

education related to literature and the arts. What the report neglects is a concern with the good of 

literature and arts education to the public sphere of the nation-state. The government therefore 

appears to favor investments in large-scale, extravagant foreign productions over investments 
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geared towards the long-term development of local arts companies as the former tends to draw 

more prestige hence contributing to Singapore‟s image of a global city (Lee & Lim, 2004). With 

the over-attention to the global, the report neglects considering how literature and the arts can 

facilitate more vibrant civic engagements in the local public sphere. This is especially so when 

the state‟s institution of ambiguous “out-of-bound” markers ensures that the content of literary 

and art works does not erode political authority (Lee, 2007). Such limitations prevent the arts 

from effectively providing a platform to engage the citizenry in political issues of the nation. 

 Both the Bennett report and the Singapore ERC report serve as important reminders that 

an examination of literature education should consider both the influence of national and global 

forces. While both reports aim to promote the study of literature in schools, on one hand, the 

former emphasizes literature education‟s contribution to a national heritage without sufficiently 

examining how it is affected by globalization; on the other hand, the latter is overly attentive to 

how literature education should respond to globalization without sufficiently considering how it 

can effectively contribute to the nation. 

1.3 Research Framework 

 The previous section has provided a context to the research by arguing that literature 

education is a form of values education, that underlying the teaching of literature are beliefs 

about the good of teaching literature, and that the teaching of literature occurs in the public 

sphere of the nation-state which is itself influenced by broader forces of globalization. 

Arguments defending the good of teaching literature fall short when they confuse literary reading 

in the private sphere with literature education in the public sphere and when they situate such 

analysis in the nation-state or the global sphere without adequately examining how the nation-
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state negotiates the global and vice versa in influencing the goals of literature education. What 

this suggests is that while the teacher mediates the text and the student, there are multiple factors 

mediating the teacher and his or her students which include the various actors operating at both 

the level of the public sphere of the nation-state (examples include the minister of education, 

officials from the education ministry, superintendents of schools, school leaders, parents, and 

other stake-holders involved directly or indirectly in education) and at the level of the global 

sphere (examples include international accreditation and assessment boards such as the 

International Baccalaureate, transnational organizations such as the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development or OECD that internationally benchmarks schools all over the 

world using tests such as the Programme for International Student Assessment).  

 Returning to the proposition that beliefs about the good of teaching literature manifest in 

concepts that orient approaches to teaching, what I have established is that this proposition must 

be examined within the context of literature education as a form of values education, as enacted 

in public sphere of the nation-state, and as affected by the forces of globalization. Having 

established this, we can now address the more pertinent question concerning what specific 

factors influence beliefs about the good of teaching literature. These factors then logically give 

rise to concepts that orient approaches to teaching literature. While there may be a multiplicity of 

factors, this study will focus on three that have significantly influenced approaches to teaching 

literature – global waves, disciplinary movements, and philosophical contributions. 

Global Waves 

 The effects of globalization are not uniformly experienced across the world. Various 

scholars, notably Samuel Huntington (1991) and Immanuel Wallerstein (2004), have traced how 
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globalization accelerates and intensifies at specific historical periods and have described these 

phenomena in the form of global waves. This intensification is brought about by innovations in 

communication and transportation such as occurred during the Industrial Revolution, large-scale 

political events such as the spread of colonization from the late eighteenth century, the effect of 

two global wars in the twentieth century, the rise of terrorism in the late twentieth century, and 

the influence of transnational actors such as the United Nations, the World Bank etc. The 

intensification of globalization directly impacts the nation-state primarily because the global 

sphere and the nation-state are intimately connected. On one hand, globalization is dependent on 

the pervasiveness of the nation-state system as evidenced historically when the rapid extension 

of the nation-state system to other parts of the world during the age of the British and European 

empires of the nineteenth century facilitated cultural globalization involving the global spread of 

western culture and western habits of thought. This also corresponded with economic 

globalization as observed in the increase in international trade and the development of a world 

economy. Before the nineteenth century, the world economy was fragmented and countries 

largely depended on domestic markets (O‟Rourke & Williamson, 2002). The acceleration of 

economic globalization therefore correlates with the spread of the nation-state system throughout 

the world. At the same time, this spread encouraged technological globalization as the prospect 

of expanding markets internationally led to various innovations such as steam engines and 

railroads that made the transportation of goods more efficient hence facilitating international 

trade among nation-states. 

 On the other hand, the nation-state too is dependent on globalization specifically in 

relation to a stable transnational governing system that can grant recognition of its sovereignty. 
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This argument is grounded on what Jürgen Habermas (1998) terms the co-existence of internal 

sovereignty and external sovereignty that defines the nation-state. In order to call itself into 

existence, the nation-state must first demonstrate its capacity to maintain law and order internally 

while protecting its borders from foreign interference. Here, it appeals to internal sovereignty. 

However, it attains a status of sovereignty only when this is recognized by other sovereign 

nation-states in the international community so that its internal sovereignty is dependent on 

external sovereignty or recognition of its autonomy in the global sphere. This then implies that 

the nation-state is dependent on the stability of transnational organizations that can grant 

recognition of its sovereignty. Historically, the most influential organizations have been the 

delegation involved in signing the Treaty of Westphalia enacted at the end of the Thirty Years 

War in 1648 when a system of nation-states in Europe became clearly demarcated along with an 

articulation of principles of sovereignty, a recognition of the formal equality of nation-states, and 

an agreement of non-intervention into the domestic affairs of nation-states (Held, McGrew, 

Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999); the League of Nations spearheaded by American president 

Woodrow Wilson after the First World War to promote international cooperation which included 

a covenant guaranteeing political independence and territorial integrity of all member nations 

against foreign aggression and a proposal to establish a Court of International Justice; the United 

Nations formed after the Second World War to strengthen harmonious relations among nations 

and aimed also at providing an important platform for nations to dialogue on key global issues. 

The degree to which the security, stability, and sovereignty of the nation-state can be guaranteed 

is dependent on the strength and power accorded to such global actors who can put in force 

transnational governing treaties that, in varying degrees, grant recognition to nation-states. 
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Paradoxically, while these treatises may give validity to the sovereignty of nation-states, they 

also serve to erode the authority of governments to gain complete control of their own nation. 

 The forces of globalization that challenge the authority of the nation-state result in 

tensions that have important effects on public education particularly since, historically, the 

development of mass and public education occurred within the control and management of the 

nation-state. The state was not only integral to the construction of schools and the development 

of administrative infrastructures, it also managed all aspects of the curriculum conceived under 

the broad goals of education for citizenship. Education for citizenship initially involved the 

public construction of national identity through the apparatus of a state-directed education 

system. This concept of education for citizenship has a long history pre-dating the formation of 

the nation-state stretching all the way to fifth century B.C. in Athens when the concept of the 

“citizen” originated and the third century B.C. in Rome when the establishment of the polis or 

the city-state meant that individuals no longer belonged to small disparate tribes but were part of 

larger political communities of about 50,000 members initially (Heater, 2004; Pocock, 1995). 

Members of the polis or citizens were accorded particular rights to participate in the political 

affairs of this community and public education became the conduit through which the young 

could acquire knowledge about their rights and roles as citizens as well as be equipped with the 

necessary skills to effectively contribute to their community.
6
 At its broadest level, citizenship 

denotes membership to a community which recognizes that man is a social being and thus, there 

is a distinction between public and private spheres of living. It is at the public level where the 

                                                 

6
 David Heater (2004) describes how education for citizenship in ancient Greece involved learning about citizenship 

obligations to the state, acquiring practical skills, and learning about the social, legal, and political rights of 

membership. 
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citizen participates in the governance of the community and shares particular rights of 

membership as well as obligations to maintain the freedom and security of that community. 

 Since the establishment of public education in the form of schools is inherently bound to 

the objectives of education for citizenship, one can infer two important principles concerning 

literature education‟s relation to the goals of education for citizenship in the public sphere. First, 

decisions about the teaching of literature, involving ways of organizing the curriculum, choices 

of texts to include for study, and pedagogical tools to employ are influenced by the broader goals 

of education for citizenship. This is primarily because any discrete subject (including literature) 

is situated within the broader context of education in the public sphere. Its curriculum is 

therefore a public rather than private document which considers the aspirations of members of 

the nation-state and those who hold political power. Further, its intentions, values, and outcomes 

are heavily influenced by the state or other political, institutional agents (Apple, 2004; McLaren, 

1999; Ross, 2002). The implication therefore is that the goals of literature education are 

determined by and therefore subordinate to the goals of education for citizenship in the public 

sphere of schooling in the nation-state. Second, given the close relationship between the nation-

state and the global sphere, the objectives of education for citizenship in the public sphere of 

schools must therefore shift according to their changing relations. In his seminal work, Imagined 

Communities, Benedict Anderson (2006) explores how a “nation came to be imagined and, once 

imagined, modeled, adapted, and transformed” (p. 141) so that even the notion of national 

identity is not immune from significant conceptual transformations. This has been further 

precipitated by various forces of globalization, specifically cultural, economic, and technological 

globalization resulting in the notion of national citizenship becoming even harder to define. The 
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acceleration of globalization from the early twentieth century has led to new conceptions of 

citizenship such as the world citizen, global citizen, and the cosmopolitan citizen. These new 

concepts work to broaden the goals of education for citizenship and, subsequently, the goals of 

literature education. Correspondingly, from the early twentieth century, one may note a shift 

away from nationalist-oriented to world-oriented, global-oriented, and cosmopolitan-oriented 

approaches to teaching literature. 

Disciplinary Movements 

 Disciplinary movements result from the dominance of particular methods of criticism and 

instruction in a historical period. These methods may be attributed to new conceptions of 

education for citizenship that arise as a result of global forces impacting the nation-state. One 

example is the pedagogy of reproduction which was commonly employed in teaching literature 

during the late eighteenth century when literature education was formally institutionalized in 

British public schools. Typically, students were required to memorize and imitate model texts 

that were specifically chosen to dramatize the glories of English history and inspire the national 

spirit (Palmer, 1965; Welton, 1906). At the same time, this instructional method is grounded on 

the concept of taste based on a belief that the teaching of literature is good for strengthening 

moral values and for conveying a common cultural identity through canonical texts. The forces 

that propelled this emphasis on the pedagogy of reproduction and the concept of taste were 

Britain‟s outward push for global expansion via colonization coupled with its inward push to 

consolidate the nation-state. Literature education became an effective conduit for civilizing 

colonized natives abroad while at home, it provided a platform to promote a more cultured 

citizenry and, in so doing, convey in citizens the sense of a common heritage. This was 
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especially important given the threat of political instability among the working class in Britain 

who had suffered the effects of the Industrial Revolution (Richardson, 1994). 

 From the early twentieth century, other concepts in literature education replaced the 

concept of taste as a result of movements within the discipline. One example is the concept of 

collective taste through the movement of comparative criticism in the discipline of world 

literature during the early twentieth century. Another example is the concept of empowerment in 

new criticism and cultural studies movements that gained prominence in schools following the 

end of the Second World War. One of the reasons for the dominance of these concepts is partly 

to do with the renewed commitment of human over citizenship rights as well as fears concerning 

the spread of the mass media. The former has pushed literature education to focus on 

empowering students to be active citizens engaged in global human concerns while the latter has 

called for literature education to focus on empowering students with critical tools of 

discrimination. Yet another example is the concept of responsible engagement that has become 

increasingly important towards the late twentieth century as a result of various post-structuralist 

movements in literature education that promote an attitude of skepticism towards totalizing, 

objectifying, universalizing ideas and identities; these movements essentially call for deeper 

engagements with the other. In short, disciplinary movements foreground important concepts 

that are then demonstrated in various approaches to teaching literature. In subsequent chapters, I 

discuss how specific concepts become emphasized across disciplinary movements contributing 

to nationalist-oriented, world-oriented, global-oriented, and cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to 

teaching literature. 
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Philosophical Contributions 

 In the circulation of ideas within the scholarly community, particular concepts become 

more prominent, more widely adopted than others. For example, the concept of globalization is 

now described by scholars as the buzzword of the 1990s to the point that it has become almost 

clichéd (Scholte, 2005). The 1990s has also seen the emergence of another buzzword – 

cosmopolitanism – in fields as diverse as cultural anthropology, education, international 

relations, philosophy, and political theory. One common denominator underlying the terms 

globalization and cosmopolitanism is the need to engage with otherness as a result of global 

mobility and the interconnectedness of the world. Otherness is that broad, inclusive category 

involving our family, our community, the stranger we chance upon, as well as the abstract 

community of human beings. Various scholars have theorized how literature and literature 

education can better facilitate a consciousness of otherness. Such theorizations result in a shift 

from the belief that teaching literature is good for developing a sense of community within the 

nation to a belief that it is good for developing a consciousness of community beyond the nation. 

In other words, identification with the nation is de-centered and re-centered on otherness. This 

promotes what Nikos Papastergiadis (2007) terms, a “transnational consciousness” (p. 144) 

which is an outward orientation that recognizes shared human values and manifests itself as a 

posture of concern towards others outside one‟s community.  

 Literature education can serve as a powerful platform to promote ethical-mindedness by 

developing students‟ capacity to engage in ethical reasoning and reflection. By raising a 

consciousness of otherness, this also enables the cultivation of a hospitable imagination in 

students. As Jacques Derrida (2001) states, “ethics is hospitality; ethics is so thoroughly 
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coextensive with the experience of hospitality” (p. 17) which then suggests that if the teaching of 

literature aims to develop students as critical-ethical thinkers, it should concern itself with 

hospitality. In this study, I examine how philosophers from the late eighteenth to the twenty-first 

century such as Immanuel Kant, Wolfgang von Goethe, Theodor Adorno, Hannah Arendt, 

Emmanuel Levinas, and Jacques Derrida have reflected on ways in which engagements with 

literature and aesthetics can facilitate an imagination hospitable towards the other. I discuss how 

these reflections contribute to different orientations that then inform approaches to literature 

teaching. For example, a world orientation conceives of individuals belonging to discrete nation-

states but connected to the wider international community. This differs from a global orientation 

that begins by perceiving individuals as a community of human beings inhabiting the globe. 

While world and global orientations focus on membership tied to the materiality of territorial 

space, whether this is in the form of inter-connected nation-states or the globe, a cosmopolitan 

orientation is centered on citizenship in the cosmos. That is, it perceives individuals as situated 

within local communities, as participants of a global community, and as subscribing to various 

cosmological beliefs.  

 Essentially, the subtle distinctions among world, global, and cosmopolitan orientations 

contribute to approaches to teaching literature that reflect, in different ways, a deeper 

consciousness of and commitment to otherness. In describing these three orientations as they 

have evolved over history, this study does not value one over the other. Instead, these 

orientations are based on various attempts by scholars to consider how literature education can 

foster hospitable ways of imagining and responding to the other. 
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1.4 Research Scope and Objectives 

 Developing on my proposition that beliefs about the good of teaching literature manifest 

in concepts that orient approaches to teaching, this study centers on examining how three 

interrelated factors – global waves, disciplinary movements, philosophical contributions – 

influence beliefs and subsequently approaches to teaching literature. Before proceeding to 

outline the objectives of this study, I want to acquaint the reader with my own situatedness in this 

project. Part of my interest in this research evolves from the paradox of east and west that 

remains embedded in my psyche. My grandfather emigrated from Foochow in China to 

Singapore in the 1930s because of the looming threat of war at the time. While in Singapore, he 

sent two of his children, including my mother, to English-medium schools and the other two to 

Chinese-medium schools. Thus arose the strange conundrum that my mother would speak in a 

Chinese dialect to her parents while conversing with the rest of her family in English. During my 

childhood, I too found it strange that I would speak to my mother in English, since she knew no 

Mandarin, and to my grandparents in Mandarin, since they knew no English. This linguistic 

contradiction was also evident in my high school education. Since I had more exposure to the 

English language from my parents at home, they decided to enroll me in a conservative Chinese 

school that had been established by Chinese merchants in 1917 and was historically infamous as 

a center for pro-communist activities in the 1940s and 1950s. The year I entered secondary 

school in the late 1980s was a tumultuous moment for Chinese-medium schools such as the one I 

was enrolled in. That year, the government announced that all schools in Singapore would transit 

to the English medium and that the English language would be taught as a first language since it 

was becoming clear that it was emerging as a dominant global language. In short, I was 
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immersed in a dizzying bilingual experience in which teachers who previously taught subjects 

such as mathematics and physics in Mandarin now had to struggle to teach these subjects in 

English. Perhaps what was most puzzling to me was that concerning literature education. Why 

was it that in this conservative school with its strong emphasis on Chinese tradition and culture, 

English literature was a compulsory subject whereas Chinese literature was an elective subject? 

Why did the school emphasize Chinese values and culture in its assembly speeches and its 

celebration of traditional Chinese festivals while in the everyday learning that occurred in 

classrooms, English remained the language of dominance and privilege? It is this confusing 

cultural mix of east and west that forms a significant aspect of my history and identity even at 

this moment as I, a Chinese-Singaporean, attempt to write about historical developments 

concerning the teaching of English literature. Those who claim that only the westerner can write 

about any history related to English literature are appealing to a myth of authenticity, the myth of 

a pure Anglophone race that can speak on behalf of English culture and cultural texts. The 

historicity of literature education in English is incomplete without the participation of voices 

belonging to countries in which the subject was introduced, appropriated, and rewritten. Thus, I 

approach this subject marked by a strong sense of justification that English literature belongs as 

much to the shaping of my identity and the identity of second and third generation Singaporeans 

as it does to a “native” English person. Yet, mingled with this sense of justification is also a 

sense of ambivalence for it must be remembered that English literature as a subject was imported 

from the British curriculum, the English language considered the language of foreigners, and its 

rise as a dominant language was deemed threatening to native languages and culture particularly 

in the mid twentieth century. Thus, part of the ambivalence is whether such a study undertaken 
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by a non-westerner is complicit in the colonizer‟s project of infiltrating and fashioning the 

imagination of other worlds. 

 I have come to terms with this ambivalence by shifting my attention not on a historical 

examination of English literature education but on literature education in English. While the 

former centers on literature as a subject pioneered during the British Empire privileging western 

canonical texts, the latter centers on a broader view of literature as a subject involving the study 

of a range of texts from around the world. In Singapore, this shift in terms was most evident 

when the Ministry of Education implemented a nation-wide initiative in 2000 to rename the 

subject to “literature in English” instead of “English literature” as an indication of the 

emancipation of the subject from its colonial roots. Thus, the scope of this research is two-fold. 

First, it will begin with an analysis of English literature education from the late eighteenth 

century. I have chosen this period because, though literature education had occurred since the 

dawn of mankind when families and communities in earlier civilizations utilized myths and 

stories to transfer moral and religious values to their children, the formal institutionalization of 

English literature in schools within the public sphere only occurred with the spread of state-

controlled mass education during this time. This also means that the study will largely focus on 

literature education occurring at the pre-college stage where exposure to and education in 

literature is at its maximum reach. Second, the main interest of the study is how, following this 

period, the processes of democratization, decolonization, and globalization have led to the 

emergence of education centered on literature in English instead of English literature. It should 

also be noted that historical developments underlying categories of English literature education 

and literature in English education are not wholly discrete and may even overlap with the 
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historical development of non-English literature education. For example, in my discussion of 

world literature, I discuss how the study of German literature expanded to include other 

European literatures and how this influenced the incorporation of a world literature in English 

subject in schools in the United States during the early twentieth century. In order to make 

clearer distinctions among the different terms, in the rest of this study, I use the terms “literature” 

and “literature education” to refer specifically to the categories of English literature in the second 

chapter and literature in English in subsequent chapters. In cases where I refer to education in 

relation to other categories of non-English literature, I use specific terms such as German 

literature, Chinese literature and so on. 

 In summary, the broad objective of this study is to explore approaches to the teaching of 

literature in schools from the late eighteenth century to the present. The study is premised on two 

essential questions: 

1. How do global waves, disciplinary movements, and philosophical contributions, from 

the late eighteenth century to the present, contribute to characterizing various 

orientations to teaching literature? 

2. How do these orientations inform approaches to teaching literature? 

1.5 Research Methodology 

 This study utilizes a historical-paradigmatic and multi-dimensional conceptual analysis of 

approaches to teaching literature. 

Historical Analysis 

 One way in which approaches to teaching literature may be analyzed is through historical 

paradigms. The notion of a paradigm was thoroughly developed by Thomas Kuhn in his non-
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linear approach to studying the history of science. Although Kuhn had as many as twenty-one 

different definitions of a paradigm (Masterman, 1970), a central thread that runs through these 

definitions is that it is “an organizing principle which can govern perception itself” (Kuhn, 1962, 

p. 112). This “organizing principle” arises through several stages in which theories or concepts 

rise to prominence, become reiterated in socio-political and academic discourse, and become 

extended into a school of thought. Take the example of world literature or weltliteratur, first 

used by the German writer Christopher Martin Wineland in 1813. This concept was later 

developed by Goethe when he used the term to push German intellectuals towards greater 

exposure to literature from other European cultures. As the term became popularized, it was 

eventually used to designate a discipline that developed in the United States (Pizer, 2006) and 

was introduced to schools in the early twentieth century.  

 Historical paradigms may be analyzed in a number of ways. One way is by focusing on 

dominant organizing structures such as genres or canons. For example, Mad Thomsen (2008) 

applies a historical-paradigmatic approach in his study of the history of world literature. He 

focuses on identifying shifting focal points in the history of world literature which lead to new 

literary genres and new canons. He gives the example of Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky‟s contribution 

to the rise of the epic novel in the 1860s. By locating moments in which these writers 

transcended already existing genres of the novel, he then explores their impact on the emergence 

of a new canon in world literature. Another way is by focusing on dominant ways of 

interpretation. To some extent, Frederic Jameson‟s (1982) influential work entitled, The Political 

Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act utilizes a paradigmatic analysis of literary 

history:  
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In the area of culture … we are thus confronted with a choice between study of the nature 
of “objective” structures of a given cultural text (the historicity of its forms and of its 
content, the historical moment of emergence of its linguistic possibilities, the situation-

specific function of its aesthetic) and something rather different which would instead 

foreground the interpretive categories or codes through which we read and receive the 

text in question. (p. 1937) 

 

Jameson is essentially arguing that texts come to us “always-already-read” (p. 1937) by prior 

interpretations and interpretive traditions that underlie objective structures of texts. By reminding 

the reader to “Always historicize!” (p. 1937), he then proceeds to examine various literary 

movements and the interpretive codes that gain salience in these movements. Whether one 

chooses to analyze historical paradigms through genres, canons, or interpretive codes, one 

always has to give name to them. This act of naming relies on abstract, generalized ideas or, in 

other words, concepts. A concept is similar to a paradigm since it is articulated as a term that 

embodies a set of ideas, values, beliefs, and precepts and can provide a glimpse of the way 

reality is perceived. Just as history is marked by paradigm shifts, it is also marked by conceptual 

turns referring to moments when particular concepts attain dominance. The advantage of 

studying history through conceptual paradigms is two-fold. First, it avoids examining history in 

terms of events so that more attention is paid to the history of ideas and second, paradigms 

disrupt the notion of a linear history which then allows for historical overlaps. For example, 

world-oriented approaches to teaching literature, conceptualized by Goethe in 1827, continue to 

be incorporated in schools today along with more contemporary global-oriented approaches.  

 In this study, I focus on key concepts that characterize various orientations to teaching 

literature in four waves of globalization. Part of the challenge with identifying these global 

waves is that scholars have not come to an agreement on when globalization first occurred and 

when it accelerated. For example, Wallerstein (1974) attributes globalization to the establishment 
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of the modern world in the sixteenth century. With the crisis of Feudalism in the century before, 

Europe transited to a new capitalist world economy which propelled an age of exploration and 

conquest in order to expand trade. More recently, Kevin O‟Rourke and Jeffrey Williamson 

(2002) debunk this theory and argue that the modern world economy only developed after the 

nineteenth century. Before this period, international trade was limited to products catered for the 

elite classes. They argue that it was only after the 1820s that trade expanded to include basic 

goods for the masses which meant that globalization had become sufficiently widespread as to 

affect overall living standards. Admittedly, these waves remain contestable but at the same time, 

the identification of waves of globalization is useful in providing parameters that would allow a 

more focused analysis of the impact of globalization on literature education. One way to resolve 

this complexity is to provide broad historical periods rather than specific historical dates. 

Further, my main interest is not in the historical period but on how the processes of globalization 

correlate with particular turns leading to changing beliefs about the good of teaching literature. 

In summary, the four waves and their relation to various orientations are as follows: 

1. The first wave of globalization (late eighteenth century to the nineteenth century): 

Nationalist-oriented approaches to teaching literature 

2. The second early wave of globalization (early to mid twentieth century):  

World-oriented approaches to teaching literature 

3. The second later wave of globalization (mid to late twentieth century):  

Global-oriented approaches to teaching literature 

4. The third wave of globalization (late twentieth century to the present): 

Cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to teaching literature 
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Multi-dimensional Conceptual Analysis 

 Since the study utilizes a historical-paradigmatic analysis that focuses on concepts, the 

next question concerns how these concepts can be identified. Margaret Masterman (1970) 

provides a practical suggestion based on her work which condenses Kuhn‟s paradigm theories 

into three essential domains: the construct, the sociological, and the metaphysical. In this study, I 

employ a similar logic except that, given my focus on literature education, I use the following 

terms instead – global waves, disciplinary movements, and philosophical contributions. In 

Masterman‟s construct domain, a new paradigm is located by investigating concrete changes in a 

field or discipline. Here, my interest is specifically on how the forces of globalization affect new 

conceptions of education for citizenship. In Masterman‟s sociological domain, social and 

political institutions acting as catalysts for change are examined. Similarly, I explore how global 

and political factors give rise to the dominance of methods of criticism and pedagogical practices 

in the discipline of literature. Finally, Masterman‟s metaphysical domain investigates not so 

much the nature of being but the kinds of metaphysical ideas and philosophical questions that 

gain salience at particular historical moments. Similarly, I am interested in exploring the 

predominance of particular philosophical ideas and concepts at various moments in time and 

how these ideas subsequently shape beliefs informing approaches to teaching literature.  

 In summary, I examine concepts in three dimensions – global waves, disciplinary 

movements, and philosophical contributions (see Figure 2). The point of examining concepts in 

each of the three domains is to provide an understanding of various beliefs about the good of 

teaching literature revealed through these concepts. These beliefs then subsequently orient 

approaches to teaching literature. More importantly, the aim of the study is to characterize rather 
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Global Waves 

Disciplinary 

Movements 

Philosophical 

Contributions 

than define these orientations. The difference is that definitions seek to impose a limitation on an 

idea and thus aim at closure. Conversely, the act of characterizing suggests a posture of 

openness, an acknowledgement that one cannot fully comprehend or objectify an idea but can 

only provide glimpses of this idea through description. It is thus the intention of this study to 

characterize, through these multi-dimensions, various orientations informing approaches to 

teaching literature.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Factors influencing approaches to teaching literature 

 The study would also have been simpler if only one domain were the focus. For example, 

studies such as Arthur Applebee‟s (1974) Tradition and Reform or Gerald Graff‟s (2007) 

Professing Literature, centering on the history of literature education in schools and colleges, 

have tended to focus specifically on institutional and political factors giving rise to disciplinary 

movements while studies such as J. H. Miller‟s (2002) On Literature and René Wellek and 

Austin Warren‟s (1956) Theory of Literature focus on a philosophy of literature (with a brief 

discussion on its applications for education). This is not to discount these studies in any way 
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since they fulfill the important function of providing an in-depth analysis of literature education 

in relation to one of these specific domains. Further, I have referenced many of these texts in this 

study. However, the impetus behind my grounding the examination of literature education on 

these three domains is to provide a multi-perspectival analysis that can account for global, 

disciplinary, and philosophical factors shaping the objectives and approaches to teaching 

literature across history.  

 More importantly, this study addresses literature teachers in the hopes that it would 

encourage a greater consciousness of themselves as ethical actors. Literature teachers are not 

mere pawns enacting a curriculum scripted by the state nor do they passively function to prepare 

students for high-stakes standardized tests. In the everyday reality of the classroom, literature 

teachers consciously or unconsciously enact moral, ethical, and ideological values concerning 

beliefs about the good of teaching literature which are then conveyed through the choices of texts 

they select and the teaching approaches they employ. By introducing teachers to the different 

approaches to teaching literature, it is hoped that this would broaden their consciousness and 

repertoire of pedagogical approaches as well as equip them to be more purposeful in their 

applications of these to the classroom. 

 In order to strengthen the sense of ethical agency, teachers need to be equipped to 

critically reflect on their craft. The depth of critical reflection depends on the extent to which 

teachers can engage with two important capacities. The first concerns the capacity to engage in a 

historical reflection of the discipline. As teachers become more aware of how literature in 

English emerged and evolved as well as how different beliefs about the good of literature 

education came into vogue across history, they become more sensitized to the global, socio-
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political, and institutional factors underlying these belief systems. The second concerns the 

capacity to engage in philosophical reflection particularly of concepts that appear naturalized in 

literature curriculum, assessment, and pedagogical objectives. This study hopes to facilitate such 

philosophical reflection by contextualizing concepts in history thereby de-naturalizing them and 

by engaging teachers with the ideas of key philosophers and thinkers who have significantly 

contributed to theorizing these concepts. In short, the study provides an exhortation to literature 

teachers to think ethically and critically, to think historically and philosophically about their 

discipline. 

1.6 Research Organization 

 This study is divided into six chapters and each chapter, with the exception of the 

introduction and conclusion chapters, comprises five sections. The first section begins with a 

scene of teaching that provides an initial glimpse of pedagogical approaches in the historical 

period concerned. The second to fourth sections focus on global waves, disciplinary movements, 

and philosophical contributions respectively and their contribution to three inter-related 

concepts. The final section discusses how these three concepts reflect particular beliefs about the 

good of teaching literature and how they orient approaches to teaching literature. 

 Following the first chapter in which I introduce and contextualize this study, in the 

second chapter, my aim is to characterize nationalist-oriented approaches to teaching literature in 

the context of the first wave of globalization from the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth 

century. This was the period that saw the formation of the discipline of English literature. In this 

chapter, I argue that beliefs about the good of teaching literature revolve around the following 

conceptual association – nationalistic citizenship-taste-the Absolute. I explore how the first wave 



46 

 

of globalization contributed to an emphasis on education for nationalistic citizenship that was 

foundational to the goals of English literature when it was institutionalized in public schools. I 

then explore disciplinary movements leading to the prioritization of taste. Through an analysis of 

the philosophical contributions of key thinkers on aesthetics and aesthetic education, including 

Alexander Baumgarten, Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schiller, Friedrich Schelling, and Georg 

Hegel, I examine how the concept of taste becomes associated with concepts of the beautiful and 

morality which culminates in the concept of the Absolute. I conclude the chapter by showing 

how these interrelated concepts inform approaches to teaching literature. 

 In the third chapter, my aim is to characterize world-oriented approaches to teaching 

literature in the context of the second early wave of globalization from the late nineteenth to 

early twentieth century. This wave saw the spread of the nation-state system throughout the 

world coupled with an increasing concern with the goal of education for world citizenship which 

subsequently influenced the goals of literature education. My main argument is that a world-

oriented belief about the good of teaching literature is focused on the conceptual association of 

world citizenship-collective taste-universal humanity. I then analyze how disciplinary 

movements involving factors leading to the institutionalization of world literature in schools as 

well as the introduction of comparative criticism as a methodology essentially prioritized the 

concept of collective taste. At the same time, this concept of collective taste is closely connected 

to the concept of universal humanity as I argue in my analysis of Goethe‟s contribution to a 

philosophy of world literature. I conclude the chapter by discussing how the interrelation of all 

three concepts characterizes a world orientation informing approaches to teaching literature. 
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 In the fourth chapter, my aim is to characterize global-oriented approaches to teaching 

literature in the context of the second later wave of globalization from the mid to late twentieth 

century. This period saw the spread of liberal democracy and a renewed emphasis on human over 

citizenship rights. I argue that a global orientation subscribes to a belief in the good of teaching 

literature grounded on the conceptual association of global citizenship-empowerment-humanity 

of the universal and particular. I explore how this period contributed to a rising global 

consciousness that shaped the ethos of education for global citizenship. I then look at how the 

concept of empowerment was valorized to grapple with global consciousness in two important 

movements that shaped the discipline of literature education during this period, namely, new 

criticism and British cultural studies. I connect the concept of empowerment with the concept of 

humanity of the universal and particular through a close analysis of the philosophical 

contribution of Theodor Adorno. I conclude the chapter by proposing ways in which a global 

orientation can inform approaches to teaching literature. 

 In the fifth chapter, my aim is to characterize cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to 

teaching literature in the context of the third wave of globalization from the late twentieth 

century to the present. The phenomenon of globalization intensified during this period and issues 

related to global mobility increasingly challenged the sovereign authority of nation-states. I 

argue that a cosmopolitan orientation subscribes to a belief in the good of teaching literature 

grounded on the conceptual association of cosmopolitan citizenship-responsible engagement-

alterity. I discuss how the phenomenon of extraterritoriality as a consequence of global mobility 

influenced the goal of education for cosmopolitan citizenship. I then examine how reader 

response and critical literacy movements in the discipline of literature education functioned as 
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precursors to a cosmopolitan orientation by highlighting the concept of responsible engagement. 

I show how this concept of responsible engagement is closely linked to the concept of alterity 

through an examination of Emmanuel Levinas‟ contribution to an ethical philosophy in literature 

education. I conclude the chapter with a synthesis of these different perspectives and discuss 

ways in which a cosmopolitan orientation can inform approaches to teaching literature. 

 In the concluding chapter, I return to my initial premise of literature education as a form 

of values education. Using examples drawn from the Singapore government‟s moral education 

program as well as empirical observations of two literature teachers in Singapore and Perth, I 

distinguish a nation-state model of values education from a post nation-state model of values 

education. I make the two-fold argument that a post nation-state model would provide a deeper 

form of values education than a nation-state model and, in relation to the latter, the teaching of 

literature is especially powerful in promoting engagements with values and explorations of 

identity especially with highly sensitive aspects related to gender, race, and religion. What 

literature education offers is the possibility of educating for values beyond the ideological values 

of the nation-state by promoting world, global, and cosmopolitan orientations as opposed to a 

nationalistic orientation. Not only do these orientations serve to develop a greater sense of ethical 

agency in both teachers and students, they more importantly foster the cultivation of a hospitable 

imagination. 
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CHAPTER II 

NATIONALIST-ORIENTED APPROACHES TO TEACHING LITERATURE 

 

2.1 A Scene of Teaching Concerning the Pedagogy of Reproduction 

 After the student is handed a selected passage, such as a poem by Blake, he or she is 

asked to first learn it by heart and then to rewrite it from memory. The copy is then compared to 

the original and corrections are made. This process is repeated until the student is able to 

replicate the complete text accurately. It is recommended that such a method of studying 

literature be implemented for two mornings in a week for four to five years (Michael, 1987). 

Though such an approach may appear draconian today, it was the common pedagogical method 

of instruction in the eighteenth century when the formation of a national system of education in 

Britain had just begun (Richardson, 1994). Even up till the first decade of the twentieth century, 

this pedagogy of reproduction was expanded to include teaching students to learn lists of useful 

words from the text by heart (Board of Education, 1905), getting students to copy phrases 

wholesale from original texts, and getting them to imitate the style and content of the texts they 

memorized (Myers, 1996; Welton 1906). It was hailed by the Board of Education (1910) as the 

most effective approach to the teaching of English language and literature. David Shayer (1972) 

notes the underlying belief behind this pedagogy of reproduction was that “if the pupil were to 

start doing things for himself, he would make mistakes and this could not be tolerated because 

„successful‟ learning [was] seen as the complete avoidance of errors” (p. 13). Perhaps one might 

argue that the pedagogy of reproduction was probably the most effective approach given the 

immense challenge the state faced in tackling illiteracy when the national system of education 
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was instituted. But the emphasis on accuracy coexists with the emphasis on imitation and it is 

this latter concept that contains a deeper significance which this chapter aims to uncover. 

 The chapter begins by examining how the first wave of globalization from the late 

eighteenth to the early nineteenth century led to the formation of the discipline of English 

literature and explores how beliefs about the good of teaching literature revolved around the 

following interrelated conceptual association – nationalistic citizenship-taste-the Absolute. In 

what follows, I examine how the first wave of globalization influenced the goal of education for 

nationalistic citizenship which became foundational when the discipline of English literature was 

formally institutionalized in schools. I then discuss the prioritization of the concept of taste as 

part of this process of institutionalization and its association with the concept of the Absolute 

which I analyze via the contributions of key German philosophers on aesthetics and aesthetic 

education. The final section discusses how the three concepts interrelate to reflect beliefs about 

the good of teaching literature and how they then become translated into nationalist-oriented 

approaches to teaching literature. 

2.2 The Concept of Nationalistic Citizenship and the First Wave of Globalization 

The Consolidation of the Nation-state 

 The entry of literature education in the public sphere was propelled by what scholars have 

termed the first wave of globalization. The exact period when this occurred is contentious with 

some scholars pointing to its origins in sixteenth century Europe. Wallerstein (2011) notes that 

the world-system came into being during this time as Europe transited to a new capitalist world 

economy and Europeans started building trade connections with other territories. However, it is 

more likely that the first wave of globalization occurred later from the late eighteenth to 
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nineteenth centuries. There are several reasons for this. First, scholars have rebutted 

Wallerstein‟s claims and argued that it is, instead, the early nineteenth century that a world 

economy came into being. Prior to this period, trade was limited to non-competing luxury goods 

meant for the elite classes which meant that international trade had little impact on the masses. It 

was only from the 1820s that trade involved basic goods such as wheat and textiles indicating 

that globalization now had a more pervasive influence on society as a whole (O‟Rourke & 

Williamson, 2002). Even Wallerstein himself admits that it was only towards the latter part of 

the eighteenth century that the world economy expanded geographically to more territories and 

that it had become better established with the growing influence of the merchant capitalist class, 

the entrenchment of state power and bureaucratic control, and the development of stronger inter-

state relations (Shannon, 1996). Second, liberalism, the political organization conducive to 

globalization only became dominant from the nineteenth century onwards. Huntington (1991) 

describes the period from 1828 to 1926 as the first wave of democratization which saw the 

emergence of national democratic institutions with roots in the American and French revolutions. 

The nineteenth century also saw the rapid expansion of the British Empire and the consolidation 

of the modern state system. The need to manage these vast overseas territories led to innovations 

in communication and transportation to facilitate transnational exchanges. Further, the 

devolution of control to colonized territories led to the development of government organizations 

and the establishment of international banking services (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 

1999). Third, focusing on linguistic developments and the influence of print capitalism, 

Anderson (2006) notes that the latter part of the eighteenth century was significant in developing 

and spreading nationalistic consciousness world-wide. The decline of Latin and the power of the 
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clergy in its influence on political affairs coupled with the proliferation of secular books and 

vernacular languages meant that a larger community of people within a shared language field 

could now connect with each other. This, he states, was the embryo of a nationally imagined 

community which proliferated in the consolidation of nation-states throughout the world. 

 Synthesizing these different perspectives concerning the world economy, liberal 

democracy, and print capitalism, one can surmise that the phenomenon of globalization first 

emerged from the period of the late eighteenth to the nineteenth century. This was the period 

when globalizing forces of the British and European empires led to the modern state-system 

involving the centralization of political power, expansion of state administration to colonized 

territories, and the development of an organized military force while the nation-state also fueled 

economic and technological globalization. 

The Formation of a Literary Public Sphere 

 Of the different perspectives, Anderson‟s argument regarding the spread of print 

capitalism during this period is particularly interesting in pointing to the fashioning of a literary 

public sphere. It must be noted that the concept of literature first appeared in Europe in the 

fourteenth century and its root is the Latin littera denoting a letter of the alphabet. At this time, it 

referred specifically to what we today understand as being literate or possessing the ability to 

read (Williams, 1977). But reading predominantly occurred in the private space of the home. 

How did reading literature transit from a private experience to the public sphere? Habermas 

(1991) provides an account of the emergence of the public sphere by first tracing the 

etymological history of the term “public” and “publicity”. He notes that these terms first 

appeared in German during the eighteenth century and even until the close of the century, they 
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were not commonly used. What this suggests is that the public sphere first emerged in Germany 

and acquired its function during this period which was limited to the realm of commodity 

exchange and social labor. Such a space, distinctly separated from the private sphere, could not 

have existed in feudal societies of the high middle ages. Thus, it was the gradual emergence of 

capitalism that became a globalizing catalyst to the introduction of a public sphere. The traffic of 

commodities resulted in a demand for traffic of news gradually leading to the publication of 

commercially distributed newsletters and newspapers. With the expansion of trade to more 

distant locations, it became imperative to ensure a regular supply of news to the public. 

Habermas (1991) makes a further argument that the establishment of public information and 

news coupled with the rise of a bourgeoisie class comprising public officials, doctors, pastors, 

and scholars that formed the core of the public sphere suggests that this was primarily a “reading 

public” (p. 23). There are two connotations to this term. On one level, the public sphere 

comprised an educated and literate group that had the ability to access news and information, 

formulate opinions, and engage with social and political affairs of the time. In this sense, 

Habermas (1991) defines the public sphere as the space where private people could come 

together as a public to collectively exercise their reason even to the extent of confronting the 

authority of the state. On another level, this public sphere did not simply remain within the 

political realm but evolved to include the “public sphere in the world of letters” (p. 30) in which 

literary discussions occupied a vital place. In seventeenth century France, this public gathered 

together with aristocrats in theatres, court houses, and later salons to discuss political and 

economic issues along with works of art and literature. In various parts of Europe, the emerging 
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public sphere gathered in coffee houses of which as many as three thousand were in existence in 

London by the eighteenth century.  

 The vehicle through which discussions on art and literature occurred was in the form of 

the periodical and its articles became the center of conversations at the coffee houses. In Britain, 

the most popular periodicals were the Tatler (1709-1711), the Spectator (1711-1714), and the 

Guardian (1713) published by Joseph Addison and Richard Steele and it became almost routine 

for gentlemen both in the cities as well as countryside to gather in the coffee houses to 

collectively interpret and discuss articles in the periodicals. Essentially, these articles were 

concerned with the shaping of public opinion and the development of public taste through 

reflections on morals, literature, art, and manners (Cowan, 2004). The Spectator itself acquired a 

literary nature since its opinions on society were articulated through a fictional cast of characters 

known as the Spectator Club who engaged in imaginary conversations. In summary, the 

emergence of a critical public via the vehicles of coffee houses and periodicals had two very 

significant effects on the important place of literature in the public sphere. First, it was in these 

coffee houses that engagements with literary works transited from the private sphere of the 

individual and family to the public sphere of civil society. Second, it was in these coffee houses 

that literature acquired a legitimate status as a serious platform for public discourse. In both these 

instances, what is clear is that literature became tied to an educative function in the public sphere 

in that it was the avenue through which public opinion could be shaped and through which 

serious discourse could occur. This then made it conducive for the study of literature to be 

institutionalized in the public sphere of schools later on. 
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Education for Nationalistic Citizenship 

 The formation of a critical, literary public typically involved a minority bourgeoisie class 

which meant that the larger public sphere as a whole was highly fragmented and thus, it became 

imperative for the state to intervene. This was the period of the Industrial Revolution which had 

contributed to a highly discontented working class. On one level, the British Empire was 

expanding and enormous profits from the slave trade and from colonialism meant that Britain 

was becoming the world‟s first industrialized capitalist nation. On another level, secularism and 

materialism, which were becoming increasingly characteristic of the period, resulted in an 

impersonal political and economic system apathetic to the conditions of the working class. Along 

with material prosperity therefore, was the looming threat of political instability from an 

increasingly dissatisfied working class (Eagleton, 1996). The fault lines in the public sphere were 

becoming increasingly clear and it was necessary for the state to address the fragmentation of the 

public sphere. In the 1780s, the state found an avenue to tackle this fragmentation and this was 

through the provision of mass education via key initiatives such as the Sunday Schools 

movement and the first attempts to legislate schooling for working class children (Richardson, 

1994). At the same time, the mass education system was burdened by the colossal task of 

addressing social problems such as illiteracy. Interestingly, large scale illiteracy in the country 

served to provide an opportunity for literature education to establish itself as a core subject in the 

national curriculum since encouraging the reading of literature could be an effective conduit to 

improving students‟ competence in mechanical reading. Another major problem was the moral 

gap left by the failure of religious studies. Previously, religion had been an effective tool to enact 

a “pacifying influence, fostering meekness, self-sacrifice and the contemplative inner life” 
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throughout all sectors of society (Eagleton, 1996, p. 20). However, cynicism towards the church 

and clergy in the nineteenth century meant that there was now a need to look for an alternative 

tool for the moral education of the masses. Here, literature education was found to be an 

appropriate secularized alternative to religion. Thus, in the early curriculum, didactic “popular 

fiction” was the most common genre adopted for its capacity to civilize the masses (Michael, 

1987; Richardson, 1994). In summary, the problem of illiteracy and the failure of religion 

provided the impetus for the introduction of literature education in the national curriculum. 

Literature was now accorded the quasi-religious function of civilizing the masses and the 

functional task of raising literacy standards. Additionally, literature as a genre had already 

acquired a respectable status in the public sphere as a platform for individuals to engage in social 

and political discourse. This therefore gave the state some assurance that the study of literature 

would eventually occupy a significant role in fulfilling the aims of mass education. 

 By the latter part of the nineteenth century, English literature had become the most 

important subject in Britain and her colonies (Eagleton, 1996). However, it should be noted that 

the respect given to English literature was only gradually realized. During the early nineteenth 

century when mass education was evolving into a nationally organized system of education, it 

was still considered a new subject occupying a lesser position compared to the study of classical 

Greek and Latin literature and languages that dominated the core curriculum in higher 

education.
7
 It was only towards the latter half of the nineteenth century that English literature 

                                                 

7
 Brian Doyle (1989) discusses how, in the nineteenth century, teachers of English literature in schools were 

predominantly female and their quasi-maternal, semi-professional role meant that they occupied a lower-class status 

in society compared to male teachers who dominated colleges and universities. This also meant that English 

literature was deemed inferior to the Classics since it was typically taught by female teachers. 
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was introduced to the colleges. Even then, English literature courses appeared first in provincial 

universities such as Leeds in 1874, Birmingham in 1880, Liverpool and Nottingham in 1881 

(Shayer, 1972) before they were offered in prestigious colleges such as Oxford and Cambridge in 

the 1890s. Despite this, classical methodological approaches continued to be transferred and 

applied to teaching English literature (Collins, 1891; Doyle, 1989).  

 The entry of English literature into prestigious universities in Britain secured its 

influential and dominant position. Aside from its quasi-religious status and its functional 

capacity to improve literacy, English literature acquired an ideological function. This is 

particularly evident at the level of mass education in the public sphere. The institution of a state-

controlled organized system of mass education essentially meant the intrusion of state ideology 

and state goals that served to politicize the goals of education. Thus, in the context of schooling, 

it was not the education of the public but the education of the nationalistic citizen that became 

the central goal of education. While both the terms “public” and “citizen” refer to the 

individual‟s membership to the larger society, the latter term has the added category of 

obligation to that society. The goal of education for nationalistic citizenship therefore involves 

educating individuals about their roles and rights as citizens in society (membership) as well as 

the responsibility they have in contributing to it (obligation). This latter concept of obligation 

was particularly important to the state as it sought, through public education, to inculcate values 

of civility to promote a more passive, ordered citizenry and more importantly, to promote a 

conscious sense of nation in order to cultivate a greater degree of loyalty and subjugation among 

its citizens. In the eyes of the state, English literature was the vital weapon that could be used to 

appease the highly fractured public sphere and so secure its own hegemonic position. 



58 

 

2.3 The Concept of Taste in Disciplinary Movements 

 The discipline of English literature emerged in Britain when a nationally organized 

system of education was established from the late eighteenth century onwards. Whether taught at 

schools or colleges, English literature from its very beginning was constructed as a subject to 

complement the goals of nationalism. This occurred through the state‟s implicit projection of the 

ideal citizen via the vehicle of English literature. Such an ideal citizen was one who 

demonstrated two essential qualities. The first quality was bourgeoisie English values or 

“Englishness” and literature education was to provide the essential training ground (Doyle, 

1989). The civilizing mission of literature education was most vocally expressed through the 

contributions of Matthew Arnold (1861/1993) who, in Culture and Anarchy, regards culture as 

“a study of perfection” (p. 59) involving a sentiment for beauty that opposes “animality” (p. 73) 

and the materialism of the modern age. Similarly, literature education participated in the project 

of culture by cultivating the moral and intellectual capacities of a working class increasingly 

drawn into a mass education system. In the essay, “Common Schools Abroad”, Arnold 

(1888/1960) makes a comparison between the system of education in Britain and those of 

schools in Europe (France, Germany, and Switzerland). He criticizes the present goals of mass 

education for focusing on skills or what he calls “useful knowledge” (p. 292). This over-

emphasis on the pragmatic, he argues, is what has caused English schools to fall short of 

European schools. He (1888/1960) then proposes that education should move beyond mere 

transference of knowledge to focus on what he terms training students in being “human”: 

I found in the common schools abroad entire classes familiar with the biography of the 

great authors of their countrymen; capable of comparing and discussing their productions 

and of indicating the sources whence these productions draw their power to move and 

delight us. I found classes trained to that which is human. (p. 300) 
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Training in the human is evidently linked to cultural knowledge and here, Arnold sees literature 

education as serving an important civilizing function. His argument provides an example of how, 

by the nineteenth century, literature‟s role in cultivating ideals in humanity had become 

associated specifically with cultivating the ideals of bourgeois civility. 

 The ideal citizen not only demonstrated civilized values of Englishness, he or she was 

also characterized by a second quality which was a strong sense of affinity and loyalty to Britain. 

Literature, by this time, had shifted away from its broad notion of printed works to a 

specialization in fictive and imaginative writing. Yet, inherent in the notion of imaginative 

writing is the sense of projection or vision. It is precisely literature education‟s capacity to 

project a vision of the ideal citizen that made it such a powerful and subtle tool for the state. In 

his proposal to grant English literature greater significance and autonomy in the universities, 

John Churton Collins (1891) writes:  

[The people] need political culture, instruction, that is to say, in what pertains to their 

relation to the State, to their duties as citizens; and they need also to be impressed 

sentimentally by having the presentation in legend and history of heroic and patriotic 

example brought vividly and attractively before them. (p. 148) 

 

Here, Collins relates an education for citizenship with literature education that involves affecting 

a sense of nationalism by evoking images of a national ideal. This is the myth of the nation or 

Empire that literature education was called upon to sustain through romanticizing English 

history. Subsumed under the broader goal of education for nationalistic citizenship, English 

literature education was centered on the mission of fashioning the ideal citizen as one who would 

exhibit civilized values of Englishness and one who was nationalistic in spirit. Such a mission 

was essentially an ideological one, grounded on visions about the good of teaching literature in 
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cultivating Englishness and nationalism. Yet, how could these visions be accomplished in 

practice? The answer was through literature education‟s emphasis on the concept of taste. 

 In order to understand how the concept of taste became emphasized in the discipline of 

literature, it is necessary to examine how taste rose to prominence in the literary public sphere. 

While the concept “literature” originally referred to the capacity to read which distinguished an 

educated person from an uneducated one, its meaning began to shift with the emergence of the 

public sphere in the eighteenth century. Raymond Williams (1977) notes that the ability to read 

now meant the ability to read particular kinds of texts. In other words, the concept of “literature” 

now became associated with the idea of taste. This marked a change from “learning” to “taste” or 

“sensibility” as a criterion for defining literary quality. The emergence of the periodicals in the 

literary public sphere is a clear demonstration that taste had become associated with the reading 

public. For example, Brian Cowan (2004) counters Habermas‟ claim that the periodicals served 

to provide a democratic space for public debate; instead, he argues that the periodicals, 

undergirded by anxieties about lack of restraint in English society, served to police the public 

through surveillance of its social foibles in order to promote taste and decorum. 

 The manner in which this concept of taste was translated into practice was via the activity 

of criticism. More specifically, in the literary public sphere, taste became conjoined with the 

activity of criticism and whereas the original meaning of the function of critic was used 

interchangeably with the function of the grammarian and philologist in the middle ages, it later 

emancipated itself from these two disciplines and became connected to taste and the judgment of 

the beautiful (Wellek, 1963). This latter idea of criticism as connected to taste was launched in 

the seventeenth century with John Dryden‟s “The Grounds of Criticism in Tragedy” (Wellek, 
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1963). Written as a preface to Shakespeare‟s Troilus and Cressida, Dryden (1679) does not 

explicitly discuss what criticism is nor its function. In fact, the term is hardly used in the essay. 

What Dryden does instead is to model the act of criticism through his application of Aristotelian 

notions of tragedy to the English plays of Shakespeare and Fletcher. Here, Dryden states that 

good drama should contain a single action so as not to distract the attention of the audience. 

Another such rule that criticism should focus on is with regards to the manners or inclinations of 

the characters which must be exhibited in such a way as to make clear the moral of the work that 

directs the whole action of the play. In other words, to Dryden, a critic must exhibit taste in 

classical works and have a sound knowledge of its rules in order to apply these to a 

contemporary critique of literary works.  

 By the eighteenth century, taste and criticism began to gain a greater degree of 

emancipation from the Ancients as observed in the publications of John Dennis‟ (1704) “The 

Grounds of Criticism in Poetry” and Alexander Pope‟s (1711) “An Essay on Criticism”. 

Criticism at this time became a social act or part of polite conversation (Patey, 2005) which 

essentially means that the focus had shifted from criticism as a method or as application of set 

classical rules to the critic as a person who engages in public discourse. For example, Pope‟s 

essay begins by arguing for the importance of learning the rules established by the Ancients. At 

the same time, he suggests that modern authors may divert from the classical rules as long as this 

rationale can be defended. This then implies that the modern critic should have a certain degree 

of flexibility and need not be completely subservient to classical rules of writing: 
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Moderns beware! Or if you must offend 

Against the Precept, ne‟er transgress its End, 
Let it be seldom, and compell‟d by Need, 
And have, at least, Their Precedent to plead. 

The Critick else proceeds without Remorse, 

Seizes your Fame, and puts his Laws in force. (Pope, 1711, para. 12) 

 

Here, Pope paints a negative description of the critic who, wholly loyal to the ancient code, 

becomes overly harsh and is unable to appreciate a modern literary work for its own merits. 

Though Pope continues to venerate ancient authors like Homer and Horace upholding them as 

benchmarks to critique modern works, his (1711) essay shows some initial, albeit restricted, 

attempts to remind critics to be more open-minded in judging a work for its intentions and its 

own worth; hence, a “perfect Judge will read each Work of Wit / With the same Spirit that its 

Author writ / Survey the Whole, nor seek slight Faults to find” (para. 16). The push towards even 

greater autonomy can be observed in Dennis‟ review of Pope‟s essay in which he criticizes Pope 

for still remaining servile to the authority of the Ancients.
8
 These tensions only demonstrate the 

emergence of a new paradigm of literary engagements in the public sphere in which to engage in 

literature involved engaging in literature as a critic occupying the space between tradition and 

autonomy. 

 As the occupation of the critic grew in influence in the eighteenth century, periodical 

writers saw it important to establish standards for criticism. Addison (1711a) therefore describes 

the periodical articles as “papers of criticism” the objective of which is encapsulated in this 

statement: “As the great and only end of these my speculations is to banish vice and ignorance 

                                                 

8
 The background to Dennis‟ attack on Pope originates from Pope himself who had earlier criticized Dennis for 

being unable to accept any criticism about his work. The tension between Pope and Dennis became so heated that 

the Spectator had to intervene to mediate the conflict. See Addison‟s (1711c) article in no. 253 of the Spectator. 
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out of the territories of Great Britain, I shall endeavour as much as possible to establish among us 

a taste of polite writings” (para. 2). One method commonly applied by Addison and Steele, in 

order to establish standards of criticism, is to promote greater discernment in the public by 

specifically identifying critics whom they regard as shallow and vulgar. Such a critic is described 

as an “importunate, empty, and conceited animal” since they mechanically assess the works of 

writers based on whether or not they adhere to those various rules and principles (Addison, 1710, 

para. 2). Addison (1711b) even provides a hyperbolic caricature of an actual person who often 

sits in the upper gallery of the playhouse and, when pleased with something witnessed on stage, 

would express this with a loud knock on the benches that can be heard over the whole theatre. 

The shallow critic is then directly set at odds against what Addison (1714) describes as the true 

critic who is knowledgeable about classical rules of writing and is able to intelligently formulate 

his or her own opinions about the work; however, this is an opinion that is grounded in taste and 

not tied to such prior knowledge. Addison and Steele themselves typify early cultural critics, a 

phenomenon unprecedented at the time, who would provide critical commentaries on all forms 

of social life ranging from fashion, propriety and manners at public places, parental treatment of 

children, and dueling to art works such as literature, drama, opera, dance, and music in order to 

cultivate taste among the public. 

 Thus, when literature entered the public sphere in eighteenth century Europe, it 

comprised the concept of taste carried through the activity of criticism which was a mark of 

refinement and civility appropriate to the bourgeoisie intellectual public. Guillory (2002b) 

observes that the practice of criticism from the beginning was closely tied to moral philosophy; 

that is, criticism of literature provided the platform for public intellectuals to engage in moral 
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philosophizing particularly that pertaining to right manners and conduct. Similarly, he notes that 

the introduction of belles lettres in the university, which is a precursor to modern literary 

criticism, also emerged out of the discipline of moral philosophy. In practice, belles lettres 

combined the act of judgment with the concept of taste which became foundational to literature 

education as it developed more fully in the nineteenth century for if literature education in the 

public sphere had comprised only the function of taste, then there was no reason why the tasteful 

reading of literary masterpieces would not result in tasteful writing (or our modern day 

equivalent of creative writing). Instead, the centrality of taste required the necessity to educate 

for a greater degree of discernment in the public. Hence, criticism, particularly in the form of 

writing, was deemed more valuable than creative practices. As Williams (1977) astutely notes, 

literature was not a category of production but a category of consumption since public discourse 

on literature encompassed the development of discerning capabilities in the consumption of 

cultural products. 

2.4 The Concept of the Absolute in Philosophical Contributions 

 Though it is easy to dismiss the cultivation of taste through the vehicles of the literary 

public sphere and literature education in the public schools as elitist snobbery, underlying this 

was a powerful belief in the moralizing potential of taste that, till today, remains foundational to 

literature education. To understand this more fully, I suggest it is necessary to step away from the 

history of English literature education as we have been discussing to consider a parallel 

discipline that developed at the same time. This was the discipline of philosophical aesthetics. 

The question is, what can an examination of philosophical aesthetics offer us in our investigation 

of the conceptual history of English literature education? Here, I argue that philosophical 
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aesthetics, which developed in Germany also during the late eighteenth century, represents the 

first systematic discussion about the value (or “the good”) of aesthetic education including 

literature education. While the good of literature and the arts have been debated since the time of 

Plato and Aristotle, discussions about the good of aesthetic and literature education only emerged 

formally through the institutionalization of an autonomous and systematic philosophical 

discipline known as aesthetics during this period. An understanding of the beliefs underlying 

literature education must therefore be located here rather than in the historical development of 

the discipline. In this section, I will examine how the concept of taste becomes associated with 

concepts of the beautiful, morality and ultimately, the concept of the Absolute through five core 

philosophical works central to the development of the discipline of aesthetics – Alexander 

Baumgarten‟s Aesthetica (1750-1758), Immanuel Kant‟s Critique of Judgment (1790), Friedrich 

Schiller‟s On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795), Friedrich Schelling‟s The Philosophy of 

Art (1790), and Georg Hegel‟s Lectures on Aesthetics (1818-1829). 

The Connection between Taste and the Beautiful 

 The first person to provide a comprehensive philosophy on aesthetics and aesthetic 

education is Alexander Baumgarten who is commonly regarded as the father of aesthetics. He 

published his lectures in the 1740s in a work entitled Aesthetica and some of his crucial ideas 

were developed later by Immanuel Kant. Baumgarten was aware that the senses were regarded as 

a lower faculty inferior to cognition which may be traced to the philosophy of Cartesian dualism 

in the seventeenth century that privileged mind over body. However, his lectures and published 

works on aesthetics marks the beginning of attempts to establish rigor in a study of aesthetics by 

associating this with reason: “Experience will demonstrate that our art can be subjected to proof; 
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it is clear a priori because psychology etc. provide a sure foundation; and the uses mentioned 

among others show that aesthetics deserves to be elevated to the rank of a science” (Baumgarten, 

1750/2000, p. 491). Thus, Baumgarten (1750/2000) defines aesthetics as the “science of 

perception” (p. 489). While Kant later developed the relation Baumgarten had established 

between aesthetic judgment and reason, the main point of departure is that whereas Baumgarten 

attempts to connect aesthetics to perception and sense, with Kant, there is a shift towards that 

which is transcendental, beyond the empirical, and which concerns aesthetics as a science of the 

beautiful (Pluhar, 1987).  

 Kant further defines the concept of the beautiful by distinguishing it from the good and 

the agreeable. According to Kant (1790/1987), “Good is what, by means of reason, we like 

through its mere concept” so that “we call something (viz. if it is something useful) good for [this 

or that] if we like it only as a means” (208, p. 48). The good is always purposive and is 

connected to a practical use. The agreeable is “what the senses like in sensation” (206, p. 47) or 

what provides feelings of subjective pleasure (207, p. 48), enjoyment (208, p. 50), gratification 

(210, p. 52), and it is determined by the empirical and conditioned by stimuli (209, p. 51). Unlike 

the good and the agreeable, the beautiful is “liking devoid of all interest” (211, p. 53); it is a 

disinterested liking based on the mere contemplation or reflection of the art work and not based 

on any instrumental or utilitarian purposes. What is particularly important is that the concept of 

taste then becomes associated with the concept of the beautiful and correspondingly, criticism 

becomes associated with aesthetic judgments of the beautiful. The logic of Kant‟s argument is as 

follows. 
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 First, free beauty or a liking of the beautiful is disinterested and does involve a pre-

determinate concept. Kant gives the example of flowers which are free natural beauties because 

there is no pre-determinate concept of what an ideal flower is meant to be so that any judgment 

of the flower will be based on what it is, not what it can do (the good) or how it can satisfy the 

senses (the agreeable).  

 Second, this disinterested nature of the beautiful implies that aesthetic judgments of the 

beautiful forms the basis for universal liking or what he terms subjective universality: “For if 

someone likes something and is conscious that he himself does so without any interest then he 

cannot help judging that it must contain a basis for being liked [that holds] for everyone” (211, 

pp. 53-54). Kant is not suggesting that when we claim an art work as beautiful, everyone must 

necessarily agree with us; instead, he is proposing that such a claim is a public rather than a 

private one so that it contains a “basis” for being liked that is communicated to everyone. 

Elsewhere, Kant (1790/1987) states that there is no pleasure in the beautiful in solitude so that a 

man abandoned on a desolate island would find little reason to engage in beautiful art works 

(297, p. 163). Since humans are social beings, there is a natural propensity to share with others 

which implies that part of the pleasure in our engagements with aesthetic works is that they 

provide an opportunity for communication. This point is suggested in the only section in the 

Critique where Kant explicitly discusses aesthetic education. Here, he (1790/1987) states that the 

highest aim of aesthetic education is in “cultivating our mental powers by exposing ourselves 

beforehand to what we call humaniora; they are called that presumably because humanity 

[Humanität] means both the universal feeling of sympathy, and the ability to engage universally 

in very intimate communication” (355, p. 231). Embedded within Kant‟s mission of aesthetic 
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education is an ethics of communicability or a belief that aesthetic education opens public spaces 

for discussions about art works. 

 Third, the beautiful is connected to taste as observed in Kant‟s (1790/1987) claim that 

“When we judge free beauty (according to mere form) then our judgment of taste is pure” (229, 

pp. 76-77). Here, Kant equates aesthetic judgments of the beautiful with pure judgments of taste. 

It follows then that if aesthetic judgments of the beautiful facilitates “universal communicability” 

(232, p. 79), then it contributes to the “taste of everyone” (232, p. 79). Another way of saying 

this is that an aesthetic judgment of the beautiful publicly expressed contributes to the cultivation 

of taste in the public sphere. In relation to literature education, the connection between the 

beautiful and taste promotes disinterested reflection on “beautiful” literary works. This means 

that the practice of criticism, which centers on an aesthetic judgment of the beautiful, is also 

centered on passive appreciation aligned with a posture of reflection and awe in the presence of 

“beautiful” literary works. This opposes our modern day notion of critical reading and criticism 

as involving the active evaluation of a literary work.   

The Connection between the Beautiful and Morality 

 As previously discussed, Kant had made the radical proposal that any claim that an object 

is beautiful must have a basis for universal assent. The only way that Kant‟s proposal can be 

logically conceivable is by connecting an aesthetic judgment of the beautiful, and 

correspondingly a pure judgment of taste, to morality. Indeed, various scholars (Crawford, 1974; 

Elliott, 1968) have argued that it is this connection that validates Kant‟s principle of subjective 

universality for pure judgments of taste as encapsulated in the following: 
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Now I maintain that the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good; and only because we 

refer the beautiful to the morally good (we all do so naturally and require all others also 

to do so, as a duty) does our liking for it include a claim to everyone else‟s assent, while 
the mind is also conscious of being ennobled, by this, above a mere receptivity for 

pleasure derived from sense impressions, and it assesses the value of other people too on 

the basis of [their having] a similar maxim in their power of judgment. (Kant, 1790/1987, 

353, p. 228) 

 

Based on the above formulation, the beautiful is not equivalent to morality; instead, the key 

phrase is that the beautiful is a “symbol of” morality. According to Kant, symbols operate 

indirectly and by analogy when a concept is applied to another object and then reflected upon. 

For example, Kant gives the example of a despotic state and a hand mill. While these are two 

different things, our reflection on how one operates (e.g. the hand mill) helps us to understand 

how the other operates (e.g. a despotic state). Thus, there is an analogous relationship between a 

hand mill and a despotic state so that the former serves as a symbol for the latter. Since Kant 

does not specify how the analogous relationship between the beautiful and morality operates, this 

has led to a range of speculations by various scholars. Henry Allison (2001) argues that although 

judgments of the beautiful are independent from moral judgments, the former prepares one for 

the latter. This is because judgments of the beautiful involve a transition from the contemplation 

of sensible to supersensible concepts (such as God or freedom) thereby mirroring the way moral 

judgments operate. By performing aesthetic judgments, the individual learns to distance himself 

or herself from sensuous inclinations so that the “the transition effected through reflection on the 

beautiful is not itself a transition to morality, it does facilitate that transition” (Allison, 2001, p. 

264). Kant (1790/1987) provides several examples of this transition in different parts of the 

Critique: “The beautiful prepares us for loving something, even nature, without interest” (267, p. 

127); “a lily‟s white color seems to attune the mind to ideas of innocence” (302, p. 169). Donald 
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Crawford (1974) provides a different perspective by connecting the beautiful with Kant‟s theory 

of the sublime. The beautiful in nature, art, and the sublime symbolizes the basis of morality by 

leading us not only to reflect on the supersensible but to contemplate its immense and limitless 

potential. The sublime is what Kant (1790/1987) defines as “what is absolutely large” (248, p. 

103) and may be found in threatening rocks, thunderclouds, volcanoes, and hurricanes with all 

their destructive power. While the sight of them makes us fearful, they also allow us to discover 

our capacity to perceive and apprehend the infinite which then makes us aware of our own 

superiority over the sublime. Crawford argues that the beautiful in art works represents a 

microcosmic presentation of the way we apprehend the sublime by exposing our supersensible 

faculty of imagination and reason that allows us to transcend the sensible and the material. This 

therefore accounts for the symbolic relationship between the beautiful and morality because 

aesthetic judgments of the beautiful parallel moral judgments since the basis of moral judgments 

is a capacity to apprehend the sublime in the supersensible.  

 In summary, Allison argues that the symbolic relationship between the beautiful and 

morality is based on the capacity of aesthetic judgments of the beautiful to attune the mind to the 

supersensible which parallels the operation of moral judgments while Crawford argues that it is 

the capacity of aesthetic judgments of the beautiful to allow the mind to apprehend the sublime 

which parallels the operation of moral judgments. Unlike Allison and Crawford, Paul Guyer 

(1997) emphasizes pleasure as the main symbolic connection. Aesthetic judgments of the 

beautiful and moral judgments may be different but they share a structural similarity – both 

forms of judgments are pleasing in themselves. They are not a means to some further end and are 

grounded in disinterestedness. In relation to aesthetic judgments of the beautiful, the condition of 
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distinterestedness does not mean the absence of all interest. Instead, Kant is referring to the 

absence of empirical interest such as an interest based on a thing‟s usefulness (the good) or an 

interest based on the pleasure given to the senses (the agreeable). The pleasure that aesthetic 

judgments of the beautiful provides is an intellectual interest or pleasure arising solely from the 

contemplation or reflection of the object based on a free and autonomous will not influenced by 

any external causes. Similarly, the pleasure from moral judgments is derived from a reflection on 

moral laws and based on a free and autonomous will adhering to the categorical imperative – to 

“[a]ct only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should 

become a universal law” (Kant, 1785/1995, Section II: 421, p. 38).  

 These different interpretations concerning the way the beautiful is a “symbol” of morality 

then addresses Kant‟s proposal of subjective universality. Following Allison‟s attunement thesis, 

there is a universal duty to attend to the beautiful since reflection on the beautiful prepares one 

for moral reflection and following Crawford‟s apprehension thesis, the implication is that 

pleasure in the beautiful rightfully demands universal assent since it is an expression of 

humanity‟s capacity to cognize the supersensible or more specifically, the sublime.9  

 Kant‟s important contribution to aesthetics was his extension of Baumgarten‟s theories 

into a comprehensive philosophy concerning the correlation between aesthetic judgments of the 

beautiful and pure judgments of taste as well as the connection between both these judgments 

with an ethics of communicability or a condition of universal assent thereby giving significance 

to their place in the public sphere. More importantly, by showing how both these judgments 

                                                 

9
 Unlike Allison and Crawford, Guyer insists that Kant‟s analogy is unconvincing because the rationale of 

attunement is too weak to justify a demand for universal validity and the rationale of apprehension contradicts 

Kant‟s other philosophical principles governing aesthetics and morality. See Guyer (1997). 
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parallel and facilitate moral judgments, Kant had implicitly attached a transcendental value to the 

discipline of aesthetics. This involves the belief that the good of aesthetic education, which 

includes literature education, is that it allows man to transcend the sensible, empirical world in 

order to contemplate the supersensible. This transcendental value was to become even more 

strongly tied to aesthetic (and literature) education following other key German aesthetic 

philosophers of this period who provide varying descriptions of the supersensible.  

The Connection between Morality and the Absolute 

 The publication of Kant‟s Critique of Judgment had a profound influence on Schiller 

who, in the early 1790s, not only devoted time to an intensive study of Kant‟s works, he also 

began employing the new critical vocabulary in his own work (Kooy, 2002). Five years after the 

publication of Kant‟s Critique, Schiller published On the Aesthetic Education of Man. While 

Kant had argued that the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good, Schiller‟s main argument is 

that engaging in the beautiful facilitates the transition from man‟s engagements in the sensual or 

physical to the moral. At the same time, the moral impulse is directed at the divine and it is 

divinity that man carries within himself or herself. Schiller argues that this results in the inherent 

tension within humans between their sense faculty that insists on reality and, what Schiller terms, 

their personality (or spirit) that is aware of the infinite divine potential within them. This tension 

is necessary in order to keep humans grounded in the case of the sense faculty and to motivate 

humans to strive for higher, more transcendental goals in the case of their consciousness of spirit. 

The beautiful in the form of art works then mediates the domain of the empirical in relation to 

their sense faculty and the domain of the moral in relation to their spiritual consciousness. 

Schiller (1795/2004) strongly insists that the most important goal of aesthetic education is to 
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“make him [man] aesthetic as far as ever the realm of Beauty can extend, since the moral 

condition can be developed only from the aesthetic, not from the physical condition” (p. 110). 

While Kant had suggested that aesthetic judgments of the beautiful are conditioned by universal 

assent, Schiller (1795/2004) goes even further by stating that aesthetic education cultivates 

man‟s social character because it develops an affinity with other members of society; this affinity 

recognizes the divine spirit within man that is also present in others. In this light, aesthetic 

education enables us to become aware of ourselves as individuals but also as representatives of 

the human race and the human spirit. The process of reading and analyzing a “beautiful” literary 

work in the public context of school, for example, is then an act of reading and recognizing this 

human spirit that expresses itself through the text. 

 To Schiller then, aesthetic education facilitates man‟s transition to a contemplation of the 

supersensible which he describes as divinity inherent in the human spirit and correspondingly in 

art works. A few years later, from 1801 to 1804, Schelling gave a series of lectures on the 

philosophy of art where he identifies the supersensible more specifically as God. At the 

beginning of the text, Schelling (1801/1989) describes the complete autonomy and independence 

of God. Since God is absolute in identity and totality, He is therefore not dependent on anything, 

particularly time and space. In other words, God is both eternal and infinite. From here, it is clear 

that Schelling takes a broader notion of God beyond a specific entity. A more accurate term is 

the Absolute referring to that which is completely independent of all things and cannot be 

contained in any title since titles can never capture the totality of the divine (Beiser, 1993). The 

Absolute is expressed in the universe as a whole which is fully self-contained and this expression 

of the Absolute in the universe implies that the universe itself is a work of art. This also implies 
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that the Absolute can be known internally through the universe and its components such as 

nature and art works. In other words, since the Absolute is the source of beauty and all artistic 

creativity, art works reflect the nature of the Absolute. However, art works mediate the ideal and 

the real in that, while they express the divine Absolute, they are also part of created reality. This 

mediating vehicle in art works is found in poetic language which allows for more insight into the 

nature of the Absolute compared with philosophical language (Hammermeister, 2002). Schelling 

then shows how this poetic language provides the gradual revelation of the Absolute across 

history, first through the depiction of the gods in Greek mythology followed by the depiction of 

God in Christian allegory. His point is that poetic language, whether in mythology or allegory, 

only conveys a partial revelation and not the totality of the Absolute. In this sense, only poetic 

language is capable of representing the infinite and this is expressed in the form of art works. 

Therefore, it is not the form of the art works but the idea of the Absolute that it represents that 

renders it significant and allows art works to share a close affinity with religion. Without the idea 

of the Absolute, the content of art works would be shallow and impotent, never able to transcend 

sensual and material experiences; without art works, the Absolute would not adequately manifest 

its manifold attributes. 

 Like Schelling, Hegel shares the view that the Absolute can be conceived in naturalistic 

terms and all forms of nature manifest aspects of the Absolute‟s infinite qualities. In his lectures 

on aesthetics, which he gave between 1818 and 1829, Hegel argues that this divine nature of the 

Absolute is knowable through an examination of the development of the history of the world. He 

then shows how, with each passing civilization, art works display a greater degree of humanity‟s 

self-consciousness of the Absolute. For example, he divides art history into three distinct periods 
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– the beginning of art where the symbolic form dominates, the period of ancient Greece where 

the classical form dominates, and the period of Christianity where the romantic form dominates. 

To Hegel, it is the last category that represents the highest ideal and most genuinely beautiful 

form of art (Houlgate, 2009; Wicks, 1993). This is the example of art “transcending itself, while 

remaining within the artistic sphere and in artistic forms” (Hegel, 1820/1993, p. 87). Romantic 

art distinguishes itself from all other forms by its transcendental capacity to bring to 

consciousness the divine nature of the Absolute. By delineating three different stages of art 

according to the symbolic, classical, and romantic forms, Hegel is also providing a model for 

aesthetic education in which the study of art works should be based on a prioritization of the 

transcendental value so that the art work in the form that best expresses the Absolute is 

considered more profound and more valuable. At the same time, by suggesting that history 

progressively reveals the Absolute through art forms, Hegel is suggesting that one historical 

period may contain a belief system expressed through art works that provides a more accurate 

understanding of the Absolute. This leads to his claim that oriental art works cannot be compared 

to Greek or Christian art works because they lack any clarity with regards to the nature of the 

Absolute. He argues that such works are externally defective because they are internally flawed. 

By saying this, Hegel is also suggesting that the Christian and Greek belief systems are superior 

to other belief systems such as those stemming from primitive animistic cultures or oriental 

beliefs such as Buddhism, Hinduism, or Taoism.  

 Thus far, one may observe that from Kant to Hegel, there is an attempt towards a greater 

comprehension of the supersensible through aesthetics. Kant had established the connection 

between the beautiful and the supersensible.  He describes this supersensible realm as the 
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sublime which is the realm of chaos, of the infinite, and the divine that is beyond cognition. The 

sublime exists in an external realm and our rational contemplation of it can be facilitated by 

aesthetic judgments of the beautiful. It was Schiller who then turned the sublime into an internal 

divine quality man intuits within himself or herself and which is found in beautiful works of art. 

But Schiller does not clarify exactly what this divine essence is. Instead, it is Schelling who 

describes the divine essence as the Absolute being that is beyond time and space, infinite and 

eternal. The world and its created beings exist within time and space or, in another word, 

historicity. Schelling argues that only poetic language can mediate between an ahisorical 

Absolute and a historical world. Hegel then shows how this poetic language manifests in forms 

of art that progressively provide a revelation of the divine nature of the Absolute across history. 

 What may be clearly discerned is the prioritization of a transcendental value in aesthetics 

and correspondingly, aesthetic education. By the late eighteenth century, Aesthetics had become 

established as a significant discipline concerned with the philosophical study of art works largely 

through the key German philosophers discussed. Though the discussions occurred in the domain 

of the philosophical, they provide a deeper understanding of how the concept of nationalistic 

citizenship, as prioritized in literature education, was articulated through the concept of taste that 

was itself grounded on the concept of the beautiful, morality, and ultimately the Absolute. 

Essentially, this inter-connected conceptual relation – nationalistic citizenship-taste-the Absolute 

– is premised on the belief that the good of teaching literature promotes a consciousness of the 

divine allowing one to transcend the material and sensual world. 
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2.5 Nationalist-oriented Approaches to Teaching Literature 

 Underlying nationalist-oriented approaches to teaching literature are beliefs about the 

good of teaching literature grounded on the conceptual relation of nationalistic citizenship-taste-

the Absolute. In practice, this implies two important approaches to teaching literature. 

 First, the emphasis on the concepts of nationalistic citizenship and taste in literature 

education points to approaches to teaching literature that center on the promotion of elitism. 

From the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth century, the teaching of literature contained the 

functional aim of increasing literacy since a more literate population would contribute to greater 

political stability. More importantly, the teaching of literature centered on the mission of 

fashioning the ideal citizen as one who exhibited civilized values of Englishness and who was 

nationalistic in spirit. This meant that approaches to teaching literature had to be necessarily 

elitist and the basis for this may be observed even up to the early twentieth century as evidenced 

in the influential Board of Education (1921) report concerning the teaching of English in Britain: 

 [I]f we explore the course of English Literature, if we consider from what sources its 

stream has sprung, by what tributaries it has been fed, and with how rich and full a 

current it has come down to us, we shall see that it has other advantages not to be found 

elsewhere. There are mingled in it, as only in the greatest rivers there could be mingled, 

the fertilizing influences flowing down from many countries and from many ages of 

history. Yet all these have been subdued to form a stream native to our own soil. (pp. 16-

17) 

 

Here, elitism is observed in the promotion of English culture as the “greatest” of all rivers 

originating from ancient traditions deemed authentic to this myth of nation. One of the most 

effective strategies for supporting elitism was to center approaches to teaching literature on texts 

deemed worthy of being read. At universities and colleges, approaches to teaching literature 
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focused on the study of classical English literary texts such as the following from an Oxford 

University examination text list in the 1890s: 

Old English texts (Beowulf and Sweet‟s Anglo-Saxon Reader) 

Middle English Texts (King Horn, Laurence Minot, Sir Gawain) 

Chaucer (selections) and Piers Plowman 

Shakespeare (about six plays) 

History of the English Language 

History of English Literature to 1800 

Gothic (Gospel of St. Mark) and unseen translations from Old and Middle English 

        (Palmer, 1965, p. 113) 

The emphasis on older, more classical English texts served to dichotomize classical works from 

popular vernacular fiction. Only the study of “valuable works” was legitimized in the early 

national literature curriculum and this was similarly observed in schools. A report from the 

Board of Education in 1900 describes typical approaches to teaching literature from year one 

when students are seven years old to year seven when students are thirteen years old. From years 

one to four, students are simply required to read a short passage from a book. At year five, they 

are required to read a passage from a standard author though names of authors are not mentioned 

at this point. At years six and seven, they are required to read a passage from Shakespeare or 

Milton (Shayer, 1972). Typical textbook anthologies such as F. C. Cook‟s Poetry for Schools 

published in 1849 were specifically written as an introduction to the “great classical poets of 

England” so that “children of peasantry and artisans would come to understand and sympathise 

with the sentiments and principles by which well-educated persons are influenced” (Michael, 

1987, p. 221). Among the list of authors selected in textbook anthologies, the most popular group 

comprise Byron, Shakespeare, and Wordsworth followed by Cowper, Longfellow, Pope, and 

Scott (Michael, 1987). 
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 In order to cultivate an appreciation of canonical texts, the pedagogy of reproduction was 

commonly employed to initiate students into a habit of tasteful reading. An example of such an 

approach, stressing rote memorization and regurgitation, has been provided at the beginning of 

the chapter. At lower levels, teaching approaches emphasized recalling of information, 

identifying or locating information from a text, explaining meanings of words and phrases, and 

paraphrasing the text (Michael, 1987). At higher levels, the teaching of literature involved 

hunting for allusions and figures of speech which was a method of teaching and assessing 

literature derived from the classical curriculum (Shayer, 1972). If students were taught to critique 

or evaluate a text, this was at a rudimentary level. A typical exercise involved the following 

steps: the teacher would read a selected poem aloud to the class; he or she would then provide 

biographical details about the poem, explain interesting allusions and figurative expressions, 

explain the general meaning of the poem. The teacher would then tell the class about what the 

writer intended to achieve and would then describe the author‟s life and what critics have said 

about him or her (Michael, 1987). Presumably, students were expected to model these steps of 

criticism later on in their evaluation of the poem. This form of modeling could perhaps be tied to 

the low levels of literacy during the period. However, it emphasized a particular posture that 

students were to adopt – passivity with regards to the text in question. Passivity meant that 

students were not expected or encouraged to question the text. Instead, their task was to 

demonstrate an appreciation of the text by complimenting its poetic language and by displaying 

an understanding of the moral of the story. What we observe then is that approaches to teaching 

literature, centered on an elitist selection of texts, require pedagogical methods that encourage 
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students not to think for themselves but to think in the shoes of the author. In so doing, students 

learn to emulate model authors and acquire an education in taste in the process. 

 Second, the relation between the concept of taste and the concept of the Absolute 

suggests the connection between approaches to teaching literature and the teaching of moral and 

religious values. For example, another common pedagogical approach adopted during this period 

is didactic pedagogy. Here, poems and stories that promote desired moral virtues were read aloud 

by the teacher to young students who passively listened. Following this, the teacher would go on 

to explain the story to the students (Shayer, 1972). The prevailing view during this time was that 

literature, and poetry in particular, needed to be explained to students and therefore explanation 

should comprise a large part of teaching (Michael, 1987). Once again, this suggests a pervasive 

distrust that students could read and formulate opinions on their own. Teachers primarily 

directed students to particular virtues and moral messages, such as courage, that students were to 

appreciate from texts and students would then passively regurgitate their teacher‟s explanations 

in their written responses. 

 In the British colonies, didactic pedagogy, as it was applied in schools, masked a more 

insidious aim of conversion. This is particularly evident in Thomas Macaulay‟s infamous 

“Minute on Indian Education” presented to the British government in 1835. Macaulay was a 

British politician who served on the Supreme Council for India and his (1835) aim was to create 

a specific class of native Indians who would be Indian “in blood and colour, but English in 

tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect” (para. 34). One vehicle to facilitate this was 

through the teaching of English literature. Though Macaulay admits to not knowing Sanskrit or 

Arabic and confesses to having read only a few translated works from the east, he (1835) 
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unashamedly states that among all his acquaintances, he has “never found one among them who 

could deny that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of 

India and Arabia” (para. 10). Macaulay (1835) goes on to argue that the teaching of local 

literature in India should be stopped and replaced with the teaching of English literature. The 

reason he (1835) gives is as follows: 

It is said that the Sanskrit and the Arabic are the languages in which the sacred books of a 

hundred millions of people are written, and that they are on that account entitled to 

peculiar encouragement. Assuredly it is the duty of the British Government in India to be 

not only tolerant but neutral on all religious questions. But to encourage the study of a 

literature, admitted to be of small intrinsic value, only because that literature inculcated 

the most serious errors on the most important subjects, is a course hardly reconcilable 

with reason, with morality, or even with that very neutrality which ought, as we all agree, 

to be sacredly preserved. It is confessed that a language is barren of useful knowledge. 

We are to teach it because it is fruitful of monstrous superstitions. We are to teach false 

history, false astronomy, false medicine, because we find them in company with a false 

religion. (para. 31) 

 

What Macaulay suggests here is that oriental literature is inferior because eastern beliefs, fraught 

with superstition and lacking in attention to scientific rationality, are essentially “false religion”. 

Therefore, there is a need to replace oriental literature with English literature which is 

aesthetically superior and which can function to expose colonized natives to a better and more 

rational belief system. Gauri Viswanathan (1989) provides an account of how the colonial 

government in India used English literature as a vehicle to convert students from Hinduism to 

Christianity. In the eyes of the British government, Hindu beliefs were strongly embedded in 

Indian culture and identity but they were also obstructing the introduction of modern sciences 

and the more empirical subjects into the curriculum. Direct conversion of the colonized subjects 

was sure to result in violent reactions since they were already suspicious of their colonial ruler‟s 

involvement in educational reform in the country. The only way was through the indirect 
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medium of English literature instruction. Hence, the British government, acting on the advice of 

Thomas Macaulay, made English the medium of instruction in local schools in India and more 

importantly, endorsed a new function for English instruction in the dissemination of moral and 

religious values (Viswanathan, 1989). The reading of selected secular texts served a good 

replacement for the reading of scripture by evoking the imagination through graphic imagery 

(e.g. of heaven and hell). 

Though literature continued to be taught „classically‟, with the emphasis on the history 
and structure of the language, its potential usefulness in leading Indian youth to a 

knowledge and acceptance of Christianity quickly became apparent. For example, 

without once referring to the Bible, government institutions officially committed to 

secularism realized they were in effect teaching Christianity through Milton, a „standard‟ 
in the literary curriculum whose scriptural allusions regularly sent students scurrying to 

the bible for their elucidation. (Viswanathan, 1989, p. 85) 

 

Literary texts such as Milton‟s Paradise Lost were selected specifically because they were 

aligned with Christian values. Other selected texts include the poetry of the Romantics as these 

conveyed the deeper connection between nature and the human soul as well as highly imagistic 

poems by Wordsworth as these provided a bridge to understanding the imagery in religious texts. 

The plays of Shakespeare were chosen not just for aesthetic reasons but also for their capacity to 

promote subordination to religious values such as in Macbeth where the murder of the king, who 

is a representative of God, disrupts the chain of being and leads to disharmony in the world. 

 To conclude, nationalist-oriented approaches to teaching literature were fundamental to 

establishing the discipline of English literature and ensuring its key contribution to strengthening 

the British Empire. Terry Eagleton (1996) notes that by the 1920s, English literature had become 

the most important subject in Britain and her colonies and was the “spiritual essence of the social 

formation” (p. 27). English literature‟s rise to prominence must be partly attributed to the 
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conceptual relation of nationalistic citizenship-taste-the Absolute that had become tied to the 

objectives of literature education and translated into teaching approaches centered on 

reproduction and didacticism. Both these approaches served to fortify nationalistic sentiments 

through the transmission of a common heritage via canonical literary texts glorifying English 

history and culture and also served to civilize the masses, increasingly incorporated into public 

education, through promoting taste and the refinement of sensibilities. More importantly, given 

that public education was now overseen by a secular state rather than the clergy, literature 

education inherited a quasi-religious function of transmitting moral and religious values. 

Underlying this function was a belief that the good of teaching literature enabled one to 

transcend material interests in order to be more conscious of the divine. Particularly in colonized 

countries, literature education was a powerful conduit facilitating conversion and colonial 

subordination through encouraging native subjects to passively appreciate literary texts that 

extolled Christian values. 

 With the gradual decline of the British Empire in the twentieth century, particularly 

following the end of the Second World War, coupled with the acceleration of globalization and 

the expansion of conceptions of citizenship beyond the nation, the concepts associated with 

nationalist-oriented approaches to teaching literature were increasingly challenged. As 

Viswanathan (2002) argues, it became more difficult for literature education to sustain any vision 

of a singular, universal moral/religious value system as the reality of religious and cultural 

pluralism grew even more pervasive; consequently, literature education underwent a process of 

transformation as new roles geared toward developing a stronger sense of agency in students to 

cope with the diversity of values and beliefs could now be imagined. In short, the goals of 
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literature education have shifted in two main ways. First, literature education‟s goals have shifted 

away from its oppressive ties to nationalism towards a focus on developing students‟ 

understanding of their membership and participation in the wider global community. Second, its 

goals have also shifted from a transcendental concern with the Absolute to an emphasis on 

responding and engaging with otherness. In subsequent chapters, I explore these shifts in greater 

depth through three perspectives, namely, world-oriented, global-oriented, and cosmopolitan-

oriented approaches to teaching literature. 
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CHAPTER III 

WORLD-ORIENTED APPROACHES TO TEACHING LITERATURE 

 

3.1 A Scene of Teaching Concerning Mapping the World 

 A large outline of the map of the world is placed in the front wall of the room. Next to it 

are two huge charts. One chart is organized according to lists of nations – Greece, France, 

America, Persia etc. Another chart is organized according to distinct periods – eighteenth 

century, nineteenth century, twentieth century etc. Surrounding the chart are a set of pictures 

which display vividly the setting and background of key places and events within some of these 

geographical regions. Throughout the entire school year, students engage in reading world 

literature and the front wall is transformed into a giant notepad as they categorize the books 

according to place and time and note brief descriptions about the texts. The difficulty of mapping 

the world is evident in this disorganized space of huge charts, hand-written notes, pictures, and 

connecting lines. In the middle of the program, the teacher observes that national prejudices 

surface as students begin to make stereotypical associations such as that between Jew and 

money-lender, Chinese and laundry-men, Italian and bootblack. As they articulate these in their 

discussions, the teacher encourages them to refer to the map and consider where these biased 

impressions are derived from, why the text conveys a particular association, what are the social 

and political forces conditioning events in the story. If the Chinese in story A is depicted in a 

particular way in the nineteenth century, how is this similar or different from the way the 

Americans are depicted during this period in story B? What historical circumstances inform 

these differences? The teacher is careful to maintain neutrality; his aim is to trouble his students‟ 
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thinking, to lead them to recognize their own assumptions, and to raise further questions for 

deeper understandings of foreign cultures. In this year-long world literature class, historical 

knowledge intersects and disrupts literary readings. This is coupled with comparative approaches 

that draw students in and out of their familiar social world. At the end, they learn that cultural 

differences are historically contextualized and their visual, geographical, and temporal mappings 

of literary texts give them a broad idea of the aesthetic expression of human beings across 

history. In spite of the differences they find, a common theme begins to emerge at the end of the 

year – that of the human being or more specifically, the human being‟s quest to survive and 

flourish. 

 There is an immense sense of pride as the teacher of this American high school in 1935 

reflects on the key objective of this program – to convey the importance of historical perspective 

in understanding cultures of the world through literature (Stolper, 1935). His lesson is 

comprehensively described in a published article in the English Journal which perhaps is an 

indication of the novelty of world literature courses in schools at the time. In fact, it was only 

nine years prior in 1926 that the first formal course in world literature was introduced in 

American high schools (Stolper, 1935). At the tertiary level, world literature courses only began 

to emerge in American colleges in the late 1920s (Pizer, 2006). The early twentieth century 

therefore marks a focal period in the recognition of the importance of a world orientation in the 

teaching of literature and it was primarily through the subject of world literature that such an 

orientation may be discerned. Several observations may already be made with regards to a 

world-oriented perspective in this short scene of teaching. The most obvious observation is that 

such an orientation seeks to be inclusive even as it remains exclusive. Its inclusivity is evident in 
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the fact that such a program centers on literature in English rather than English literature. On one 

hand, the flatness of the map on the wall emphasizes the neutrality with which its components 

are to be approached. Britain stands out no more than China, India or Russia. The map conveys 

visually the idea of the larger world; everything falls within the space of the map which is a 

cohesive and inclusive space in which all nations, large or small, are connected and bound 

together by land and sea. On the other hand, the map also has lines and markers distinguishing 

the territory of the United States from Canada, Britain from Ireland, India from Pakistan, China 

from Mongolia. If a map is organized according to the boundaries of nation-states, then a 

mapping of world literature must correspondingly be organized by these same boundaries. 

Hence, when world literature later evolved into the Great Books and comparative literature 

courses in universities, the syllabus was also categorized by geographical territories. For 

example, the first semester of a course titled “Books that made civilization”, offered to 

comparative literature students at the University of Wisconsin in 1960, includes texts 

representing five regions – Greece, Rome, India, China and the near-East (Alberson, 1960). Here 

then we arrive at the troubling crux of an approach to teaching literature informed by a world-

oriented perspective which is precisely this very activity of mapping the world. In order to 

include the other, one must name and define the other; hence, inclusivity involves exclusivity 

when the articulation of lines, borders, and divisions serve to highlight differences and the 

separation of one nation-state from another. Further, a world literature curriculum informed by 

such an ethos may misguidedly assume that the boundaries of nation-states are fixed and 

determinable and while the pedagogy of mapping paradoxically promotes reflection on the 

historical constructedness of literary texts in nations of the world, it fails to question the 
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historicity of the very boundaries that compartmentalize and construct the world in the first 

place.  

 In this chapter, I seek to provide a deeper understanding of a world orientation informing 

the teaching of literature particularly through the introduction of world literature in schools 

during the early twentieth century. The central argument is that during this period, beliefs about 

the good of teaching literature centered on the interrelated conceptual association of world 

citizenship-collective taste-universal humanity. Following this introductory section, I begin by 

examining how the second early wave of globalization from the late nineteenth to the early 

twentieth century contributed to world-oriented perspectives that prioritized the goal of 

education for world citizenship. I then analyze how disciplinary movements involving factors 

leading to the institutionalization of world literature in schools as well as the introduction of 

comparative criticism as a methodology prioritized the concept of collective taste. This concept 

of collective taste is closely connected with the concept of universal humanity as I argue through 

my examination of Goethe‟s contribution to a philosophy of world literature. I conclude the 

chapter by discussing how the interrelation of all three concepts characterizes a world orientation 

that informs approaches to teaching literature. 

3.2 The Concept of World Citizenship in the Second Early Wave of Globalization 

The Formation of a Geoculture based on a Recognition of Territorial Sovereignty 

 The period from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century was marked by a 

growing recognition of the nation-state as the best model of political organization. I term this the 

second early wave of globalization in order to establish continuity with the second later wave of 

globalization following the Second World War in which the nation-state became the dominant 
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form of political organization in the world. This is in contrast to Huntington (1991) who 

describes this period or, more specifically between 1922 and 1942, as the first reverse wave of 

democracy when quite a number of previously democratic nations such as Italy and Germany 

turned to authoritarian rule and totalitarianism. At the same time, Huntington‟s mapping of 

waves is quantitative in nature. He (1991) defines a wave of democratization as “a group of 

transitions from nondemocratic to democratic regions that occur within a specified period of time 

and that significantly outnumber transitions in the opposite direction during that period time” (p. 

15). If, however, rather than limit the definition of a wave to a quantifiable figure (in this case, 

the number of nations who turn to or away from democracy), such a definition includes the idea 

of influence, then the period of the early twentieth century can no longer be described as a 

reverse wave. If one turns instead to Wallerstein, a different picture concerning this period 

emerges.  

 In the fourth volume of his comprehensive historical analysis of the modern system, 

Wallerstein (2011) identifies the period between 1789 and 1914 as involving the development of 

a geoculture of the modern world-system. He defines a geoculture as “the values that are widely 

shared throughout the world-system, both explicitly and latently” (p. 277). Prior to this period, 

there had been a gap between the operations of an expanding capitalist world economy and an 

acceptable ideological value-system. This gap was overcome by the doctrine of what he terms 

centrist liberalism which is a form of liberalism adopting a center position in-between the left 

(the radicals, democrats, socialists or revolutionaries who advocate equality, freedom, and 

change) and the right (the conservatives who resist change and seek to preserve some measure of 

order and authoritarian rule). Centrist liberalism negotiates between the two impulses by, on one 
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hand, supporting the free-market and the maximization of the rights of the individual while on 

the other hand, strengthening the nation-state and its inter-state relations in the global sphere. 

Centrist liberalism was introduced in the nineteenth century as it aligned for the capitalists an 

ideal economic and political system since the maintenance of a free-market required the 

establishment of strong nation-states to facilitate open trade and to guarantee social stability 

against the discontent or revolt of the working class. Centrist liberalism not only depends on 

strong nation-states, it also depends on the spread of the nation-state as a political model in the 

global sphere and the recognition of the sovereignty of nation-states in the inter-state system. 

Already, we see that what the ideology of centrist liberalism does is to promote a world-oriented 

perspective. Such a perspective envisions the world as organized by a collective system of 

sovereign nation-states. This perspective of the world had been developed by the mid-nineteenth 

century as centrist liberalism became the principal political system in Europe led by the British 

Empire. By the early twentieth century, it became the dominant way of envisioning the political 

organization of the world. As the British Empire receded, it was the entry of the United States as 

a global superpower during the early twentieth century that was particularly catalytic in securing 

a world-oriented vision of a collective system of sovereign nation-states operating within the 

ideology of centrist liberalism. 

 The United States was also to play a significant role in another crucial area that 

strengthened the pervasiveness of this world-oriented perspective. This concerns its leadership in 

the establishment of an intergovernmental organization comprising nation-states. What was 

distinctive then about this organization was that it was dedicated not to protect the interests of 

specific nations but to provide collective security in the global sphere. In his “Fourteen Points 
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speech”, the American president at the time, Woodrow Wilson (1918), states in the fourteenth 

article that “A general association of nations must be formed under specific covenants for the 

purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to great 

and small states alike” (para. 16). Wilson terms this general association the League of Nations 

and one may note that it is grounded on the mutual recognition of sovereignty of nation-states 

and that it encompasses a vision of economic liberalism promoting free trade among nations as 

far as possible. Though the League of Nations never materialized in reality and was pronounced 

defunct in 1946, it was the precursor to the formation of the United Nations and it also 

represented an important change in the geopolitical sphere involving the recognition that old 

ways of diplomacy consisting of secret alliances and wars were no longer sufficient (MacMillan, 

2003). The modern world-system required an effective inter-governmental organization that 

could secure peace and security globally by more importantly securing the sovereignty of nation-

states. Once again, this contributed to a world-oriented vision of a world divided into disparate 

and autonomous nation-states. The League of Nations, in guaranteeing sovereignty of nation-

states at an international level, was particularly important in turning such a vision into reality. 

 At the same time, the tension between inclusion and exclusion was apparent in this 

world-oriented perspective that informed the League of Nations. While such a perspective sought 

to be inclusive of all nation-states, it operated through exclusion in its attempts to define and 

legitimize territorial borders. Further, another level of exclusion had to do with the fact that even 

if a nation-state‟s sovereignty was recognized, this did not mean that it was accorded equal 

recognition. For example, one of the main points of contention was why the League was led by 

representatives of only five nations – Britain, France, Italy, Japan, and the United States. This 
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caused some resentment among smaller, less powerful nations which grew when the Council 

later excluded Japan from its deliberations so that once again, European nations were left in 

charge of deciding about matters concerning the rest of the world (MacMillan, 2003). The most 

controversial matter, however, involved the clause regarding racial equality which the Japanese 

delegation proposed. Representatives of Japan wanted to expand the religious liberty clause in 

the League‟s covenant to include racial equality. Their draft proposal read: “The equality of 

nations being a basic principle of the League of Nations, the High Contracting Parties agree to 

accord, as soon as possible, to all alien nationals of States members of the League equal and just 

treatment in every respect, making no distinction, either in law or in fact, on account of their race 

or nationality” (cited in MacMillan, 2003, pp. 317-318).  The British delegation strongly 

opposed the new clause and various members were afraid that the inclusion of such a clause 

would stir up racial issues all over the world; even Wilson knew that he would lose votes from 

key politicians back in the United States (Macmillan, 2003). As a result, the clause was never 

included in the covenant which was a crucial factor that deterred Japan from cooperating with 

the west leading to its eventual withdrawal from the League. It must be added that the whole 

irony of the episode was that the Japanese who fought so hard to end discrimination within the 

League through the inclusion of this racial equality clause were themselves guilty of the worst 

racist acts of violence when they massacred thousands of Chinese in Nanking, China a few years 

later during the event known as “The Rape of Nanking” or the Asian Holocaust. As Iris Chang 

(1997) has documented, Japanese soldiers were taught that they “must not consider the Chinese 

as a human being but only as something of rather less value than a dog or cat” (p. 56). The point 

is that in the international order of things, there was no law, no principle which the League of 



93 

 

Nations could have referred to deter Japan from their maltreatment of the Chinese. In fact, 

without the racial equality clause, the League‟s covenant was simply an empty statement for how 

could there be equality among nation-states if equality among races and people groups was not 

recognized in the first place? If, for example, those of African origins and Asians were deemed 

inferior to Whites, then how was it possible to recognize the equal standing of countries like 

Africa or China in the League of Nations? 

 In summary, the first wave of globalization in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century 

primarily brought about the formal organization of the nation-state via the concrete establishment 

of infrastructures such as government bureaucracies, organized military, innovative applications 

of technology and communication to facilitate trade and exchanges with colonies and other 

nations. This second early wave of globalization from the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century saw the spread of a powerful ideology in the form of centrist liberalism that both 

supported the free-market and along with this, economic and technological globalization, while 

strengthening the power of the nation-state. The difference between the first wave and the second 

early wave is that while the former is characterized by the consolidation of the nation-state, the 

latter is characterized by both the spread of the nation-state as well as controversies about its 

definition within the global sphere concerning which nation-states comprised and were accorded 

equal recognition in the world. This second early wave also led to the promotion of a world-

oriented perspective that essentially operated through bounded recognition which means 

recognition of membership in the global sphere based on bounded autonomous nation-states. In 

short, bounded recognition is the primary basis of territorial sovereignty that was highly coveted 

by nation-states.  



94 

 

Education for World Citizenship 

 World-oriented perspectives in the geopolitical sphere carried over to the public sphere of 

education and this was largely articulated through the goal of education for world citizenship. 

The goal of education for world citizenship must be understood in the light of its opposite – 

education for nationalistic citizenship. In fact, these two impulses were increasingly obvious in 

the early twentieth century leading to the Second World War. At one extreme, education for the 

hyper-nationalistic citizen may be found in totalitarian countries such as Germany and in 

militaristic states such as Japan. In Germany, Hitler sought to reform the entire education system 

to promote German national identity. German teachers were introduced to concepts such as 

“blood” or “soil”; they were taught about the supremacy of the Aryan race, how its purity could 

be polluted by racial mixing and were extolled to transmit these values to their students as 

encapsulated in the following Nazi directive to elementary school teachers in 1940: “It is not the 

task of the elementary school to impart a multiplicity of knowledge for the personal use of the 

individual. It has to develop and harness all physical and mental powers of youth for the service 

of the people and the state” (Pine, 2010, p. 41). Literature was an important part of the 

curriculum particularly the inclusion of stories involving German mythology and folklore since 

these texts contributed to the development of the German spirit or volk. Just as English literature 

was utilized to cultivate Englishness, as discussed in the previous chapter, German literature was 

used to develop a consciousness of Germanness. Similarly, in Japan, subjects such as history and 

literature were used to strengthen the sense of nationalism by portraying the Japanese as a super-

race. Students from a young age were taught that obedience and submission to the nation was a 
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virtue and that next to the Emperor, all individual life including their own was worth nothing 

(Chang, 1997).  

 At the other extreme and perhaps in reaction to these hyper-nationalistic impulses was the 

growing awareness of the importance of education for world citizenship. Though the necessity of 

education for world citizenship as opposed to hyper-nationalistic citizenship would only be fully 

recognized at the end of the Second World War following the Jewish and Asian Holocaust, its 

seeds were already sown in the early twentieth century. David Heater (1990) provides an account 

of various movements during this period that sought to free education from state control. Some 

examples include the revision of textbooks in the Netherlands to ensure the absence of national 

bias (a move that was pursued later by the League of Nations and the United Nations) as well as 

the promotion of Peace Education as a discipline in Europe in 1907. These movements helped 

create awareness of the importance of having a broader vision for education beyond the nation-

state and it was given further impetus through the work of two key reformers. The first is Maria 

Montessori in Italy who, during a lecture she later gave in Sri Lanka, outlined her vision for a 

new education: “Moral education, which is so necessary today, must insist upon the appreciation 

of civilization rather than upon the appreciation of the character of one‟s country or of one's race, 

as has been the case in the past. [....] The new education must foster a new understanding of the 

real values of humanity and gratitude must be felt for those workers upon whom human life 

depends” (Montessori, 1947, p. 3). Education that gears one towards a deeper understanding and 

engagement with the world was also a vision by another reformer, Rabindranath Tagore, in 

India. When Tagore later established the Visva-Bharat University, he encouraged the study of 

foreign cultures and introduced a curriculum that aimed to deconstruct binaries such as east and 
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west, modern and traditional, elite and masses (Williams, 2007). His aim was to build the 

institution “upon the ideal of the spiritual unity of all races” (Tagore, 1961, p. 217). In this light, 

compassion was a fundamental disposition to be cultivated in all students since one first needed 

compassion before moving out of one‟s own worldview. The ultimate objective was to educate 

in students “a sympathy with all humanity, free from all racial and national prejudices” (Tagore, 

1961, p. 216). 

  In short, a comparison of education for nationalistic citizenship that occurred in 

Germany and Japan and education for world citizenship that was emphasized by Montessori and 

Tagore shows how each is framed by the other in a dichotomous binary. Education for 

nationalistic citizenship insists on sole loyalty to the state or emperor while education for world 

citizenship emphasizes loyalty to the broader humanity; the former operates by instilling fear and 

demanding submission while the latter operates by promoting love, compassion, and by 

encouraging cooperation and understanding; finally, the former defines citizenship according to 

exclusion in which specific races or communities are not accorded the economic or political 

privileges of membership while the latter defines citizenship according to inclusion in which all 

human beings are part of a world “brotherhood” or family. 

3.3 The Concept of Collective Taste in Disciplinary Movements 

Institutional Movements Leading to the Introduction of World Literature in Schools 

 Given that the goals of literature education were subsumed under broader educational 

goals in western nations, the vision of a world brotherhood grounded on democratic ideals of 

citizenship influenced the development of a world orientation to teaching of literature. This was 

largely demonstrated in the shift from the teaching of literature with a nationalistic focus via 
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English literature to an international focus via literature in English. Though a world orientation 

may inform approaches to teaching literature in English in multiple ways, one of the primary 

avenues was through the subject of world literature that was introduced to schools during this 

second early wave of globalization. 

 From the early twentieth century, world literature was slowly introduced to schools in the 

United States while in Britain and her colonies, the teaching of English literature remained 

dominant. A survey of high schools across the United States in 1922 found that America, Britain, 

Canada, and France were well represented in the literary texts studied although there were calls 

for broader representation from other parts of the world (Bryan, 1922; Koch, 1922). Broadly, 

world literature began to be taught in American schools only after two important institutional 

movements. 

 The first was the elimination of the college entrance uniform reading lists. Arthur 

Applebee (1974) provides a comprehensive account of how, by the beginning of the twentieth 

century, English literature was universally offered in all schools. A key catalyst was the college 

entrance requirements which tested graduating high school students on a list of literary texts. At 

first, there was no uniform list of texts so that colleges such as Harvard and Yale were setting 

different requirements but as a result of pressure from schools for some form of standardization, 

various committees and conferences were established which eventually led to a high school 

literary canon. This canon was centered on classical works of English literature such as The 

Merchant of Venice, Julius Caesar, Ivanhoe, David Copperfield, The Lady of the Lake, and Silas 

Marner. By this time, literature education was a core aspect of the national curriculum and the 

formalization of the college entrance requirements dictated the kinds of texts studied in the 
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literature classroom. However, the appropriation of English literature education in a non-British 

context foreshadowed future resistance and thus, it was only a matter of time when American 

schools began to question the dominance of these texts in the syllabus. Perhaps the first 

movement leading to the introduction of world literature in schools then began with abolishing 

the standardized canonical list. Applebee (1974) provides several reasons for how this happened: 

the growing confidence of English teachers about their profession and their ability to shape a 

curriculum independent of the dictates of colleges; the formation of the National Council of 

Teachers of English to develop an English program for schools so that they would not need to 

depend on the uniform lists; and the broader progressive movement led by John Dewey that 

stressed the need for students to engage in contemporary concerns which then challenged the 

relevance of studying classical texts. By 1916, college entrance requirements no longer made it 

mandatory for students to study the lists of literary texts that the colleges recommended. Thus, 

the hegemony of the college lists ended and schools now had the freedom to construct the 

literature curriculum. This democratization of the curriculum was significant in providing space 

for the entry of other literatures in English. 

 The second significant event was the introduction of American literature in the 

curriculum especially since schools no longer had to center their literature curriculum on the 

study of English literature. Following the First World War, there was increasing pressure to 

include the teaching of American literature in order to instill a sense of national history and 

heritage. The subject became firmly established in the curriculum by the late 1920s and its goal 

was encapsulated in this statement given by a teacher: “The first great aim in the literature course 

is a training for citizenship by a study of our national ideals embodied in the writings of 



99 

 

American authors, our race ideals as set forth by the great writers of Anglo-Saxon origin, our 

universal ideals as we find them in any great work of literary art” (cited in Applebee, 1974, p. 

68). This statement is particularly enlightening because here, the teacher is envisioning literature 

as encompassing three parts – the study of American literature, the study of English literature, 

and the study of world literature. In this curriculum, the first part emphasizes the nation; the 

second, race; and the third, humanity. Such a goal must have been significantly radical given that 

the United States has a much shorter history and literary tradition compared to Britain. However, 

this example shows how the provision of space in the curriculum for American literature at the 

same time allowed the possible inclusion of other world literatures for study irrespective of the 

length of their historical literary tradition. As calls for American literature received greater 

prominence towards the middle of the century, English literature became subsumed under the 

category of world literature as observed in the recommendations of a proposed world literature 

curriculum: 

Time devoted to literature in the four-year high school would be proportioned on a 2-2 

basis. The first half of the course would be devoted to American literature. The last half 

section would treat world literature, with Britain‟s contributions rated along with 
outstanding works of other nations. (Carter, 1948, p. 419) 

 

Thus, as American literature began to be introduced into more schools, it correlated with the 

introduction of world literature as well. It was American literature rather than other literatures 

that provided this space given the United States‟ increasing sense of confidence as a leader and 

global superpower in the world. 

 Underlying the teaching of world literature in American schools was a world-oriented 

belief system that had earlier been conceptualized by Wolfgang von Goethe in 1827 but which 

was now revitalized. In a comprehensive history of the discipline of world literature, John Pizer 
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(2006) notes that while world literature as a pedagogical practice and program of study is almost 

exclusively a development in the United States, world literature as a philosophy is closely related 

to Germany and the ideas of German thinkers particularly Goethe. Though Goethe‟s 

philosophical contributions to a world orientation in literature education will be developed at 

greater length in the following section, my focus here is on Goethe‟s contribution to the 

comparative movement within the discipline and more importantly, how this movement was 

grounded on the concept of collective taste. 

The Comparative Movement and the Concept of Collective Taste 

 The first author to have employed the concept of weltliteratur or “world literature” was 

the German scholar, Christopher Martin Wineland who, in 1813, mentioned this in a series of 

handwritten notes. However, many scholars consider Goethe as the first scholar to have fully 

articulated the broad parameters of weltliteratur (Auerbach, 1969; Damrosch, 2003; Lawall, 

1994; Moretti, 2000, Pizer, 2006). When Goethe outlined world literature, the Napoleonic wars 

had ended a few years earlier in 1815 and Germany was politically disintegrated. At the same 

time, improvements in publishing and communication technologies provided the conditions for 

greater dialogue and exchange of ideas with Germany‟s neighbors. Goethe was particularly 

concerned that German intellectuals remained caught-up in their own world despite these new 

opportunities for broader communication following the war.  Thus, he turned to literature in the 

public sphere (involving both the public discourse about literature as well as literature education 

in the public sphere of schools) as the vehicle for an international exchange of ideas (Goethe, 

1795/1921a, p. 84). His proposal was foundational to literature education especially since he was 
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directing his argument at scholars and teachers in the universities as observed in his recorded 

conversations with his friend and disciple, Johann Peter Eckermann: 

But, really, we Germans are very likely to fall too easily into this pedantic conceit, when 

we do not look beyond the narrow circle that surrounds us. I therefore like to look about 

me in foreign nations, an advise everyone to do the same. National literature is now 

rather an unmeaning term; the epoch of world-literature is at hand, and everyone must 

strive to hasten its approach. (cited in Eckermann, 1836/1998a, pp. 165-166) 

 

The ideal citizen for Goethe is not the nationalistic citizen whom he would have categorized as 

one displaying “pedantic conceit”; instead, his focus is on a world citizen who, though rooted in 

his or her own culture, shares an affinity with the larger humanity at the same time. In some 

ways, Goethe‟s implicit notion of a world citizen parallels the term “citizen of the world” 

originally coined by Diogenes the Cynic in 404-323 B.C. who set up his home in the marketplace 

out of disdain for material comfort and out of a desire to develop a philosophical detachment 

from home (Nussbaum, 1997). In a similar spirit, Goethe describes a condition of mental exile 

for the world citizen: “The poet, as a man and citizen, will love his native land; but the native 

land of his poetic powers and poetic action is the good, noble, and beautiful, which is confined to 

no particular province or country, and which he seizes upon and forms wherever he finds it” 

(cited in Eckermann, 1836/1998b, p. 425). Thus, the world citizen is one who privileges the 

world over the provincial, the universal over the particular, and common humanity over one‟s 

own countrymen.  

 Goethe himself modeled what it meant to have a world orientation. Not only did he travel 

frequently, he exchanged letters with writers from all over the world even opening his home to 

meet them (Boerner, 2005). Goethe was also a wide reader of “great” literature from around the 

world but more so from Europe and he wrote many critical essays on the authors he admired. 
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Among the English were Byron, Shakespeare, and Walter Scott; among the French was Victor 

Hugo; among the Greeks were Aristotle, Plato, Homer, and Sophocles; and among the Italians 

was Dante. More importantly, Goethe provided the foundations of a method of comparative 

criticism for studying world literature. In his writings, he suggests how comparative criticism 

may be performed using two methods. In the first method, Goethe suggests that contemporary 

European works may be studied by comparing them to classical Greek and Latin literary works 

which, to him, represent the epitome of world literature:  

But, while we thus value what is foreign, we must not bind ourselves to some particular 

thing, and regard it as a model. We must not give this value to the Chinese, or the 

Serbian, or Calderon, or the Nibelungen; but if we really want a pattern, we must always 

return to the ancient Greeks, in whose works the beauty of mankind is constantly 

represented. (cited in Eckermann, 1836/1998a, pp. 165-166) 

 

Throughout his writings, Goethe makes constant references to both Greek and Latin literary 

works which he advocates must be studied in close detail and which form the benchmark for 

assessing contemporary literature. Using the example of The Odyssey, comparative criticism 

modeled after this approach is as follows. It begins by appreciating the aesthetics of this Greek 

literary classic and extolling its philosophical wisdom. This is then followed by a comparative 

analysis in which this text is connected to a contemporary literary text by a national or regional 

writer such as Ulysses by the Irish novelist James Joyce or the Cantos of the English poet Ezra 

Pound involving the section that recounts Odysseus‟ journey to the underworld. Goethe‟s 

methodology was highly influential in providing a method for studying modern literary texts 

when these were first introduced to universities in the mid-nineteenth century. Thus, in early 

comparative literature courses, students were required to read both the classics alongside 

contemporary European works and Goethe‟s method of comparative criticism was employed so 
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that the classics formed the standard to which modern works were evaluated (Milner, 1996). On 

one hand, Goethe‟s comparative methodology seeks to be inclusive in that it provides space for 

the entry of more contemporary works by reaffirming their value through their ties to the 

classics. On the other hand, such an approach is exclusive since only selected modern works 

qualify and the anchor for comparison remains the classical western canon. 

 In his second method, Goethe shows how comparative criticism may be applied to 

studying non-European literature. Though Goethe demonstrates a curiosity about literature 

primarily from Europe, he also read literature from China and India. In his discussions, he 

suggests how such literature may be approached as observed in his reflections after reading a 

Chinese novel: 

The Chinamen think, act, and feel almost exactly like us; and we soon find that we are 

perfectly like them, except that all they do is more clear, pure, and decorous, than with 

us. With them all is orderly, citizen-like, without great passion or poetic flight; and there 

is a strong resemblance to my Hermann and Dorothea, as well as to the English novels of 

Richardson. They likewise differ from us in that with them external nature is always 

associated with human figures. (Eckermann, 1836/1998a, p. 164) 

 

Here, Goethe is performing a comparative criticism of non-European literature. First, this 

involves using the literary text as a platform for understanding foreign culture. For example, 

having read the Chinese novel, he extracts from it an understanding about Chinese ways of 

thinking, social living, as well as Chinese styles of writing. To some extent, the generalizations 

Goethe makes about the orderliness of Chinese society based on one novel borders on the 

stereotypical. Second, literary masterpieces are at the center of these comparisons so that he 

compares a presumably well-known contemporary Chinese novel to the works of the English 

novelist Richardson as well as his own works. Third, in this comparative approach, established 

western texts remain the central frame of reference. This is observed when Goethe states that the 
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Chinese are “almost exactly like us”; here, the foreign is critiqued on familiar grounds (Lawall, 

1994). The construction of foreign culture is also used to inform Goethe‟s own European culture 

which is an instance of what Gayatri Spivak (1988) has described as the production of the other 

to support the constitution of the subject as Europe. Furthermore, throughout the rest of the letter, 

“Chinese novel”, “Chinese Romance”, “Chinese poet” are used but no specific names are 

mentioned whereas he specifically lists the titles of German and English texts. Hence, the form 

of cross-cultural exchange enables the dominant culture to critique the foreign culture and the 

voice of the other is noticeably absent in such an exchange.   

 Inherent in the two methods comprising Goethe‟s model of comparative criticism is a 

tension between inclusivity and exclusivity that, as discussed in the previous section, was also 

evidenced in the global sphere as observed in the formation of the League of Nations. Goethe‟s 

comparative methodology, on one hand, is premised on a vision of inclusivity through promoting 

world communication via world literature. This vision entails a belief that the good of literature 

is in its educative potential in fostering world communication which not only broadens a nation‟s 

perspective, dialogues and exchanges at an inter-state level also lead to the collective 

improvement of society and humanity. Although this belief in world communication seems noble 

in its desire to promote an inclusive space for international dialogue and exchange, on the other 

hand, such a perspective also promotes exclusivity. This is primarily observed in the way 

comparative criticism becomes connected to the concept of collective taste. For example, the two 

methods of comparative criticism described above involve engagements with literary 

masterpieces whether this concerns classical works, European, or non-European literatures. 

Thus, when Goethe proposes that the platform through which nations can connect with other 
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nations is world literature, he is not referring to all literatures written around the world. Instead, 

he argues that world communication should focus on the best ideas and the best literary 

masterpieces that each nation can offer thus foreshadowing the Arnoldian (1861/1993) call “to 

know the best that is known and thought in the world” (p. 37). Underlying this focus on the best 

literary works is a fear that with the push for world literature, the literary market would be open 

to other forms of low-culture literary texts from other countries that would eventually threaten 

high-culture literary works, including his published works. The best way to guard against this 

dilution of standards is then to emphasize inclusivity and exclusivity at the same time. That is, 

one needs to be open to literature from around the world but to only engage with world literature 

of the best kind.  

 This twin function of promoting world literary exchanges on one hand and cultivating 

collective taste by focusing on the best literary masterpieces on the other hand was to become 

one of Goethe‟s key projects as described by George Lewes (1908) who wrote one of the earliest 

biographies on Goethe. Goethe had attacked the German public calling them “philistines” and 

had accused them of having such widespread taste in cultural works that they could watch a 

performance of Hamlet on one night followed by a crass comedic act the following night (cited 

in Eckermann, 1836/1998c, p. 281). In other words, the German public lacked a consistent 

cultivated taste in contrast to the French and Italians.
10

 Goethe then became invested in 

broadening a network of elite literary intellectuals who could be distinguished from the masses in 

                                                 

10
 See also Goethe‟s (1799/1986) essay “On Dilettantism” in which he attacks critics for their superficial interest in 

works of art as demonstrated in their reversion to established mechanical rules and models. Here, Goethe echoes 

early British periodical writers such as Addison (1714) who vocally condemned the shallow critic for lacking in 

taste and discernment. 
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terms of their preference for fine writing from different parts of the world as opposed to popular 

texts. Essentially, this elite literary citizenry would demonstrate the capacity for taste in beautiful 

world literary masterpieces and the capacity to provide an informed appreciation of these works 

through public discourse. This elite network was to then take on the burden of educating the rest 

of the public and would look into establishing standards of taste thereby improving society and 

the world‟s collective taste in world literature. 

 Essentially, Goethe‟s key contribution to a world orientation informing the teaching of 

literature is his bridging of a belief about literature‟s power to promote world communication 

and correspondingly, a consciousness of world citizenship, with a belief in literature‟s power to 

improve collective taste in the world via the sharing of world literary benchmarks. This then 

distinguishes the concept of taste as associated with a world orientation informing approaches to 

teaching literature from that associated with a nationalistic orientation. Whereas in the latter, 

taste is aimed at cultivating nationalistic values and sentiments through a literary canon that 

elevates English history and culture, the former is aimed at progressing humanity‟s collective 

taste and discernment through a world literary canon. 

3.4 The Concept of Universal Humanity in Philosophical Contributions 

 A world orientation subscribes to a belief in the good of the collective. It is the human 

rather than the divine that is privileged and this orients approaches to teaching literature through 

the prioritization of the concept of universal humanity. In this section, I focus on Goethe‟s 

philosophy of weltliteratur with particular attention to unpacking this concept. 

 One reason why Goethe emphasizes world literary masterpieces is because what they all 

have in common is their capacity to depict a “universal” human condition. Engagements with 
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world literary masterpieces then facilitate moral reflection about this common humanity. When 

Goethe states, “[…] but if we really want a pattern, we must always return to the ancient Greeks, 

in whose works the beauty of mankind is constantly represented” (cited in Eckermann, 

1836/1998a, p. 166), his interest is in works representing the “beauty of mankind” or, in other 

words, works that contain a “universal aesthetic”, works that beautifully philosophize about 

humanity. Georg Brandes (1899), who elaborated on Goethe‟s universal aesthetics, argues that in 

reality, only a handful of writers belong to the category of world literature. One example is 

Shakespeare by virtue of the fact that his works delve on universal themes and issues. On the 

other hand, despite the literary quality of their works, authors such as Marlowe and Coleridge 

possess the status of “English” authors and do not belong to the category of world literature. 

What Goethe and Brandes assume is that one can dichotomize aesthetics at the local level versus 

aesthetics at the world level. Ironically, they discount the fact that much of the literature of 

ancient Greece was influenced by other civilizations. For example, David Damrosch (2009) cites 

a study about how illiterate bards in Yugoslavia were composing and singing epic poems 

containing many of the oral techniques used in the Homeric epics later on. In addition, Goethe 

does not adequately provide convincing reasons why classical Greek literature belongs to the 

category of universal aesthetics and not other classical works such as Tang Dynasty or Sanskrit 

poetry which contain deep spiritual and philosophical reflections about the meaning of human 

existence. Despite these discrepancies, the point is that Goethe‟s interest in the beautiful is based 

on a view that it is only through such works that one can transcend the superficial and material 

world in order to contemplate the universal human condition. 
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 At the same time, Goethe is far from being consistent about this notion of universal 

humanity. Two evidences point to this. First, Goethe‟s definition of the “universal” in world 

literature once again seems to suggest a tension between inclusivity and exclusivity. A survey of 

secondary readings highlights this contradiction. On one hand, Goethe is portrayed as one who 

advocates the “universal man” (Goethe Bicentennial Foundation, 1950, p. x), who has faith in 

humanity that is inclusive of all nations (Hutchins, 1950), and who celebrates diversity regarding 

it as an innate part of human nature (Wilder, 1950). On the other hand, a distinctly nationalistic 

impulse underlies Goethe‟s call for world literature. According to Goethe, a cohesive national 

literature and correspondingly, a cohesive spirit of nationalism, must precede world literature and 

the ideal of world citizenship. Goethe had complained that the German writers were isolated, 

disorganized, and self-absorbed. This was in contrast to France which had a vibrant literary 

public sphere consisting of journals and book clubs as well as the sense that French writers had a 

common spirit in that they grappled with issues of the nation and of Europe (Strich, 1949). The 

problem was that, unlike their European rivals, German writers tended to focus on trivial issues 

about their own personal lives or that of their own town or province. This overall lack of a 

consciousness of Germany in their writing resulted in German literature receiving little 

recognition from other European nations. Thus, Goethe (1827/1921b) argues that as “the military 

and physical strength of a nation develops from its internal unity and cohesion, so must its 

aesthetic and ethical strength grow gradually from a similar unanimity of feeling and ideas” (p. 

89). The paradox here is that while world literature seeks to be inclusive in promoting 

intellectual conversations among nations, it is internally exclusive and remains trapped and 

defined within a nationalistic mode of thinking. As Fritz Strich (1949) observes, the primary 
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function of world literature is to promote universal harmony by making the national 

characteristics of peoples intelligible to each other. Universal harmony therefore depends on a 

consolidated and cohesive sense of national unity. Such a view essentially grounded early 

conceptualizations of the discipline in the academy. For example, in 1911, when University of 

Chicago professor, Richard Moulton, first proposed a syllabus for world literature, he began by 

distinguishing universal literature from world literature. Universal literature refers to the sum 

total of all literatures while world literature is universal literature “seen in perspective from a 

given point of view, presumably the national standpoint of the observer” (Moulton, 1911, p. 6). 

The paradox therefore is that while the universal seeks to oppose and transcend the national, the 

strength of its meaning is dependent on the national. 

 Second, Goethe‟s definition of the “universal” in world literature seems to contain a 

Eurocentric bias. When Goethe speaks of a universal or common humanity, this term often 

connotes a singular idea since his emphasis is on European culture. Various scholars maintain 

that although Goethe showed some interest in non-European literature, this attention was only 

cursory and limited. His main focus was primarily on developing closer relations among 

European literatures (Finney, 1997; Lawall, 1994). Goethe was aware that unlike France, 

Germany lacked a core literary tradition. He states that the reason is because “Germany, so long 

inundated by foreign people, pervaded by other nations, employing foreign languages in learned 

and diplomatic transactions, could not possibly cultivate her own [common culture]” (Goethe, 

1811/1921c, p. 226). Having become culturally fragmented as a result of these foreign invasions, 

Goethe argues that the Germans had looked to other European traditions namely French and 

Latin languages and literatures. This constant centering of national identity through the traditions 
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of other European nations inevitably results in an innate need to develop a German literary 

tradition and to raise the status of German literature. Indeed, this is what Goethe seems to 

suggest when he (1827/1921b) writes, “I shall merely acquaint my friends with my conviction 

that there is being formed a universal world-literature, in which an honourable role is reserved 

for us Germans” (p. 89). One way in which this “honourable role” may be achieved is by 

situating German literature within the larger context of western literature thus creating stronger 

connections between German literature and a much revered classical literary heritage. Sarah 

Lawall (1994) notes that Goethe seemed intent on forging continuity between Greek and Roman 

literatures and contemporary European literature. In so doing, the status of German literature as 

well as Goethe‟s own status as a significant figure in the German literary scene is raised as a 

result of this ancestral linkage. In his conversation with Eckermann on July 15, 1827, Goethe 

praises a German historian for what he describes as an aristocratic versus a democratic view. In 

youth, Goethe tells Eckermann (1836/1998b), one knows nothing, possess nothing, and therefore 

knows little about how to value anything. One therefore possesses a democratic openness to all 

things whereas in old age, one values what one owns and wishes his or her children to inherit 

them. This aristocratic posture is inevitable in old age, Goethe states, and he then moves on to 

praise the review of a German historian who claims: 

We are weakest in the aesthetic department, and may wait long before we meet such a 

man as Carlyle. It is pleasant to see that intercourse is now so close among the French, 

English, and Germans, that we shall be able to correct one another. This is the greatest 

use of a world literature, which will show itself more and more. (Eckermann, 

1836/1998b, p. 216) 

 

What Goethe means when he distinguishes aristocratic and democratic postures and later states, 

“Therefore in old age we are always aristocrats” (Eckermann, 1836/1998b, p. 216) is made 



111 

 

clearer when he links it to this citation about the aims of world literature as a means to strengthen 

the connection between French, English, and German literary traditions. In this sense, the 

aristocratic posture is akin to a posture of partiality and Goethe makes the justification that one 

cannot help but be partial as one grows in age, in knowledge, and learning. At the same time, the 

borderline between partiality and exclusivity seems blurred in this instance. Even though Goethe 

displays a curiosity about the world via world literature, his partiality towards Europe as a basis 

for forging continuity among various European literary traditions suggests a danger that partiality 

can lead to exclusivity. What we are observing is Goethe‟s construction of a western canonical 

tradition that can only strengthen the cohesiveness of a German literary tradition. Ironically then, 

though Goethe saw the study of literature as a conduit for human progress and advocated the 

reading of foreign literature for the promotion of harmony, communication, and understanding 

among nations, the Eurocentric bias inherent in his conceptions of world literature seems to 

represent an extension of German nationalism. 

 The fact that Goethe wavered between a genuinely global transcendental outlook and 

what seems a nationalistic, Eurocentric perspective concerning engagements with world 

literature indicates that perhaps he himself was attempting to define the concept weltliteratur or 

world literature that he had popularized and was struggling to do so in the process. The tensions 

result from an attempt to break away from traditional nationalistic modes of thinking while 

remaining trapped within this framework. As a result, we see tendencies toward inclusivity and 

exclusivity, the universal and the selective in this early world-oriented paradigm grounded in 

Goethe‟s philosophy. At the same time, perhaps such tensions betray a more deep-seated bias, 

one that is spiritual in nature. 
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 What is the basis of Goethe‟s nationalistic and Eurocentric bent underlying the concept of 

universal humanity? In a perceptive analysis of the ideology underlying Goethe‟s theorization of 

world literature, Strich (1949) argues that the source of Goethe‟s idea stems from the Christian 

notion of brotherhood. Strich demonstrates, through an analysis of Goethe‟s letters, that the 

biblical command to “Love one another” was Goethe‟s life-long creed upon which he based his 

idea of world literature. This was a vision that involved calling and drawing people together to 

work towards the development of humanity through mutual exchanges and collaboration. While 

grounded on the values of Christianity and Christian brotherhood, on the surface it was humanity 

that was glorified so that “the early fundamental ideas of world literature were formed and 

developed out of the religion of humanity” (Strich, 1949, p. 39). Here, the concept of universal 

humanity takes over the religious function of the Absolute or God – it is to be glorified and is to 

be the cause that would unite the peoples of the world. Underlying this ideology is the 

assumption that the true religion of Christianity would privilege the idea of universal humanity 

above the individual, the family or the nation.  

 One may argue that Goethe‟s own beliefs had nothing to do with the development of 

world orientation informing approaches to teaching literature. However, Goethe‟s ideas have 

been influential in spiritualizing the concept of universal humanity and it is particularly evident 

in the discipline of world literature. This can be observed in the work of two very influential 

scholars who inaugurated the discipline of world literature in the academy. The first is 

Hutcheson Posnett regarded as a “pioneering scholar of comparative literature” (Damrosch, 

Melas, & Buthelezi, 2009, p. 50). His privileging of the idea of Christian brotherhood is seen in 
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the use of the religious terminology of a common creed to describe the ethos underlying world 

literature: 

A common creed, whether it be that of Christianity or any other system, rests, and must 

rest, on the belief of men in their fellow-men, on the sympathy of man with man, on the 

extension of man's pains and pleasures beyond the narrow circle of his personal being, 

within which he may be a god or a „glorious devil‟, but never the possessor of a creed. 

Moreover, since any literature deserving of the name must address itself to a community 

of human hopes and fears however narrow, the disbelief of man in his neighbour, which 

cuts away all sympathies, also paralyses the workings of imagination in its efforts to pass 

from the individual to a wider and greater world. (Posnett, 1886, p. 243) 

 

According to Posnett, what gains literary texts membership in the category of world literature is 

an aesthetic extolling universal humanity; such an aesthetic entails a spiritual belief in the 

common fellowship of individuals above the self. Though this common creed may be found in 

many other cultures and religions, Posnett upholds the Christian religion as a model when he 

answers in the affirmative to his own rhetorical question, “are we justified in regarding the social 

as the dominant aspect of Christian world-literature, are we justified in treating the teaching of 

Christ and his disciples as the most splendid example of the social spirit in world-literature?” (p. 

286). He then proceeds to show that what he categorizes as Christian world-literature such as the 

Bible and works by Dante are marked by an ethos of social brotherhood since they convey the 

fall of humanity and the inheritance of sin by all mankind leading to its need for salvation; these 

lead the reader towards a transcendental consciousness of the common destiny and fate of 

humanity.   

 The second influential scholar is Richard Moulton who proposed a world literature 

syllabus at the University of Chicago in 1911. His course is organized according to what he 

terms literary bibles beginning with the Bible, followed by classical Greek and Roman literature, 

and the literature of Shakespeare, Dante, Milton and Goethe. These are termed bibles to indicate 
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the sacred nature of the text, its ability to transcend the provincial and thereby its significance in 

contributing to the “autobiography of civilization” (Moulton, 1911, p. 437).  

 In short, the prioritization of the concept of universal humanity in world literature that is 

reflective of a world orientation informing approaches to teaching literature is a complex term 

marked by contradictions concerning inclusivity and exclusivity as well as a world embracing 

aspiration coupled with nationalism and Eurocentrism. A further contradiction is that such an 

approach seeks to promote international exchanges concerning secular literary texts while 

maintaining ties to a Christian worldview. 

3.5 World-oriented Approaches to Teaching Literature 

 I have argued that a world orientation subscribes to a belief about the good of teaching 

literature that is tied to the interrelated conceptual association of world citizenship-collective 

taste-universal humanity. However, as I have shown, inherent in this conceptual link is the 

tension of inclusion and exclusion that lies at the heart of a world-oriented perspective. What 

counts as representative masterpieces? Who decides what counts as universal? In earlier sections 

of this chapter, I have provided various examples of how this tension was manifest at different 

levels during the early twentieth century. At the geopolitical sphere, the League of Nations 

sought to promote a collective and inclusive inter-state system even as it was led by an exclusive 

club of western powers who made decisions for the rest of the world; further, despite their 

pursuit of world harmony, they failed to accord equal recognition to all nation-states. In the 

context of world literature education, underlying the concepts of collective taste and universal 

humanity is an inclusive ethos that pushes for dialogue and inter-cultural understandings through 

engagements with literatures around the world even as these concepts have also been associated 
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with elitism and correspondingly, this suggests that world literature has not completely 

relinquished its ties to nationalism, Eurocentrism, and a Christian worldview.  

 Another example of the tension between inclusion and exclusion within a world-oriented 

perspective is evidenced in world literature‟s emphasis on representative masterpieces. While 

aiming to be inclusive of a wide range of world literary texts in its emphasis on breath, it is depth 

that becomes compromised. Further, students engage in a representative sampling of texts from 

different regions and countries in the world which can result in superficial or stereotyped 

understandings of other cultures and communities. It also excludes overlaps and subtle 

differences among ethnic groups within a region as would occur when sub-genres such as 

Singapore literature, Japanese literature, Korean literature are all classified broadly as Asian 

literature.  

 At the same time, this tension between inclusion and exclusion is a necessary reality 

behind the impossible task of reading the world. Rather than reject a world-oriented perspective, 

I want to suggest that teachers can make powerful use of such a tension to promote more 

democratically inclusive spaces in the classroom. This can occur through teaching students to 

read the world by emphasizing boundary recognition. In the rest of this section, I want to suggest 

four approaches to teaching literature that are related to boundary recognition. To support these 

approaches I propose, I make use of historical examples to show how teachers in American 

middle and high schools, during this second early wave of globalization, were already 

experimenting with varied ways of equipping students to read and critique different forms of  
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boundaries observed in literary texts.
 11

 

 World-oriented approaches to teaching literature can center on the idea of boundary 

recognition and the first approach involves facilitating students to read with the boundaries in 

which literary texts have been categorized. In his book How to Read World Literature, Damrosch 

(2009) proposes reading across time by tracing characters, themes, motifs, and images across 

centuries as well as by tracing an image or scene back to its sources to observe how texts borrow 

from other texts. Indeed, teaching students to read across historical time and geographical space 

seems to be the most common way in which the world literature curriculum was organized in 

schools between 1900 and the 1930s. For example, it was common practice to teach the great 

masterpieces according to historical time periods such as the classics of the eighteenth century 

followed by the nineteenth century etc. Within each period, texts from a range of literary genres 

such as the novel, the epic, the lyric, and drama were then explored (Meader, 1899). This was 

also a common way of organizing world literature anthologies which were used as textbooks in 

schools. For example, one text provides a broad survey of great literatures from Asia, Europe, 

Russia, and America arranged chronologically from the fifteenth century B.C. to the twentieth 

century (Shepherd, 1937). The point of these boundaries is to move students from part to whole 

so that through the study of clusters of world literary texts, students would appreciate a particular 

historical period, geographical region, or generic convention. Another aim is that through the 

comparative study of particular texts, students would obtain “a sympathetic acquaintance with 

                                                 

11
 There is, at present, no definitive history on how the study of world literature emerged in schools in the United 

States. Thus, in this section, my historical examples are taken from two important journals that provide insights into 

literature teaching in the early twentieth century – the School Review and English Journal. It is from these journals 

that one may get a sense of how world literature was constructed, taught, and experimented with. 
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scenes in various geographical sections and with historical periods of the world” (Koch, 1922, p. 

193) and so would come to an understanding of the universal human condition. 

 Boundary recognition also involves the second approach of facilitating students‟ reading 

of the constructedness of boundaries. Pizer (2006) proposes a metatheoretical approach to 

teaching literature in which students, as they immerse themselves in world literature, are asked to 

think about how concepts and categories become attached to texts. For example, he challenges 

his students to think about what national or regional elements foreground Kafka‟s story as Czech 

or Austrian. This would presumably involve getting students to interrogate even the 

constructedness of national, regional, and ethnic identities. A version of this idea was 

experimented in a high school in the early twentieth century as the teacher sought to teach the 

history of literature in English through reading world literature. He had his students trace the 

development of literary forms (genres and styles) in both English and American as well as 

foreign literatures in English and explore how these changing forms reflect global, political, and 

philosophical ideas of the time (Axson, 1906). Such an approach enables students to become 

aware of how global forces across history contribute to developing literary categories and forms 

which themselves reflect a kind of progress in the world history of ideas. 

 The third approach of boundary recognition is to read around boundaries. Reading around 

the text involves getting students to think beyond the constructedness of the text. This can 

include pursuing the complex networks of signification suggested by the boundaries presented in 

the text (Lawall, 1994). In practice, this would mean locating literature within the broader 

context of other disciplines or fields that would provide a deeper understanding of the world and 

humanity. During the early twentieth century, some schools subsumed the study of world 
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literature within a broader integrated curriculum so that the emphasis was not the teaching of 

world literature but the teaching of literature in the world. This was typically organized in two 

ways. One way was the integration of literature and history. For example, a unit on ancient 

history would be supplemented by texts such as the Illiad and the Odyssey (Hobson, 1917); the 

point is so that the study of history would not be reduced to mere facts but would “come alive” 

for students. In a tenth grade course at one school, the modern literature curriculum was centered 

on the theme of “The growth of Democracy” and was divided into six units – the growth of 

democracy, awakening of national consciousness, escape from the commonplace, revolt against 

conventions, changing attitude toward war, and science changing the world. In the first unit 

examining the growth of democracy, selected texts included poems by Whitman, Frost, and the 

works of Tolstoy (Lyman, 1936). Another way was the integration of literature with other 

subjects through thematic units. In a survey of 8,799 teachers across schools in the United States, 

almost 84% agreed that the most urgent need for improving the teaching of English was a 

“cooperative plan” to connect English with all other subjects (Hill, 1925). Underlying this was 

the thrust to make English more relevant to the contemporary world and subsequently, more 

interesting for students. In an evaluation of secondary school English in New York State, the 

reviewers noted that integration of English with other subjects was not common and praised the 

one school that experimented with such an approach by examining the history of opera. Here, 

stories of operas were read in English class, opera as a genre was taught and analyzed in music 

class, and students were trained to act and direct in an opera production in their speech class 

(Smith, 1941). One example of a successful state-wide integration of subjects is the Core 

Curriculum of Virginia Secondary Schools which was regarded as a model (Lyman, 1935, 1936; 
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Meade, 1937). The Virginia curriculum was grounded on the idea that “[t]he school must guide 

pupils in the development of types of behavior compatible with democratic ideals” (State Board 

of Education, 1934, p. 1). The curriculum centered on twelve common themes on various aspects 

of social life that a student was expected to participate as a citizen (such as communication and 

transportation, expression of religious impulses, and extension of freedom) and every subject in 

each grade worked to expound on these themes. Under the theme of communication for instance, 

a grade eight language class would have students involved in “interpreting ballads, folk songs, 

legends and epics to show their use as a means of communicating common ideas of earlier 

civilizations” (p. 119) and under the theme of exploration, students were encouraged to “[r]ead 

poems which express the urge to explore on land and sea to understand better the naturalness of 

this urge” (p. 130). Some of the problems with an integrated literature in the world curriculum, in 

which literature is integrated with history or other subjects under a common theme, is that 

literature becomes marginalized and either used to supplement the teaching of history or used to 

elucidate a theme. The aesthetic quality of the literary work is therefore immaterial so that for 

example, Pride and Prejudice may be less popular compared to Hard Times since it would be 

regarded as less relevant in providing insights into the effects of the Industrial Revolution. 

 The fourth approach of boundary recognition involves reading against boundaries. 

Having identified the boundaries that constitute the text, teachers can encourage students to think 

about the issues presented in the text from multiple or counter perspectives. Teachers can also 

have students examine instances where the text transcends the borders (historical, geographical, 

or generic) in which it has been categorized. By doing so, students become aware that literary 

texts refract rather than reflect cultures and nations (Damrosch, 2009). Reading against 
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boundaries also entails recognition of the fluidity of boundaries. This is why Lawall (1994) 

insists that teachers must emphasize to students that world literature represents only a starting or 

entry point to understanding the world so that students become aware of the limitations and 

restrictions of the boundaries categorizing literary texts in the curriculum. Reading against 

boundaries imposed on literary texts facilitates an understanding of that which is universal 

through the removal of imaginary boundaries in which individuals and communities are 

classified. 

 Boundary recognition involving strategies of reading with, of, around, and against the 

world provides a way that teachers can make educative use of the tensions of inclusion and 

exclusion inherent in world-oriented approaches to teaching of literature. Since the imposition of 

boundaries is an inevitable process of attempting to know and name the world, such approaches 

are all the more significant in enabling the valorization and reconstruction of forms of power 

underlying the construction of boundaries. 
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CHAPTER IV 

GLOBAL-ORIENTED APPROACHES TO TEACHING LITERATURE 

 

4.1 A Scene of Teaching Concerning Indoctrination as a Catalyst for Democratization 

Eternal minstrel of liberty! 

Thy shrill voice rends the wintry air 

Dost thou sing for want of sympathy? 

Or art thou tired of strife and care? (B.C.K., 1935, para. 1) 

 

These lines comprise the first stanza of a poem entitled “The Rook”. The remaining three stanzas 

of the poem speculate on the bird's wanderings and its dismal cry. Perhaps it is oppressed by the 

dreariness of the world, perhaps it knows something of the fate of human existence that the rest 

of the world does not. In the final stanza, the narrator reflects on his envy of the bird which, in its 

freedom, appears to express deep wisdom about the condition of humanity. The poem was 

published in 1935 in the school magazine of Raffles Institution, a premiere all-boys high school. 

Since the magazine was only published three times a year, it was most likely the case that the 

poem was selected above others by the teacher or headmaster for its exemplary literary qualities. 

For example, the poem almost consistently employs the iambic tetrameter throughout; its first 

stanza ends with two rhetorical questions establishing the yearning, sympathetic tone of the 

poem which reaches its climax in the final stanza as the protagonist contrasts the rook‟s freedom 

and courage to his own helpless resignation towards life.  

 What is most remarkable about the poem, however, is that the school concerned is 

situated in Singapore and was established to educate the sons of native elites in the country. At 

the time this poem was published, the school was essentially an English-medium school attended 

by predominantly Chinese students though there were also Eurasians, Malays, and Indians. A 
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closer examination of the poem, however, reveals five glaring discrepancies. First, the second 

line of the poem mentions “wintry air”; yet, winter does not exist in Singapore since its location 

near the equator ensures that the weather is consistently hot and humid throughout the year. 

Second, the term “minstrel” references medieval entertainers or Elizabethan bards which is again 

a concept foreign to this island-city made up of a majority of immigrants from China and parts of 

Malaya. Third, the poem is written in the linguistic style of early modern English from the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and it seems starkly inauthentic for a native subject to write 

in this fashion in the 1930s. Fourth, while crows may have been common in Singapore, a rook 

would have been extremely rare since it is a species most commonly found in Europe and not in 

Southeast Asia (Birdlife International, 2011). Finally, the poem celebrates the rook as an “eternal 

minstrel of liberty”; yet, Singapore was colonized by the British from the time of its founding in 

1819 until 1959 and in the early years of the twentieth century, the country was far from stable. 

For example, native subjects were segregated according to racial lines and most Chinese, for 

example, felt a greater sense of loyalty to their homeland in China than to their British colonial 

rulers. Furthermore, there were threats in varied forms, from secret societies and gangs, opium 

addiction, the influence of the Kuomintang or communist party from China whose members 

were rallying the Chinese working class, and strikes instigated by labor unions as a result of 

dismal working conditions. In the midst of this political instability, schools were slowly being 

established but still, large numbers of children, particularly girls, did not have access to 

schooling (Turnbull, 2009). It would have been more accurate to say then that security rather 

than liberty was uppermost in the minds of colonized subjects at this time. Kishore Mahbubani 

(2008) makes an insightful point that the notion of freedom or liberty is a western ideological 
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concept that ignores other freedoms such as freedom from want and freedom of security. At 

particular points in history, these other freedoms would have been more urgently required before 

freedom of choice, thought, speech, or movement, as associated with liberty, can be conceived. 

Hence, it is hard to imagine why a native student would foreground liberty as a key theme of the 

poem given the context of the time. 

 Though it is no longer possible to find out who the poet is or the circumstances that led 

him to write this poem, one can safely presume that the poem was written as an imitation of 

canonical poems studied in his English class. Two clues point to this. First, in the previous issue 

of the magazine published in April 1935, one article, entitled “Books to read”, provides a 

recommended list of “serious” writers. The list of names mentioned are all British writers most 

of whom belong to the canon – Charles Dickens, Arthur Conon Doyle, Thomas Hardy, Ben 

Johnson, Christopher Marlowe, Sir Walter Scott, William Shakespeare, and Edgar Wallace. One 

can imagine that these writers also formed part of the list of books required for study in the 

English class. Second, the syllabus of instruction written by the principal of Raffles Institution, 

D. W. McLeod, in 1937 provides a description of the literature curriculum. The main objective 

of the curriculum is stated in this line: “When students have mastered the mere mechanics of 

reading they must be initiated into the subtleties of language and thought and imagination, which 

make for true appreciation” (McLeod, 1937, p. 30). Though McLeod makes little mention of the 

texts used to “initiate” students, he references a few authors such as Keats, Pope, and 

Shakespeare. One can already speculate the dominance of the canonical tradition in such a 

curriculum. In the light of these two clues, it is therefore reasonable to speculate that the poem 

“The Rook” may have been chosen from among a list of entries from a class exercise in which 
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students were tasked to craft their own poems modeled after texts they had read in the literature 

class. More disturbingly, this poem, consisting of images and concepts of a foreign culture, is 

representative of a colonization of the imagination. Perhaps unconsciously, McLeod‟s initiation 

progresses along the three stages he lists – the student is first taught to appreciate the subtleties 

of language which shapes his thinking about what qualifies as a great work of literature; this then 

moulds an imagination that is sympathetic towards and in awe of British colonial culture. In 

short, such an “initiation” is merely a guise for indoctrination. 

 If indoctrination was a key pedagogical instrument utilized in teaching literature in 

Singapore and, presumably, in other colonized countries, it paradoxically foreshadowed 

resistance towards its implementation following the end of colonization. In other words, 

indoctrination provided the platform through which alternative ways of teaching could be 

imagined once previously colonized countries now had the freedom to design their own 

curriculum. One such alternative was the development of new literature courses customized to 

the needs of newly independent countries which then contributed to new categories of literature. 

For example, “Singapore literature” was constructed and became incorporated into the 

curriculum eventually becoming a core component of high school assessments in Singapore. 

Another alternative was the inclusion of translated works into the literature in English 

curriculum. For example in India, classical literary texts written in Bengali, Punjabi, and Tamil 

were translated into English and included for study in literature classrooms. Yet other 

alternatives involved the expansion of the concept of the “literary” so that, for example, media 

texts such as advertisements and films could be studied alongside literary texts as was the case in 

Australia and Canada. All these alternatives have culminated in the emergence of a category 



125 

 

called “global literature” in the late twentieth century. The teaching of global literature is used to 

describe approaches aimed at promoting a global mindset in students so that they would perceive 

of themselves and others as members of an interconnected global village. For example, various 

sessions at the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Annual Convention in 2011 

featured the teaching of global literature even though a sign of the embryonic nature of this 

category can be observed in that these topics tended to be confused with multicultural and 

culturally responsive approaches to teaching literature.
12

 Although global literature remains an 

ambiguous term and was only popularized in the latter part of the twentieth century, we can trace 

the emergence of a global orientation informing approaches to the teaching of literature much 

earlier from the mid twentieth century. While world literature, as it was institutionalized in 

schools and colleges in the United States, may have opened the way for third world, postcolonial, 

and other literatures in English to be studied in schools, political circumstances following the end 

of the Second World War and particularly the end of British colonialism were catalysts for the 

democratization of literature in English grounded on “reading the global”.  

 My aim in this chapter is to characterize global-oriented approaches to teaching literature 

and I argue that such approaches are grounded on a belief about the good of teaching literature in 

relation to the interrelated conceptual association of global citizenship-empowerment-humanity 

of the universal and particular. Following this section, I examine how the second later wave of 

globalization from the mid to late twentieth century contributed to a global consciousness 

                                                 

12
 In the 2011 NCTE Annual Convention, the session “Multicultural and multidisciplinary approaches to literacy 

learning” explores global literature in relation to culturally responsive learning (Laman & Mitchell, 2011). Similarly, 

in the session “Reading and teaching urban and global young adult literature”, the panelists (Durand, Hinton-

Johnson, Kumasi, & Thomas, 2011) center on marginalized youth and how the teaching of global literature provides 

culturally inclusive forms of learning. 
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specifically in relation to human rights and how this shaped the ethos of education for global 

citizenship. I then explore how two important movements within the discipline of literature – 

new criticism and British cultural studies – contributed to a global orientation by emphasizing 

the concept of empowerment as a way to grapple with global consciousness. I connect the 

concept of empowerment with the concept of humanity of the universal and particular through a 

close analysis of the philosophical contribution of Theodor Adorno. At the end of the chapter, I 

propose ways in which a global orientation can inform approaches to teaching literature. 

4.2 The Concept of Global Citizenship in the Second Later Wave of Globalization 

The Significance of Human Rights 

 The period following the end of the Second World War is generally taken as the period 

when globalization gained a new impetus in which the modern-state operating under liberal 

democracy emerged as the principal form of political rule (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & 

Perraton, 1999). This period witnessed the most massive expansion of the world economy. It also 

marked the hegemonic position of the United States as the most powerful military and economic 

nation. The rise of transnational corporations in the United States coupled with the development 

of various international agreements, such as the General Agreement on Tariff and Trade 

(GATT), contributed to the removal of trade barriers which facilitated global flows of goods. 

Other countries in Europe and Asia began to recover from the war and acquired dominance of 

their domestic markets so that by the 1960s, they were able to compete with the United States. 

Thus, production in the world-system and the world economy grew as a whole and standards of 

living rose for many people previously living in poverty (Ikeda, 1996; Wallerstein, 1996). 

During this period too, allied occupied territories such as Austria, Italy, Japan, Korea, and West 
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Germany became democracies as well as Greece, Turkey, and several countries in Latin 

America. The end of British colonialism also inaugurated several new nation-states such as 

India, Philippines, and Singapore which, to different degrees, instituted some form of democracy 

(Huntington, 1991). Thus, Huntington describes this period, specifically from 1943 to 1962, as 

the second wave of democratization. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, this wave 

could not have occurred without an earlier wave in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century when a geoculture operating on liberal democracy was developed particularly under the 

leadership of the United States. To establish continuity with this early wave, I term the period 

following the Second World War from 1945 to 1970 as the second later wave of globalization. 

 One of the most significant changes that occurred during this later wave was the 

emphasis on human over citizenship rights. The articulation of human rights contributed to 

strengthening global consciousness in two main ways. The first was the recognition in the 

international arena that individuals belong to the larger global community rather than to the 

nation alone. This recognition led to the securing of fundamental rights basic to all human beings 

especially that concerning equality. The United Nations (UN) was to become the primary 

apparatus through which a consciousness of human rights could occur. Lessons learnt from the 

failure of the League of Nations (LoN) led to a concerted effort to strengthen international 

governance through the formation of the UN in 1945. While both the LoN and the UN are 

directed towards the same goal of maintaining security in the global sphere through international 

constitutional guarantees, the covenant in the case of the LoN and the charter in the case of the 

UN, the difference is a clearer commitment towards ensuring collective security in the case of 
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the latter especially with regards to issues concerning inter-state aggression.
13

 Collective security 

not only entailed the allocation of real coercive power (economic and military) to the UN, it also 

necessitated recognition of equality. This marked a key difference between the covenant and the 

charter. The LoN covenant included a clause requiring member-states to refrain from religious 

discrimination. However, when the Japanese delegation sought to extend this to include a 

provision for member-states to refrain from racial discrimination, this was rejected particularly 

by Britain and the United States.
14

 The eventual rejection of the clause strengthened Japan‟s 

belief that the LoN was merely an international system that was unfair and biased in favor of 

these western powers. Japan also took this event as a symbolic representation of its rejection by 

the west which created the impetus to pursue its own independent foreign policy grounded on 

racial thinking. In general, what is evident is that in 1919, racial equality was still a relatively 

undeveloped concept which, in the eyes of western powers particularly the United States, could 

be compromised for the sake of the formation of an inter-governmental organization. Following 

the Second World War, such a view was overturned for the international community now 

acknowledged that no stable or effective intergovernmental organization could be formed if it 

were not grounded on principles of equality in the first place. The concept of equality was 

                                                 

13
 A difference between the LoN covenant and the UN charter was that the in the event of an aggression of state A 

towards state B, the former provided for economic sanctions against the aggressor but did not specify the use of 

military force. Thus, member-states interpreted the covenant as indicating that there was no obligation for them to 

participate in any military enforcement action which only served to create a weak and ineffective system that 

eventually was powerless to prevent the outbreak of another global war. Conversely, the UN charter provides for 

both economic penalties as well as elaborate arrangements for the use of military force in the event of aggression 

including the discretion of the Security Council to activate armed forces from member-states under the control of the 

UN (Kolb, 2007; Potter, 1945; Thornton, 1956). 

 
14

 Naoko Shimazu (1998) has given a detailed analysis of the factors leading to rejection of the clause. For example 

President Wilson‟s priority was to formalize and ensure the success of the LoN and to do this, it was imperative that 

he had the support of Britain. At the same time, Britain, having been persuaded by the Australian Prime Minister 

who fervently defended the White Australia policy, turned against the inclusion of this clause. 
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extended into a document detailing essential human rights based on the first principle that “All 

human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights” (United Nations, 1948, Article 1). 

This Declaration marked a significant attempt at envisioning the rights governing membership to 

the global community. 

 The second way in which the articulation of human rights contributed to a global 

consciousness was that the Declaration indicated a formal international consensus that the rights 

of individuals no longer belong solely within the jurisdiction of the nation-state. This is in 

contrast to the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 following the end of religious wars in Europe. In the 

Westphalian order, the language of rights including freedom of religion was to be determined by 

the state and other states had no right to interfere. In other words, rights were solely a national 

issue and within the sovereignty of the nation-state; rights were framed as citizenship rights 

rather than human rights. Such a perspective shifted especially following the atrocities of the 

Second World War which were crucial to cementing recognition of the importance of universal 

human rights as opposed to citizenship rights. It should also be noted that the grounds for this 

recognition had already been laid much earlier.
15

 To date, out of 192 member-states in the United 

Nations, over 150 have signed the Declaration indicating that most states wish to be associated 

with human rights even if few have succeeded in fulfilling all the terms in the Declaration 

(Weiss, Forsythe, Coate, & Pease, 2010).  

                                                 

15
 There were three significant precursors to the recognition of universal human rights following the end of the 

Second World War. First, the American and French revolutions of the eighteenth century introduced the concept of 

universal human rights; second, various transnational movements in the nineteenth century such as Marxism and the 

anti-slavery movement brought to light the struggles of the working class and contributed to a consciousness of the 

importance of defining rights beyond the confines of the state (Weiss, Forsythe, Coate, & Pease, 2010). Third, even 

though the LoN‟s covenant did not include a provision for racial equality, there were other instruments that detailed 
obligations of member-states to protect minority groups which later informed the writing of the Declaration 

(Burgers, 1992). 



130 

 

 The most controversial aspect of the Declaration remains the paradox concerning 

citizenship and human rights. On one hand, the Declaration is signed by member nation-states 

comprising the United Nations which indicates that the decision to adhere to human rights still 

rests with the authority of the state. On the other hand, acceptance of the Declaration is itself an 

indication by the state that the administration of rights concerning the individual no longer rests 

solely with the state and thus represents an acknowledgement by the state that it must transfer 

some of the authority it previously monopolized to international governing bodies in the global 

sphere. This conflict between how much authority concerning the rights of the individual should 

be withheld by the state and how much of this should be granted to intergovernmental 

organizations to which it is accountable remains highly controversial to this day.
16

 Despite this, 

nation-states increasingly value membership in the international community and in this second 

later wave of globalization, coercion, expansion, and military force, which were primary 

instruments of state power in the nineteenth century, have given way to economic instruments, 

competition, and cooperation (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999). The implication, 

therefore, is that as international exchange and cooperation increases, global consciousness 

becomes heightened and human rights will increasingly taken precedence over citizenship rights. 

 

 

                                                 

16
 One recent example of this controversy is the first human rights review of Singapore conducted by the UN in 

September 24, 2011 (Chang, 2011a; Chang, 2011b). Following the eight month review, the UN made several 

recommendations of which 52 were rejected by the government, a clear indicator that the state remains the decisive 

player where human rights are concerned. Since the state has traditionally been the custodian of the rights of the 

individual, it is not surprising that it would be reluctant to share this authority with a transnational human rights 

organization. A fundamental dilemma is that on one hand, at the transnational level, the individual as a human being 

has a basic right to life and liberty but what happens when his or her right to life and liberty encroaches on other 

individuals who are citizens to which the nation-state is accountable to? 
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Education for Global Citizenship 

 The category of global citizenship precipitated by the Second World War privileges 

human over nationalistic citizenship rights. In this sense, global citizenship shares a similarity 

with world and cosmopolitan citizenship in its belief that contemporary citizenship can no longer 

be defined in relation to the nation-state alone and that there is a need to transcend nationalistic 

citizenship through the category of the human. At the same time, there are key differences 

among the terms world, global, and cosmopolitan citizenship. In his extensive research on 

citizenship, David Heater describes world citizenship as that involving “multiple citizenships” 

based on the principles of cosmopolitanism (2002, p. 181) and involving feelings of “universal 

identity” and “universal morality” (1999, p. 137). While in these examples, Heater equates world 

citizenship with cosmopolitanism and universal identity, in his earlier works, he (1990) conflates 

education for world citizenship with education for international understanding and global 

education. Although in his later work, he (2004) mentions that the labels, “world”, “global”, and 

“cosmopolitan” cannot be synonymous with each other, he does not clearly distinguish these 

terms and instead uses them interchangeably in the rest of his book. In this and the following 

chapter, I aim to distinguish the subtle differences among these different configurations of 

citizenship.  

 The central question in this section is how global citizenship is different from world 

citizenship. Here, I argue that the primary difference has to do with perception. This concerns the 

way the earth is perceived whether as a world or as a globe. One way to distinguish this more 

clearly is to examine the etymology of the terms “globe” and “world”. The word “globe” is 

derived from the Latin globus and originally carried two meanings – “a bowl or sphere, any 
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round thing” and “a lump or clod of earth” (Lemon, 1783, p. 264). From the fifteenth to the 

nineteenth century, the first idea of a sphere was given priority and linked to a mathematical term 

denoting “a solid body exactly round, contained under one surface in the middle of which is a 

point from whence all right lines drawn to the surface are equal to one another” (Scott, 1755, p. 

574). In the early twentieth century, globe was still defined as a sphere but its secondary 

definition had expanded so that sphere and earth became connected and globe also meant “a 

sphere on which is a representation of the geography of the earth and of the heavens” (Fernald, 

1906, p. 206). Today, it is this secondary definition that has become the dominant meaning 

associated with “globe”.17
 One current dictionary describes “globe” as the sense of planet earth 

or a three-dimensional map (Harper, 2011). In this case, “globe” represents earth in the context 

of the universe whereas “world” represents bounded time and territorial space in the context of 

earth. In the first sense of the term, “world” is defined in relation to a “course of time” 

(Wedgwood & Atkinson, 1872, p. 737), “the course of man‟s life, of man‟s experience” 

(Shipley, 1945, p. 393), or more specifically, “the age of man” (Ayto, 2005, p. 550). In the 

second sense of the term, “world” is connected to “a division of things belonging to the earth” 

(Fernald, 1906, p. 517) or more specifically, “The physical or material world, the earth; the land 

comprising the physical world” including the kingdoms, dominions, realms that constitute it 

(McSparran & Price-Wilkin, 2001). 

 These linguistic distinctions between “globe” and “world” are reflective of deeper 

conceptual differences concerning the way the earth is to be perceived. A world-oriented view 

                                                 

17
 Merriam-Webster dictionary (2003) defines “globe” as “a spherical representation of the earth, a celestial body, or 

the heavens” and the American Heritage dictionary defines this as “Any body having the shape of a sphere, 
especially a representation of the earth or heavens in the form of a hollow ball” (Morris, 1978).  
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perceives the way man organizes, categorizes, and divides the earth he or she inhabits in terms of 

time and space and how these components inter-relate. This was the primary orientation of the 

League of Nations which was a federation of nation-states that regarded themselves as units 

within a collective organization. As Darren O‟Byrne (2003) observes, world citizenship operates 

within a systems framework which particularly re-inscribes the nation-state. In this sense, 

education for world citizenship involves an examination of component parts of the world so that, 

for example, world-oriented approaches to teaching literature would center on particular 

historical periods, geographical locations, or thematic concerns. What follows is a movement 

from part to whole or from an inward to outward perspective as observed in intertextual 

approaches in its comparative methodology. Here, the goal is to attain an understanding of how 

concerns in one nation-state relate to other nation-states, the eventual goal being to attain a 

holistic view of the world community.  

 While a world-oriented perspective involves the movement from part to whole, a global-

oriented perspective is the opposite in its movement from whole to part. It begins by 

emphasizing what O‟Byrne (2003) terms “globality” or “an orientation to the world as a whole” 

(p. 86) regardless of geographic boundaries. This is similar to William Gaudelli‟s (2011) notion 

of “global seeing” which seeks more transnational ways of seeing that transcend the superficial 

consumptive style of tourist-like seeing. He distinguishes global seeing from a flattened form of 

seeing that transforms three-dimensional reality into two. 

Global Orientation and Three-Dimensional Seeing 

 Extending Gaudelli‟s notion of seeing, I use the metaphors of a world map and a globe to 

distinguish world-oriented and global-oriented seeing. World-oriented seeing is akin to the way a 
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map is flattened on a wall and countries are categorized by boundary divisions. This is opposed 

to global-oriented seeing which is what I term a kind of spherical seeing of the human. This 

connotes two significant ideas. First, the globe is perceived as a whole so that before one 

perceives it as nations or countries, its spherical nature ensures that it is first perceived as a 

planet in the universe. Thus, education that emphasizes spherical seeing of the human prioritizes 

students‟ consciousness of themselves as citizens of the human race first followed by citizens of 

their nation or community. This means that engagement with global issues concerning the 

environment, human rights, terrorism etc. takes precedence in the curriculum and such 

engagement aims to develop in students “transnational imaginaries” in order that they 

comprehend their moral obligations to humanity (Gough, 2000). Second, in spherical seeing, the 

point of reference constantly changes as observed in that at any point when the globe stops 

spinning, a new point of reference emerges. It also becomes evident that this point of reference is 

limited so that, for example, when one looks at Australia on the globe, one has to shift one‟s 

position to locate the United States. In other words, consciousness of the limitation of one point 

of reference leads to a search for multiple points of references. Similarly, education for global 

citizenship encourages a disposition of multi-referential curiosity that ensures that perception and 

frames of references are never fixed but instead, fluid and shifting. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, one of the problems with the approach Goethe took towards the study of non-European 

literature was that these texts were studied from the privileged reference point of the west. What 

was primarily absent was Goethe‟s reflexive examination of his own Eurocentric lens employed 

to critique foreign culture and its cultural texts. 
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 The two ideas concerning holistic and fluid approaches toward the global essentially 

imply that spherical seeing entails deconstructing the myth of authenticity. As Gareth Griffiths 

(1995) notes, claims to authenticity are often appealed to by indigenous and colonized groups as 

a recuperative strategy but these only lead to fetishizing representations of the “authentic” which 

consequently construct a privileged hierarchy within particular racial or ethnic communities. The 

result is that one tribe, culture, or group is deemed more “authentic” than another and the 

complexities of cultural differences are erased. The lesson following the Nazi program of 

genocide during the Second World War has only reiterated the dangers of subscribing to such 

purist myths.  

 In short, the goal of education for global citizenship emphasizes the promotion of 

spherical ways of seeing oriented towards understanding the human and defending human rights. 

In the United States, this goal became embedded in the movement of global education in the 

1960s and was increasingly incorporated into school curricula towards the end of the decade 

(Frey & Whitehead, 2009; Marshall, 2009). Gaudelli (2003) observes that global education 

emerged as a response to the dissatisfaction with world study which tended to be organized 

according to discrete sub-disciplines such as world history, world cultures, world geography. 

Within each sub-discipline, content tended to be organized according to a nation-state 

perspective such as American history, Geography of East Asia etc. Global education therefore 

sought to provide a more interdisciplinary, integrated perspective.
18

 The goal of promoting 

                                                 

18
 In the first and fourth chapters of the book World Class Education, Gaudelli (2003) gives an overview of the 

history of global education in the United States. He discusses some of the main tensions of global education such as 

accusations in the 1980s that the field was anti-American and undermining the national curriculum. He gives 

examples of more contemporary approaches to global education that balances a study of national and global issues. 
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spherical ways of seeing the human was translated into educative practices aimed at developing 

global awareness of common human problems and at empowering students to improve and shape 

their world. This idea of empowering students as active citizens has been envisioned in a number 

of ways. Martin Albrow (1997) uses the term “performative citizenship” and states that “Global 

citizenship is world citizenship focused on the future of the globe” (p. 177). Here, Albrow 

emphasizes a future-oriented, positivistic stance in which individuals work collectively through 

coordinating and networking on a global scale to confront issues facing the planet. Other terms 

such as “Pragmatic globality” (O‟Byrne, 2003) and the “Global Reformer” (Falk, 1993) 

emphasize practical actions that individuals can take to affect changes in the world. In order to 

affect changes, the student has to be empowered to act in the world and this would involve 

developing global literacies in students such as equipping students as critical thinkers able to 

evaluate the political, economic, and cultural systems impacting the world and preparing students 

to be globally competitive by equipping them to critically engage with multiple forms of 

literacies (linguistic, cultural, digital, multimodal, economic etc.).
19

 In relation to literature 

education, empowerment was a core aspect in various movements that contributed to global-

oriented approaches to teaching. 

4.3 The Concept of Empowerment in Disciplinary Movements 

 Unlike world-oriented approaches that subscribe to a belief that the teaching of literature 

cultivates collective taste leading to the collective improvement of society, global-oriented 

approaches perceive that the good of teaching literature is in its capacity to empower the 

individual to act. More specifically, empowerment occurs on two levels. On one level, 

                                                 

19
 See the New London Group‟s (1996) influential essay calling for a pedagogy of multiliteracies. 
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empowerment involves equipping students to think critically about texts rather than be passive 

consumers of texts and on another level, empowerment involves helping students to think 

ethically by seeing the world more fully or, in other words, by being more globally conscious. In 

relation to the former, the new criticism movement was significant in emphasizing 

discriminatory sensibilities in students while in relation to the latter, the cultural studies 

movement served to broaden the scope of literary analysis. 

New Criticism and the Communicative Turn 

 During this second later wave of globalization, the discipline of literature in Britain and 

the United States shifted towards an emphasis on communication. The force which facilitated 

this communicative turn was the movement of new criticism which began in the 1920s and 

1930s with the works of British scholars such as I. A. Richards and T. S. Eliot and later in the 

1940s by American scholars Cleanth Brooks, John Crow Ransom, William Wimsatt and Monroe 

Beardsley. New criticism‟s pedagogical approach, centered on a close reading of texts, was first 

applied in American high schools in the 1940s and by the 1960s and 1970s had become the 

standard in both schools and colleges (Applebee, 1974; Murfin & Ray, 2008). Broadly, new 

criticism arose as a reaction to empiricist-idealist views of the world in which man is viewed as 

the source of all meaning and therefore, in order to understand the text‟s meaning, one would 

need to probe the intentions and mind of the author. The new critics argue that the text rather 

than the author or reader is the focus of literary criticism. To base one‟s interpretation on the 

authorial intention of the work is to commit intentional fallacy while to base one‟s interpretation 

on one‟s subjective responses to the work is to commit affective fallacy (Wimsatt & Beardsley, 

1946/2001a, 1949/2001b). Literary criticism, argues Cleanth Brooks (1947/2001), should be 
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neither biographical, historical nor subjective. Rather, like science, it should be objective, 

precise, and analytical. Graff (2007) notes that the new critics‟ insistence on the disinterested 

ahistorical close reading of texts ironically masked an interested agenda which was essentially 

the aim of establishing greater methodological rigor by associating literature pedagogy with a 

science of communication. This was crucial given that, during this period, literary criticism 

sought to become a respectable discipline in the face of stiff competition with the sciences 

(Eagleton, 1996).  

 Arguably the most influential new critic was I. A. Richards whose method of practical 

criticism not only helped operationalize new criticism‟s theories, it enabled the study of literature 

to become closely attached to the study of communication or, more specifically, a scientific 

study of the way language works. This attention to the communicative aspect was largely due to 

a reaction towards the rise of a global media age. Richards was explicitly concerned about the 

threat of mass culture and the infusion of all kinds of media texts from newspapers and 

magazines to television that were eroding the discriminatory powers of the public. Hence, 

Richards (1924/2004) defines criticism as “the endeavor to discriminate between experiences 

and evaluate them” (p. viii). What we observe is that though criticism retains the privileged 

method of literature education inherited from the discipline of English literature when it was 

institutionalized in the late eighteenth century, it loses its association with taste. Instead of taste, 

criticism is now associated with discrimination. At the same time, this break between criticism 

and taste also implies another break – that between criticism and the beautiful in its association 

with taste. Richards specifically seeks to demystify the concept of the beautiful as a mystical, 

inherent property in literary texts. This, he claims, is a delusion since it is not the property of the 
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beautiful but the experience of it that qualifies one to make the claim that a text is beautiful. By 

valorizing the reader‟s experience with the text, Richards (1924/2004) can then make the case 

that criticism is a branch of psychology so that “critical remarks are merely a branch of 

psychological remarks and that no special ethical or metaphysical ideas need be introduced to 

explain value” (p. 18). Richards (1924/2004) then proceeds to state that “the two pillars upon 

which a theory of criticism must rest are an account of value and an account of communication” 

(p. 20). In relation to the first pillar, Richards argues that any critical statement judging whether a 

literary work is good or bad should be based on a purely psychological account, that is, how the 

text‟s constructed nature affects particular responses in the reader. The text and its effects are 

central here and the good critic is one who can discriminate the value of literary works based on 

a close analysis of the text‟s effects on the reader. In order to acquire such discrimination, it is 

necessary to move the focus of literary analysis away from an ontological study of what is 

inherently pleasing or beautiful in a literary work of art to analyzing how language functions in 

the text. This forms the second pillar to Richards‟ (1929) theory of criticism: 

My suggestion is that it is not enough to learn a language (or several languages), as a man 

may inherit a business, but we must learn too, how it works. And by “learning how it 
works,” I do not mean studying its rules of syntax or its grammar, or wandering about in 
its lexicography – two inquiries that have hitherto diverted attention from the central 

issue. I mean by “learning how it works”, study of the kinds of meaning that language 

handles, their connection with one another, their inferences; in brief, the psychology of 

the speech-situation. (p. 318) 

 

Thus, an analysis of the literary text becomes an objective, scientific, and psychological analysis 

of communication in four key aspects which Richards highlights: sense (the sense of what the 

author is saying through the text), feeling (the author‟s attitude towards what he or she is saying), 

tone (the author‟s attitude towards the listener or reader), and intention (the author‟s purpose as 
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conveyed through the text). Criticism‟s former ties to taste and the beautiful are now disrupted so 

that criticism is now tied to discrimination. An analysis of the text is then an exercise in 

developing one‟s sensitivity to the art of communication via an understanding of the operations 

of language. In the context of the age of communication, mass media, and the information 

revolution, criticism‟s ties to discrimination is grounded on a belief that students would be 

empowered as they develop the capacity to discriminate and critically evaluate all kinds of texts 

in multiple modalities within the global flow of information. 

Cultural Studies and the Cultural Turn 

 Another aspect of empowerment is related to the development of a sense of global 

consciousness in students so that they are able to grasp the multilayered and multidimensional 

complexities of the world. In his writings on criticism, Richards is exclusively concerned with 

poetry though ironically, by positioning literary analysis under the category of communication 

studies, he has served to remove poetry from its privileged generic status so that, as he himself 

(1929) states at the beginning of Practical Criticism, “poetry itself is a mode of communication. 

What it communicates and how it does so and the worth of what is communicated form the 

subject-matter of criticism” (p. 10). In this sense, Richards is indicating that the literary text is 

one out of many other cultural texts aimed at promoting communication in the public and global 

spheres. In so doing, he contributes to the second movement in literature education during this 

period – the cultural turn.  

 Generally, cultural critics may be divided into two camps. On one end are critics who 

adopt a negative attitude towards the study of culture and cultural texts. This is most clearly 

observed in the position of F. R. Leavis. His book Culture and the Environment published with 
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Denys Thompson in 1964 was written specifically for English teachers and was used as a 

textbook in schools. The first paragraph of the book begins as follows: 

Many teachers of English who have become interested in the possibilities of training taste 

and sensibility must have been troubled by accompanying doubts. What effect can such 

training have against the multitudinous counter-influences – films, newspapers, 

advertising – indeed, the whole world outside the classroom? (Leavis & Thompson, 

1964, p. 1) 

 

In the above paragraph, Leavis already makes clear that criticism centered on taste is no longer 

enough. He reiterates this latter point in his call for a shift towards criticism centered on 

discrimination. Yet, this is a discrimination that is defensive in nature since it is meant to counter 

the influence of the media. Leavis‟ disdain towards mass culture is clear. He calls technology the 

great agent of the destruction of culture and accuses mass production of a general lowering of 

cultural standards. To guard against the dumbing down of culture, he proposes to apply 

Richards‟ method of practical criticism to an analysis of popular culture texts such as 

advertisements and popular fiction. In this sense, Leavis is returning to the Arnoldian dichotomy 

between high culture as the spiritual standard to be protected and mass culture which is 

associated with materialism, irrationality, and anarchy. 

 In stark contrast to Leavis and situated on the opposite camp are cultural critics who 

adopt a more positive attitude towards the study of culture. This may be observed in the work of 

the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the University of Birmingham. 

Prominent scholars include Raymond Williams and Richard Hoggart who were central to 

initiating British cultural studies in the 1950s. These writers essentially extended the reductive 

practice of traditional Marxism, with its over-emphasis on class and capital, to studying culture, 

ideology, language, and the symbolic (Hall, 1992). Unlike Leavis, these writers sought a more 
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democratic commitment to the study of culture. This was a form of cultural studies established 

on the notion that culture is reflective of the individual‟s inhabitation in the world and was 

specifically centered on providing a fuller and deeper understanding of the everyman and the 

everyday. Such an understanding inevitably contributes to a consciousness of the complex and 

multifaceted realities of the global world. 

 The everyman, a term popularized by a late fifteenth century medieval morality play of 

the same title, represents the common individual which is at the centre of both Hoggart and 

Williams‟ work.  Hoggart, who founded the CCCS, published his (1957) seminal work entitled 

The Uses of Literacy which provides an account of working class life and how “genuine class 

culture is being eroded in favor of the mass opinion, the mass recreational product, and the 

generalized emotional response” (p. 311). Here, Hoggart (1957) echoes Leavis‟ concerns about 

the damaging effects of the mass media and describes them as “anti-life” (p. 308) in their 

corruption of moral values and in their promotion of materialistic consumer culture. Within such 

an environment, an education centered on developing discriminatory powers in students is 

thereby the vital antidote. The main difference, however, is whereas Leavis shows a disdain for 

the ordinary, common citizen, viewing him or her as defenseless and easily duped by mass 

media, Hoggart seeks to understand this category of the everyman. Perhaps the tendency to 

celebrate and romanticize the everyman stems from the fact that Hoggart, as well as Williams, 

grew up in working class environments and taught working class groups in university adult 

education classes for many years before getting jobs in English departments at prestigious 

universities. Nevertheless, the significance of their work is in the deconstruction of stereotypes 

concerning the everyman. For example, Hoggart (1957) invites us to reconsider popular 
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stereotypes propagated by the media in which the working class is portrayed as uneducated, 

unthinking as well as prone to uncontrolled gratification of their sexual appetites. Instead, 

Hoggart reveals the complexities and contradictions inherent in this class. He discusses how the 

intimate, the sensory, and the personal are highly valued among this group. Though they may not 

be interested in grand theories or movements, they are deeply invested in the local, the personal, 

and are immersed in developing close personal relationships. All this has contributed to their 

acute sensitivity towards analyzing reality and reading people that may be even more perceptive 

than the insights of an educated bookish intellectual who filters his or her interpretation of reality 

through books and high theory. The everyman is therefore a complex figure who daily 

maneuvers loyalty and duty to home and community in the midst of the broader global influence 

of the mass media which he or she at times succumbs to while at other times resists and rejects. 

 In a similar vein, Williams cautions against the masses = working and lower-middle class 

= mob equation. “There are in fact no masses,” Williams (1958) notes, “there are only ways of 

seeing people as masses” (p. 300). What is needed is therefore a broadening of one‟s vision that 

involves an attunement towards global spherical seeing that first acknowledges seeing as an 

imperialistic act of categorizing, interpreting, and fixing the other. In other words, to see is to 

engage in stereotyping whereas spherical seeing insists that one does not remain locked into one 

mode of seeing the other. This then involves deep cultural understandings premised on what 

Williams (1958) terms “an equality of being” (p. 338) so that spherical seeing must be centered 

on the recognition that all human beings are equally rational beings. Such a vision necessarily 

converts the category of masses as irrational mob to the category of rational human beings. 
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Williams goes on to say that this eventually leads to the development of a “common culture” or a 

solidarity grounded on respect, cooperation, and a vision of collective development. 

 Belief in the good of spherical seeing established on the principle commitment to 

understanding the everyman must necessarily entail a commitment to an understanding of the 

everyday or, more specifically, the everyday realities and the lived experiences in which the 

everyman inhabits. This forms the primary basis of empowerment since the individual cannot be 

empowered to act in the world if he or she is first not conscious of the vast spectrum of life itself. 

This is a key point Williams (1958) emphasizes throughout Culture & Society. A study of culture 

can no longer be limited to specific kinds of products accorded with status but must essentially 

encompass “a whole way of life” (p. 325) involving the material, intellectual, spiritual realities of 

human experience. It is then this holistic image that ultimately inspires the individual to act. 

Interestingly, perhaps we can trace the beginnings of the “death of literature”20
 debate that I have 

elsewhere discussed (Choo, 2011) to this post-war period since, from I. A. Richards, F. R. Leavis 

and on to Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams, a central line of thought seems apparent in 

their arguments – literature can no longer retain its central, privileged status in the public sphere 

since it is now one of many artifacts through which one can understand culture and, more 

precisely, the human being in all its fullness. 

 

 

                                                 

20
 Debates concerning the decline of literature education in schools and colleges accelerated particularly towards the 

late twentieth century as observed in Alvin Kernan's (1990) book entitled The Death of Literature. Also see Scholes 

(1998) for a discussion on the decline of literature education and Hall (1990) for an analysis of cultural studies‟ 
contribution to this decline. 
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4.4 The Concept of Humanity of the Universal and Particular in Philosophical Contributions 

 While British cultural theorists, Hoggart and Williams, confine their discussion of culture 

at the societal level through their examinations of popular culture and the working class, the 

question is how a global-oriented ethos based on the everyman and the everyday can be extended 

to the global sphere. In other words, how can concepts of the everyman and the everyday be 

combined with the concept of the everyone? During this second later wave of globalization, 

German cultural theorists sought to provide a philosophy of aesthetics (including literature) and 

the work of Theodor Adorno is particularly relevant here given the intersection of ethics and 

aesthetics in his work. Adorno was part of a group of German intellectuals associated with the 

Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt; this group later came to be known as 

the Frankfurt School (Storey, 2006). Based on Adorno‟s notion of “non-identity thinking”, the 

everyone is not a universal category nor does it involve a morality grounded solely on the 

concept of universal humanity that, as I have argued, became attached to a world orientation 

informing literature education. Instead, the everyone is a non-conceptual category involving a 

morality grounded on the concept of both a humanity of the universal and the particular. At the 

same time, how can that which is a concept be non-conceptual, how can the notion of the 

everyone be rooted in the universal and particular at the same time? The key to understanding 

this paradox may be found in the term “Negative Dialectics” which is also the title of Adorno‟s 

(1966/1973) book. Here, Adorno is critical of Hegelian dialectics in its reconciliation of thesis 

and antithesis with synthesis. Synthesis is a way of achieving unity in the face of difference and 

contradiction. In this sense, it is a positive dialectics. At the same time, synthesis, in its striving 

for unity and totality, imposes concepts on experiences of reality. These concepts are ways of 
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bringing what we experience under our control by naming and giving an identity to it. Adorno 

argues for a disenchantment of the concept which is a way of troubling the concept by pointing 

to that which is beyond it or that which cannot be conceptualized i.e. the non-conceptual in the 

concept. In this way, Adorno calls for a negative dialectics that does not aim at synthesis. 

Instead, it aims to disrupt any kind of synthesis through striving at the non-conceptual.  

 Adorno (1966/1973) argues that this negation of synthesis can be achieved by privileging 

otherness over self. Adorno terms this the privileging of the object over the subject. The object in 

this sense is what is not the subject or what is the non-I. Take for instance, this statement “I see 

you”. In grammatical terms, “I” refers to the subject, “see” refers to the verb, and “you” refers to 

the object. In order for the subject “I” to grasp the object “you”, “you” must be objectified and 

this occurs through the imposition of concepts since the subject can never enter into the 

consciousness of the object. This occurs in everyday situations when we impose categories of 

gender, race, class such as “woman”, “black”, “Hispanic”, “middle class”, “teenager”, “disabled” 

etc. on individuals we encounter. What Adorno is essentially arguing for is the recognition that 

the concept is insufficient because every entity is more than the concepts that are imposed on it. 

Hence, theories and philosophical inquiries can oftentimes be inhibiting when the diversity, 

complexity, and richness of experiences are turned into concepts and universals are imposed on 

the specific and the particular.
21

 The point, therefore, is to aim not at theory or philosophy but at 

self-reflexive theorizing and philosophizing in which the emphasis is on a continued process and 

never-ending quest to trouble fixed theories and concepts. This then is the intention underlying 

                                                 

21
 See Thomas (1997) on his argument against the use of theory and its debilitating consequences in educational 

research. 
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“non-identity thinking” which provides space for true diversity and equality by attempting to 

understand the individual beyond its imposed conceptual identity.  

 One could criticize this as a kind of relativistic thinking in which, since concepts are 

continually deconstructed and no concepts can be imposed, anything and everything is at the 

same time permissible. Yet, Adorno dismisses relativism to bourgeois individualism in which 

individual opinions are privileged and the subjective consciousness is prioritized instead of the 

object or the other. The only way to prevent “non-identity thinking” from becoming relativistic 

thinking is to privilege the object over the subject or to privilege otherness over the self. What 

this means is that “non-identity thinking” involves a principle of justice by guarding against the 

subject‟s desire to determine or impose definitions and concepts on the other as well as by 

guarding against the subject‟s tendencies to say whatever it wants about the object or the other. If 

the object or the other is primary, then the subject is bound by a sense of justice to understand the 

object or the other by constantly probing for the non-identical in the concept. Another way of 

saying this is that the non-identical is that which is the human in the object. This is the notion of 

the human in all its complexity and fullness that transcends any given or assigned identity. What 

this also means is that a global-oriented perspective seeks to go beyond any kind of identity 

politics. For example, a head-of-department for literature in a Singapore high school, whom I 

had recently interviewed, mentioned that at the secondary one and two levels (grades seven and 

eight), her school places a strong emphasis on the study of Singapore literature. While literature 

in Singapore has been written since the colonial period in the early nineteenth century, this 

category only emerged following the country‟s independence in 1965. The department head 

added that she believes this emphasis on Singapore literature is important because students 
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would identify more with such texts and their local issues rather than with other western texts. 

While there is a case for the democratic inclusion of all kinds of literature including Singapore 

literature in the classroom, teachers also need to be aware that this category itself can breed 

exclusivity. The pitching of Singapore literature against British or American literature leads to a 

fixing of identities to categories of Singaporean, British, or American. What is then neglected is 

how the term “Singaporean” engages with rather than becomes defined in opposition to the west 

as well as how the meaning of Singaporean is always more than the concept itself. Thus, the 

reason why Singapore literature should be encouraged in a Singapore classroom should not be 

because students can identify with the “Singaporean” but so they can identify in order to dis-

identify with this concept. When this subtle shift in mindset occurs, the classroom becomes an 

open space that allows for students to engage with Singapore literature alongside other world 

literature. What occurs too is that this removes the hegemony of the term “Singaporean” as the 

all-encompassing identity that describes students since, other than being a Singaporean, the 

student may also be “third generation Malay”, “Muslim”, “Male”, “Social Media guru” etc.  

 Adorno‟s non-identity thinking is especially thought-provoking for literature education in 

that it challenges educators to consider privileging the human over the citizen. This is a reversal 

of a world-oriented paradigm in which literary texts of specific nation-states are examined and 

compared in order to gain a deeper understanding of that which is universal in the human 

condition. Conversely, in a global-oriented paradigm, the human is examined first perhaps 

through global-political issues such as human rights before a particular category of literature 

such as Singapore literature is studied. What occurs is a reciprocal process involving the 

interrogation of the particular by the universal (such as when students become aware of the 
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limitations of the term “Singaporean” in describing the identity of the human being) and the 

interrogation of the universal through the particular (such as identifying instances when human 

rights fail to account for particular circumstances). 

 In short, underlying non-identity thinking is an ethos of justice – one that seeks to do 

justice to the fullness of reality (O‟Connor, 2004).What occurs in the constant probing at that 

which is non-identical and non-conceptual in the object or the other is the disintegration of 

universals and grand theories and a return to the particular. Take the example of recent attempts 

at imposing American democracy in Iraq following the removal of the dictator Saddam Hussein 

in 2006. In this case, American democracy has been universalized as a concept associated with 

freedom and imposed on this newly independent country. The question is whether such a concept 

can be troubled in order to encompass a broader notion of freedom that can account for the 

political, historical particularities of this newly independent country. For Adorno (1970/1997), 

artworks, including literary texts, provide a powerful platform where the particular can be 

valorized in order to problematize universal concepts. Their particularity is observed in that not 

only do artworks capture a specific moment in history, they also focus on particular events or 

characters that trouble generalizations. Artworks, in their incompleteness, evade any 

objectification to thought (Huhn, 2004). It is in this sense that artworks recognize the 

ungraspable nature of experience and reality which brings them closer to truth. Here, Adorno 

echoes Heidegger‟s (1950/1971a) claim that “Art is truth setting itself to work” (p. 38) which he 

made in The Origin of the Work of Art published in 1950. Here, Heidegger links truth to the 

Greek word aletheia which refers to the unconcealedness of things. This is to say that the role of 

the artist is to un-conceal what is un-truth which, in this case, refers to truth that has not yet been 
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uncovered. Heidegger (1927/1962) elaborates on the relation between art and truth with two 

other concepts. The first is the idea of knowing. Implicit in being-in-the-world is an awareness of 

temporality and therefore the human being becomes inevitably engaged in the world. Knowing is 

then an effect of his or her relation to the world and others in it. Related to this is the second idea 

of concern which stems from the human being‟s concern in the world and the responsibility he or 

she feels towards this knowing of the world. Both in Adorno and Heidegger then, we see a moral 

imperative that artworks, in probing truth and destabilizing fixed identities and concepts, do not 

aim at anarchy or relativism; instead they value freedom from the oppression of imposed theories 

and concepts. Artworks constantly push towards this freedom as they are propelled by principles 

of justice based on a concern and prioritization of the other.
22

  

 Part of Adorno‟s moral imperative grounding the artwork must be the event of the 

Holocaust. Adorno, whose father was an assimilated Jew living in Germany, was removed from 

his position at the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt in 1933 when Hitler assumed power 

and was then forced into an eleven-year exile in the United States (Huhn, 2004). Adorno‟s 

(1967) famous dictum that “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (p. 34) is based on his 

disillusionment with any claims that human civilization has progressed or that artworks have the 

power to make human beings morally better. Nazi Germany provided the prime example that 

within a culture immersed in high intellectual and artistic pursuits, the worst kind of barbaric acts 

could occur in the same breath. This explains why Adorno pushes for reflective and reflexive 

philosophizing rather than philosophy that aims towards totalizing and fixed theories. Adorno 

                                                 

22
 See Sartre (1948/2001) who discusses the moral imperative in literature which is essentially the freedom from 

oppression. 
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(1966/1973) states, “When men are forbidden to think, their thinking sanctions what simply 

exists” (p. 85) and here we are reminded of Hannah Arendt‟s description of Adolf Otto 

Eichmann, the man who had meticulously organized the mass deportation of Jews to the 

extermination camps during the Holocaust. Also writing in the 1960s, Arendt describes 

Eichmann as medium-sized, middle-aged with receding hair, ill-fitting teeth, and nearsighted 

eyes which led her to coin the phrase the “banality of evil”. Yet, what was truly banal about 

Eichmann was his inability to think or more specifically, “the total inability to look at anything 

or to think from the standpoint of somebody else” (Arendt, 1963/2003, p. 324).  

 The term “think” as used by Adorno and Arendt refers specifically to a kind of reflective 

and reflexive thinking in which the object or the other is prioritized over the subject. This forces 

the subject to think outside itself and through the lens of another. Like Adorno, Arendt suggests 

that this kind of thinking can be facilitated through literature. In her reflections on Eichmann‟s 

trial in Jerusalem, Arendt (1963/2003) references two occasions regarding Eichmann‟s apathy 

towards the literary. First, she notes that during the trial, Eichmann proudly proclaimed that he 

had read Adolf Bohm‟s History of Zionism which was a considerable achievement to him as he 

admitted to the court his reluctance to read anything except newspapers so that even his own 

father was distressed that Eichmann never read any books in the family library. Second, she 

describes how, while Eichmann was detained in Jerusalem, a police officer handed him the book 

Lolita for relaxation which he rejected and returned after two days. Perhaps the point of these 

examples is Arendt‟s implicit suggestion that Eichmann had so surrounded himself with Nazi 

propaganda that his lack of engagement with other forms of literature ensured his very insular 

worldview. 
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 Another similarity between Adorno and Arendt is their recognition of the dangers of 

totalitarianism. Referencing examples of imperialism, colonialism, anti-Semitism, Arendt (1968) 

shows how these different forms of totalitarianism aim towards a reification of thought through 

the use of propaganda designed to mold and remold the minds of the public as well as a 

reification of thought through stripping the human of its essence and imposing concepts and 

categories such as “Jew”, “Homosexual”, “Gypsy” etc. upon it. It is therefore not enough to 

prioritize object over subject or the other over the self since, even in this prioritization, it is 

necessary to return to the particular that the object calls for in order to break and disrupt imposed 

concepts. For Adorno, one powerful arena in which the particular can disrupt the universal is 

with regards to the sufferings of others. This is a category that cannot be universalized since 

suffering is an inherently personal and specific instance in history (Bernstein, 2006). More than 

historical or philosophical texts, literature, in its incompleteness and its provision of specific 

examples, offers a powerful space for reflections on suffering. Paradoxically, these particular 

instances continually aim towards an understanding of the universal in terms of the human. Yet, 

implicit in this gesture is a recognition that the human can never be grasped since the moment a 

concept of the human is fixated, the particular must enter to release its hold. It is this negation of 

the particular disrupting the universal and the particular reaching towards a universal 

understanding of the human in all its diversity that represents this dynamic operation of the 

literary. 

 In summary, the goal of education for global citizenship encompassing spherical ways of 

seeing oriented towards understanding the human and defending human rights informed the 

development of a global orientation in literature education. This involved replacing a world-
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oriented paradigm concerning the world citizenship-collective taste-universal humanity 

conceptual relation with the global citizenship-empowerment-humanity of the universal and 

particular conceptual relation. The latter is the basis for a global orientation centered on a belief 

that the good of teaching literature is not so much that it facilitates students‟ moral contemplation 

of the Absolute or that it deepens his or her understanding of the universal human condition; 

rather, the good of teaching literature is in developing students‟ critical, ethical, reflective 

capacities so that they may have a deeper understanding of the human in both the universal and 

the particular. The particular can be observed at all levels of society down to the ordinary 

experiences of the everyman; it can also be observed in all aspects of political, cultural, and 

social living of the everyday. Finally, in the push towards understand the human through 

particular and specific realities, a more democratic and inclusive space is opened to embrace the 

everyone.  

4.5 Global-oriented Approaches to Teaching Literature 

 The new critics, together with British and German cultural theorists, contributed to a 

global orientation in literature education during the second later wave of globalization. Such an 

orientation is anchored on the interrelated conceptual association of global citizenship-

empowerment-humanity of the universal and particular. The last concept is especially important 

in stressing the need to understand the object as universally human and particular at the same 

time. However, as mentioned previously, since the object is always external to the subject, it is 

always that which is non-I and hence objectified through the imposition of concepts and 

categories. One of the main tasks of education informed by a global orientation is to then 

subjectivize the object, to turn the object into a subject or to turn the non-I into the I. Though this 
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is an impossibility, it is nevertheless a goal to be strived for. Using both historical examples from 

this period as well as more recent examples, I want to explore four approaches to teaching 

literature informed by a global orientation invested in subjectivizing the object. 

 The first approach addresses the concept of empowerment by aiming to equip students 

with discriminatory powers and with the capacity to produce cultural texts. This is achieved by 

forging a closer connection between the discipline of literary studies and the discipline 

media/cultural studies. This closer connection can occur in three main ways. The first way is to 

expand the scope of texts studied in the literature classroom to include media texts in a variety of 

modes such as words, image, and sound as well as in a variety of genres such as film, radio etc. 

Historically, this has been occurring since the post-War period when, in what Braj Kachru (1992) 

has described as the Inner Circle of English nations
23

 comprising countries such as Australia, 

Britain, Canada and the United States, film and media texts became increasingly incorporated 

into English classes in the 1960s and 1970s. The second way involves the incorporation of 

media/cultural studies‟ emphasis on active critical engagement in literary studies.24
 For example, 

this would involve replacing new criticism‟s passive close reading of literary texts (especially 

poetry) with semiotic criticism‟s active close reading of all forms of textualities. The latter 

centers on equipping students to recognize linguistic, visual, gestural, and other semiotic signs in 

                                                 

23
 Kachru (1992) has provided a useful socioloinguistic map of the global spread of English as an international 

language.  His map consists of three concentric circles in which the first is termed the Inner Circle referring to 

countries such as Britain and the United States with traditional cultural and linguistic histories of English. The 

second is termed the Outer Circle referring to countries such as India, Singapore where non native varieties of 

English are spoken in regions that have passed through extended periods of colonization. The third is termed the 

Expanding Circle which includes countries such as China, Japan where English is regarded as a foreign language. 

 
24

 See Buckingham (1992) for a historical distinction between literary studies and media/cultural studies. 
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all forms of texts.  At the same time, recognition is insufficient since students also need to be 

equipped to critically interpret the constructed nature of texts. They can do this by critically 

analyzing concepts of representation, stereotypes, and bias in texts. These concepts were 

traditionally associated with cultural studies in Canada and media studies in the United States 

from the 1950s and have increasingly been introduced into literary studies especially after the 

1970s as a result of numerous studies linking the mass media to violence such as the Surgeon 

General‟s Scientific Advisory on Television and Social Behavior.
25

 Despite their ties to 

media/cultural studies, educators have increasingly recognized their value to literature education 

in promoting active criticism. For example, teachers can facilitate students‟ analysis of a literary 

text‟s representation of a particular race, gender, or cultural group; they can encourage students 

to compare stereotypical representations in a literary text with the film version of this text; they 

can also draw students‟ attention to voices that are negated or absent in texts thereby revealing 

the text‟s inherent bias. Activities such as these encourage students not to be mere passive 

appreciators and consumers of texts; instead, equipped with the tools of semiotic criticism as 

well as critical concepts such as representation, stereotypes and bias that enable them to actively 

critique texts, students would be empowered to make discriminatory judgments about texts and 

to probe for the ideological bias underlying the text‟s construction. Finally, the third way is to 

incorporate media/cultural studies‟ production component into literary studies. In order to 

promote more active engagements with texts, instead of passive consumption of texts, literature 

                                                 

25
 As a reaction to studies about the dangers of the mass media, early courses in media/cultural studies were more 

reactionary in nature as observed in the way curriculum objectives emphasized terms such as “critical thinking” and 
“critical awareness” and were directed towards encouraging students to resist the influence of the media (Fedorov, 
2008). More recent approaches have adopted a less reactionary stance and have focused instead on the development 

of discriminatory sensibilities in students. 
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teachers have increasingly required students to produce original creative works such as a 

fictional work or a play script which are then counted as part of students‟ formal assessment.  

 The connection between literary studies and media/cultural studies contributes to 

empowering students with the capacity to critically formulate informed responses to texts as well 

as with capacity to act (write, speak, produce) in ways that can promote the subjectification of 

the object. However, one challenge is – how can the subject act for the object in ways that will 

not lead to a further objectification of the object? This leads to the next two approaches 

concerned with historicizing the object and de-representing the object which are based on the 

principle of understanding the object as universally human and particular at the same time. 

 The second approach involves historicizing of the object which occurs through 

negotiating the tension between the universal and the particular. To reach towards that which is 

fully human and fully particular in the object, one needs to begin by examining the object‟s 

historical relation to place. As Robert Livingston (2001) notes, globalization has resulted in an 

obsession with place as contingent in defining the individual‟s sense of identity so that place 

becomes reflective of a moral order. The question, therefore, is how can the object‟s location in a 

particular place be historicized and contextualized so that that it is no longer a singular site that 

defines the object‟s identity but multiple, overlapping sites? The continual displacement of 

singular place as attached to the identity of the object contributes to ever-expanding circles of 

understanding that which is fully human in the object. Take the example of the proliferation of 

the study of non-western national literatures in what Kachru (1992) describes as the Outer Circle 

of English nations, as opposed to the Inner Circle as mentioned earlier. These are nations that 

have undergone periods of western colonization such as India, Philippines, and Singapore so that 
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English is regarded as an official language even though their citizens are generally non native-

speakers of English. There have tended to be two responses towards English literature once 

formerly colonized nations gained independence. One response is to marginalize English 

literature by separating it from English language. In Singapore, the ruling People's Action Party, 

which came into power in 1959 following the withdrawal of the British, sought to institute a 

system of public education that would promote nationalism. At the same time, it remained 

cautious against prioritizing any of the vernacular languages given the multiracial mix of the 

nation. Thus, it instituted the policy of bilingualism that became compulsory for all students in 

1966. The policy stipulated that English was to be the first language of the country and students 

were to learn a second language in their mother tongue. Meanwhile, English literature was 

relegated a less significant position. Similarly, in India, English language was emphasized while 

English literature was marginalized following its independence from British rule in 1947. While 

the government had initially recommended that English be replaced with Hindi as the official 

language of the country in 1956, anti-Hindi riots resulted in a reversal of this policy. An Official 

Language (Amendment) Act passed in 1967 decreed that English would continue as an associate 

official language (Kapoor, 2008). The significant position of English in India may be observed in 

that it remains the privileged medium of instruction in colleges which also means that schools 

that provide English medium education are at an advantage over those that emphasize education 

through the medium of vernacular languages (Ramanathan, 2005).
26

  This polarization of English 

language and English literature demonstrates that English is no longer seen as a threatening 

colonial language but as a neutral language that bridges different racial and ethnic communities. 

                                                 

26
 See also Rajan‟s (1992) edited volume on the historical development of literary studies in India. 



158 

 

English is also perceived as the language of economic progress that provides access to the wealth 

and knowledge of the west. English literature, on the other hand, is viewed as problematic given 

its historical roots in Britain‟s civilizing mission of colonizing cultures. The consequence is that 

while English language is valued in formerly colonized countries, English literature is 

paradoxically de-valued. 

 Aside from the marginalization of English literature, a second response is to create new 

categories of literatures in English. I have mentioned the emergence of Singapore literature as a 

new category included for study in English literature courses in Singapore schools. Another 

example is the category of commonwealth literature that was introduced to school and university 

literature courses as a way of coming to terms with colonial history and its after-effects. On one 

hand, the emergence of commonwealth literature represented the act of the Empire writing back 

so that there was now a space in which the formerly colonized object could be historicized and 

understood in relation and in conversation with other formerly colonized objects in the 

commonwealth. The teaching of this new category of commonwealth literature also meant that a 

space would now be provided for the unique cultural and literary traditions of these nations to be 

re-imagined and re-articulated. However, the creation of counter-canons can problematically 

reemphasize the hegemony of the canon as an anchor to which the identity of counter-canons 

may be defined. As Ruth Vinz (2000) reminds us, the inclusion of other canons does not 

necessarily disrupt traditional western ideological interpretive practices; what may be more 

productive instead is to conceive of literary texts as not organized into discrete categories but as 

a spiderweb of stories in dialogue with other stories. Additionally, a category such as 

commonwealth literature conflates African, Australian, Canadian, Indian, West Indian etc. 
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writing as equally post-colonial and ignores the uneven relations of power between the 

metropolitan countries and less economically advanced counties (Niranjana, 1992). The point, 

however, is not to fully reject counter-canons since these provide spaces to articulate new 

historicized understandings of the other but to instead recognize the inherent tendencies towards 

replacing one universalizing scheme of identifying and naming otherness with other equally 

totalizing systems. It is therefore historicizing in its continuous tense as an ongoing process of 

contextualizing the object that is crucial. Thus, for example, in teaching commonwealth 

literature, one might draw attention to the category of Singapore literature; in teaching Singapore 

literature, one might draw attention to the category of Straits-Chinese literature which emerged 

during the colonial period of the early nineteenth century; within the category of Straits-Chinese 

literature, one might draw attention to modern literature of China up to the seventeenth century 

which subsequently informed the writings of the Straits-Chinese as they immigrated from China 

to Southeast Asia from the fifteenth century onwards or the category of early Malayan literature 

since many of the Straits-Chinese men intermarried with Malay women in the communities they 

settled in and so on. Essentially, the location of histories within histories is the ongoing process 

of understanding the object as constituted within a dynamic space of overlapping histories. 

Eventually, one comes to the point when nation and place disappear so that it is the notion of the 

human transcending histories and geographical spaces that becomes more and more visible.  

 The process of historicizing the object also points to a third approach which involves the 

conscious attempt to de-represent the object. Any attempt to represent and re-present the object 

is an attempt to fixate history and objectify a singular universalizing identity on the object which 

then necessitates a de-representation of the object by highlighting the particular which 
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destabilizes the grounds of the universal. As mentioned previously, tendencies towards a global 

orientation emerged during the second later wave of globalization. These tendencies became 

more fully realized towards the late twentieth century as the category of global literature 

emerged. In theorizing what the globalizing of literary studies involves, Rey Chow (2001) 

provides an insightful comment about Derrida‟s stereotyping of the Chinese language as an 

ideographic rather than a phonetic language. Citing scholars who discuss the common 

misreading of Chinese as an ideographic language, Chow argues that Derrida is complicit in 

circulating an oriental stereotype that is then used as a foundation for his arguments against 

logocentrism which he attributes to the west. Therefore, the paradox is that in attempting to 

deconstruct western systems of power, Derrida himself reverts to east and west essentialisms. 

What Chow (2001) argues for is the strategy of deconstructing stereotypes that must lie at the 

heart of globalizing literary studies. 

Although stereotypes are not necessarily visual in the physical sense, the act of 

stereotyping is always implicated by visuality by virtue of the fact that the other is 

imagined as and transformed into a (sur)face, a sheer exterior deprived of historical 

depth. (p. 73) 

 

The critical reading of stereotypes or, in other words, reading against representations, which 

Chow demonstrates in her text aims at something deeper which can only be located in a 

continuing process of historicizing. Here too, we observe how the terms “stereotype” and 

“representation” are part of the tool of ideological analysis imported from the discipline of 

media/cultural studies. De-representation or the breaking of stereotypes occurs through the 

provision of particular instances that challenge universalizing concepts and categories. This is 

what Shu-mei Shih (2004) describes as “the granting of universality to the exceptional 

particular” (p. 27).  She cites the example of Gao Xinjian who was awarded the Nobel Prize in 
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literature to the great indignation of the government and scholarly community in China that 

regarded Gao as an inauthentic representation of China since he wrote his major literary works in 

Chinese, while living in exile in France, which were then published in Taiwan. Gao is the 

exceptional particular that breaks the stereotypical notion of what it means to represent an 

authentic Chinese voice. Similarly in the teaching of literature, teachers can lead students to 

identify the exceptional particular, whether this may lie in specific characters or events depicted 

in the literary texts, and how this interrogates imposed universalisms.  

 Paradoxically, the ongoing process of pushing towards the exceptional particular results 

in a return to an as yet unknown universal – that which transcends space-time or history in 

characterizing the human. For example, if I say the object of my study x breaks the stereotypical 

concepts imposed on him or her, then I am also subscribing to the implication of difference as a 

fundamental aspect of humanity. This points to the fourth approach which is a consciousness of 

the global that teachers can highlight in the classroom. This can involve centering the study of 

literatures from around the world on an understanding of the human as opposed to citizenship; 

demystifying myths of globalization such as cultural homogenization by pointing out specific 

examples through literary texts where cultural diversity, community or individual uniqueness 

exist; and linking the literary text to contemporary real-world global concerns about the 

economy, environment, terrorism, disease, mass media etc. Global consciousness can also be 

facilitated by the strategy of encouraging spherical seeing through shifting frames of reference, 

as previously discussed. In a description of how literature is used to teach global education, a 

high school language arts teacher in Ohio describes how she began her class by getting students 

to think about the meaning of humanism and how humanists are concerned about the condition 
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of all human beings no matter where they live (Bender-Slack, 2002). Using this as a lens, she 

then had her students examine concepts underlying the United Nations‟ Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights comparing this to questions of ethics and human responsibility in literary texts 

such as Brave New World by Aldous Huxley and the poem “Hollow Men” by T. S. Eliot among 

others. In the next part of her lesson, students were asked to research about these same issues, 

particularly human rights violations, occurring in other countries. While the teacher reports that 

her students came away horrified at the kinds of violations going on and that this then 

demonstrated their sensitivity to the importance of respecting the rights of humans to be 

different, there is of course the danger that human rights can become another totalizing frame 

that students use to read other countries and cultures. However, what seems most helpful in this 

teacher‟s program is her intention to raise her students‟ consciousness of themselves as being 

global citizens before being American citizens. Having established this as a broad principle, she 

then had her class analyze questions of ethics and human rights in western literature followed by 

the literature of other countries. What would have been helpful following this is to encourage 

students to adopt shifting frames of reference. For example, she mentions how her students 

discussed police brutality in Mexico. What would happen if the literary and non-literary texts 

depicting violations of human rights in Mexico were placed in conversation with such texts 

focusing on human rights violations in Britain or the United States? How would a Mexican 

respond to questions of human rights in these countries? The point in such an exercise would be 

to get students to not just examine an issue from multiple perspectives but to shift from a subject 

to object analysis to an object to subject analysis. This means taking a serious commitment to 

both questions – what do I think of the other as well as what the other thinks of me.  
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 Another example involving the application of shifting frames of reference is the film 

Flags of our fathers directed by Clint Eastwood in 2006 which describes the capture of the 

Japanese island of Iwo Jima during the Second World War from the perspective of the American 

military. This movie was accompanied by a second one also directed by Eastwood entitled 

Letters from Iwo Jima which describes the war from the perspective of the Japanese army that 

defended the island. By releasing these two films together, Eastwood challenges audiences to 

interpret the war of Iwo Jima from both the perspective of the Americans and Japanese and to 

look at how each side interpreted the other. What occurs is that the “enemy” becomes humanized 

and subjectivized rather than an abstract category of evil. In some ways, Goethe in his world 

literature paradigm had promoted this way of studying literatures from around the world. That is, 

he believed that world literature should consist of reciprocal criticism among countries and he 

himself admitted to gaining new insights about his own work through reading reviews published 

in French journals (Strich, 1949). However, Goethe‟s exclusive concern with the opinions of 

Europe, particularly France, on German literature, meant that such an idea never truly acquired a 

global scope. A curriculum that pushes students to think about how other foreign nations, even 

those categorized as enemy nations, view their own as well as other dominant nations, promotes 

a broader consciousness of citizenship tied to the human rather than the nation-state.  

 In summary, what I have attempted to explore in this chapter is the question of how 

global-oriented approaches revolving around the conceptual association of global citizenship-

empowerment-humanity of the universal and particular can be applied to the teaching of 

literature. Here, I have suggested four approaches based on the principle of subjectivizing the 

object. Towards the late twentieth century, this principle has become even more significant 
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particularly given the intensification of globalization and the disintegration of the nation-state. 

The key challenge for literature education is to consider what new roles it needs to play in 

confronting the escalation of global forces aimed at objectifying the other to such extremes that 

the other becomes demonized and spiritualized as observed in polarizing tendencies of 

fundamentalist and anti-fundamentalist movements in the world today. How can approaches to 

teaching literature not be conceived from a solely materialist subject-object position but from a 

position that can also account for that which is in the realm of the extraterritorial and the 

extramaterial? 
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CHAPTER V 

COSMOPOLITAN-ORIENTED APPROACHES TO TEACHING LITERATURE 

 

5.1 A Scene of Teaching Concerning Philosophical/Religious Discussions in a Literature Class 

 The scene of contention occurs when Victor Frankenstein, the scientist and protagonist of 

Mary Shelley‟s famed novel is confronted by the monster he has created. The monster now 

demands that Victor creates a female companion. “Shall each man… find a wife for his bosom, 

and each beast have his mate, and I be alone?” the monster cries. Yet, Victor refuses to give in, 

his argument being that this would result in another demonic creature of his own making let 

loose upon the earth. A student stands up and asks his classmates to examine the moral reasoning 

behind Victor‟s argument. Citing various passages from the text, the student argues that Victor 

does not understand the monster‟s plight and constantly reverts to the logic of science. It is a 

moral argument based on scientific rationality rather than empathy for the monster‟s plight. After 

making his argument, the student sits down and another student now stands up to rebut him. 

“What we must understand,” the student states, “is that Victor has an obligation to society not to 

create such monsters.” He then points out the text‟s allusion to the part of the creation story 

where Eve tempts Adam to show how the female species has been associated with evil and the 

fall of man. This allusion is contained in Victor‟s fear of creating another female species since 

this may possibly contribute to a second original sin. The discussion continues for another half 

an hour.  

 The fifteen students in this grade ten class have been divided into two groups. The first 

half of the group is arranged in an inner circle while the second half is arranged in an outer 
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circle. Throughout the class, the teacher stands outside the circle and interjects only occasionally 

to remind the class of the objective of the lesson. This she has done at the beginning of the class 

by introducing students to the principles of Socratic questioning. The point is for students to raise 

good critical questions about the text by probing assumptions, questioning the evidence given by 

others, raising other questions from questions raised and so on. By focusing on questions, the 

teacher wants her students to approach this classical literary work not as an artifact to be 

passively appreciated; instead, she wants her students to actively question the construction of the 

text, particularly the way its philosophical and religious arguments are framed.  

 As students warm up to this culture of questioning the text and questioning the question, 

an exciting discussion takes place on the issue of the Creator‟s obligation to the larger society. 

One student argues that the Creator also has an obligation to acknowledge what he has created. 

Another student adds that by differentiating the Creator‟s obligation to his society from his 

obligation to his created being or monster, it assumes that the Creator is different from the 

monster when, in fact, both exhibit a similar degree of violence towards the other. This leads off 

to a tangent as students think about how God is different from and similar to a human being. 

What becomes clear is that by the end of this class on Gothic literature, students have not 

engaged in detail with areas typically associated with literary analysis – plot (an understanding of 

what the story is about), character (an analysis of the characters‟ relationships and motivations), 

style (devices that contribute to the aesthetics of the text), and author (the intentions of the 

writer). While these four areas continue to be given emphasis in high school literature 

assessments, it is not the focus of this literature class where the boundaries of engagements with 

literature and philosophy are blurred so that while students grapple with issues suggested by the 
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literary text, these become entry points for them to discuss sin (religion), moral rights and 

obligation (ethics), God and man (metaphysics), and the limits of science and knowledge 

(epistemology). At the end of the class, the teacher asks the outer circle to assess the quality of 

questions and responses provided by the inner circle. The rubric which she gives the outer circle 

to help them in their peer assessment is interestingly based on the distinction between dialogue 

and debate in which the emphasis is on the former rather than the latter. While a dialogue is 

collaborative and aims to provide multiple viewpoints on an issue, a debate is oppositional and 

aims at a singular viewpoint; while a dialogue calls for a suspension of one‟s belief and an open-

minded attitude, a debate calls for a full investment of one‟s belief and a close-minded attitude. 

The teacher assigns a specific student in the outer circle the task of assessing another student in 

the inner circle by providing qualitative rather than quantitative feedback on the extent to which 

a student‟s response and questions promote dialogue, probe assumptions, extend perspectives, 

and foster an openness towards further philosophical exploration. 

 The above was a lesson I observed as part of my research in the spring of 2011 at a top-

performing high school in Singapore. It provides an example of cosmopolitan-oriented 

approaches to teaching literature which involve first, the use of the literary text as an entry point 

to ethical, philosophical, and religious discussions about the relationship among human beings, 

their world, and their universe, and second, the teacher‟s adoption of the distanced stance of a 

facilitator as opposed to approaches predominant in the late eighteenth century in which the 

teacher was the main source students turned to for an explication of the text. More contemporary 

approaches encourage students to formulate their own arguments about issues raised in the text 

and the notion of the literary text as a self-enclosed entity to be appreciated for its own sake is 
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replaced with the notion of the literary text as a polysemous entity containing multiple meanings. 

Thus, interpretation should privilege ambiguity and any suggestion of closure or fixing of 

meaning is to be regarded with skepticism and deconstructed in order to expose the text‟s 

ideological operations.  

 Historically, one of the factors contributing to a cosmopolitan-oriented approach to 

teaching literature was the introduction of literary theory in the universities which provided the 

platform for students to grapple with philosophical/religious questions. In the United States, this 

occurred from the 1970s when literature departments introduced Derrida and Foucault among 

others and established the sub-discipline of “literary theory”. Literature professors began to 

introduce philosophical readings alongside literary texts and students began writing theses and 

dissertations on philosophical topics (Bernheimer, 1995; Rorty, 2006). As literary theory became 

more pervasive in the universities, schools were also pressured to move away from text-centered 

approaches that paid over-attention to the formal properties of the text at the expense of its 

underlying humanistic, philosophical, and existential concerns. For example, in 1983, deans of 

twelve Pennsylvania Colleges issued a statement entitled “What We Expect” to policymakers 

and school administrators in which they made clear the sort of training they wished their 

incoming freshmen to have in various courses including literature. One of their key points was 

that “Literature must be studied in the contexts of personal experience, history, philosophy, 

psychology, economics, sociology, religion and ethics, the natural sciences, and the arts” 

(Gruenberg, 1986, p. 31). As literature teachers grew increasingly dissatisfied with new 
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criticism,
27

 a range of influential scholarly articles emerged in the 1970s and 1980s advocating 

post-structuralist criticism, particularly reader-response criticism. David Bleich (1975) made the 

case for including subjective-experience in interpretation so that interpretation would not be 

limited to the aesthetic features of the text but could also include discussions about the text‟s 

philosophical concerns. Robert Probst (1981) advocated the use of reader-response in the 

teaching of literature in schools to promote a culture of questioning in the classroom, to 

encourage students‟ self-examination and self-reflection, and to promote deeper explorations of 

the historical and cultural concerns in the text. Similarly, in an edited collection of articles, Alan 

Purves (1972) argued that reader-response‟s student-centered approach provides democratic 

spaces for philosophical discussions about human nature raised in the text. Such philosophical 

discussions, according to George Hillocks and Larry Ludlow (1984), represent higher order 

forms of literary interpretation. Based in part on an observation of secondary students‟ response 

to fiction, Hillocks and Ludlow devised a taxonomy of skills that teachers could develop through 

questions posed to students. While lower levels of the taxonomy involved questions focusing on 

textual details or character analysis, higher levels involved questions focusing on more abstract 

analysis such as “author generalization” questions that require students to engage with the 

author‟s philosophical concerns about the nature of the human condition.  

 Even though post-structuralist movements influenced more student-centered and dialogic 

literature teaching practices, its impact in schools was more evident in terms of literature 

                                                 

27
 See John Clifford‟s (1979) description of how, as a high school literature teacher in the 1960s, he became 

disillusioned with new criticism and began to adopt reader-response centered approaches in his classroom. See also 

Charles Duke‟s (1977) argument about the necessity of students‟ direct involvement in the reading process as 

opposed to “divorced reading”. 
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pedagogy. Meanwhile, a bulk of literature teachers remained unaware of developments in literary 

theory occurring in the universities. In the early 1990s, a nation-wide survey of schools with 

reputations for excellent literature programs in the United States revealed that 72% of the 

teachers reported little or no familiarity with literary theory (Applebee, 1993). Despite this, 

various scholars have been promoting more rigorous engagements with theory. For example, 

Kathleen McCormick (1994) argues that reader-oriented pedagogy that was popularized in 

schools in the 1970s and 1980s was ironically text-centered and failed to include political and 

ideological criticism of both the position of the reader and the production of the text. The 

importance of literature education in grappling with theories (such as post-structuralism, 

postmodernism, feminism) is also a point advanced by Deborah Appleman (2009) who argues 

that this is necessary in order to provide a repertoire of critical ways of seeing and interpreting 

the world. She bases her arguments on key events such as September 11, the war in Iraq, and the 

Columbine shootings that occurred at the turn of the twenty-first century; these demonstrate that 

more than ever, we are living in an increasingly ideological world where the need to develop 

philosophical reflective capacities in students is all the more pertinent. 

 In this chapter, I demonstrate how such capacities can be cultivated through 

cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to teaching literature. My aim is to characterize this paradigm 

through the following interrelated conceptual association – cosmopolitan citizenship-responsible 

engagement-alterity. I proceed by discussing how global movements in the late twentieth century 

gave rise to issues related to extraterritoriality in international politics and how this shaped the 

ethos of education for cosmopolitan citizenship. Following this, I explore how two important 

movements in literature education – reader response and critical literacy – were precursors to a 
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cosmopolitan orientation in their push for responsible as opposed to active and passive 

engagement in literature education. Next, I examine the return to ethics and religion in the work 

of Emmanuel Levinas who contributed significantly to an ethical philosophy for literature 

education. I conclude this chapter with a synthesis of these different perspectives and discuss the 

implications for literature teaching informed by a cosmopolitan orientation. 

5.2 The Concept of Cosmopolitan Citizenship in the Third Wave of Globalization 

The Rise of Global Mobility 

 The 1970s and 1980s witnessed massive global movements towards democracy so that in 

more than thirty countries in Asia, Europe, and Latin America, democratic systems replaced 

authoritarian regimes. Huntington (1991) terms this the third wave of democracy and describes 

key changes that occurred during this period. In Europe, military-led dictatorships in Greece, 

Portugal, and Spain were replaced with a civilian government. This also occurred in Argentina, 

Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru among others. The period also witnessed the final phase of European 

colonization which saw the emergence of newly independent countries with some degree of 

democracy in parts of Africa (e.g. Algeria and Senegal) and the Middle East (e.g. Egypt and 

Jordan). Most importantly, by the end of the 1980s, the communist system collapsed and 

countries such as Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Romania, and the Soviet Union 

embraced democracy. Even post-Mao China, though still a communism country, recognized the 

backwardness of socialist policies and from 1972, introduced various reforms that resulted in the 

creation of democratic spaces within authoritarian rule. Examples of these spaces are the Special 

Economic Zones (SEZs) in cities such as Shenzhen and Xiamen as well as Special 

Administrative Regions (SARs) such as Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. Aihwa Ong (2006) 
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describes how these spaces represent exceptions to political rule in China so that SEZs are 

marketed as open cities with little bureaucratic rules designed to attract overseas investors who 

enjoy a high degree of autonomy while SARSs, many of which operate on democratic systems, 

possess their own independent political institutions and judiciaries.  

 By 1989, these massive movements led political theorist Francis Fukuyama to famously 

proclaim the end of history. Fukuyama (2006) is not claiming that the world or history can no 

longer progress or improve. What he is arguing for is essentially the end of history as the end of 

ideological wars since the crisis of communism has signaled clearly that liberal democracy is the 

most valid ideological system because it accords recognition in the form of individual freedom 

(liberty) and popular sovereignty (democracy).
28

 Essentially, the dominance of liberal democracy 

created a climate favorable to global interchange and exchanges. By the 1980s, concepts such as 

global, globality, globalism, globalization dominated intellectual discourse and though most 

scholars acknowledge that globalization is not a singular condition but a multilayered, 

overlapping, fluid phenomenon lacking in any precise definition or unified theory (Held, 

McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 1999; O'Byrne, 2003), the one commonality has to do with 

globalization‟s innate mobility and this can be observed in its three sub-phenomena – economic, 

technological, and cultural globalization.   

                                                 

28
 Various scholars have criticized Fukuyama for linking history with progress and modernity. Bruno Latour (1993) 

argues that modernity is based on Enlightenment distinctions among nature, society and God and calls for non-

modern thinking. By beginning with the premise that we have never been modern, that modernity has never begun, 

one is able to re-read history and get out of the trap of thinking about history as progressive or as even coming to a 

culminating point as Fukuyama argues. Like Latour, Albrow (1997) cautions against perceiving history as coming to 

an end since this implicitly subscribes to a grand narrative of a progressive account of modernity. He argues that 

history should be seen as a series of transformative epochal shifts in which the aggregate of global political events 

leads to overt social and cultural changes such as the Renaissance. The global would therefore be the dominant 

epoch of the present. 
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 Theories of economic globalization subscribe to the view that capital is the primary 

driver of globalization since it is propelled by the need to expand surplus or profits thereby 

leading to the constant search for new markets. With the spread and dominance of neo-liberalism 

since the 1980s which involve minimal state involvement and subscription to a belief that 

unconstrained market forces will provide the greatest benefits to society, the late twentieth 

century has been described as the highest and most advanced stage of capitalist imperialism 

(Berberoglu, 2003; Scholte, 2005). Neo-liberalism facilitates the mobility of capital as well as 

the production and distribution of goods and services as companies increasingly tend to locate 

factories where labor costs are lower. Mobility is also precipitated by the rise of a transnational 

capitalist class that moves flexibly wherever regional offices are established and their essential 

lack of allegiance serves to erode the authority of the nation-state (Tabb, 2009).  

 Theories of economic globalization often converge with theories of technological 

globalization as observed in the conjoining of these two forces in terms such as the “digital 

economy” and “techno-capitalism” (Kellner, 2002). During this third wave of globalization, 

knowledge has overtaken labor as the most important form of global capital in industrialized 

nations so that these nations are best described as operating on a “knowledge economy” fueled 

by “knowledge capitalism”. These terms originate from various policy documents by the OECD 

and World Bank in the 1990s
29

 that describe the strong dependence on production, distribution, 

and use of knowledge in industrialized “post-Fordist” nations which privilege market flexibility, 

competition, and innovation particularly in technology (Brown & Lauder, 1996). At the same 

time, the spread of knowledge points to the increasing mobility of information as it is exchanged 

                                                 

29
 See OECD (1996, 2001) and World Bank (2003). 
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in cyberspace where time and place have become immaterial. Mobility of information and the 

rise of a networked society also serve as push-factors for technological innovation which is 

crucial in maintaining efficiency so that information may be transacted quickly, securely, and in 

an unhindered manner (Kellner, 2002). 

 As a result of economic and technological mobility, a third sub-phenomenon of 

globalization has emerged – that of cultural globalization. Cultural globalization describes the 

exchange of knowledge, capital, and products or services among people and groups around the 

world. Such exchanges are dependent on physical mobility whether this takes the form of 

tourists, internet users, or even diasporic communities and asylum seekers. The result is a kind of 

trans-planetary connectivity involving the creation of a transnational or global imagination as a 

result of these real or virtual exchanges (Scholte, 2005). 

Extraterritorial Actors and Spaces 

 By this time, it may be over-stating the obvious point that the consequence of mobility 

inherent in economic, technological, and cultural globalization is the erosion of the authority of 

the nation-state in managing its citizens. More than any other period in history, the imagined 

identities of individuals and communities can no longer be solely defined by the nation-state 

since the authority once conferred upon it has been increasingly dispersed to various actors 

occupying what can be described as extraterritorial spaces. The extraterritorial is the space where 

power is wielded by actors that are not tied to any physical sovereign territory and this can be 

observed at many different levels. On a more overt level, extraterritorial political actors include 

Inter-Governmental Organizations (IGOs). In addition to the United Nations, discussed in the 

previous chapter, the period from the late 1960s onwards saw the formation of new IGOs, such 
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as the OECD. Many of these were inter-regional in nature such as the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN), the African Union, and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 

(APEC). Previously formed IGOs also expanded as observed in the doubling of membership in 

the European Union in 1970s from its original six to a total of twenty-seven members at present. 

Other examples include Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) such as Amnesty 

International founded in 1961 to defend human rights and Greenpeace founded in 1971 to 

address global environmental concerns. These extraterritorial actors play a significant role in the 

creation of multilayered systems of governance occurring at the global and regional levels where 

policies, agreements, and treatises affect political and economic practices at the level of the 

nation-state compromising on its sovereignty as a result. 

 On a more quasi-overt level, extraterritorial actors that have become increasingly 

influential are multinational corporations (MNCs) and transnational corporations (TNCs). The 

1970s saw the rise of predominantly American, European, and Japanese corporations particularly 

in the manufacturing industries. Masao Miyoshi (1993) notes a subtle difference between MNCs 

and TNCs. The degree of mobility is more evident in the case of TNCs as compared to MNCs. 

Whereas TNCs are not tied to any nation-state, MNCs continue to retain their headquarters in a 

home nation. However, both MNCs and TNCs are similar in that their offices are spread across 

the world which enables them to oversee the marketing, distribution, and management of 

products. The quasi-overt nature of these corporations lies in the fact that they employ post-

Fordist methods of production that allow factories to be set up in countries where labor costs are 

low and where there are less political and economic barriers (Miyoshi, 1993). This means that 

parts of the products are oftentimes assembled from different parts of the world so that they can 
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no longer be tied to a single country of origin and aspects of the manufacturing process may even 

be outsourced to local private companies so that in the end, the consumer is unaware of the vast 

networks of corporate relations underlying each product. Their identification of the product 

becomes tied superficially to the company‟s brand rather than to any physical territory. At the 

same time, these corporations, particularly TNCs, have sufficient economic and political clout to 

influence governments to compromise on the territorial sovereignty of nation-states. One 

example can be observed in the United States‟ relations with Afghanistan whose location in the 

Central Asian region offers a strategic site for transnational corporations to tap into the vast oil 

and gas reserves in the area. In 1996, when the Taliban came into power in Afghanistan, the 

United States government supported it in order to secure an oil pipeline for the American 

transnational corporation UNOCAL that would cut across Afghanistan and Pakistan (Stabile & 

Kumar, 2005). Thus, it remained silent when the Taliban began its oppressive assault on the 

Afghan people particularly its women. Following the September 11 attacks, the United States 

invaded Afghanistan in 2001 with the rationale of dismantling the terrorist organization, Al 

Qaeda. However, various critics have again pointed to the development of a Trans-Afghanistan 

oil and gas pipeline as a significant incentive behind the intervention especially since, shortly 

after the invasion, an agreement was signed with the Afghan government to commence the 

construction of this pipeline (Berberoglu, 2003).  

 Aside from overt and quasi-overt levels, extraterritorial spaces can also operate on a 

covert level. This is particularly evident in relation to two problems associated with the 

intensification of global mobility in the late twentieth century – migration and terrorism. 

Globalization has led to extreme categories of classes with the transnational elite class on one 
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end and the transnational refugee on the other. Unlike the former, the latter category is 

comprised of individuals driven out of their nation-states by force as a result of war, poverty, 

lack of employment or individuals who have left their nation-state in the hope of a better life. 

Technological and cultural globalizations have especially facilitated the movements of refugees 

not only by making travelling easier but also by initiating a “migration of dreams” (Nassar, 2010, 

p. 14) that occurs when the mass media projects images of the good life of those living in 

prosperous, economically advanced nations. As a result of such exposure, individuals from less 

advanced nations begin to imagine what it would be like to live in these other nations. In other 

words, before migration becomes a reality, it must first occur in the imagination. At the same 

time, increasing numbers of mobile migrants have also led to another global extremity. On one 

hand, globalization has led to the liberalization of borders particularly in relation to the lowering 

of barriers to free-trade; on the other hand, globalization has also led to the erection and 

increasing surveillance of physical borders resulting in the insulation of nation-states from the 

influx of immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. Wendy Brown (2010) provides an 

interesting study of the recent phenomenon of walling as a result of global interconnectedness. 

The examples are numerous and include the construction of a US-Mexico border to curb the flow 

of drugs and immigrants; the security fence in Israel constructed along the West Bank to keep 

Palestinians away; barriers erected in India to deter refugees from Pakistan, Burma, and 

Bangladesh; electric fences constructed in Botswana along its border with Zimbabwe; walls 

between Egypt and Gaza, Saudi Arabia and Yemen, Brazil and Paraguay, Kuwait and Iraq 

among others. One senses that borders and the walling of nation-states have almost become the 

political paranoia of the twenty-first century. As Brown (2010) observes, the paradox of walling 
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is that states claim to promote a free and open society on one hand but argue that this can only 

occur by insulating society from negative outside influences. Further, even as the state‟s 

authority is being eroded by external global forces, states continue to persist in retaining some 

form of authority by attempting to convince their citizens that they can still protect them from the 

potential invasion and pollution of the “other”. This argument is premised on the notion of the 

state as the divine protector versus the corrupting other as a demonized figure. 

 Increasingly in the late twentieth century, states have also turned to extraterritorial spaces 

that function as borders. One example is Christmas Island, located between Indonesia and 

Australia, which houses the Australian Immigration Reception and Processing Center. 

Individuals, particularly from parts of Asia seeking asylum to Australia, are sent to this center for 

“processing”. What is interesting is that Christmas Island is technically on Australian soil but is 

considered an administered territory that has no state government. It also falls outside Australia‟s 

migration zone which essentially means that the government does not have to adhere to any 

international legal obligations concerning claims to asylum. Asylum seekers who are sent to this 

island are detained in conditions with prison-like characteristics and denied any rights as well as 

prevented from accessing any legal or health services (Amnesty International, 2009). On one 

hand, this gives the state flexibility in dealing with immigrants as well as relieves it from 

responsibility. At the same time, while the state continues to display its protective policing 

function, it ironically projects a dilution of this authority. This is evident in recent trends in 

which detention facilities, once the jurisdiction of the state, are increasingly outsourced to private 

companies. At present, detention facilities and services have reaped huge profits for these 

companies which have turned into multinational industries. One problem is that these companies, 
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in their attempts to be cost-efficient, have resorted to providing only basic services to detainees 

and, in worst cases, have attempted to keep detainees for longer periods (Bacon, 2005).   

 Like Christmas Island, Guantánamo Bay is another example of an extraterritorial space. It 

is more controversial because while Christmas Island functions to address the problem of 

migration, Guantánamo functions to address the problem of terrorism. Since 2002, Guantánamo 

has been used as a camp in which Taliban and alleged Al Qaeda members are imprisoned and 

interrogated. What is interesting is that Guantánamo Bay is technically on Cuban soil and falls 

under Cuban sovereignty. At the same time, the bay falls under the control of the United States. 

Historically, since 1903, the bay was occupied by United States‟ military following its victory in 

the Spanish-American war. Under a contractual agreement, Cuba agreed to lease the bay to the 

United States which held the right to withhold consent to terminating the agreement; this 

occurred when Cuba informed the United States that it wanted to end its contractual obligations. 

Since then, Cuba has considered the United States‟ occupation of Guantánamo as illegal (de 

Zayas, 2003). To the United States, however, Guantánamo provides a strategic extra-judicial, 

extraterritorial location because though it is on Cuban soil, Cuban law does not apply. Also, 

though the United States has territorial control of the Bay, American law does not apply because 

Cuba technically has sovereignty over the whole island (Kaplan, 2005). In short, Guantánamo 

represents a place where law is suspended, where prisoners are denied any rights or any legal 

representation, and where the United States government is not obligated by state or international 

law to observe regulations prohibiting the inhumane treatment and torture of the prisoners. 

 The stateless refugee or asylum seeker finding himself or herself in places like Christmas 

Island and the terrorist confined to detainment camps such as Guantánamo Bay have little 



180 

 

recourse but to appeal to human rights which represent a form of extraterritorial law transcending 

particular nation-state laws and agreed upon at the international level. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, human rights came to the foreground following the end of the Second World 

War. During the latter part of the twentieth century however, human rights has been increasingly 

problematized. One question concerns how human rights can be implemented in practical terms 

in extraterritorial spaces where individuals have no legal rights of representation and it is not 

clear which legitimate body can adequately represent the stateless subject. Another question 

concerns a more powerful extraterritorial force that more potently threatens to override the 

extraterritorial laws of human rights.  This concerns religion and a good example may be 

observed when, following the September 11 attacks, international law and human rights were 

disregarded in favor of militarism. When, in 2009, president Obama ordered the closure of the 

detention camp following international criticisms of the military‟s abusive and degrading 

treatment of prisoners, this plan was obstructed notably by Republicans who argued that it would 

lead to the release of dangerous prisoners and would mean having these prisoners transferred for 

trial on United States‟ soil (Yasui, 2011). Within this paranoia, one can discern the repeated 

theme of the state acting as a theological force bent on keeping the “other” outside its territorial 

boundaries. Such a move is reiterated by political rhetoric such as the “War on terror” framed 

within a logic of good versus evil, us versus the enemy. Within this logic, revenge and torture are 

permissible since the enemy can be dehumanized and depicted as belonging to the “axis of evil”, 

a term used by former American president George Bush to describe countries involved in 

developing weapons of mass destruction and funding terrorist groups. Bush classified Iran, Iraq, 

and North Korea as belonging to this category; this list later extended to include Cuba, Syria, 
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Libya, and Sudan. Even the term “terrorist” itself connotes a moral connotation linked with 

religious fanaticism, irrationality, and violence (Nassar, 2010). In the United States especially, 

the focus on terrorism has been primarily centered on Islamic groups. Yet, the lines between the 

west and Islamist terrorists can oftentimes be blurred so that both sides often engage similar 

methods. On one hand, Islamist terrorists, while decrying the harmful effects of western 

capitalism, have themselves utilized sophisticated methods of technology to achieve their ends 

(Pasha, 2004) such as in 2008 when terrorists who attacked Mumbai utilized GPS navigation 

devices, satellite telephones, and social networking. On the other hand, the west, particularly the 

United States, while accusing terrorist groups of barbarism and irrationality, have themselves 

utilized methods of terrorism. This includes the adoption of a similar logic of vengeance through 

violence (such as Bush‟s vow to retaliate by attacking countries that supported terrorists who 

conducted the September 11 attacks), roguish behavior that contravenes international laws and 

codes (such as the United States‟ decision to invade Iraq despite opposition from a majority of 

members-states such as China, France, Germany, and Russia in the United Nations Security  

Council)
30

, the deliberate killings of civilians in Iraq and Afghanistan
31

, and the use of torture 

and rape on suspected terrorists detained in Abu Ghraib and other prison camps. Underlying both 

the language and methods of terrorists and their accusers is therefore the oldest and most 

powerful extraterritorial force – religion. This is a force that has a more significant global 

influence than transnational governments, organizations, and corporations; it also has more 

                                                 

30
 The former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan described the United States led invasion of Iraq as an 

illegal act that contravened the UN charter (“Iraq war illegal, says Annan”, 2004).  
 
31

 Video footages released by Wikileaks have provided evidence of the deliberate killing on unarmed civilians by 

United States‟ military in Iraq. See Thompson (2010). 
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powerful pragmatic implications compared to human rights as religion is capable of fuelling 

individuals and communities in diverse places to participate in holy wars, crusades, and jihads to 

the contravention of international laws and basic rights of humanity.  

 While religion had been relegated to the private sphere from the sixteenth century with 

the emergence of a modern and secular age (Taylor, 2007), the late twentieth century has 

witnessed renewed calls for more serious engagements with religion and ethics in discourses 

occurring in the public sphere given the rise of fundamentalism and terrorism. Various scholars 

have called for a “return of the sacred” in the social sciences (Ebaugh, 2002), “a return to 

religion” in philosophy (Derrida & Vattimo, 1996), a “return to ethics” (Butler, 2000), a 

consideration of real and imaginary ethics (Eagleton, 2009), as well as a re-emphasis on 

“cosmopolitan ethics” (Walkowitz, 2009). It is this last category that is especially interesting 

because, as I will demonstrate, cosmopolitanism at its heart grapples with issues of 

extraterritoriality concerning displaced subjects as well as religious resurgence. 

Education for Cosmopolitan Citizenship 

 Since the 1990s, cosmopolitanism has become a buzzword in fields such as cultural 

anthropology, education, international relations, philosophy, and political science. Here, I want 

to focus specifically on cosmopolitanism‟s relation to extraterritoriality and its implications for 

education. Historically, aspects of cosmopolitanism may be located as far back as the Hindu 

Upanishads, Confucius‟ Analects, and the Socratic dialogues (Hansen, 2011). The term itself 

emerged with Diogenes the Cynic (404-323 B.C.) who set up his home in the marketplace to 

demonstrate his rejection of material comfort (Nussbaum, 1997). Diogenes primarily proclaimed 

his affinity with humanity and thus rejected the status of a politēs, a citizen, in favor of a 
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kosmopolitēs, a citizen of the cosmos or universe (Heater, 2002). The stoic philosophers later 

integrated Diogenes‟ cosmopolitan concept into their own worldview in which human beings, 

the material world, and cosmic nature were regarded as one. Thus, they conceived citizenship as 

being tied to the cosmos rather than the material world or the state which meant that whether one 

was an emperor or a slave, one was a citizen of a universal city governed by divine laws of 

nature (Brown, 1992). Although it is common for contemporary scholars to translate 

kosmopolitēs as citizen of the world, the idea of kosmopolitēs envisioned by the stoics as citizen 

of the cosmos or universe connotes both a material and transcendental quality to the notion of 

cosmopolitanism. If, as I will proceed to argue, cosmopolitanism is an orientation grounded on 

extraterritorial aspirations, then this latter definition may be more appropriate. To understand 

why, I will elaborate on the connection between cosmopolitan orientation and extraterritorial 

aspirations. 

 Cosmopolitanism is a complex term that may be manifested in political, cultural, and 

economic projects. One commonality underlying these different articulations is the view of 

cosmopolitanism as a perspective that is invested in the other. That is, it recognizes one‟s 

affiliation to a community or nation while at the same time, it demonstrates commitment towards 

the notion of a common humanity transcending territorial boundaries (Lu, 2000). Broadly, 

various scholars have described cosmopolitanism as an attitude demonstrated by a willingness to 

engage the other (Mehta, 2000), an orientation that allows one to learn from rather than merely 

tolerate the other (Hansen, 2011), a normative response to the excesses of globalization (Cheah, 

2006), an existential orientation concerning being in the world (Tagore S., 2008), a movement 

towards re-attachment, multiple attachments or attachment at a distance (Robbins, 1998), and a 
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sensitivity towards empathizing with others (Nussbaum, 1997). The terms attitude, response, 

movement, and sensitivity may be encapsulated under the broad category of orientation since 

what these terms share is the sense in which one is directed and turned towards the other. Such 

an orientation addresses the question of how one can best relate to others different from oneself. 

 A cosmopolitan orientation is anchored on extraterritorial aspirations even though one 

may be a “cosmopolitan patriot” or “rooted cosmopolitan” attached to one‟s home while being 

open to other cultures (Appiah, 1998, p. 91). It is also this connection between cosmopolitanism 

and extraterritoriality that has allowed some theorists to draw on the connection between 

cosmopolitanism and capital which, by its extramaterial nature, is inherently extraterritorial. The 

cosmopolitan nature of capital was elaborated by Marx and Engels (1848/2006) who argue that 

“the bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cosmopolitan character 

to production and consumption in every country” (p. 45). The bourgeoisie in contemporary terms 

is the elite cosmopolitan who traverses the globe, exhibits worldly sophistication, forges global 

networks for the purposes of trade and profit-making, and may even have superficial material 

expertise of other cultures. Variations of cosmopolitan citizenship in the form of multiple 

citizenship (Heater, 2004) or flexible citizenship (Ong, 1999) promote the view of globally 

mobile transnational citizens which runs the risk of aligning itself with goals that support global 

corporate elitism (Calhoun, 2002). Other theorizations of cosmopolitanism focus on providing a 

more hybrid and complex picture concerning individuals‟ engagements at the material level of 

culture. Here, the connection between cosmopolitanism and extraterritoriality has to do with the 

movement between one‟s familiar social territory of the community or nation and the broader, 

more abstract extraterritorial space of the universe or cosmos. This movement implies first that 
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differences, rather than uniformity within one‟s familiar territory, are privileged. Unlike an older 

form of cosmopolitanism that emerged in the eighteenth century, otherwise known as 

universalism, which proposed the formation of a uniform enlightened culture while minimizing 

differences between cultures and nations, contemporary theorizations of cosmopolitanism tend to 

appreciate the distinctiveness of local communal and national traditions (Williams, 2007). For 

example, rather than advocate the end of the nation in favor of world government, some scholars 

argue that cosmopolitanism cannot be antithetical to the nation since the nation has been the site 

for shared historical experiences and distinctive cultural expressions of collective history 

(Robotham, 2005). While affirming cultural expressions within the territory of the local and 

familiar, a second movement occurs in relation to the extraterritorial universe. Here, 

extraterritoriality involves an abstract commitment to the human race as a whole. This involves a 

kind of planetary vision akin to the moment when one is looking at earth from a space shuttle; 

one then begins to get a sense of earth as situated within the larger universe and of people as 

essentially human beings inhabiting the earth. At this level, questions such as why do I exist, 

who created the universe, what occurs after death all contain a metaphysical quality. If a 

cosmopolitan orientation concerns the question of how one can relate to others different from 

oneself, then at a deeper level, it must also engage with different cosmological belief systems 

inscribed within such questions. 

Cosmopolitan Orientation as Four-Dimensional Seeing 

 The movement between territorial familiarity and extraterritoriality implies the 

coexistence between affinity to the local and affiliation to the human race as a whole (Scheffler, 

1999; Williams, 2007). This is a dynamic movement that is aspirational in its aims to balance 
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between what David Hansen (2011) terms a “reflective openness to the new with reflective 

loyalty to the known” (p. 1) where I have argued that reflective openness must necessarily 

engage with material cultures as well as extraterritorial cosmological questions. What this 

suggests is that a cosmopolitan-oriented perspective can be conceived as a four-dimensional way 

of seeing the world where the cosmos represents the fourth dimension. In previous chapters, I 

have described how world-oriented seeing is akin to two-dimensional mapping such as when a 

map is flattened on a wall and countries are categorized by boundary divisions. I then use the 

metaphor of three-dimensional spherical seeing to describe a global-oriented perspective in 

which the world is perceived as a whole and, like a sphere which turns, the point of reference 

constantly changes. What connects world- and global-oriented perspectives is the emphasis on 

materiality which refers to human inhabitation within the space of material earth. This parallels 

Heidegger‟s (1927/1962) notion of being-in-the-world in which “Dasein [being] itself is „spatial‟ 

with regard to its Being-in-the-world” (104: p. 138). In other words, these are ontological 

perspectives concerned with how being is bound up with the intelligibility of the world
32

 and 

how being‟s dwelling in the space of the earth enables it to form connections with other beings 

and entities (such as nature) encountered within this space. What distinguishes a cosmopolitan-

oriented perspective from these two perspectives is that though such a perspective grapples with 

the materiality of the earth, it contains a fourth dimension concerning that which is extramaterial, 

extraterritorial, and in the domain of the cosmological. This idea of the fourth dimension has 

been of great interest in fields of cultural studies, mathematics, mysticism, religion, and science. 

In physics, the idea of a four-dimensional reality came to light in 1920 from Albert Einstein‟s 
                                                 

32
 See Dreyfus‟ (1991) discussion of spatiality as a function of being‟s existential concern in the world. 
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work on relativity in which time as the fourth dimension is no longer separate from the three 

dimensions of space (Hawking & Mlodinow, 2010). In theology, the fourth dimension is the 

extraterrestrial realm involving heaven, hell, angels, demons, God, and Satan. In science fiction, 

questions about the fourth dimension were posed in a nineteenth century satirical novel about 

Victorian society entitled Flatland by Edwin Abbott (1884/1983). The narrator of the story is a 

square who lives in Flatland with other two-dimensional geometric lines and shapes. In the story, 

the square tries to convince his people of the existence of a third dimension. Later on, he is 

visited by a three-dimensional sphere who introduces him to the world of spaceland whereupon 

the square begins to imagine the existence of a fourth dimension. To live in such a world, one 

would have to be a hyper-being equipped with god-like qualities of omnipresence, omniscience, 

and with the power to move through two and three-dimensional spaces as well as the power to 

move back and forth through time (Pickover, 1999).  

 Across a wide range of fields, the fourth dimension has been variously imagined and 

theorized and while all this seems speculative, education for cosmopolitan citizenship can aspire 

towards four-dimensionality in three main ways. The first way is to emphasize inter-spatial 

engagements particularly in relation to identity and disciplinary knowledge. Teachers can begin 

by familiarizing students with their own traditions and culture while encouraging a de-spatalizing 

education in which notions of nation and culture as bounded and homogenous concepts tied to 

space are problematized. This can then lead to a non-spatalizing education where the emphasis is 

on having students recognize themselves as interrelated beings affiliated not just to the territorial 

space of nation and community but to the human race as a whole. Inter-spatiality can also occur 

as educators facilitate interdisciplinary learning so that students learn to recognize connections 
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among varied disciplinary fields such as history, geography, literature, music, politics, and 

science (Lingard, Nixon, & Ranson, 2008). The second way is to promote time-shifting so that as 

students examine global issues in the present and speculate on the future, this is complemented 

with a commitment to a historical analysis of the past. Teachers can encourage students to fluidly 

weave among future, present, and the past through classroom explorations of concepts. The point 

is for students to develop capacities to not merely see the other but to see the other in as many 

rich and multi-faceted ways as possible. Here, teachers can tap on students‟ imagination 

especially since the imagination operates inter-spatiality and inter-temporally so that students, in 

order to imagine and see from the perspective of others, must be well-acquainted with the 

significant histories of different communities in order to consider their present and future. 

Finally, the third way is for students to engage in cosmological questions. Through such 

extraterritorial speculations and imaginings, students become open to the notion of the fourth 

dimension, a reality that transcends the material world. It is here that literature offers a powerful 

tool since, more than any art form, it provides access to the consciousness and belief systems of 

another person or community (Donald 2007; Jollimore & Barrios, 2006). Ultimately, education 

for cosmopolitan citizenship should not seek to impose a universal belief system since this runs 

the risk of becoming hegemonic and imperialistic while overlooking distinctions among different 

belief systems (Dallmayr, 2003). Instead, such an education centers on an appreciation of 

differentiated values with the goal of opening democratic spaces for understandings and 

dialogues with others who hold different philosophical/religious beliefs. 
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5.3 The Concept of Responsible Engagement in Disciplinary Movements 

 Unlike world and global-oriented approaches to teaching literature, a cosmopolitan-

oriented approach values literature education not for improving collective taste (according to a 

world-oriented perspective) or for empowerment (according to a global-oriented perspective); 

instead, a cosmopolitan-oriented perspective places a stronger accent on responsible engagement. 

This means that the point of exposing students to literary texts from around the world is two-

fold. First, it is to facilitate a greater awareness of extraterritoriality particularly with regards to 

entities that are extraterritorial either in a general sense of individuals outside one‟s familiar 

territorial space or in a more specific sense of individuals belonging to extraterritorial, extra-

judicial zones. Second, it is to facilitate a greater engagement with extraterritorial ideas 

concerning philosophical and religious belief systems. Consequently, the goal is that such 

engagements should lead to a stronger, more active commitment to supporting or helping these 

individuals and to deepening understanding of different belief systems. In relation to literature 

education, two important movements were catalytic to emphasizing this concept of responsible 

engagement – the reader response movement that gained momentum in the 1960s and the 1970s 

in the United States and the critical literacy movement which came to prominence particularly in 

Australia in the 1990s.  

Reader Response and the Introduction of Subjectivity and Affect in Literary Engagements 

 In the case of the first movement, reader response critics essentially challenged new 

criticism‟s insistence on a disinterested evaluation of the literary text by arguing that meaning 

occurs through the reader‟s transaction with the text (Rosenblatt, 1978/1994), through the 

reader‟s act of filling in gaps in the text based on prior dispositions and experiences (Iser, 1972), 
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and through the reader‟s interpretation of the text as colored by his or her interpretive community 

(Fish, 1980). Reader response had a powerful influence on the teaching of literature in the United 

States but rather than leading to a dethronement of new criticism, contemporary literature 

teaching approaches tend to advocate a balance of both. For example, a 1970s survey of 

literature education in ten countries found that the three English speaking countries included – 

Britain, New Zealand, and the United States – emphasized expressing response to a variety of 

texts including both canonical and contemporary popular culture texts as well as critical reading 

and the use of critical terminology in literature syllabi (Purves, 1973). In other words, from this 

period, both reader response and new criticism were and continue to be dominant approaches to 

teaching literature in these countries. Even in high-stakes literature assessments, it is common to 

find questions that fuse new criticism and reader response such as questions requiring students to 

provide an informed response to the text, that is, a personal response based on a close analysis of 

the formal structures of the text.  

 The reader response movement was a significant precursor to shaping cosmopolitan-

oriented approaches to teaching literature even though its emphasis was on active rather than 

responsible engagement of the reader. Louise Rosenblatt, a scholar writing in this tradition who 

had an immense influence on the teaching of literature in schools, provides a convincing theory 

about the relationship between reader and text in the form of a transaction. This is a better term 

than interaction, she (1988/2004) argues because interaction assumes discrete elements coming 

into contact with each other whereas transaction connotes the notion that the subject, the object, 

and the relationship between them are all part of one process with each element conditioning and 

being conditioned by the other. Essentially, transaction involves active engagement occurring at 
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three levels. The first is at the level of the reader and the text. As the reader approaches the text, 

he or she engages actively with it. On one hand, the text provides the verbal symbols and 

interpretive codes to guide the reader into making sense of it; on the other hand, the reader brings 

to the text his or her store of memories, acquired knowledge, and past experiences. The second is 

at the level of the author and the reader. The author, in writing the text, transacts with an 

imagined or implied reader just as the reader transacts with the implied author of the text 

(Rosenblatt, 1988/2004). A literary text, by its very existence, calls for active engagement and 

communication from an author who yearns to share his or her insights about the world with the 

reader and who, through the act of writing, invites the reader to enter into conversation. The third 

is at a social level. Rosenblatt (1938/1995) envisions the literature classroom as a space for 

sharing personal responses. In this public space, students are pushed to move away from mere 

impressionism or emotionalism since, before their peers, they must justify their responses. The 

process of dialogue and discussion also facilitates self-reflexivity as students become aware of 

the limitations of their own views as they listen to others. In this public space, engagement with 

literature does not involve only exchanges of facts, information, and knowledge that the student 

obtains from reading or what Rosenblatt (1978/1994) terms efferent reading. Instead, 

engagement also involves an exchange of feelings, attitudes, and ideas arising from the student‟s 

response to the text or what she terms aesthetic reading. Aesthetic reading essentially taps into 

the affective domain involving feelings, sensations, and experiences which then leads to personal 

rather than impersonal, committed rather than detached, responses to what is read. Rosenblatt‟s 

theory of transaction placed new importance on active engagement in literature education. No 

longer were teachers to encourage their students to be passive decoders who would approach 
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texts in objective, distanced postures in order to analyze their formal properties; instead, they 

were to encourage students to relate to the text, to bring their emotions and experiences into the 

text, and to negotiate these responses with rational arguments based on evidence from the text. In 

so doing, space was provided in the classroom for students to respond to the text with feelings 

such as sympathy and compassion which are basic emotions essential to commitment and 

engagement.  

 Through the work of scholars such as Rosenblatt, the reader response movement was 

important in facilitating a cosmopolitan orientation in literature education by providing space for 

subjectivity to co-exist with objectivity. However, one of its shortcomings was its over-emphasis 

on the reader to the exclusion of that which is non-I; this is the other who may be the object of 

the text is but who is left out of the transaction between the reader and the text. In other words, 

reader response stressed active engagement to the neglect of responsible engagement. What 

seems typically forgotten is that when Rosenblatt first theorized a significant role for the reader 

in the transaction process, she had grounded this on the prioritization of the other. In the first 

chapter of Literature as Exploration, one of her earlier works, Rosenblatt (1938/1995) discusses 

how student responses to literature involve questions of right or wrong, justifiable or 

unjustifiable actions and so on. All these necessarily require students to consider the values and 

belief system of the other. 

The teaching of literature inevitably involves the conscious and unconscious 

reinforcement of ethical attitudes. It is practically impossible to treat any novel or drama, 

or indeed any literary work of art, in a vital manner without confronting some problem of 

ethics and without speaking out of the context of some social philosophy. (p. 16) 

 

What Rosenblatt argues is that literature reflects various moral and philosophical value systems 

in the world. Thus, one of the core aims of literature is to lead to an understanding and 
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appreciation of these different systems, particularly those that are different from one‟s own. 

Rosenblatt (1938/1995) seems to suggest an other-centric view when she argues how, through 

studying literature, students “can gain heightened sensitivity to the needs and problems of those 

remote from him in temperament, in space or in social environment [and] can develop a greater 

imaginative capacity to grasp the meaning of abstract laws or political and social theories for 

actual human lives” (p. 261). Within the same moment, Rosenblatt reverts to a reader-centric 

argument as she begins to list the various reasons why the study of literature is pleasurable, for 

example, in allowing students to escape, to understand themselves better, and to vicariously 

experience other realities that one is curious about. These are reasons that essentially address the 

needs of the reader (the subject or the I) rather than the other (the object or the non-I). Such 

reasons leave out the possibility of studying literature in order to face the harsh realities of 

trauma and conflict, to meet the needs of other people, and to vicariously experience other 

realities that one may not be curious about and may in fact be antagonistic towards. Rosenblatt 

(1978/1994, 1938/1995) utilizes the metaphor of an electric circuit to describe the transaction 

between the reader and the text but once again, this is a two-way closed circuit that leaves out 

any considerations regarding the other.  

 More recent scholars have gone beyond the limitations of a subject or reader-centric 

approach and thus have contributed to an other-centric cosmopolitan perspective. The latter 

prioritizes responsible engagement in which, embedded in the notion of response must be the 

idea of responsibility to the other. One such scholar is Nussbaum (1997, 2010) who argues that 

literature promotes the narrative imagination thereby allowing one to step into the shoes and 

perceive the world through the eyes of others. This would help one understand how present and 
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historical circumstances shape their needs. When cultivated, she argues that a narrative 

imagination leads to habits of empathy, sympathetic responsiveness to the needs of others, and 

its outcome will be demonstrated in an intense concern for the fate of others. Essentially, 

literature education informed by a cosmopolitan orientation would involve a three-way 

engagement (as opposed to a two-way transaction) between the text, the reader, and the other 

which forms the apex as shown in Figure 3. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Literature education informed by an other-centered cosmopolitan perspective 

 An ideal author may write for an implied reader in mind but his or her foremost concern 

is with the other. It is precisely a moral issue or cause concerning the other that beckons the 

author to communicate with the reader which then distinguishes him or her from one who, in 

pursuit of wealth or fame, writes only for the reader or caters his or her writing to the target 

audience. Similarly, an ideal reader engages with the text with the needs of the other rather than 

his or her own needs prioritized. To push this idea a little further, one wonders how a literature 

curriculum would be designed if its goals involved having students read, not for pleasure, but 

from a sense of obligation and responsibility to others. How would this affect the literary texts 

chosen for study if the idea was not simply to choose texts that students can relate to or connect 

with personally but to choose texts that can help them become more conscious and committed to 

helping others, even others whom they may have been conditioned to dislike? Take for instance 

The Other 
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the book Literature from the “Axis of Evil” (Mason, Felman, & Schnee, 2006) which contains 

literature from so-called enemy nations belonging to this category (Iran, Iraq, North Korea etc.) 

as previously described. The American editors who compiled this anthology aim to address the 

abstraction of this category that obliterates the distinctiveness of individuals living in these 

countries who daily face the realities of political oppression, poverty, and war. At the same time, 

the question is whether teachers and students from western capitalist nations would be open to 

engaging with such literature. Essentially, an other-centric literature curriculum is one that may 

be intentionally discomforting rather than pleasurable. As Nussbaum (1997) nicely puts it, such a 

curriculum promotes “a kind of exile – from the comfort of local truths, from the warm nestling 

feeling of loyalties, from the absorbing drama of pride in oneself and one‟s own” (p. 11). The 

goal is to promote responsible engagement and commitment so that students see themselves as 

deeply inter-connected with other worlds and can imaginatively partake in the suffering of 

others.  

Critical-Literacy and the Ethos of Liberation in Literary Engagements 

 Aside from reader response, a second key movement focusing on critical literacy 

functioned as a precursor to a cosmopolitan orientation in literature education. Critical literacy 

came to prominence in schools from the 1990s and its foundations can be traced to the work of 

Paulo Freire who was powerfully inspirational in calling for a pedagogy that “makes oppression 

and its causes objects of reflection by the oppressed [so that] from that reflection will come their 

necessary engagement in the struggle for their liberation” (Freire, 1970, p. 30). In this spirit, 

various scholars in the United States have called for culturally responsive curriculum, teaching, 

and pedagogy (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings,1994; Nieto, 2003, Sealey-Ruiz, 2007). Often aligned 
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with the aims of multicultural education, these approaches seek to empower minority, low-

achieving students by explicitly valorizing and sensitizing both teachers and students to issues of 

race. While critical literacy in the United States has tended to focus more specifically on race, 

critical literacy in Australia encompasses a broader domain of culture and society. Critical 

literacy education attempts to go beyond equipping students with skills to decode texts and 

instead, aims to equip students with the capacity to analyze texts by examining their relations to 

fields of social, cultural, and economic power (Luke 2000; Luke & Elkins, 2002). Students 

thereby become aware of the constructed nature of texts and develop the capacity to critique the 

ideologies embedded in these texts.  

 Broadly, critical literacy facilitates a cosmopolitan orientation in literature education by 

de-centering both the text and the reader. On one level, critical literacy seeks to challenge the 

authority of texts (literary and non-literary) which are viewed as ideologically constructed within 

the economic constraints of the market and serving the political aims of particular social classes 

and groups (Apple, 1993; McLaren & Lankshear, 1993). On another level, critical literacy also 

seeks to challenge the authority of the reader whose rational, autonomous subjectivity has 

become questionable. Such a view is grounded on various post-structuralist theorists who 

demonstrate how individuals are determined by their immersion in systems of power. For 

example, the notion of the autonomous individual has been questioned by Jacques Lacan 

(1957/2001b) in his argument that individuals are born into pre-existing language systems that 

are already ideological in nature. Roland Barthes (1971/2001), Jonathan Culler (1983), and other 

poststructuralists have developed this idea to show how individuals‟ thoughts and behavior are 

governed by cultural codes determined by language. Other Marxist philosophers such as Louis 
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Althusser (1968/2004) show how these codes are part of the larger ideology of those in power 

who, through Ideological State Apparatuses such as education and law, naturalize expected codes 

of conduct and behavior to “enslave the minds of others by dominating their imaginations” (p. 

295). 

 The de-centering of text and reader has led to a re-centering on the other. Thus, critical 

literacy emphasizes responsible engagement by focusing on processes that liberate the other from 

oppression. Here, the other is specifically a category referring to groups that are oppressed, 

marginalized, victimized, and dispossessed. Various scholars have turned to literature as a 

platform for developing critical-ethical capacities in students so that they may interrogate lived 

social, political realities as they are exposed to diverse contemporary and historical texts that 

reveal multiple conflicting histories, cultures, political, and religious beliefs (Berlin, 1993; Luke, 

2000). In other words, through literature education, responsible engagement occurs not through 

the actual emancipation of oppressed groups but through the transformation of students‟ thinking 

and their perceptions of the other. As students grapple with the ways in which language operates 

through texts to reinscribe social inequality and power differentiation, this naturally leads to 

ethical-philosophical reflection about the possibilities for a fairer, more democratic world. Thus, 

the teaching of literature provides that exploratory space for discussions about class, gender, 

race, and religion that then encourages students to become “(other)wise” (Vinz et al, 2000). 

 The critical literacy movement in schools served as an important precursor to a 

cosmopolitan orientation in literature education by enlarging the space of transaction and shifting 

the focus away from text and reader to the other. However, one of its shortcomings was its 

emphasis on reading the other in relation to material (economic, social, political) inequalities. In 
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other words, critical literacy grounded on an ethos of liberation aimed to connect ethical 

criticism with political criticism. What this neglected was the question of how ethical criticism 

can also connect with criticism of the extrapolitical, extramaterial, extraterritorial. More recently, 

various scholars have sought to address this gap. In theorizing a new model for comparative 

literature, Spivak (2003) has conceptualized planetarity as a way to consider how the 

comparative study of literature can grapple with transnationalism. Planetarity provides an entry 

point through which we can begin to imagine ourselves as a species or a collective race in the 

universe. Spivak argues for “the planet to overwrite the globe” (p. 72) so that the world is not 

perceived according to borders and divisions but as a whole and more importantly, this holistic 

view provides access to a consciousness of otherness: 

To be human is to be intended toward the other. We provide for ourselves transcendental 

figuration of what we think is the origin of this animating gift: mother, nation, god, 

nature. These are the names of alterity, some more radical than others. Planet-thought 

opens up to embrace an inexhaustible taxonomy of such names, including but not 

identical with the whole range of human universals: aboriginal animism as well as the 

spectral white mythology of postrational science. If we imagine ourselves as planetary 

subjects rather than global agents, planetary creatures rather than global entities, alterity 

remains underived from us; it is not our dialectical negation, it contains us as much as it 

flings away. And thus to think of it is already to transgress, for, in spite of our forays into 

what we metaphorize, differently, as outer and inner space, what is above and beyond our 

reach is not continuous with us as it is not, indeed specifically discontinuous. We must 

persistently educate ourselves into this peculiar mindset. (p. 73) 

 

Spivak suggests that planetarity directs one towards thinking about alterity in existential terms 

which involves grappling with belief systems, even primordial ones, that address questions such 

as why do we exist, how did we come to exist, and what or who do we exist for. Elsewhere, she 

(2006) argues that “to be human is to be intended toward exteriority” (p. 107) and here we 

observe planetarity‟s overlaps with cosmopolitan concerns with the extraterritorial. In short, a 

cosmopolitan-oriented approach is driven towards teaching literature for the planet which then 
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unsettles the authority of the territory in defining categories for literary engagement (Dimock, 

2001). A cosmopolitan orientation calls for a posture of openness towards engagement with the 

extraterritorial; these are deep-seated, primordial impulses inherent in every culture, community, 

and individual. It is then in this openness that a desire for responsible engagement with the other 

can be located. This distinguishes cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to teaching literature from 

approaches informed by critical literacy. The latter emphasizes the active engagement of students 

grounded on an ethos of liberation. At the same time, this ethos is propelled by a negative, 

defensive critical attitude towards texts and readers as observed in critical literacy‟s alliance with 

post-structuralist and postmodernist skepticism or “incredulity toward all metanarratives” 

(Lyotard, 1979/1999, p. xxiv). Conversely, cosmopolitan-oriented approaches replace criticism 

grounded on hostility with criticism established on principles of friendship
33

 or affinity with the 

other as a fellow member of the human race. 

5.4 The Concept of Alterity in Philosophical Contributions 

 During the latter part of the twentieth century, key scholars theorizing a philosophy of 

literature have also been concerned with how aesthetics (including literature) can account for 

responsible engagements with extraterritorial entities and beliefs. One of these more influential 

scholars is Emanuel Levinas, a Lithuanian Jewish philosopher whose family was murdered 

during the Holocaust and who was himself imprisoned by the Nazis in a labor camp. His most 

important works were published from 1969 to the 1990s and include both philosophical writings 

as well as religious writings concerning Judaism and the Talmud. In both of these writings, 

                                                 

33
 See Derrida‟s (1994/2005) The Politics of Friendship in which he re-examines politics through the lens of 

friendship. Derrida argues that concepts like brother and fraternity are aspects of canonical friendship which have 

been historically fundamental to politics and political ideas such as sovereignty and power. 
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Levinas demonstrates that “being is exteriority” (1961/1969, p. 290) which means that the 

existence of being already precludes transcendence beyond itself. Thus, Levinas‟ ethics is 

grounded on alterity or otherness – being has always been relational and called to move beyond 

itself, beyond its own subjectivity, towards otherness. While it is beyond the scope of this section 

to discuss Levinas‟ complex and expansive thinking, I want to focus on a synthesis of his two 

major arguments that have significantly contributed to a cosmopolitan perspective – ethics as 

first philosophy and ethics as first theology.  

 Beginning with Aristotle through Descartes, Husserl, and Heidegger, Levinas 

(1984/1989a) criticizes major western philosophers for their over-concern with ontological 

questions about being instead of with that which transcends being – being‟s engagement with the 

other. He then seeks to overturn western philosophical tradition by arguing for ethics as first 

philosophy. That is, the goal of philosophical reflection should be grounded not on 

understanding the meaning of the self, subjectivity, or being but understanding being‟s ethical 

response to the other as observed when he (1995/1999) states: 

When I speak of first philosophy, I am referring to a philosophy of dialogue that cannot 

not be an ethics. Even the philosophy that questions the meaning of being does so on the 

basis of the encounter with the other. (p. 97) 

 

First philosophy is philosophy that prioritizes the encounter with the other (via dialogue) which 

then determines language and philosophical reflection. Yet, this encounter between the I 

(subject) and the you (the other) is not one of equal reciprocity.  Levinas (1995/1999) argues that 

it is an asymmetrical relationship established on a radical inequality in which the I is obligated 

and responsible to the other. This obligation entails an intense, unwavering commitment. “When 

you have encountered a human being,” Levinas (1995/1999) says, “you cannot drop him. Most 
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often we do so, saying „I have done all I could!‟ We haven‟t done anything!” (p. 106). This is 

what it means to think and live in the shoes of the other person whose consciousness invades our 

own and to whom we must fully respond. In Otherwise than Being, Levinas (1974/1998) 

continues to describe this obligation in very strong language. For example, he states that we are 

“ordered toward the face of the other” (p. 11), that ethics “requires this hold” toward the other (p. 

44), that “escaping responsibility” is an impossibility (p. 14). Levinas goes so far as to say that 

our ethical responsibility effects a “burning for the other” (p. 50), a continual “exposedness to 

the other” (p. 50) and “culminates in a for another, a suffering for his suffering” (p. 18). In the 

end, the subject is left vulnerable and in “hostage” to the other (p. 117).  

 In many ways, Levinas‟ theorization of human obligation overlaps with Adorno‟s (as was 

discussed in the previous chapter). Not only were both deeply affected by the Holocaust, both 

describe the other as that which transcends objectification. For example, the everyone, or what 

Adorno describes as that abstract non-conceptual force of the other, is similar to Levinas‟ 

concept of face, an abstract force of the other that calls for our response. Perhaps the main 

distinction is that on one hand, Adorno proposes that the act of responding to the other entails a 

subjectivizing of the other or taking the perspective of the other to understand fully its historical, 

material embeddedness in the world; on the other hand, Levinas calls us to go beyond a 

materialist understanding of the other. Such understanding contains an intense religiosity that 

perceives otherness or alterity in both the historical, material world as well as the extraterritorial 

cosmos. In other worlds, Levinas appeals to two overlapping notions of alterity. The first is the 

other in its concrete manifestation in the material world such as strangers we meet everyday and 

proximate others such as our family or immediate community. The second is the extraterritorial 
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other which is an abstract category referring to the larger community of fellow human beings 

that is beyond phenomenology and ontology. One is consciously aware of the living presence of 

the other but the other remains extramaterial and ungraspable because it cannot be fully known, 

possessed, or entered into discourse. It is what Derrida, in his (1967/1978) reading of Levinas‟ 

earlier works, describes as “a community of nonpresence and therefore of nonphenomenality” (p. 

91). Where does this intense religiosity towards the other, this sense of being held hostage to the 

other, come from? Our concern for the other touches on the affect involving emotions such as 

sympathy, affinity, passion for the other that cannot be fully rationalized. This affect represents a 

deep-seated desire that pushes us to respond to the other but at the same time, it stems from a 

source that is beyond the other. Levinas (1975/1987) uses the terms Other, Infinite, God to 

describe the force that is at the heart of our affections towards the other. 

Ethics is not a moment of being; it is otherwise and better than being, the very possibility 

of the beyond. In this ethical reversal, in this reference of the Desirable to the 

Nondesirable, in this strange mission that orders the approach to the other (autrui), God is 

drawn out of objectivity, presence, and being. He is neither an object nor an interlocutor. 

His absolute remoteness, his transcendence, turns into my responsibility - nonerotic par 

excellence - for the other (autrui). (Levinas, 1975/1987, p. 165) 

 

That which is the Infinite Other cannot be objectified, cannot be fully known but its force 

penetrates into being‟s very core and does not allow being to retreat into itself, to exist only for 

itself. In this sense, it breaks into subjectivity and calls subjectivity to transcend itself into 

responsible engagements with the other (Peperzak, 1996). The voice of the Other is therefore 

exhibited in moral imperatives calling us to respond to the other (Lingis, 1998). Yet, it is 

precisely this religiosity, this subconscious consciousness of an Other that accounts for ethics 

and moral obligation towards others in the social community. In short, Levinas replaces 

Adorno‟s bipartite relation between the subject (I) and the object (the non-I) with a tripartite 



203 

 

relation concerning the subject, the object (the other), and the Other (conceptions of God in the 

articulation of religion and religious beliefs). 

 Levinas‟ designation of the Other as Infinite differs from the notion of Absolute adopted 

by eighteenth century German philosophers such as Hegel and Schelling as discussed in chapter 

two. The Infinite cannot be absolutely comprehensible; we can only see glimpses and traces of it 

through our ethical response to the other. This notion that the revelation of the Infinite occurs 

through our ethical response to the other forms the primary argument Levinas uses to criticize 

theological traditions. Theology, emphasizing abstract and metaphysical theorizations of God, 

draws attention to itself and its conceptions of God while neglecting to emphasize ethical 

engagements with the other (Purcell, 2006). Levinas himself modeled an approach to grappling 

with theology as director of a Jewish teacher-training institute in Paris. One of his former 

students describes how Levinas would encourage his class to engage with philosophers such as 

Nietzsche, Plato, Socrates and literary writers such as Proust, Tolstoy alongside biblical and 

Jewish texts (Chalier & Bouganim, 2008). These engagements were meant not to lead students 

away from Judaism but to enrich their understanding of Judaism by opening a space for students 

to think about their religion in relation to the various ideas and descriptions of human life in the 

secular world. What Levinas aimed at was to shift theology from its self-absorption in abstract 

ideas about God, its insulated focus on Hebrew language and texts, towards relating theology to 

the secular public sphere of human belief systems and human concerns. The question was how 

theology can more intentionally engage the other and thus he proposed ethics as first theology 

(Purcell, 2006). In other words, God cannot be separate from ethical concerns and the nature of 
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God can only be glimpsed through our ethical responsibility to the other and through our pursuit 

of acts of justice.  

 Both ethics as first philosophy and ethics as first theology also imply that in relation to 

literature education, ethics must be prioritized. First, the argument that ethics is first philosophy 

implies that literature education which facilitates philosophical reflections of literary works 

should privilege not a revelation about the self, the aesthetics of the literary work, nor the 

processes of literary creation, but responsible engagement with the other. Further grounds for 

this can be observed in the very nature of the literary work that contains an inherent alterity. This 

is primarily because literary texts operate through language whether linguistic or symbolic. Since 

language presumes an address to the other, literary texts already presuppose alterity or an 

encounter with the other (Levinas, 1972/2006, 1995/1999). Hence, literature education brings to 

consciousness this inherent alterity in literary texts. 

 Second, the argument that ethics is first theology, premised on the point that the Infinite 

cannot be completely objectified in aesthetic forms, raises the question of how literature 

education can provide space for the entry of the Infinite. One way is for teachers to promote 

interpretations of texts that aim not at closure but at openness in which questions lead to more 

questions instead of a conclusion. At the same time, these further questions are raised not for the 

thrill of asking more questions. The fact that the Infinite Other cannot be entirely known draws 

our attention to our obligations to the other and it is in this sense that ethical response to the other 

becomes the end goal in literature education. The ungraspable force of the Infinite bears itself in 

the form of a trace through language (Levinas, 1974/1998). Yet, its force resists any form of 

objectification in the literary work. This means then that the literary work as well as all art works 
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in general do not reflect truth about reality. This is the argument Levinas (1948/1989b) makes 

when he states that art works represent non-truth and rather than disclosing truth, it is “the very 

event of obscuring, a descent of the night, an invasion of shadow” (p. 132). The art work is 

referred to as a shadow, a simulacrum of reality because it seeks to subject the multifaceted 

nature of reality and moral obligations into concrete symbolic forms and cultural codes. What is 

important to note here is how such an argument counters previously dominant accounts of art 

works such as the Heideggerian materialist view that the art work is “truth setting itself to work” 

(Heidegger, 1950/1971a, p. 45) since it manifests being‟s interestedness in the world. Heidegger 

(1950/1971b) had argued that “To write poetry is measure-taking, understood in the strict sense 

of the word, by which man first receives the measure for the breadth of his being” (p. 219). In 

other words, art works open a way to unconceal truth about being‟s involvement in the world so 

that being obtains a revelation of itself. Conversely, Levinas argues that art works conceal truth 

by seeking to concretize conceptions of the other and it is the force from the Infinite Other that 

ruptures such objectifications and pushes for the subject‟s ethical response to the other. Yet, 

aesthetic education (including literature education) is called not to focus on the Infinite Other, 

since to do this would lead to objectifications of the Other, but to focus on concrete and 

responsible engagements with the other.  

 It is then the task of literature education to develop a deeper understanding of what 

exactly ethical response entails. Indeed, it is this privileging of ethics that is Levinas‟ key 

contribution to a cosmopolitan orientation informing approaches to teaching literature. What this 

suggests is that teachers can use literary texts as an entry point to exploring questions of alterity 
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such as who is “othered” in the text, what are our obligations towards the other, and how should 

we respond ethically towards the other.  

5.5 Cosmopolitan-oriented Approaches to Teaching Literature 

 Various movements involving forces of globalization, disciplinary changes, and 

philosophical contributions provide a glimpse of the ethos characteristic of cosmopolitan-

oriented approaches to teaching literature. This is an orientation grounded on three main 

concepts that are interrelated in the form of cosmopolitan citizenship-responsible engagement-

alterity. Each of these concepts responds to the notion of extraterritoriality. Throughout this 

chapter, the extraterritorial has been discussed at many levels including the mobile elite, 

transnational governments and corporations etc. Of particular interest is the extraterritorial other 

who is displaced such as the refugee, the immigrant, and the asylum seeker. More broadly, the 

extraterritorial other refers to the fraternity of human beings and extraterritorial consciousness is 

a consciousness of the human race as a species in the wider universe or cosmos. In this section, I 

want to propose three cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to teaching literature that consider ways 

to engage with extraterritoriality. 

 The first approach proposes that one powerful way in which literature can engage with 

the extraterritorial at these different levels is through literature‟s closer alliance with the 

disciplines of philosophy and religion. Levinas‟ argument concerning ethics as first philosophy 

and ethics as first theology suggests a tripartite relationship among ethics, philosophy, and 

religion. Such a relationship compels us to re-imagine literature education as a space that can 

accommodate explorations of the different conceptions of alterity through integrating both 

philosophical and religious reflections. Here, teachers can facilitate cosmopolitan thinking 
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directed towards an understanding of alterity in both its material and transcendental contexts. 

The former explores philosophical questions in which the literary text forms an entry point to 

considerations of oppression, marginalization, victimization of the other in the world while the 

latter explores how the other‟s behavior or actions are historically determined by his or her 

religious beliefs concerning the Infinite Other.  

 One avenue in which literature education can provide space for philosophical/religious 

questions is to broaden the kinds of questions assessed. Take for example literature examination 

questions provided from the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA), one of the largest 

accreditation bodies in Britain. The AQA administers the high-stakes General Certificate 

Advanced level English literature paper to graduating high school students and in the 2010 and 

2011 papers, these three questions were asked based on Mary Shelley‟s Frankenstein: 

 To what extent do you agree with the view that, in Frankenstein, Mary Shelley is 

exploring the dark side of the human psyche? (2010, January, p. 3)  

 

 To what extent do you agree with the view that the humans in Frankenstein are more 

monstrous than the „Monster‟? (2010, June, p. 3)  

 

 “Mary Shelley presents Frankenstein as fearing his own sexuality and even as having 

repressed sexual feelings towards his mother.” What are your reactions to this view? 
(2011, January, p. 3) 

 

From the above, one may note that the questions fall into two categories – author analysis and 

character analysis. The first and last questions require the students to consider how the author 

explores human psychology or how she constructs the monster as sexually repressed. These are 

author analysis questions that differ from the second question which is a character analysis 

question requiring students to compare humans with the monster in the text. While the aim of 

author analysis questions is to have students appreciate the aesthetic design of the text, the aim of 
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the character analysis question is to have students gain a deeper understanding of human 

motivation and human nature which may then lead to a better understanding of self. Simply put, 

author and character analysis questions valorize aesthetics in the context of the materiality of the 

text as well as an understanding of self, other, and human nature in the material world. Absent 

from these are questions concerning how the aesthetics of the text reveal deeper concerns about 

that which is extramaterial and how understandings of other and self are embedded in an 

understanding of the extraterritorial cosmos. Some examples of how students used Frankenstein 

as a platform to discuss metaphysical, existential, and religious questions have been given in the 

introduction to this chapter. Here, I want to show how each of these three questions in the AQA 

assessments can be further extended to promote philosophical/religious reflection such as the 

following:  

 If Shelley is exploring the dark side of the human psyche in Frankenstein, then what is 

she suggesting about the limits of free will? To what extent can we claim that free will is 

free? Discuss with reference to one or more philosophical or religious belief systems 

concerning the concept of free will. 

 

 In Frankenstein, Shelley suggests that humans are as monstrous as the monster. Yet it is 

through the human that the monster is created just as it is believed that God created 

humans. Compare two philosophical or religious belief systems on their positions 

regarding the origins of concepts such as monster, evil, or sin. 

 

 What are the author‟s beliefs concerning the relationship between man and God, the 

created and the Creator? To what extent do these beliefs conform to or challenge 

Victorian Christian beliefs? By referencing one or two other philosophical or religious 

belief systems, show how they are similar or dissimilar from this worldview. 

 

If literature education aims at facilitating a fuller and deeper engagement with the other, then this 

should occur at both the material and extramaterial planes so that literature assessments and 

discussions provide space for author analysis, character analysis as well as philosophical and 
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religious analysis. The latter inevitably draws literature education into an interdisciplinary 

relation with the disciplines of philosophy and religion in which the main challenge is how 

teachers can sensitively negotiate various religious beliefs that are intensely and personally held 

by students. There are also warranted fears of the secular classroom transforming into a space for 

proselytizing and conversion. Since the advent of modernity, religion has been relegated to the 

private sphere and aside from religious schools, discussions falling in this domain have been 

forbidden in public schools. However, with the late twentieth century rise of fundamentalism and 

terrorism coupled with increasing prejudice towards individuals subscribing to particular 

religions such as Islam or Hinduism, it is important that these issues are addressed in public 

education. The solution is not keeping such questions out of the classroom but to think of ways 

to promote democratic, inclusive, and non-threatening explorations of religious beliefs. 

Ultimately, this must be grounded on the prioritization of ethics involving a commitment towards 

responsibly engaging the other. While conversion is subject-oriented and seeks to transform the 

other to the self, responsible engagement is other-oriented and seeks to turn the self towards 

understanding the other. The classroom can provide a powerful space where hospitality is 

practiced both in action and in the imagination if teachers work to establish an other-centered 

culture in the classroom. Such a culture encourages in students a commitment towards 

understanding others particularly those who are in the minority and those who hold different 

beliefs from themselves. 

  In order to facilitate an other-centered classroom culture, I propose a second approach to 

teaching literature that emphasizes responsible engagement with the other through the strategy of 

responsible interruptions. By using the term “interruptions”, I imply that the task of the teacher 
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and student is to look for moments where the literary text or criticism objectifies the other and 

then to resist closure in the interpretation of the other.
34

 Only through a deliberate sensitizing of 

oneself to moments of interruption can one demonstrate what it means to hospitably embrace the 

other. Responsible interruptions involve a double gesture towards a consciousness of universal 

humanity and humanity of the particular. That is, it always pushes towards understanding the 

other as fellow human being but the moment this is concretized in the form of a text, an 

interpretation, a critical statement, it is then to be disrupted by pointing to the human being 

situated in particular events or instances. The particular then resists totalizing, universalizing 

notions of the other. Perhaps a good example of this paradoxical movement can be observed in 

relation to questions about human rights which have recently generated much attention in 

academia. In examining the paradox of universal human rights, Slavoj Žižek (2005) argues that 

human rights appears depoliticized but operates as an ideological tool for western powers to 

intervene politically, economically, and culturally in third world countries in the name of human 

rights. Similarly, Alain Badiou (2002) describes how human rights can become a tool of 

oppression and justification of the status quo operating on consensus. This occurs when 

universalizing principles become established and employed. The enactment of human rights 

exemplifies totalitarian tendencies that subscribe to an “ethics of difference” in which the other is 

positioned as a victim to be protected by the state. This serves to maintain the privileged-

marginalized power relations. Badiou (2002) reiterates the importance of returning to particular 

concrete instances (what he terms events) to counter-balance universalizing tendencies in moral 

                                                 

34
 Levinas (1974/1998) pushes for such resistance when he distinguishes, what he terms, the saying and the said. The 

said is what has been culturally determined and through which language and cultural symbols are derived; the saying 

is what becomes subjected to the rules of cultural discourse but which resists this subjection at the same time. 
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formulations such as human rights.
35

 In criticizing universal human rights, Žižek and Badiou are 

not calling for its eradication. Rather, they remind us that the articulation of universal human 

rights must be kept as an open space that allows for ongoing processes of dialogue and 

negotiation concerning the articulation of the rights of individuals caught in particular situations. 

What Žižek and Badiou implicitly suggest is also the need to account for both human rights and 

human obligation. The latter concerns the obligations of states to victims of war, refugees, 

asylum seekers denied any rights as well as the Levinasian notion of the obligation of all human 

subjects towards the other. 

 The conception of ethical responses to the human involves the complex maneuvering 

between the universal and the particular as well as between rights and obligation. One useful 

strategy is Jacques Rancière‟s (2004, 2010) emphasis on dissensus as opposed to consensus. 

While consensus aims to fill the gaps that universal human rights and obligation cannot account 

for and in so doing, closes any space for discussion, dissensus opens space for the other to bring 

to awareness particular situations that challenge universalizing principles denying them the 

power they should have. However, the minute dissensus is addressed, it becomes consensus 

which then calls for an appeal to rights and obligations located in other particularities. Yet, in 

broadening the space of the universal to include new articulations of rights and obligations, other 

articulations in particular situations are excluded. This then provides new opportunities for 

dissensus.  

                                                 

35
 Badiou (2002) criticizes Levinas for establishing his ethical philosophy on a response to the absolute Other which 

is to base ethics on religion. His aversion towards any hint of universalism or essentialism leads him to reject 

religion by locating his ethics on the ontological characteristic of the event or particular situations. Yet, Badiou 

ironically returns to discussing that which transcends the event. 
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 The movement between dissensus and consensus parallels the operations of responsible 

interruptions. Literature provides the prime site for the dynamic application of responsible 

interruptions because literary language never captures the totality of meaning. Extending 

Ferdinand de Saussure‟s linguistic theory of the sign,
36

 Derrida (1968/2004) demonstrates how 

literary language particularly lends itself to a transcendent reading in that it draws attention to 

what lies beyond the signifier, the form, and the language. The aesthetic force in literary 

language reminds us that its meaning is never fixed since its signifier contains the trace of other 

signifiers in an endless play of signification so that meaning always points to something else.
37

 

Literary language itself, in its inherent postponement of fixity provides the very condition for the 

interruption of any determination of meaning. Literature education can offer a powerful space for 

responsible interruptions so that the moment an opinion has been reached about how the other is 

to be interpreted through the text, it becomes necessary to return to the language of the text and 

to question how its underlying literariness leads to new insights about the other. The scene of 

teaching at the introduction of this chapter gives an example of how literary Socratic discussions 

can function as one avenue to promote ongoing open dialogues. This ongoing gesture towards 

that something else, that something other than what literary forms can convey is essentially at the 

                                                 

36
 The French linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1972/1986) was highly influential in theorizing how meaning is 

caught up within a system of signs. Saussure argues that the linguistic sign consists of a signified (concept e.g. the 

idea of a tree) and signifier (sound pattern e.g. the word „tree‟). His most important contribution was that the 
relationship between signified and signifier is arbitrary as a result of social conventions and that “in language there 
are only differences” (p. 118). Derrida would develop these ideas to theorize writing as undecidability in which 

meaning cannot be fixed. 

 
37

 See Spivak‟s (1997) elaboration about the trace of alterity in the structure of the sign in the introduction to 
Jacques Derrida‟s Of Grammatology. See also Barthes‟ (1977) discussion about the plurality of the text and how it 
defers any closure of the sign‟s meaning. 
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heart of a cosmopolitan orientation committed to a never-ending quest of understanding the other 

more fully, more deeply, and in more multi-dimensional ways.  

 Aside from pedagogical approaches, teachers can also be conscious about the kinds of 

literary texts introduced for study in the classroom. Here, I propose the third approach to 

teaching literature that can promote a consciousness of alterity which is through the use of 

transnational literature. The transnational phenomenon is more specifically an outcome of 

globalization‟s “time/space compression” (Bauman, 1998). That is, vast improvements in 

communication and transportation technology have become catalysts to promoting more rapid 

and fluid flows of people, goods, and services across the world and, as discussed previously, this 

has consequently challenged the autonomy of the nation-state. Thus, transnational literature 

seeks to reflect this globally interconnected world in three senses of its term – transgressing, 

transcending, and transforming. First, transnational literature explores how the concept of 

“nation” is transgressed through the intermingling of different communities, cultures, and belief 

systems. Rebecca Walkowitz (2006) gives the example of the novel of multiculturalism which 

examines clashes and mixings of different national and ethnic origins resulting in new 

collectivities such as Salman Rushdie‟s (1980) Midnight Children that explores cultural mix-ups 

as a consequence of colonialism. Another example is Netherland by Irish-born writer Joseph 

O‟Neill (2008) which describes the experiences of a Dutch banker who, shortly after the 

September 11 attacks, decides to remain in New York while his British wife and son return to 

their home in London. In the process, he becomes acquainted with different immigrant 

communities, their clashes and intermingling over cricket games.  
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 Second, transnational literature studies how cultural mixings transform “authentic 

traditions” and individuals rooted in such traditions. Benjamin Barber (1996) uses the term 

“McWorld” to describe the uniform nature of cultural commodities (such as media images, fast 

food chains etc.) that have dominated global mindset and imaginaries. However, the threat of 

uniformity can have the opposite effect of propelling ethnic groups to hold even more strongly to 

their beliefs and values. This tension between the universal and local/particular remains a 

dominant theme in transnational literature. For example, Singaporean writer Claire Tham‟s 

(1990) short story “Lee” centers on a father who is rooted in his culture and faces the challenge 

of communicating with his daughter who has recently returned after eight years studying abroad. 

Another example is found in the poems of Scottish writer Edwin Morgan (2000) which move 

between reminiscences of concrete experiences in Glasgow with imaginative reflections about 

planet earth and how other beings might view the human species. 

 Third, transnational literature examines transcendental ideas concerning the relation 

among subject, the other, and the Other as the Infinite or God. It examines how these different 

religious perceptions concerning the Other may come into the conflict. One example is the short 

story “The Management of Grief” by Bharati Mukherjee (1988). The story is set in the context of 

the Air India Flight 182 terrorist bombing in 1985. The plane, having left Montreal en route 

through London to New Delhi, explodes over Ireland killing 329 people including 280 

Canadians, 27 British citizens, and 22 Indians. In terms of airspace and casualties, the attack 

transgresses national borders even though its rationale seems highly localized since it concerns 

Sikh militants disgruntled over the India government‟s assault on one of Sikhism‟s holiest 

temple. In one part of the story, the protagonist Mrs Bhave is approached by Judith Templeton, 
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an appointee of the Canadian provincial government. Judith asks Mrs Bhave, a Hindu woman, to 

help her persuade a Sikh couple, whose sons were killed in the attack, to sign a release form so 

that a government trustee can oversee all their bills and send them a monthly pension. The 

couple refuses to sign the release form preferring to hope that their sons would return even 

though their lights, gas, electricity will stop soon and they will be turned out of the house. 

Perhaps the strongest phrase in the entire story is when Judith stands to leave and thanks the 

couple for offering her tea. Mrs Bhave then tells the Sikh couple, “She thinks you are being very 

hospitable but she doesn‟t have the slightest idea what it means” (p. 445). Here we see a direct 

criticism of Judith who represents the state. In a superficial sense, the state, through Judith, 

believes it is showing hospitality to immigrant communities such as the Sikh couple in keeping 

with Canada‟s multicultural policies by offering them money and a trustee to manage their 

finances. However, this is an example of shallow cosmopolitanism since hospitality entails a 

commitment to engaging with the other even to the extent of trying to understand the other‟s 

belief system. In attempting to manage the grief of the victim‟s families, Judith has failed to see 

how the couple‟s insistence that “God will provide, not government” (p. 445) stems from their 

faith rather than their stubborn refusal to face reality. 

 Teachers can introduce transnational literature to raise students‟ consciousness of the 

different levels of alterity within the tripartite subject-other-Other relation. This can involve three 

broad areas of discussion. The first concerns questions that deal with the relationship between 

the subject and that which is positioned as other in the text such as the question – how does the 

text construct the other and what is my relationship to him or her? The second concerns 

questions that deal with the relationship between the other and his or her beliefs about the Other 
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as demonstrated in the text such as the question – to what extent does the text reflect 

philosophical/religious beliefs of the other and how do these beliefs influence the actions of the 

other? Finally, the third concerns questions that deal with the relationship between the subject 

and his or her own beliefs that shape the interpretation of the text such as the question – what are 

my own philosophical/religious beliefs that lead me to interpret the other in particular ways? The 

above questions are essentially aimed at promoting extraterritorial engagements in the classroom 

so that students become sensitized to the philosophical/religious beliefs implicitly held by that 

which is “othered” in the text as well as their own beliefs that color their interpretation of the 

other.  

 In summary, pedagogical approaches that integrate literature with philosophy and 

religion, that apply responsible interruptions in literary analysis, and that raise questions to 

explore alterity via transnational literary texts, are aimed at cultivating in students an imagination 

that is hospitable towards the other. Given an increasingly influential culture of individualism in 

the global sphere as a result of the spread of capitalism, liberalism, and democracy, such 

cosmopolitan-oriented approaches to teaching literature will become increasingly vital. At their 

core, these approaches reinforce the need for serious engagements with the other. This means 

going beyond superficial knowledge, readings, and acknowledgement of the other to involve a 

commitment to listening to the other, to learning about the other‟s historical past, and to 

perceiving the viewpoint of the other by probing the deeper philosophical/religious beliefs 

governing his or her worldview. It is in this spirit that the teaching of literature performs that 

significant role of replacing insularity with open-mindedness and self-absorption with 

accountability. 
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CHAPTER VI – CONCLUSION: THE ROLE OF LITERATURE EDUCATION IN A 

POST NATION-STATE MODEL OF VALUES EDUCATION 

 

6.1 Scenes of Teaching Concerning Gender Identity in Two Classrooms 

 On entering her grade seven classroom, the teacher raises the controversial topic of 

homosexuality. While there is a buzz of excitement among students, this is short-lived as the 

teacher, who has undergone training with the Ministry of Education, now repeats the official 

position that non-heterosexual orientations are culturally rather than biologically determined and 

further, those with such orientations have often grown up in unfavorable circumstances such as 

with a violent, absent, or weak parent. The teacher has been encouraged to add that students who 

develop such inclinations are going through a transient phase and will probably grow out of this 

when they mature with age.
38

 

 Compare this with another scene of teaching. Here in this grade ten language arts class, 

students have just read the fictional story of Tang Ao who accidentally stumbles upon the Land 

of Women. He is captured by a group of women who proceed to strip off his armor and boots 

before submitting him to a process of feminization. His ears are pierced, his feet are bound, his 

face is powdered white and painted and at the end, when he is made to serve at the queen‟s court, 

the diners comment on how pretty he looks. This short story entitled “On discovery” by Chinese-

American writer Maxine Hong Kingston (1989) becomes the subject of discussion concerning 

                                                 

38
 See Koh and Chua‟s (2008) description about the Ministry of Education‟s Sexuality Education package for 

primary and secondary schools and their critique concerning the ideological bias in the syllabus. 
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the construction of gender identity. “In what way does he become female?” their teacher, Keijin, 

asks.  

 “They are making him conform so that he exhibits female qualities,” a student replies.  

 “And this is mainly about appearances,” adds another student. 

 “Is it just about appearances?” asks someone else, “Is he also changing psychologically?” 

 “There may be something more than just appearances. For example, it says towards the 

end that „He felt embarrassed‟ when the bandages used to bind his feet were hung in the open,” 

ponders one student before her friend jumps in, “It‟s like this is something private made public.” 

 “So what does this reveal about his personality?” asks Keijin.  

 As various students speculate on this question, there is a general realization of the 

author‟s implication that Tang Ao‟s embarrassment with something as mundane as the public 

hanging of his bandages is part of his heightened psychological sensitivity caused by the 

feminizing processes he has undergone. One student observes that as Tang Ao is transformed 

into a woman physically and psychologically and as he becomes indistinguishable from other 

women at the end of the story, the suggestion is that being female is not something one is born 

with; rather, it is something that can be learnt. At the same time, this view becomes 

problematized as students discuss the complex overlaps between the role of nature and nurture in 

defining gender identity. The discussion continues for about half an hour before Keijin directs 

students to the central focus of the lesson – referring to Shakespeare‟s Taming of the Shrew, he 

asks, “Can we apply a similar understanding to the idea of taming something?” Students then 

examine how one of the main characters, Kate, resists societal conventions and how, like Tang 

Ao, she is tamed and transformed into the idealized female object. By the end of the lesson, 
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students have become aware of how gender identity is perceived and how gender is constructed 

in 700 A.D. China in which Kingston‟s story is set as compared to sixteenth century Italy in 

which the main action of the Shakespearean play is set. At the same time, students are also 

conscious of how certain male chauvinistic ideas and objectifications of women are universal 

across historical periods and cultures. 

 The above scenes of teaching provide interesting points of comparison specifically 

between two different models of values education. The first scene of teaching is based on a 

description of the Singapore Ministry of Education‟s Sexuality Education program. This scene 

represents a typical nation-state model of values education. What is obvious here is the 

employment of a pedagogy of indoctrination so that the teacher functions as a mouthpiece to 

reinforce the state‟s position on gender orientation via an officially constructed Sexuality 

Education program. The lesson is typically teacher-centered and there is little room for students 

to raise questions or explore issues with the result that the content is conveyed in a superficial, 

factual manner. The second scene of teaching is based on my observation of a language arts class 

in the spring of 2011 at a high school in Singapore. Here, the literature text is used as an entry 

point to exploring the influence of biology and culture in the construction of gender identity. The 

teacher‟s role is to provoke students with questions to which no definitive answer may be given 

and his application of a comparative pedagogy is meant to encourage students to explore gender 

identity through multiple historical and cultural perspectives. This reflects what I will proceed to 

describe as a post nation-state model of values education. In what follows, I will use the second 

scene of teaching just described as well as another scene as entry points to discuss the differences 

between these two models of values education. More specifically, I make the two-fold argument 
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that a post nation-state model would provide a deeper form of values education than a nation-

state model and, in relation to a post nation-state model, the teaching of literature is especially 

powerful in promoting engagements with values and explorations of identity especially with 

highly sensitive aspects related to gender, race, and religion. What literature education offers is 

the possibility of constructing a value system beyond the confines of the nation-state by 

grappling with essential questions about what it means to be a world, global, or cosmopolitan 

citizen, as opposed to a nationalistic citizen, inhabiting the world. 

6.2 Some Problems with a Nation-State Model of Values Education 

 Attempts to implement a nation-state model of values education are often highly 

contentious and controversial. This is particularly so in the case of Singapore. Here, the broad 

category of state-managed values education comprises three subjects – Sexuality Education, 

Civics and Moral Education, and Religious Knowledge. These typically involve an officially 

sanctioned statement of values deemed supportive to state goals. In the case of Sexuality 

Education, it was implemented by the Ministry of Education in 2000 to promote “values which 

mainstream society believes – the importance of the heterosexual married family as the basic unit 

of society, and respect for the values and beliefs of the different ethnic and religious 

communities on sexuality issues” (Ministry of Education, 2012, para. 1). Heteronormativity has 

been a central aspect of the government‟s modernization project since the country gained 

independence from the British in 1959 (Oswin, 2010) as observed in its Singapore21 vision for 

the nation:  

Strong families are the foundation for healthy lives and wholesome communities. They 

give security and meaning to life, and are the „base camp‟ from which our young venture 
forth to reach for high aspirations. (S21 Facilitation Committee, 2003, para. 1) 
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In order to promote the idea of “strong families”, the government has vigorously introduced a 

range of policies such as offering heavier subsidies to married couples, institutionalizing a 

national matchmaking agency, endorsing media campaigns to promote marriage and procreation, 

and making a firm commitment to an article in the Penal Code that criminalizes gay sexual 

relationships. The consequence is the continued exclusion of “non-reproductive sexualities” 

including homosexual, transsexual, and celibate sexualities (Lyons, 2004); these are deemed 

non-productive in that they are obstacles to addressing alarming issues of falling birth rates 

which then affect the nation‟s development of human capital and hence, economic growth, in the 

long-term. Another strategy employed by the state is by dichotomizing what it terms “Asian 

values” in opposition to “Western values”. For instance, the state accords homosexual rights as a 

western idea and a cause underlying the general degeneration of western societies particularly in 

Australia, Europe, and North America (Offord, 1999). Thus, the state pits “Asian values” 

prioritizing filial piety, strong family life, and discipline, against “Western values” even though it 

cannot be justified that such “Asian values” are not apparent and valued in western cultures as 

well. Further, the state‟s downplaying of western culture is inconsistent with the manner in 

which it encourages the importing of western media and technology and the fact that it 

constantly sends its best scholars to western universities (Gopinathan, 1980). Evidently, in the 

eyes of the state, the propagation of “Asian values” is useful in its social engineering project of 

transforming Singapore into an economic powerhouse and a leading industrialized nation.  

 Various scholars (Tamney, 1996; Wee, 2007; Wilson, 1978)
 
have highlighted the 

paradoxes underlying the government‟s attempts at constructing and enforcing a national value 
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system.
 39

 In what follows, I wish to highlight four main problems related to the question of 

alternatives, agency, ambivalence, and affect. The first problem has to do with the 

discouragement of alternative viewpoints. In a nation-state model, the articulation of official 

values is typically channeled through public education. For example, the government has 

required all schools to integrate its Sexuality Education program in the formal curriculum 

through Science at the upper elementary and middle school levels (which focuses on 

reproduction), Health Education at the elementary school level (which focuses on physical, 

biological changes and protection against sexual abuse), and Civics and Moral Education at the 

elementary to high school levels (which focuses on cultivating respectful relationships with 

others). Alternative and counter viewpoints are discouraged so that the transmission of such 

official values is often uni-directional. Consequently, pedagogical approaches are teacher-

centered relying on lecture and dissemination of factual information as observed in the scene of 

teaching at the beginning of this chapter.
40

 While the implementation of a nation-state model of 

values education may have been met with less resistance in the early years of the nation‟s 

independence in the 1960s, its implementation is becoming increasingly difficult in a more 

globally connected twenty-first century.  

                                                 

39
 Wilson (1978) provides a comprehensive historical overview of the state‟s project of social engineering in 

Singapore from 1918 to 1959. Tamney (1996) discusses the tensions underlying the government‟s ethos of 
pragmatism and its construction of a national identity. More recently, Wee (2007) has discussed the Singapore 

government‟s attempts to grapple with modernity and capitalism in the way it continually re-defines national 

identity and “Asian values”. 

 
40

 As I have indicated in my introduction to chapter four, one cannot assume that the employment of indoctrination 

was met with passive acceptance. In another study, I have shown how, during the early twentieth century, colonized 

subjects in countries such as Singapore did not fully embrace the colonial curriculum and adopted either an attitude 

of passive indifference or active resistance towards it. See Choo (2004).  
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 The second problem involves the question of agency. In one sense, a state-managed value 

system is dependent on school leaders and teachers who can act as passive pawns for the state 

rather than as active critical agents. Paradoxically, this can lead to a lack of “buy-in” by teachers. 

For example, a senior Ministry of Education official expressed concerns that teachers may not be 

equally committed to the goal of political socialization and that teachers were merely paying lip 

service to values education rather than taking it seriously (Chew, 1998). At the same time, while 

the state attempts to diminish the power of individual agency by imposing its official views upon 

citizens, technological globalization and the spread of online communicative tools such as blogs, 

Facebook, Twitter etc. have provided educative spaces outside the classroom for alternative 

views on social and political matters. For example, in 2006, students at a junior college (grades 

eleven and twelve) reacted to a sexuality workshop which their school had outsourced to a 

Christian organization. The organization went overboard in endorsing the government‟s “strong 

families” position by aggressively arguing against contraceptive sex as well as rejecting abortion 

and embryonic stem-cell research. All students were forced to write down statements such as “I 

must condemn in-vitro fertilization” (Yong, 2006, para. 7). As a result, students posted their 

complaints via various online social networks which then garnered media attention. Generally, 

students felt that the workshop promoted the organization's beliefs with one student lamenting 

that he felt as though he were being brainwashed. What this example illustrates is that 

technological advances are facilitating an increasing sense of agency in individuals and states 

will find it more difficult to control and manage the values and belief systems of their citizens. 

 The third problem has to do with the ambiguous nature of values, particularly those that 

are tied to various aspects of identity – gender, race, and religion. With a greater sense of 
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individual agency due to more opportunities to participate in the public sphere via social media, 

what follows is also a greater consciousness of the multi-dimensional character of values and the 

difficulty of imposing a singular normative value system. For example, as students complained 

that the sexuality workshop conducted by the Christian organization was too conservative, the 

reverse occurred three years later in another highly publicized controversy. It was discovered 

then that many schools had engaged an influential non-profit organization, Association for 

Women for Action and Research (AWARE), to provide Sexuality Education introductory 

courses to students and that these courses endorsed more liberal lifestyles. For example, 

AWARE‟s Comprehensive Sexuality Education manual states that “anal sex can be healthy” and 

that “homosexuality is perfectly normal” (Wong, Lin, & Ng, 2009, para. 21). Various religious 

groups expressed concerns about the seemingly biased views that were promoted and the 

Ministry of Education subsequently issued a public statement indicating that AWARE‟s 

programs would be immediately suspended along with a directive that “MOE and the schools do 

not promote alternative lifestyles to our students” (Ministry of Education, 2009). Paradoxically, 

attempts to revert to a more conservative position within the organization were strongly resisted 

by the public. When a group of Christian women opposing liberal views on sexuality attempted 

to take-over the executive board of the organization, they were shortly ousted when an 

extraordinary general meeting was called and a vote of no confidence was given (“Interview with 

DPM Wong”, 2009). The fact that the meeting saw over three thousand members in attendance, 

more than three times what was average, and that it sparked public debate about the diverse 

perspectives on gender identity over the media for several weeks, attests to the complexity of 

insisting on any definitive view of sexuality. The episode also highlights the overlaps between 
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gender identity and religion and the problems of maintaining a strictly secular position on gender 

identity without pressure from religious groups. 

 The fourth problem has to do with the domain of the affect when engaging with identity 

issues particularly concerning gender, race, and religion. A nation-state model of values 

education tends to emphasize the cognitive domain of facts and knowledge to the exclusion of 

the affective domain. For example, the first goal of the Ministry of Education‟s (2012) Sexuality 

Education program is to provide “knowledge on human sexuality and the consequences of sexual 

activity” (para. 10) while the other two goals focus on imparting skills that would promote 

healthy relationships with others and inculcating positive values grounded on the heterosexual 

married family as the basic unit of society. What seems absent are goals that promote an 

understanding of the psychological tensions and conflicts underlying mainstream and alternative 

sexual orientations and that encourage students to relate discussions of sexuality to their own 

personal experiences of growing up.  

 Perhaps this emphasis on the cognitive domain is even more problematic when dealing 

with race and religion which, in Civics and Moral Education classes, are broached by getting 

students to complete such superficial activities as filling in the blanks about facts concerning the 

customs of particular races, finishing crossword puzzles about different religions in Singapore, 

and identifying the correct religious symbols in multiple choice questions (Tan, 2008; Tan & 

Chew, 2004). For example, one question in an end of the year assessment paper requires students 

to select the correct answer from the following multiple choice question: Muslims visit their 
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friends and relatives during Hari Raya to exchange – a. food, b. gifts, c. greetings, or d. prayer?
 41

 

Similarly, during the short-lived period when Religious Knowledge was made compulsory in the 

national curriculum, critical thinking was discouraged and teachers were advised not to divert 

from facts outlined in official curriculum guide books.
42

 The systematic and rational manner in 

which state-directed value systems are transmitted via the curriculum is incongruous with beliefs 

about gender orientation, race, and religion since these are highly personal in that they touch the 

deepest aspects of identity and involve the domain of affect.  

 Historically, the state has remained ambivalent about how its value system can inspire the 

affect which is necessary in order to ensure citizens‟ deeper commitment towards its agenda. 

This ambivalence is evident when one considers the tumultuous history of Civics and Moral 

Education as well as Religious Knowledge. For example, since the dominant People‟s Action 

Party gained power in Singapore following the end of British colonial rule in 1959 and took over 

the management of public education, there have been at least five attempts at re-vamping the 

state‟s entire moral education program.
43

 One may infer that the government was struggling to 

construct and articulate a secular value system that can reflect the beliefs of a heterogeneous and 

                                                 

41
 This description is adapted from Tan‟s (2008) description of a unit on Race in the Civics and Moral Education 

syllabus and a grade nine assessment paper on this topic taken from a public secondary school in 2004. 

 
42

 See Tan (1997) for a description and critique of the Religious Knowledge curriculum when it was implemented in 

Singapore between 1984 and 1989. 

 
43

 Since 1959, there have been numerous experiments at designing an effective program from an original Ethics 

course which was a compulsory subject in schools in 1959. Ethics was then replaced by Civics in 1963 which was 

again re-designed ten years later into “Education for Living”, an interdisciplinary program at the elementary school 
(Chew, 1998). Following the 1978 Goh report, another attempt was made to revamp the entire subject through two 

programs – the “Good Citizen” program which was taught in Chinese, Malay, and Tamil languages and the “Being 
and Becoming” program which was taught in English and Chinese (Tan, 1994). These programs were then replaced 
by Religious Knowledge in 1984 and when Religious Knowledge was found to incite social divisiveness, the state 

reverted to a secular moral education program called “Civics and Moral education” which continues till this day. 
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culturally diverse population while at the same time galvanizing a unifying sense of nationalism. 

The fact is that a bulk of the population was simply uninterested in such a state-directed moral 

education program. For example, in 1978, a major review of the curriculum was undertaken and 

the then Deputy Prime Minister Goh Keng Swee criticized the moral education program for its 

lack of rigor (Goh, 1979). Since it was a non-examinable subject, students as well as school 

administrators and teachers were not taking the subject seriously. The Ministry of Education then 

made another effort at re-designing the program but the subject continued to receive little 

attention in schools prompting Goh to once again intervene. In 1982, he began to urgently warn 

that moral standards were declining as a result of students‟ exposure to “western values” via its 

media and that the only way in which a secular moral education could have any strength or 

credibility was to ground it on religious education. Goh cited evidence of the increasing number 

of incidents involving highly trained professionals such as lawyers and bankers being charged in 

court for criminal breach of trust. At the same time, he contrasted this to his former classmates 

from a Methodist school who, despite having attained material success, had never been 

incriminated and this, he argued, was due to their foundational exposure to religious values 

during their schooling years (Tan, 1997). Additionally, Religious Knowledge was important in 

fostering tolerance and understanding particularly given Singapore‟s multi-racial and multi-

religious mix. During this period, for instance, about 77% of Singapore residents were Chinese 

while 14% were Malays, 7% were Indians, and 2% were categorized as “Others” (this included 

Eurasians and others of mixed ethnicities); also, among the resident population, about 31% were 

Buddhists, 13% Christians, 15% Muslims, 23% Taoists, 4% Hindus, and 14% subscribing to no 

religion (Lau, 1992, 1994). Based on these factors, the Singapore government in 1984 made 
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Religious Knowledge a compulsory subject for all grade nine and ten students who could opt for 

one of six specializations – Bible Knowledge, Buddhist Studies, Confucian Ethics, Hindu 

Studies, Islamic Religious Knowledge, and Sikh Studies. Shockingly, despite colossal efforts at 

planning, investing, and implementing this subject, the government announced five years later in 

1989 that it was reviewing its decision to introduce Religious Knowledge in the curriculum and 

the subject was subsequently discontinued. One of the primary reasons for this swift termination 

of the subject was because students tended to specialize in studying a religion that supported 

their own beliefs. Thus, Christian students opted for Bible Knowledge, Muslim students opted 

for Islamic Religious Knowledge etc. which meant that instead of promoting religious tolerance, 

the subject was inciting religious revivalism and polarization in the population (Gopinathan, 

1998). 

 Following the perceived failure of Religious Knowledge, the government reverted to a 

secular moral education program aimed at constructing and inculcating important “Asian values” 

including key Confucian values. This occurred via the Civics and Moral Education program 

grounded on the concept of shared national values. At the same time, the reversion to a secular 

moral education program has also failed to address Goh‟s initial concerns regarding the marginal 

status of the subject and its ineffectual capacity to incite national solidarity. For example, 

findings from a survey and feedback gathered from students and teachers in 1990 revealed that 

Civics and Moral Education was ranked only after academic and assessment goals in terms of its 

importance (Chew, 1998). In the 1980s and 1990s, the government found itself caught in a 

perplexing dilemma. On one hand, the surest way to inspire any sense of commitment was by 

tapping on the traditional beliefs of each racial group which are often religious in nature. On the 
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other hand, it was dangerous to allow such beliefs to develop because of their potential for social 

divisiveness. The solution was therefore to re-imagine and re-fashion a new moral value system 

but given that Singapore was a newly independent pluralistic nation, it was and continues to be 

difficult to expect that its citizens would commit to this secular morality with the same level of 

conviction as their commitment to their own traditional religious beliefs. The fact that the 

government anticipated this problem in the late 1970s leading to its implementation of Religious 

Knowledge in place of secular moral education as a solution to this dilemma and the fact that 

when Religious Knowledge went overboard in inciting potentially extremist sentiments leading 

the government to quickly revert to its original program of a secular moral education which 

continues to be in existence, demonstrates clearly that up till now, this dilemma remains 

unresolved. 

 Interestingly too, when Religious Knowledge was made compulsory in schools in 1984, 

of its six specializations, the government gave undue attention to Confucian Ethics and senior 

political officials continually repeated via the media about the benefits of studying it. In this 

sense, while “Asian values” was that broad and ambiguous category endorsed by the state, 

Confucianism was a more specific sub-category favored by the state. The state highlighted 

aspects of Confucianism that supported its paternalistic style of governance and that was aligned 

to its preference for economic rights over individual rights, which the government consistently 

articulated as beneficial for the long-term well-being of society; paradoxically, some of the key 

tenets of Confucianism, such as its emphasis on open communication and dialogue, was 

downplayed (Tan, 1997; Wee, 2007). Despite the government‟s fervent promotion of Confucian 

Ethics, however, it was the least popular option among Chinese students with only 21% choosing 
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this as opposed to 26% choosing Bible Knowledge and 53% choosing Buddhist Studies (Tan, 

1997). This is perhaps an obvious demonstration that the official ideological value system 

advanced by the state was resisted by students who opted for that which reflected their own 

personal beliefs. It is thus an indication of the public‟s implicit resistance to what is perceived as 

state-directed propaganda as well as an indication that the domain of beliefs remains a highly 

personal and private matter. 

6.3 The Role of Literature Education in a Post Nation-State Model of Values Education 

 Thus far, I have used the Singapore government‟s struggle to implement an effective 

secular moral education program via Sexuality Education, Civics and Moral Education, and 

Religious Knowledge to illustrate the problems underlying a nation-state model of values 

education. This then provides the grounds for imagining the possibility of a post nation-state 

model of values education. In this section, I argue that such a model can address key problems 

associated with a nation-state model of values education and more specifically, that literature 

education can provide a powerful platform for a post nation-state form of values education.  

 In this section, I intend to develop my arguments based on a close analysis of two scenes 

of teaching. The first has been described at the beginning of this chapter involving a comparative 

study of Kingston‟s short story “On discovery” and Shakespeare‟s Taming of the Shrew. The 

second will be described shortly and involves the study of Human Rights in an English class. 

These scenes of teaching or what may be termed “snapshot vignettes” (Ely, Vinz, Downing, & 

Anzul, 1997) refer to “a contextualized picture, a snapshot, intended to represent an entire issue, 

phenomenon or case [which] function towards the same ends as synecdoche, a figurative device 

using a part of something to represent the whole” (p. 74). Throughout this study, I have begun 
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each chapter with such vignettes or scenes of teaching which have been useful in illuminating 

complex processes, beliefs, and attitudes by isolating certain aspects of a social phenomenon 

(Renold, 2002). Vignettes have also been employed in various qualitative and quantitative 

studies (Renold, 2002), in surveys to elicit rich insights from participants (Schoenberg & Ravdal, 

2000), and as examples to conduct textual analysis about normative beliefs (Finch, 1987) or 

subjective belief systems (Hughes, 1998) in specific social contexts. In this section, the scenes of 

teaching I analyze are not meant to be representative of innovative teaching practices in the 

school or country concerned. Instead, I use them as examples to provide empirical illustrations of 

how teachers can educate for a post nation-state value system even if they may be working 

within the parameters of the nation-state such as meeting the objectives of a state-approved 

curriculum or preparing students for state-managed national examinations.  

 My descriptions of these two scenes are based on my fieldwork in the spring of 2011 

involving two teachers – Kejin, a language arts teacher, who has been teaching at Durham High 

School in Singapore for the last nine years and Anne, an English language and literature teacher, 

who has been teaching at Morning Girls‟ School in Perth, Australia for the last six years.
44

 

During this time, I observed both these teachers in the classroom between six to eight times, 

conducted between two to four one-hour interviews with them, and collected curriculum and 

assessment documents related to the lessons and broader unit concerned. As a further context, the 

two classes and schools involved share three main similarities. First, in terms of race and 

ethnicity, the classes are generally homogenous. Kejin‟s tenth grade language arts class 
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 In this chapter, I have used pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of the teachers and schools concerned. 
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comprises fourteen female students and one male student, all of whom are Chinese-

Singaporeans. Anne‟s ninth grade English class comprises twenty female students of which 

sixteen are white-Australians and four are Asians. Second, the schools concerned are high-

performing schools in their respective countries or states. Durham High School is among one of 

Singapore‟s top ten schools. It is a grade seven to twelve autonomous school45
 and has been 

designated as a Special Assistance Plan school.
46

 In 2005, it was awarded the School Excellence 

Award, the highest and most prestigious award given by the Ministry of the Education. 

Similarly, Morning Girls‟ School is also among the top five schools in Perth. It is an 

independent, non-selective Anglican school that takes in students from kindergarten through 

grade twelve. It is considered a top-tiered school with about 75% of students entering reputable 

national and overseas universities following high school graduation and in 2011, the school 

produced five of the top forty students in the entire state.
47

 Given that these two schools are 

either autonomous or independent, teachers have a greater degree of flexibility in designing their 

own curriculum although they are still required to prepare students for the high-stakes national 

examinations. Third, both these schools have moved towards a focus on educating the global 

rather than the nationalistic citizen. For example, Durham High School‟s mission is to “nurture 

leaders of honor who are high achieving, loyal citizens with a global outlook”. All students are 

                                                 

45
 Autonomous Schools were established by the Ministry of Education in 1994 to give greater flexibility to school 

administrators to develop innovative and niche programs for students. These schools are also given additional 

funding by the Ministry of Education. Since 2010, there are 29 autonomous schools out of 356 schools in Singapore. 

 
46

 There are currently eleven Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools. Such schools were first established in 1979 to 

promote the learning of Chinese language and culture and have evolved to emphasizing bilingual and bicultural 

education. A majority of students in these schools study two first languages – Chinese and English. 

 
47

 Data was obtained from the “School Performance Information Measures” report on the school‟s website as well as 
interviews with the Dean of Curriculum in 2011. 
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encouraged to take active part in overseas immersion and community service learning projects. 

One of the school‟s niches is also its Bicultural Studies Program, an interdisciplinary program 

that promotes the study of language, literature, economics, and politics of China and the west. 

Similarly, Morning Girls‟ School places an emphasis on cultivating students‟ critical 

understanding and appreciation of life beyond Australia. To this end, it is the only school in 

Perth to offer four foreign languages, namely French, German, Italian, and Japanese. It also 

organizes a wide range of overseas experiences for its students such as a Marine Biology course 

in which students scuba dive and study marine underwater life in parts of America, Thailand, and 

Indonesia; grade ten exchange programs with schools in Canada, Singapore, South Africa, and 

the United Kingdom; foreign language immersion and arts exchange programs in various parts of 

Asia and Europe. This emphasis on immersing students in educational curricula and programs of 

other countries already points to the school‟s desire to promote education beyond the confines 

and dictates of the nation-state. One pertinent question is the extent to which a post nation-state 

model of values education can be effectively introduced even within a nation-state managed 

system of education.  

Scenes of Teaching Gender, Race, and Religion through Literature 

 The use of a comparative method to explore how gender is constructed in two different 

literary texts may not seem at all unusual. As mentioned in chapter three, this was a model that 

Goethe had already suggested in the early nineteenth century. What is atypical, however, is that 

in his class, Keijin is preparing students for one part of the twelfth grade literature in English 

high-states national examination which involves a close study of three texts based on a given list. 

While Taming of the Shrew is part of this list, Kingston‟s “On Discovery” is not. In other words, 
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given the constraints of curriculum time and the pressure of equipping students to obtain 

distinctions in the national examination (which is particularly important in high-performing 

schools such as the one Keijin teaches in), what is the point of introducing Kingston‟s short story 

in this class? Would it not have been more beneficial to focus on texts students would be directly 

assessed on in the national examination? As it turns out, Keijin would continually “interrupt” his 

teaching of Taming of the Shrew with a series of other texts including those by African-

American writer Toni Morrison, Caribbean-American writer Jamaica Kincaid, Chinese-

Singaporean writer Stella Kon, and Japanese-American writer Kyoko Mori. In a later interview, 

Keijin explains that he deliberately adopts an intertextual approach to teaching literature since 

his aim is to have students “think critically and creatively in different contexts and across 

different contexts [so that they would] get out of the mindset of thinking in one context”. Thus, 

even though students will eventually be formally assessed on their analysis of gender identity in 

Taming of the Shrew, his larger aim is for students to gain a better understanding of gender 

identity through studying a broader range of world literary texts. Rather than passively 

submitting to the directives of a state curriculum, Keijin demonstrates active agency as observed 

when he states, “I want my students to be conscious of the fact that they do negotiate across 

cultural identities and that they are caught in-between cultures”. Here, his belief concerning the 

importance of cross-cultural consciousness informs his selection of culturally hybridized texts he 

has chosen (these are written by authors who are African-American, Chinese-American, 

Chinese-Singaporean etc.) and it also informs the intertextual, comparative pedagogical approach 

he employs.  
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 Like Keijin, Anne is another teacher who privileges her own beliefs about the value of 

literature education beyond the ideological values of the state. According to state curriculum 

standards, two objectives of literacy are given central focus – functional literacy involving the 

ability to “use the conventions [of language] to communicate ideas, feelings, and attitudes, to 

interact with others” and critical literacy involving “an awareness of the relationship between 

language and power” (School Curriculum and Standards Authority, 2012, p. 83). Even though 

both objectives are seemingly given equal weight in the state curriculum, it is the functional 

aspect of literacy that has become prioritized, a trend that has occurred in Australia since the 

1980s. At the time, there was increasing pressure to design English courses to cater to the 

substantial increase in recently arrived students from non-English speaking backgrounds which 

meant a greater emphasis on functional literacy skills (Manuel & Brock, 2003). By the late 

twentieth century, there were growing concerns that the emphasis on basic and mechanical 

English literacy was undervaluing the development of critical thinking and aesthetic appreciation 

(Brock, 1984; Walshe, 2008). While Anne acknowledges that there is a pressure to conform to 

the state‟s guidelines, she is also not limited by these objectives as observed when she states: 

We [teachers] are obliged to cover the four components [in the state curriculum] – 

speaking, reading, writing and viewing. [….] As long as I make sure that I cover those 
four outcomes, I can use any text I want. But it must cover those four outcomes. 

 

The four functional literacy components are “covered” or, in other words, given token 

acknowledgement in the English curriculum that Anne has designed. However, it is clear that at 

its core, her curriculum is grounded on her own beliefs about the value of literature education: “I 

think literature‟s role is to help students better understand the world in which they live, to 

understand where they‟ve come from, where our dominant values and attitudes come from; I 
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think literature is about enrichment.” The essence of enrichment is the development of deeper, 

richer or more complex understandings of self and its relationship to others in the world. It is this 

belief that has led Anne to design a Human Rights unit in her English program. The following 

describes a scene of teaching in one of her classes I observed. 

 “Have you ever stood in front the mirror and thought, „Who‟s that person – is it me?‟” 

Anne asks as about ten hands are raised. Anne now asks her students to imagine that they have to 

describe themselves to a teacher in the school. What are four things that would define them?  

 “Santa believer,” says one student almost immediately and this is followed by a wave of 

other responses such as “Canadian”, “opinionated”, “sarcastic”, and “adventurous”.  

 Anne now asks them to describe what they would tell their mother or father about 

themselves. There is a slight pause and the tone shifts a little. One student says, “I‟m not 

cleaning my room”; a second says, “I won‟t be compared to other people” and another student 

adds with equal conviction, “I‟m stronger than you think”. Students continue sharing their 

responses and after five minutes, Anne interjects. “Now, supposing you are describing your 

identity on Facebook and you want to tell your friends about yourself. What would you describe 

in your profile?” 

 “I am single,” says one student cheekily as the class bursts in laughter. A light-haired 

Caucasian student adds to the humor by saying, “I am Asian.”  

 “That‟s interesting,” says Anne, “Because sometimes when we go on Facebook or other 

social networks, the computer is that perfect site for pretending you are something that you are 

not, which leads me to my next point. I want you to think about identity as a performance. So 

identity is not something we are necessarily born with. We can think of identity almost as though 
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we are putting on a mask. It is something we perform in different situations and according to 

different circumstances.”  

 The discussion about the performance of identity continues for several weeks and 

becomes an entry point to the unit on Human Rights. After exploring how identity is constructed 

and how this is then performed in different ways across history and cultures, the Human Rights 

unit examines the consequences when certain articulations of identity are discriminated against. 

Students begin by reading the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and proceed to examine 

various historical accounts of human rights through a wide range of texts including the 

documentary Island of Hope, Island of Tears: The Story of Ellis Island, short stories around the 

world from the anthology Free: Stories Celebrating Human Rights, and the visual story The 

Arrival, an imaginative imagistic tale of an immigrant‟s experience as he tries to assimilate into a 

foreign culture. Towards the end of the unit, students embark on a simulated oral presentation in 

which they play the role of representatives on a youth forum discussing human rights protection 

in Australia. Based on their research, students respond to three main questions in this forum – 

Which human rights should be protected and promoted? Are human rights sufficiently protected 

and promoted? How could Australia better protect and promote human rights?  

 Although not explicitly mentioned in the project, questions about race and religion are 

closely implicated. For example, one sub-question Anne pushes her students to think about 

concerns the implications for Australian society if the notion of human rights involves the 

freedom to believe what one likes and the freedom to practice any religion. Another sub-question 

concerns the implications for Australian society if the right to be treated equally by the law 

applies to all racial and ethnic groups. Throughout this unit, students explore identity from three 
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main angles – the personal, the universal, and the national. By getting students to reflect on how 

their own identity is socially constructed and performed in different contexts, Anne not only 

arouses their interest by relating this topic to their own personal experiences, she also helps them 

better connect the complex nature of identity to the broader and more abstract category of human 

rights.  Essentially, this entails the question about how one should respond to others whose 

identities may be differently constructed and performed and how these identities can be equally 

respected. Human rights as a universal moral code is disrupted when students then examine 

socio-political complications as it is applied to their own country‟s laws. 

Approaches to Teaching Literature in a Post Nation-state Model of Values Education 

 Both Keijin and Anne provide examples of approaches to teaching literature that 

implicitly educate for values beyond nationalistic aims. More importantly, such approaches 

operate within a post nation-state model of values education that addresses four main problems 

of a nation-state model of values education; namely, these are related to questions of alternatives, 

agency, ambivalence, and affect. Distinctions between both models are summarized in Table 1.  

Table 1. Distinguishing nation-state and post Nation-state models of values education 

Domains Nation-state Model of Values 

Education 

 

Post Nation-state Model of Values 

Education 

Engagement with 

Alternatives 

 Limited – Promotion of a singular state 

endorsed value system. 

Encouraged – Promotion of 

engagements with multiple value 

systems. 

Sense of Agency Limited – Promotion of the teacher as a 

passive mouthpiece of the state. 

Encouraged – Promotion of the teacher 

as an active critical-ethical actor. 

Degrees of 

Ambivalence 

Limited – Promotion of an 

unambiguous, universally agreed upon 

code of ethics. 

Encouraged – Promotion of ambivalence 

via empowering the re-personalization 

of individual morality. 

Involvement of 

Affect 

Limited – Promotion of systematic 

transmission of values via knowledge, 

information, and facts. 

Encouraged – Promotion of value 

construction by tapping on cognitive and 

affective domains. 
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1. Engagement with Alternatives 

 The most obvious similarity grounding teaching approaches employed by both Keijin and 

Anne is their desire to encourage explorations of alternative and multiple viewpoints. For 

example, both facilitate students‟ analysis of various historical, socio-cultural ways in which 

identity is fashioned. In this sense, these approaches challenge a Fordist paradigm of public 

education which, in contrast to a post-Fordist paradigm, emphasizes order, standardization, and 

an attitude of docility (Brown & Lauder, 1996). Perhaps it is the philosopher Michel Foucault 

(1975/1995) who has most comprehensively described how, when this Fordist paradigm emerged 

during the late eighteenth century, it was governed by the invisible power of the state that served 

to mould and police citizens through everyday regiments and mundane regulations. Such power 

sought to discipline students into subservience through a system of rewards and punishments; 

through various forms of classifications such as subjects and classes; through the introduction of 

progression in learning and hierarchy among the student body such as seniors and juniors; and 

through the imposition of supervision and surveillance of students. More importantly, in this 

paradigm, teachers were positioned as mere ideologues of the state by reinforcing state 

objectives and a morality of obedience via the curriculum and pedagogical approaches employed 

in the classroom. In chapter two of this study, I have described how such a paradigm informed 

the system of mass education in Britain during the late eighteenth century and, more specifically, 

directed the way English literature was taught when it became formally institutionalized as a 

discipline in schools. The goals of English literature were tied to the larger goals of the nation-

state involving education for the nationalistic citizen. Hence, English literature served as an 

influential tool by the state to cultivate a civilized and disciplined citizenry and concepts such as 
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taste, morality, and the Absolute grounded the objectives of the curriculum and influenced the 

manner in which the subject was taught. In this context, the nation-state took over the function of 

moral guardian of the citizenry previously monopolized by the clergy and established the value 

system that citizens were to conform to. Education was then the ideological apparatus through 

which the state could enact its hegemonic influence over its citizens. In this chapter, I have also 

shown how such a paradigm continues to inform state-directed values education even today as 

observed in the case of moral education in Singapore. 

 In contrast, both Keijin and Anne exemplify approaches that challenge such a nation-

state, Fordist model of education. Underlying their approaches to teaching literature is a force 

compelling them to transcend the goal of educating for the values of the nationalistic citizen. In 

other words, even though both of them are working within nation-state systems of education, 

what informs their practice is a post nation-state consciousness which manifests in the way they 

position themselves as provocateurs and facilitators rather than knowledge-providers and in the 

way they encourage questions rather than answers, open-ended dialogues rather than close-ended 

lectures. This post nation-state consciousness is also demonstrated in the different orientations 

that inform their teaching approaches. In chapters three to five of this study, I have characterized 

these orientations as world, global, and cosmopolitan. On one hand, Keijin adopts a distinct 

world orientation in his pedagogical approach so that even though he wants to promote cross-

cultural awareness among his students, his strategy operates by emphasizing boundaries. Thus, 

he intentionally wants his students to compare the construction of the female gender in China 

and Italy. Building on this strategy, he then gets his students to analyze boundary-crossings by 

comparing the depiction of gender identity from the perspective of writers from mixed-cultures 
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such as Caribbean-American, Chinese-American, Chinese-Singaporean, Japanese-American etc. 

Keijin‟s curriculum valorizes difference which is important in helping students become aware of 

the world as fragmented rather than whole and as characterized by physical and imaginary 

divisions. The latter would have been made clear as students become exposed to the diverse 

ways that gender is described in literary fictions across cultures. Anne, on the other hand, adopts 

both a global and cosmopolitan orientation in her teaching approaches which also shows that 

these three orientations are not mutually exclusive but may oftentimes overlap. For example, 

even though Anne begins by having students reflect on how their own personal identity is 

constructed, this forms a lead-in to developing their sense of global consciousness via human 

rights. It is affinity rather than difference that Anne wants to highlight to her students so that self-

understanding becomes a conduit to facilitating understanding, and hence, empathy, of others. It 

is the sense of the whole in the form of that abstract figure of the human that is prioritized before 

students embark on an interrogation of the politics of human rights within their own nation. At 

the same time, there is a cosmopolitan ethos evidenced in the way she begins by encouraging 

self-examination which is then followed by pushing students to look beyond themselves. This 

enables students to situate their identity within the broader matrix of identities in a global 

community. An other-centered impulse is further fueled as students examine what it means to be 

accountable to the abstract other in its countless multiplicity of identity formations and what it 

means to be hospitable to more deep-seated cosmological, religious beliefs of different identity 

groups. Perhaps the post-Fordist impulses underlying Keijin and Anne‟s approaches to teaching 

literature may have some relation to their own personal lives. For example, Keijin was originally 

born in Japan and spent much of his education in New Zealand before teaching in Singapore; 
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similarly, Anne was born and grew up in the United Kingdom before venturing to teach in 

Australia. In short, what Keijin and Anne exemplify is that desire to push their students to 

explore alternative realities beyond the parameters of a nation-state education system. This then 

serves to promote students‟ engagements with the plethora of ways in which the world may be 

perceived and represented. 

2. Sense of Agency 

 Admittedly, one may argue that my examples of Keijin and Anne are exceptions rather 

than the rule since both of them are teaching in high-performing schools. Teachers in such 

schools are generally less pressured to devote time to covering more basic, functional forms of 

literacies as outlined in the state curriculum and can therefore go beyond this to focus on higher-

order forms of thinking. Additionally, teachers in such schools are assumed to have generally 

more flexibility and autonomy in designing their own curriculum. Further research will need to 

be conducted to ascertain the extent to which literature teachers in a range of school types, such 

as those in rural settings or in high needs areas, have the agency to enact a post nation-state 

model of values education even within a nation-state system of education. Although there may 

be some basis to these limitations, these tend to privilege an ideological consciousness based on 

the view that state institutional systemic structures necessarily determine a teacher‟s sense of 

agency. The logic therefore goes that in schools where there is greater pressure to conform to 

such ideological structures, whether this involves the pressure to adhere to state policies, 

standards, curriculum, teaching protocols, or assessments, it is assumed that there is less 

likelihood of teachers being agents of change. At the same, such logic fails to address the 

significant influence of consciousness as a catalyst for change. In cognitive psychology, research 
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has found that consciousness or mental models play a central role in the way individuals perceive 

reality and make decisions about how to shape their conceptions of reality (Johnson-Laird, 

1983). In other words, the degree to which agency is perceived is more dependent on a 

consciousness of ideological inhibitions than the materiality or actuality of these inhibitions. 

Thus, since the late 1980s, there has been a growth of influential scholarship on the importance 

of developing teachers‟ sense of agency by changing their conscious beliefs about reality through 

reflective practice. To develop a greater sense of agency, it is necessary to first examine what 

Donald Schön (1987) describes as “knowing-in-action” (p. 32). That is, what conditions 

teachers‟ practice is tacit knowing or consciousness about socially and intuitionally structured 

contexts they are accountable to. Thus, reflective practice research essentially argues that when 

teachers become aware not only of institutional power structures but also of how their beliefs 

about their own powerlessness paralyzes them, this empowers them to play a more active, critical 

role as change agents in the system (Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993; Parker, 1997).  

 In her work on imagination, Maxine Greene (1995) reiterates its fundamental role in 

consciousness: “Consciousness always has an imaginative phase, and imagination, more than 

any other capacity, breaks through the „inertia of habit‟” (p. 21). Here, imagination is 

dichotomized with habit, which can refer to a consciousness of power structures that already 

exists, and which then inhibits any possibility for change. Conversely, imagination awakens 

consciousness; it fosters what Greene (1973) theorizes as “wide-awakeness” (p. 120) as it has the 

power to break through disciplinary and institutional structures that project a singular version of 

reality in order to convey a vision of complex, multiple, intersecting realities in the world. Thus, 

it is only when we imagine that things can be otherwise that the first action to create change 
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occurs. In other words, consciousness, informed by a vision of an alternative, empowers teachers 

to be active agents in the world rather than passive agents of the nation-state. Yet, what grounds 

this consciousness of an alternative? Clearly, when Greene discusses imagination and its 

connection to consciousness, it is informed by a post nation-state, other-centered ethos. As 

opposed to self-consciousness and consciousness of nation, to Greene (1995), this is an 

“embodied consciousness” (p. 59), that encompasses “awarenesss of what it means to be in the 

world” (p. 35), that envisions a “common world that may be in the making” (p. 43), and that 

reaches for “a social vision of a more humane, more fully pluralist, more just, and more joyful 

community” (p. 61). 

 Within a system of education where policies, goals, school systemic structures support 

the broad goal of education for the nationalistic citizen, it is the sense of a post nation-state 

consciousness that can disrupt a nation-state ideological consciousness. For example, in a study 

on Civics Education in Ontario schools, Michele Schweisfurth (2006) found that the official state 

Civics curriculum made cursory references to the global with no serious attempt to promote an 

understanding of global citizenship while it emphasized issues related to the nation and 

conducive to fostering a sense of nationalistic citizenship. On one hand, she observed that most 

Canadian teachers perceived their role as passive implementers of government initiated policies; 

on the other hand, she also described how a few exceptional teachers went beyond the guidelines 

of the state curriculum. Essentially, these teachers were informed by a sense of global 

consciousness that inspired them to challenge state boundaries. Even though they were 

continually discouraged from emphasizing global thinking in their classroom by school 

administrators and colleagues, she found that what made these teachers resist the system was that 
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“they were clear about their priorities and, for them, finding – or creating – space for global 

citizenship education was the prime imperative” (p. 50). In another study entitled “Project Zero”, 

Harvard University researchers studied the practices of twelve exemplary Massachusetts high 

school teachers who were experimenting with teaching units on globalization. Veronica Boix-

Mansilla and Howard Gardner (2007) observed how these teachers went beyond teaching about 

globalization to fostering global consciousness in their students and, more importantly, how the 

teachers themselves embodied a curiosity about and consciousness of the global. For example, 

they describe Michael, a tenth grade history teacher who displayed an attunement well beyond 

his immediate reality when he constantly pushed his students to explore with him how everyday 

cultural products such as cell phones, orange juice, and sports shoes are connected to 

transnational networks of production and how they perpetuate global inequity. In their study, 

they found that these teachers were developing global consciousness in their students with the 

aim of equipping them to be change agents in the world. Indirectly, the teachers themselves were 

modeling active agency to their students in their heightened attunement to the global.  

 Like Keijin and Anne, these teachers described are driven by a deep sense of post nation-

state consciousness that then serves as a powerful force of agency. More specifically, in this 

study, I have described how world, global, and cosmopolitan orientations can disrupt any 

singular interpretive imposition of reality. As literature teachers, awareness of all three 

orientations is important in contributing to a repertoire of tools that can be utilized in the 

classroom. More importantly, these orientations empower teachers with active agency to go 

beyond educating for values within the confines of a state-managed system. At the same time, 

teacher agency can also foster student agency. Applications of these orientations in the classroom 
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can serve to develop students as critical-ethical actors in a post nation-state environment. For 

example, world-oriented approaches aim to develop students‟ critical consciousness about the 

politics concerning the way the world is divided or categorized and the way components of the 

world are named. Such critical capacities enable students to deconstruct representations of the 

world by reading with, of, around, and against physical and imagined boundaries in the world. In 

a similar vein, global-oriented approaches also aim to develop critical sensibilities although there 

is a stronger emphasis on empowering students to be active as opposed to passive critical readers 

of others. Such critical capacities equip students to actively disrupt universalizing and totalizing 

value systems that seek to objectify the other. In this way, students become conscious of a 

paradox between global aspirations articulating a universal value system that accounts for the 

human (such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) and the impossibility of such a 

system in fully accounting for the particularities of individuals‟ lived realities and their complex 

racial, gender, and other identities. Finally, cosmopolitan-oriented approaches aim to cultivate 

empathetic and reflective sensibilities as students responsibly engage with the material world 

they inhabit and the extraterritorial belief systems of other individuals, communities, and groups. 

Such critical-ethical capacities ultimately lead them to a consciousness of the fundamental 

importance of developing an other-centered as opposed to a subject-centered value system.  

3. Degrees of Ambivalence 

 The experiments with moral education in Singapore in this chapter provide an interesting 

counter point to the scenes of teaching involving Keijin and Anne. They illustrate how the 

nation-state continues to exert control over managing a national system of value education. 

However, as I have discussed in chapters three through five, the development of a geoculture in 
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the early twentieth century and more particularly following the end of the Second World War 

served to develop a greater appreciation of the importance of inter-governance in the world as 

well as a greater consciousness of the phenomenon of globalization. This latter point 

encompasses both an awareness of the increasing inter-connectedness of the world as a result of 

economic, technological, and cultural globalization (as outlined in the previous chapter) and the 

tensions that have arisen as a result of the multi-layered processes of globalization. A summary 

of these tensions is provided in Table 2 in the following page.  

 There is one glaringly implication underlying these complex tensions of globalization; 

that is, there can no longer be any more claims to a single, universally agreed upon morality or 

value system. In other words, the nation-state can no longer maintain its authorial role in 

fashioning the individual‟s moral-ethical values. Increasingly, what we are witnessing is not 

merely a clash of cultures or civilizations
48

 but rather a clash of value systems. This is an 

inevitable consequence of global mobility whether this occurs physically as different 

communities and individuals (such as immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, or individuals who 

choose to relocate) come into contact with each other or imaginatively as issues and concerns of 

different groups are transmitted via the internet and social networks. Zygmunt Bauman (1993) 

makes a distinction between modern and postmodern ethics. While a modernist moral paradigm 

preaches a universal, uncontested, and unambiguous set of values that is transmitted to 

individuals via institutional structures, he argues that “morality is incurably aporetic” (p. 12) and 

that “postmodernity [is] morality without ethical code” (p. 31). 

                                                 

48
 The “Clash of the civilizations” is part of the title of Huntington‟s (1997) book in which he argues for a need to 

foster understandings of the ideologies of various civilizations and advocates for a “multicivilizational character of 

global politics” (p. 21). 



 

 

Table 2. Summary of tensions concerning forms of globalization 

 Cultural Globalization Economic Globalization Technological Globalization 

 

Cultural 

Globalization 

These stem from the tension of local 

culture‟s resistance towards the 
pervasive influence of global culture 

which some scholars have more 

specifically attributed to the effects of 

“McWorld” (Barber, 1996) or western 
imperialism. The global spread of 

cultural products by media technologies 

has resulted in cultural synchronicity 

leading to the erosion of the 

heterogeneity of local cultures (Luke & 

Luke, 2000). 

 

These stem from the tension between 

capitalism‟s compulsion towards the 

accumulation of profits at the cost of 

dominating other communities and 

countries coupled with the global push 

towards a more emancipatory, global, 

“transplanetary” (Scholte, 2005) cultural 
consciousness of the rights of the 

collective humanity against the excesses 

of economic materialism. 

These stem from the tensions between 

global cultural homogeneity aided by 

technology versus the use of 

technologies to conversely promote 

affinities among individuals, ethnic, and 

religious groups. This becomes 

increasingly apparent as technology, 

particularly computers, become 

increasingly widespread and affordable 

(Appadurai, 1996; Friedman, 1999). 

 

Economic 

Globalization 

These stem from the tension between 

capitalism‟s compulsion towards the 
accumulation of profits at the cost of 

dominating other communities and 

countries coupled with the global push 

towards a more emancipatory, global, 

“transplanetary” (Scholte, 2005) cultural 
consciousness of the rights of the 

collective humanity against the excesses 

of economic materialism. 

These stem from the tensions inherent in 

the inequalities between the rich and the 

poor caused by economic globalization. 

The result is a gap between what 

Bauman (1998) distinguishes as tourists 

and vagabonds. Tourists are those who 

have the means to travel, migrate, and 

seek new sensations; vagabonds are the 

complete opposite since poverty or 

political repression has resulted in their 

continued oppression, the result of 

which they become hostile towards the 

“tourists” or those with financial capital. 

These stem from the tension between  

the desire to increase surplus through 

controlling various technologies 

(particularly technologies of production 

and communication) in order to 

monopolize the market and the desire to 

increase surplus through promoting 

technological and other innovations, 

increasing speed and efficiency of 

production, and expanding networks of 

communication which paradoxically 

challenge the monopolization of 

technology (Sassen, 2001; Stiglitz, 

2002). 
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Table 2. Continued 

 Cultural Globalization Economic Globalization Technological Globalization 

 

Technological 

Globalization 

These stem from the tensions between 

global cultural homogeneity aided by 

technology versus the use of 

technologies to conversely promote 

affinities among individuals, ethnic, and 

religious groups. This becomes 

increasingly apparent as technology, 

particularly computers, become 

increasingly widespread and affordable 

(Appadurai, 1990; Friedman, 1999). 

These stem from the tension between the 

desire to increase surplus through 

controlling various technologies 

(particularly technologies of production 

and communication) in order to 

monopolize the market and the desire to 

increase surplus through promoting 

technological and other innovations, 

increasing speed and efficiency of 

production, and expanding networks of 

communication which paradoxically 

challenge the monopolization of 

technology (Sassen, 2001; Stiglitz, 

1999). 

 

This stems from the tension between 

globalization-from-above in which 

governments and corporations utilize 

technology to dominate the economic 

and political spheres and globalization-

from-below in which new technologies 

empower individuals, groups and 

communities to push for more 

egalitarian and democratic social spaces 

(Kellner, 2002). 
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 As described, the stark absence of a consolidated, universalizing moral code may be 

attributed to the greater degree of inter-cultural, inter-racial, inter-religious mixings due to global 

mobility; at the same time, it may also be attributed to other factors such as the erosion of the 

authority of the nation-state as a result of the influence of various transnational actors and 

organizations as well as an increasing sense of agency accorded to individuals via various 

technological tools such as Facebook, Twitter, blogs etc. that allow individuals to connect 

directly with other individuals and groups across distances leading to transnational forms of 

solidarity, activism, and citizenship (Falk, 1993). At the same time, attempts by the nation-state 

to re-establish a universalizing value system are often met with controversy. Take for instance 

the case of banning the burqa in France. In 1989, three Muslim girls were expelled from their 

middle school after they refused to remove their headscarves. What followed was a series of 

public debates leading to the passing of a bill in 2011 banning the wearing of face veils in public 

places such as hospitals and schools. As the ban came into effect, it was met with protests by 

Muslim groups who felt stigmatized by this law (Rustici, 2011). Part of the government‟s 

insistence on this ban is based on arguments grounded on three pillars of the French constitution 

– Liberté (freedom), Egalité (equality), and Fraternité (citizenship). The wearing of the veil is 

therefore seen as counter to the egalitarian values of the state since it reinforces Muslim 

women‟s religious affiliation with Islam (Baquet, 2011). The ban is thus part of the 

government‟s strategy of reasserting universalism by promoting uniformity and equality as 

opposed to communalism where individuals subscribe to the values of their own particular ethnic 

groups instead of the values of the nation as a whole (Lam, 2011). However, various scholars 

have argued that the ban ironically runs counter to the concept of equality. For example, not only 
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does the ban limit religious freedom, the argument that wearing the full veil is oppressive to 

women is a view espoused from a western feminist perspective which then reinscribes another 

level of inequality since western voices are essentially claiming to speak on behalf of Muslim 

women (Gal-Or, 2011). Further, the ban ignores the historicity of Muslim immigrant groups in 

France. For many Muslims, the veil and other forms of dressing represent an implicit social bond 

through the recognition of a shared experience of marginalization; paradoxically, by retaining a 

sense of personal affiliation with their community, this allows them to better assimilate in and 

open themselves to new, foreign, western cultures (Hamel, 2002). 

 The controversy concerning the banning of the burqa in France once again illustrates the 

enormous difficulty facing the nation-state in justifying the imposition of any universal moral 

value system on behalf of its citizens. At the same time, without such a universal value system, 

there is the apparent threat of moral relativism. In order to address both the sense of a moral void 

and the danger of moral relativism, what is required is for education to shift from a focus on the 

transmission of values via codified language and texts to a focus on developing critical-ethical 

capacities. In the late eighteenth century, a state-directed ideological value system was 

transmitted through English literature in the form of texts chosen to foster taste and incite 

nationalist sentiments while supported by pedagogical approaches that valorized didactic 

teaching and reproduction or imitation. In a similar vein, Singapore Ministry of Education‟s 

moral education program places an emphasis on a system of values codified in official syllabus 

and curriculum guides whether this is in the form of Sexuality Education, Civics and Moral 

Education, or Religious Knowledge. This is then transmitted via indoctrination-type teacher-

centered pedagogical approaches. Given an increasing sense of moral ambivalence in this hyper-
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global age of the twenty-first century, the emphasis should now be placed on equipping students 

to engage in critical reflection and ethical reasoning regarding the various moral ambiguities in 

the world, on developing students‟ capacity to develop their own informed moral codes, and on 

strengthening their sense of empathy, responsibility, and accountability to others, particularly 

those who are marginalized, oppressed, or victimized. Thus, Bauman (1993) reiterates that the 

fundamental impetus of a postmodern ethics is “re-personalizing morality” which means 

situating moral responsibility in the individual and not the nation-state. One fundamental task of 

education is therefore not to transmit moral values through the curriculum but to empower 

students to be critical-ethical actors. Such an approach was also foundational to Tsunesaburo 

Makiguchi‟s vision of education. Makiguchi, whose philosophy of education remains influential 

in Japan till this day, theorized the importance of value creation in the 1930s. He established the 

Soka Gakkai (Value Creation Society) movement which is grounded on the belief that 

empowering individuals to critically and reflectively construct values promotes human agency 

that can enhance the overall personal and collective lives of people (Gebert & Joffee, 2007). 

Returning to Keijin and Anne, the objective of value creation is a key impetus informing their 

curriculum and pedagogical design. In an interview, Keijin states that one of his aims is to help 

students discover their personal voices in the essays they write “because kids don‟t have a very 

strong sense yet of who they really are and if they don‟t have a strong sense of who they are or if 

they don‟t stop thinking about it, it becomes very problematic.” Hence, Keijin tries to provide 

multiple examples through literature of the way identity and value systems are constructed in 

different cultures so that students develop the agency to critically reflect on different values 
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systems and determine for themselves their own system of morality. The intention to promote 

value creation is also evident in Anne‟s class as observed in this exchange:  

Student 1:  If everyone is copying or acting out each other‟s identity then what‟s the  
  real identity? 

Anne:   Who are you? That‟s the real question.  
Student 2:  But I think it is possible that when we copy another person, we are  

  copying someone whose identity may reflect our own. 

Anne:   Yes, we are drawn to like people and identify with people similar to us.  

  We can think about this as group identity. 

Student 3:  I have to disagree because I‟m not really like my friends in a lot of ways. 

Anne:   But this then shows what you value.  

 

In this brief exchange, students explore the problem with trying to define one‟s own unique 

identity and Anne facilitates the discussion by rephrasing and helping to clarify their opinions. 

At the end, students begin to understand the connection between identity and values and as they 

reflect on their own “real” as opposed to “copied” identity, they become more conscious of their 

agency in determining their own sense of identity and values. In an interview following the class, 

Anne reiterates the importance of not imposing any value-system on students: 

I suppose it‟s important for them [students] to understand how the nation in which they 
live shapes them, but I wouldn‟t necessarily want to promote national pride in terms of 
extreme patriotism or anything like that. I don‟t think that‟s the role of a teacher. I think I 
want them to understand their own culture; I think it‟s important to understand what the 
notion of being Australian actually means, but I don‟t think I want to teach them to be 
Australians. 

 

In different ways, Keijin and Anne expose their students to the problematic and ambiguous 

nature of values but at the same time, this ambiguity provides that space for exploration, 

reflection, critical evaluation that are important steps towards personalizing moral agency in 

students. This can only occur when the goal of education shifts away from education for the 

nationalistic citizen towards education for the post national citizen who, though rooted in the 

territory of his or her nation-state, has the critical-ethical sensibilities to fashion a moral code that 
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transcends any spatial territoriality. Such a code allows the individual to develop deep 

empathetic engagements towards that broad category of otherness. This is a category that is not 

restricted to the familiar social world such as the family, the community, the ethnic group, or the 

nation so that the individual is liberated to be an active moral agent in the global world. 

4. Involvement of Affect 

 Given a rising consciousness of alternative moral viewpoints, agency, and moral 

ambivalence as a result of globalization‟s spread and intensification, the nation-state finds it 

increasingly difficult to sustain any commitment from its citizens to the system of values 

education it seeks to impose. In the case of Singapore, the paradox is that the government aims to 

secure a deep sense of commitment to the goals of nation-building among its citizens via its 

moral education program and yet, the failure of Religious Knowledge has resulted in the 

government‟s anxiety towards promoting deep engagements with highly sensitive aspects of 

identity since there is the danger that such engagements may incite extremist ethnic-racial-

religious sentiments. Thus, the government has instituted what it terms “Out of bound” or OB 

markers to limit discussions in the public sphere deemed sensitive to the nation. Specifically, OB 

markers seek to curb discussions on three aspects of identity concerning gender orientation, race, 

and religion (Devan, 2009; Fernandez & Tan, 2003; Lee, 2002). In relation to education, the 

institution of OB markers has meant that Singapore teachers are not allowed to discuss issues 

related to these three aspects of identity unless this is part of a state-sanctioned curriculum such 

as Sexuality Education, Civics and Moral Education, and Religious Knowledge. The institution 

of OB markers on precisely these aspects of identity conveys the government‟s recognition that 

gender orientation, race, and religion comprise identity‟s most sensitive components and carry 
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the greatest potential cause for national divisiveness. This is particularly so given that every act 

of global terrorism in the last century has been related to at least one of these aspects. Perhaps 

another reason for the government‟s cautious, even paranoid, attitude is that in addition to the 

cognitive domain, these three aspects especially touch the affective domain. This then is the 

reason why the state‟s moral education program prioritizes the cognitive at the expense of the 

affective which ironically results in a curriculum that is powerless in fostering any attachment 

from citizens towards its nationalist aims. Thus, the state‟s curriculum draws attention to facts, 

knowledge, and skills which promotes a detached, intellectualized attitude removing the domain 

of the spiritual and the role of faith in engagements with religion as well as removing emotional 

and psychological attachments in engagements with racial and gender identity.  

 In relation to religion, even Kant (1781/2004), who had argued for a rational conception 

of religion, places religion outside the domain of what can be known via philosophical reflection 

in order to suggest a space for faith or that which transcends reason. Later thinkers such as the 

Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard assert that faith cannot be treated intellectually; it is 

characterized by passionate commitment that goes beyond objective empirical proof as well as 

philosophical reasoning (Amesbury, 2009). Perhaps then, the issue has to do with the manner in 

which highly sensitive concerns of gender orientation, race, and religion are articulated so that it 

is may be aesthetic language in its incompleteness, its capacity to tap the affect, and its potential 

to transcend material reality as articulated through literature, poetry, music and other aesthetic 

forms that can best provide the platform through which such engagements can occur. Literature 

especially contains the potential to evoke a greater sense of involvement and engagement than 

other kinds of texts, a point that Roland Barthes makes in his (1974) essay “S/Z” in which he 
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distinguishes between “readerly” and “writerly texts”. The former promotes the position of the 

passive reader since he or she is already told what to believe. In such texts, reading is linear in 

nature and meaning is singular. He likens “readerly texts” to realist fiction by authors such as 

George Elliot although this can also be extended to all forms of informational texts. Conversely, 

“writerly texts” are far superior because they are deliberately incomplete and thus open space for 

the reader to enter in to deconstruct and reconstruct meaning. The reader becomes committed to 

the act of interpretation since it works “to make the reader no longer a consumer, but a producer 

of the text” (p. 4). To Barthes, modernist fiction by authors such as James Joyce and William 

Faulkner are good examples of the plural nature of “writerly texts” that convey a “galaxy of 

signifiers, not a structure of signifieds” (p. 5). With an almost similar dichotomy, Rosenblatt 

(1978/1994) distinguishes efferent and aesthetic reading (see section 5.3 for my earlier reference 

to this). Essentially, in “efferent reading” the reader utilizes the text for information. Some 

examples she provides include the reading of a history book, a cooking recipe, a newspaper 

article, a chemical formula. In “aesthetic reading”, however, the reader‟s attention is on what he 

or she is living through as the text is read. In other words, the affective domain involving 

attention to one‟s emotions, sensations, and feelings is essential to reading the text aesthetically.  

 Since my focus in this study is on acts of teaching literature rather than the ontological 

nature of the literary text or the responses of the reader or student, I propose that Barthes‟ and 

Rosenblatt‟s binary distinctions can be adapted to the teaching of literature. That is, there can be 

“writerly” and aesthetic approaches to teaching literature. These approaches, such as world, 

global, and cosmopolitan, can tap on texts that are already “writerly” in nature or they can work 

to disrupt forms of closure in “readerly” texts. Such approaches also work to foster a hospitable 
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imagination in students. This is an imagination that is open to alternative and multiple 

perspectives to interpretation; it cultivates agency by empowering students to interpret meaning 

and construct values for themselves; it promotes ambivalence or undecidability in interpretation 

which ensures that meaning is never fixed but there are, instead, always openings for rupture and 

new counter interpretations to emerge. More importantly, given that the nature of the literary text 

is fictive and that its primary operation is to affect the imagination, such approaches powerfully 

tap on the affective domain essential to cultivating postures of hospitality towards others. For 

example, through Keijin‟s world-oriented pedagogical approach, students develop empathy as 

they explore how women are “tamed” across history and cultural contexts and through Anne‟s 

global-cosmopolitan pedagogical approach, students sympathize with the struggles of 

immigrants attempting to assimilate in foreign societies but finding themselves caught in-

between the contradictions of what is articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

and the immigration laws enforced in their own country. Through these three approaches to 

teaching literature, teachers can foster an “ethical attentiveness” (Langmann, 2011), a 

“sympathetic responsiveness” (Nussbaum, 1997), and an engaged concern for others who may be 

very different. What occurs is that as these approaches help students encounter the other 

imaginatively, the cognitive domain emphasizing reason, rationality, and logic loses its 

privileged position in interpretations of the other and must instead work together with the 

affective domain. This does not mean the absence of reason but it means acknowledging the 

hegemony of reason in our interpretation of the other. As Boix-Mansilla and Gardner (2007) 

note, it is the working together of cognitive-affective capacities that lie at the heart of global 

consciousness which serves to convey a sense of planetary affinity, belonging, and membership 
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and, in this way, disrupts nation-state imposed conceptions of the other. In this light, literature 

education provides a powerful tool to enact a post nation-state model of values education 

compared to a nation-state model of values education. Not only do literary texts bring to life 

lived experiences of individuals struggling to construct their sense of identity especially in 

relation to gender orientation, race, or religion, the three approaches to teaching literature 

described tap on cognitive and affective responses which contribute to deeper engagements, and 

hence, commitment to otherness.  

6.4 The Teaching of Literature and the Cultivation of a Hospitable Imagination 

 In this chapter, I have sought to provide empirical examples to concretize the approaches 

to teaching literature that I have theorized in this study. In this chapter, I have also argued that 

world, global, and cosmopolitan oriented approaches to teaching literature support a post nation-

state model of values education that is more powerful than nationalist-oriented approaches to 

teaching literature operating within a nation-state model of values education. If there is one 

statement that can describe the essential intention underlying world, global, and cosmopolitan 

orientations to teaching literature, it is to promote a hospitable imagination in order to engage the 

other fully. To engage the other fully, this does not mean that the teaching of literature should 

promote an unending, repetitive deconstruction of meaning for the pleasure of knowledge. Here, 

the pursuit of knowledge contributes to a kind of narcissistic self-pleasure and self-pride. Instead, 

hospitable ways of teaching literature prioritizes the other; they challenge us to think about how 

we can be accountable to multiple others in the world and how we can continually problematize 

the boundaries of openness towards the other. Interestingly, during the late eighteenth century 

which was the period that saw the attachment of sovereignty to the territorial nation-state leading 
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to its strengthening and expansion as an ideal political model for the rest of the world (Opello & 

Rosow, 2004), it was Kant who provided one of the most convincing theorizations of hospitality 

in the public sphere. What is remarkable is that in the essay “Perpetual Peace”, Kant (1795/1963) 

connects political hospitality not within the nation-state (such as that concerning the way the 

state should treat its citizens) but to the broader notion of world citizenship. To Kant, the law of 

world citizenship must be grounded on hospitality as “the right of a stranger not to be treated as 

an enemy when he arrives in the land of another” (sec. 358, p.102). He elaborates that this 

implies the right of temporary rather than permanent visitation. While Kant conceived of 

hospitality beyond nation-state definitions and located in a vision of a fraternity of citizens in the 

world, this was later problematized by Derrida in the late twentieth century. Derrida (1997/2002) 

highlights how the Kantian notion of hospitality is conditional based on principles of temporary 

visitation and invitation which are incompatible with absolute hospitality. For example, when 

one is labeled “foreigner”, “alien”, “visitor”, one is automatically distinguished from the host 

who assumes right of place and correspondingly, a position of power. The host is granted 

authority to invite the visitor in, to impose conditions such as length of the visit or laws that 

determine his or her stay, and to label or name the visitor such as “friend”, “acquaintance” and in 

so doing, determine the parameters of the relations of power between host and visitor. Thus, 

hospitality risks protecting the limits of one‟s own borders while interrogating and de-powering 

the other through a language of difference (Langmann, 2011). What Derrida is implying too is 

that hospitality enacted through the state and judiciary must be conditional whereas absolute 
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hospitality makes no claims on the visitor.
 49

 To illustrate this, Derrida gives the analogy of an 

unexpected stranger who arrives: 

If, in hospitality, one must say yes, welcome the coming, say the „welcome‟; one must 
say yes, there where one does not wait, yes, there where one does not expect, nor await 

oneself to, the other, to let oneself be swept by the coming of the wholly other, the 

absolutely unforeseeable stranger, the uninvited visitor, the unexpected visitation beyond 

welcoming apparatuses. If I welcome only what I welcome, what I am ready to welcome, 

and that I recognize in advance because I expect the coming of the hôte as invited, there 

is no hospitality. (p. 361) 

 

Absolute hospitality entails an openness without conditions. At first, this thought seems too 

radical to be conceived since, in making oneself vulnerable to an unknown other, it assumes an 

almost unthinking, naïve stance. By not imposing on the other, by not saying “I will welcome the 

other if…”, this assumes the other is rational and will not do violence to oneself or one‟s family, 

community, or nation. Perhaps this is why Derrida (1997/2002) states that absolute hospitality is 

inconceivable, incomprehensible, yet it is that aspirational force. What Derrida‟s radical 

assertion causes us to consider is an awareness of the invisible boundaries that distinguish a 

family member such as a husband, wife, daughter, or son to whom we may say, “Come in to this 

house, which is your home, and in which everything belongs to you” from the stranger whom we 

show varying levels of distrust according to the restrictions we impose on him or her. What is 

needed, it seems, is a kind of planetary thinking in which our right to hold on to the materiality 

                                                 

49
 Derrida describes cities of refuge as a possible model of hospitality outside the nation-state. He gives the example 

of the International Parliament of Writers (IPW) which operates by establishing cities of refuge for writers forced 

into exile. Former presidents of the IPW include Salman Rushdie and Berlin, Paris, Las Vegas are some examples of 

cities that have declared themselves refuge cities for such writers (Kelly, 2004). Essentially, the IPW nominates one 

writer per year and the city hosting the writer provides accommodation for his or her family, a modest living 

allowance, access to research facilities, and political/cultural platforms to discuss the writer‟s work openly. Such 
cities of refuge allow the possibility for new solidarities to be formed outside the state‟s imposition of nationality 
and formal citizenship (Nyers, 2008) and so re-imagines the possibility of citizenship and membership beyond the 

nation-state. 
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of things, objects, property comes into question. Given a change of circumstance, might we not 

be in the position of the other? Further, how has the other been complicit in producing the very 

things we own? When we consider how a simple shirt may have been the work of millions of 

children aged four and above working in dismal conditions and long hours in factories in India, 

Pakistan or Thailand for a meager pay, may we not say that the shirt belongs as much to them? 

When we consider how processed meat in the sandwiches we consume are driven by large-scale 

industrial farming and how, in countries such as Mexico, this has led to owners of small farms, 

some of whom have worked on their land for almost a hundred years, losing their land to 

governments and corporations, may we not say that they also own the food we have indirectly 

stolen from them?
50

 The point of these examples is not to promote guilt but accountability. While 

guilt directs attention to the self, accountability directs attention to the other by emphasizing how 

the self is interconnected with the other. In this sense, the power of thinking hospitably in today‟s 

world is that it surfaces and disrupts the injustices of globalization, particularly in relation to the 

effects of capitalism.  

 What Derrida challenges us to consider is hospitality not as an act but an orientation 

containing an openness to the other without any limit. In relation to the teaching of literature, 

how can teachers encourage students to hospitably welcome and engage the other who cannot be 

entirely conceptualized so that interactions may even be risky? Take for instance Kejin‟s class on 

gender identity. The central canonical Shakespearean play is interrogated by other texts which 

are then implicitly grouped in the category of the non-canonical, the outside, and the foreign. 

                                                 

50
 These examples on the injustices of global capitalism have been adapted from Bigelow and Peterson‟s (2002) 

book, Rethinking globalization: Teaching for justice in an unjust world. 
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Shakespeare, as representative of the western canon and western cultural purity remains that 

yardstick to which these other culturally-hybrid authors must attempt to challenge. At the same 

time, these othered texts are not completely foreign since most writers are either diasporic 

writers who have settled in the United States such as Maxine Hong Kingston and Jamaica 

Kincaid or writers born in the United States such as Toni Morrison. Thus, in Keijin‟s class, what 

we observe is conditional hospitality in that these othered texts are permitted into the classroom 

if they can be named, classified, and appropriately differentiated from a purist cultural standard. 

What would absolute hospitality look like in such a class? Perhaps it would involve permitting 

texts that cannot be easily understood such as texts written from a different language, from 

completely different traditions in which something like gender identity would itself be a non-

existent concept. What could happen then is that instead of the „host‟ text becoming a measure of 

the „foreign‟ texts, the „foreign‟ text exerts influence over the „host‟ text forcing it to re-examine 

how its language structures and codes lead to a conceptualization of gender identity.  

 Even in Anne‟s class, one may note that hospitable ways of engaging with the other is 

encouraged but is also conditional and grounded on a rights-based framework. For instance, her 

unit on Human Rights begins with a close study of the United Nations Declaration which is then 

used to measure Australia‟s human rights record. However, when affinity towards the human 

becomes concretized in the form of laws and duty, this ironically removes the sense of true 

welcome as Derrida (1997/2002) argues, “If I welcome the other out of mere duty, unwillingly, 

against my natural inclination, and therefore without smiling, I am not welcoming him either” (p. 

361). Perhaps a curriculum aiming towards absolute hospitality would begin by examining the 

concept of the “human” before “human rights” and particularly how, across history and cultures, 
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attempts to concretize an understanding of the human always reveal that it exceeds language 

articulated in the form of rights, obligations, laws, and duties. When Derrida (1997/2002) argues 

that absolute hospitality involves letting “oneself be swept by the coming of the wholly other” 

(1997/2002), he asks us to imagine the possibility that the other can overwhelm us by putting our 

politically/socially constructed identities into question. Yet, how is this possible? Perhaps it is 

only in moments of crisis when this may be glimpsed as observed when, in January 2012, sailors 

from an American navy ship rescued thirteen Iranian fishermen held hostage by Somali pirates in 

the Arabian Sea. In doing so, they momentarily ignored the intense political tensions between the 

two countries and the warning from the Iranian government that the United States should keep its 

ships out of the area. When the commander of the navy ship was asked why he chose to help the 

fishermen, he replied, “We saw a need and moved in to help people at sea who were in distress” 

(Cloud, 2012, para. 10). At the point of crisis, it is possible to forget our politically and socially 

assigned identities so that affinity to the other as human becomes possible. This is also implied in 

Joseph Conrad‟s (1909) short story, “The secret sharer” which explores a moment of absolute 

hospitality when the distinction between self and other is blurred. Set in the gulf of Southeast 

Asia, the story revolves around a new captain who feels ostracized by his crew members. One 

night, he chances upon a mysterious stranger clinging to a ladder by the side of the ship. The 

stranger, he learns, has escaped from another vessel after he has been mistakenly accused of 

murdering a crew member during a violent sea storm. Realizing that the cold, impersonal force 

of the law will not do justice to this stranger, the captain brings him onboard the ship, hides him 

in his room, feeds, and clothes him. In attempting to help the stranger over the course of several 

weeks, an affinity develops between them and Conrad explores the psychological blurring of self 
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and other when the captain begins to call this stranger his “other self” and “secret double”. In one 

sense, absolute hospitality does not mean the loss of one‟s identity but the acquisition of a double 

self. In this case, by helping his double, the captain acquires a double vision of himself and his 

society when his perspective of the world is enlarged by that of the other.
51

  

 In these two examples, it is that compelling image of the other that becomes 

overwhelming, that momentarily throws one off-balance and causes one to become more 

conscious of something other than oneself. To be captivated by the other, caught in the gaze
52

 of 

the other – perhaps this then is the significant role that world, global, and cosmopolitan ways of 

teaching literature can play in pushing towards moments when absolute hospitality can be 

glimpsed or imagined. It is this captivation that interrupts and disrupts systems and language 

used to designate identities of power so that a greater consciousness of the human may be 

reached.  

                                                 

51
 Hent de Vries (2010) describes the importance of having “double vision” or the ability to operate at more than one 

dimension – political, social and transcendental. Also, Derrida (1992/2008) talks about the notion of a “dissymmetry 
of the gaze” involving a de-centering of one‟s perspective as one is consumed by the gaze of the other. 
 
52

 The concept of the gaze has been widely theorized in the fields of philosophy and psychoanalysis – see Sartre 

(1943/2005) and Lacan (1949/2001a). In feminist and visual studies, the gaze has been used to describe the way the 

other becomes objectified in acts of seeing and interpretation – see Mulvey (1992). Norman Bryson (1988) argues 

that the gaze as an act of seeing is both social and political. The self who watches assumes it is at the center and in 

control of vision but unknowingly, its vision has been influenced by a network of signifiers and systems 

conditioning how it is to see. What is needed is then a de-centering of the self from the gaze. 
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