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ABSTRACT 
 

The Literature Assemblage:  
 

Power and the Role of the Literary Canon in the Teaching of Literature 
 
 

Robert Johnathan Aston 
 
 

 This dissertation focuses on understanding and investigating the role of the idea of the 

literary canon in the teaching of literature—especially at the secondary level. This role, in the 

form of “standard authors” of literary works, is as old as the field itself in U.S. schools 

(Applebee, 1974). While many who have argued for and against the literary canon have done so 

by slinging vituperative remarks at each other (Lauter, 1991; Guillory, 1993; Bloom, 1995; Cain, 

2013), this study is not an argument against the canon or its bedfellows, nor does it advocate a 

“counter canon,” the teaching of any specific texts, or the teaching of a singular interpretive 

approach. In this study, I attempt to describe and interrogate forces of canon formation that 

intersect with the teaching of literature, and offer speculations as to how the role of the canon in 

the teaching of literature may be reconceptualized to better understand the manifold processes 

involved in selecting and teaching texts in an English classroom. The concept of the canon is 

much older than the discipline of the teaching of literature, dating as far back as to ancient Greek 

thinkers like Polycletus and Aristotle (Gorak, 1991). I briefly trace the history of the idea of the 

canon from antiquity to its more modern usage for imaginative literary works, appearing in the 

1700s (Patey, 1988; Kramnick, 1997; Ross, 1998), and the subsequent notion of some texts being 

worthier than others in the teaching of literature.  

 I examine how social and philosophical movements gaining ground in the 1960s and 

1970s led to serious criticisms of the literary canon (Smith, 1983; Lauter, 1991; Gallagher, 1997; 



 

	

	  

Franke, 2011). I then posit three broad forces of canon formation in the teaching of literature: 

cultural forces, processes of categorization, and changing interpretive practices. To further 

understand how these forces shape and change the literary canon as the teaching of literature 

changes at the local level of teachers who at times self-govern what counts as a teachable literary 

text (Aston, 2017), I develop a conceptual framework based on Michel Foucault’s ideas of power 

relations and Manuel DeLanda’s assemblage theory (based on the work of Gilles Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari). This is again not to eliminate or suggest a counter canon, but to describe and 

shine a light on operations of canon formation (encoded in teaching documents, standards, and 

anthologies) that may at times narrow the teaching of literature while at other times expand it, 

pointing to the flexible and adaptive, though often contested, nature of the canon in the teaching 

of literature. 
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Chapter One: Suspending the Given 
 

These pre-existing forms of continuity, all these syntheses that are accepted without 
question, must remain in suspense. They must not be rejected definitively of course, but 
the tranquility with which they are accepted must be disturbed; we must show that they 
do not come about of themselves, but are always the result of a construction the rules of 
which must be known, and the justifications of which must be scrutinized. 

—Michel Foucault, 1982, p. 25 

 
 
 
I. An English Teacher Selecting Texts 
 
 A few weeks before I was about to begin my first full-time position teaching eighth-grade 

English at a public school in the suburbs of Northern California, I stopped by the school’s library 

to dig through the bookroom and figure out what texts were available for me to teach. I was not 

provided with any pacing guides or curriculum maps; I was not expected to make meticulous 

lesson plans to defend my teaching practices. I of course unquestionably had to follow the 

California State Standards for English Language Arts and teach a version of what I thought was 

English, based on my experiences earning a single subject teaching credential in secondary 

English and having majored in English literature in college. Cautioned during my teacher 

preparation program that many English departments would use pacing guides and some schools 

would even have “scripted” units, I was given what I thought was tremendous freedom in 

designing a literature curriculum. And, even though I only had a few weeks to plan a curriculum 

for the entire year, I was more than thrilled with the opportunity to choose whatever texts were in 

the bookroom.  

It was early in the morning when I arrived at the school’s library, hurrying across a nearly 

empty parking lot, the asphalt already warming up under the sun’s sharp rays. The door to the 
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library was locked. Peering through a window, I could see a lone librarian sitting at a desk, so I 

tapped on a window to get her attention. After introducing myself and telling her why I was 

there, she showed me to the bookroom, which was more of a large closet than a room. She 

casually pointed to the shelves that held the books commonly read by eighth-grade students, and 

then she returned to her desk, organizing stacks of paper, preparing for the coming school year. I 

was at first overwhelmed by the number of books packed into that small room. Bookshelves 

crowded with novels lined the walls and there were a couple of rolling shelves loaded with boxes 

of books. I decided to start with the boxes. One box was filled with copies of Mark Twain’s The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer. About to set a copy aside for myself, I realized that the librarian had 

crept up behind me, observing my choice. She told me that I could not use Twain’s novel 

because the books in boxes were going over to the high school. Twain was to be reserved for 

eleventh graders in their course on American literature. 

She pointed to a row of books bound in shiny green covers on the top shelf and told me 

that the eighth-grade teachers almost always used them. I pulled one down: it was William 

Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Feeling as if I were shopping at a store, I said I would take it. I saw 

copies of S.E. Hinton’s The Outsiders on what appeared to be the shelf for eighth-grade students 

but was quickly told that those were reserved for seventh grade. I asked her to show me 

specifically which books I could use. She smiled and told me that Stephen Crane’s The Red 

Badge of Courage was also regularly taught in eighth grade, though she also mentioned that 

students, especially girls, complained that it was boring. I said I would think about that one. I 

noticed some books with orange spines tucked away on the bottom shelf behind a cart of boxes 

waiting to be sent to the high school. Carefully moving the cart, I bent down and removed from 

the bottom shelf a pristine but dust-covered copy of John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men. I was 
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delighted because I remembered reading that book when I was in eighth grade and so decided to 

take a copy. However, the librarian appeared hesitant, telling me that no one had taught that book 

in a long time. The last teacher who did teach it retired a few years earlier. I planned to select the 

rest of the texts for the year after meeting with the school’s English department. But before I left, 

the librarian handed me a thick brown anthology of literature, Prentice Hall’s teacher edition of 

Timeless Voices, Timeless Themes, which had been sanctioned by the school board and included 

various reading questions to ask students during discussions, and assessments to give after each 

text. 

The school year began as smoothly as it could, and at back-to-school night I was looking 

forward to meeting some of my students’ parents to do what the other teachers did—go over the 

year’s curriculum and then outline classroom expectations for students. After sharing my 

PowerPoint presentation with each group of parents who visited my classroom, several parents 

wanted to chat with me afterwards. They told me that they were very happy about my book 

choices, calling them “classics,” and saying that they had read them in secondary school as well 

(I have received the same types of comments years later). I felt reassured with my decision to 

teach Of Mice and Men. Later on in the school year, however, I received an email from a parent 

horrified that her son was reading Of Mice and Men, urging me to pull it from my curriculum 

because she thought it would encourage students to lob profanity at one another. I realized then 

perhaps one reason why Steinbeck’s novel had collected so much dust in the bookroom. But I 

asked her why she thought the novel would teach students to swear, and she struggled to come 

up with an answer, becoming curious in fact about the actual story of George and Lennie. I 

suggested that she read and discuss the novel with her son to quell her worries. I did not hear a 

concern from her again. 
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A year later, I thought I had organized a somewhat coherent literature curriculum and 

was feeling more comfortable with the texts I was teaching. Yet the impending Common Core 

Standards soon changed that. My school district slung together curriculum committees to prepare 

teachers for the new standards and to “vertically align” the middle school and high school 

curricula. About halfway through the school year, English teachers from my district’s two high 

schools and two middle schools crammed into a classroom on my middle school’s campus. The 

central item on the meeting’s agenda was text selection. Prior to meeting, teachers from each 

school submitted to the committee chair (a veteran teacher from one of the high schools who had 

been self-appointed to the position) a list of all of the texts that they taught at each grade level. 

While waiting for the meeting to begin, I heard teachers grumbling defensively to each other that 

their texts would not be taken. 

Although the meeting was ostensibly set up to start a discussion about text selection and 

to determine whether the district’s approved literature could satisfy the requirements of the 

encroaching Common Core Standards, the two-hour meeting quickly turned into an aggressive 

discussion about the placement of only one book—William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, which 

was taught in eighth grade by seven teachers across both of the middle schools. Several of the 

high school teachers said that they had found online lists published by various school districts 

across the country that classified Lord of the Flies as a high school novel. They then argued that 

it was not even possible for eighth-grade students to understand the “central message” of Lord of 

the Flies. They said that ninth-grade students could, though.  

Nonplussed, I asked what exactly students were supposed to understand about the novel 

as well as how they knew this. This precipitated a discussion by the high school faculty on the 

importance of symbolism and theme in the novel and a slew of other literary devices that seemed 
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to carry weight among other teachers and, in turn, led to a sterile discussion on what literary 

terms students should learn in each grade and what texts were best suited for teaching those 

terms, suggesting that some texts should perhaps be excised from the district’s literature 

curriculum entirely. I pointed out that a novel could be read and experienced in more than one 

way, yet it was quickly apparent that I was the only middle school teacher at the meeting willing 

to battle to keep Golding’s novel (I was also the newest English teacher at my school). At the 

close of the meeting, we agreed, as if we had been bartering for books, to exchange Lord of the 

Flies for George Orwell’s Animal Farm and were asked to immediately remove Lord of the Flies 

from our curriculum so that students would read it for the first time in ninth grade. Although I 

did not see much of a point in mentioning it and did not want to cause any more upheaval, my 

students had already read Golding’s novel that year. 

Occurring in some of my early years of teaching, the above roughly sketched experiences 

were formative ones, imprinting indelible marks on my thinking about the teaching of literature. 

Their reconstruction is certainly incomplete, being tainted by my current conceptions about the 

teaching of literature, and remembering them in their exactness would be impossible. 

Nonetheless, they point to some of the many issues that arise when selecting literature for a 

classroom. The texts that I read in secondary school and in college had existed for me on an 

untouchable plane that constituted the very discipline that I grew to cherish and felt that I had 

become a part of as an English teacher—as one of what Terry Eagleton (1983/2008) calls the 

“custodians of a discourse” (p. 175), responsible for ensuring the continuation of certain texts 

and teaching practices. I had thought that novels like Of Mice and Men and Lord of the Flies 

would be taught ad infinitum. But after actually teaching literature for several years and 

encountering both subtle and forthright forces—be they parents, other teachers, a bookroom, or 
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an anthology—that seemed to push back against the texts I was teaching, I began to start 

wondering how exactly certain texts came to be taught over others, thinking that maybe it had to 

do with teaching standards, personal taste, or perhaps additional processes more difficult to 

describe and locate. Whatever the processes were that were legitimizing and excluding certain 

literary texts from the classroom, I felt that they needed to be understood and that “the tranquility 

with which they are accepted . . . disturbed” (Foucault, 1982, p. 25). 

Franco Moretti (2007) points out the “minimal fraction of the literary field we all work 

on: a canon of two hundred novels, for instance, sounds very large for nineteenth-century Britain 

(and is much larger than the current one), but is still less than one per cent of the novels that were 

actually published: twenty thousand, thirty, more, no one really knows” (pp. 3-4). It would 

indeed be impossible for students to read every novel of the British or the American literary 

canon, let alone texts that fall outside those boundaries. Nonetheless, that such a limited range of 

literary texts—“less than one per cent” of tens of thousands—has come to be taught in colleges 

and secondary English classrooms is astonishing when considering the volumes, the immense 

libraries of works, that have been written, as well as the works that students themselves generate. 

The texts that embody the discipline that I studied in school and then promoted as an 

English teacher are a mere sliver of the many constellations of texts that have been produced 

over time. And it is this sliver that is the “canon,” the “official” works—or the “classics” that 

pleased some of the parents of my students and satisfied the requirements of teaching standards 

for a number of my colleagues. As Sir John Frank Kermode (1979) says, “The decision as to 

canonicity depends upon a consensus that a book has the requisite qualities,” that is, of a given 

group of interpreters (p. 78). While there have, in fact, been changes in the texts that constitute 

the literary canon (especially at the college level), which will be discussed in later chapters, the 
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idea that certain texts are worthier of being taught than others still remains, and, notwithstanding 

slight variations, there has overall been consistency across the country in what literary texts 

teachers teach (Applebee, 1992; Damrosch, 2009b). (For me, this was actually helpful in finding 

a teaching job when I moved to New York City to return to graduate school. When interviewing 

for teaching positions, I was almost always asked about the texts that I had taught in California, 

receiving positive responses for my answers, and I thereby was not surprised to find school 

bookshelves and libraries with the same titles that I had seen in California.) The notion of a 

literary canon has a long and complicated history embedded in numerous explicit and implicit 

processes (explored in depth in later chapters). And while the concept of the canon has been 

attacked and criticized, it has also been defended, serving a useful but problematic function in 

literary studies. Thus, one of the central aims of this study, which will be expanded at the end of 

this chapter, is to understand how and why the literary canon, specifically imaginative works, 

forms and changes with the teaching of literature. 

 
 
II. Some Functions of the Literary Canon 
 
 Canons can serve a number of useful and important functions—especially in the teaching 

of literature. In the next chapter, I will outline the history of the concept of the canon itself, 

whereas in this section I will describe some of the benefits of canons to literary study, society, 

and education in general, illustrating their uses, which, as will be shown, have also generated 

problems and bitter controversies. Important uses of the literary canon, the “greats,” or 

traditional literary works have been advocated by a variety of writers such as T.S. Eliot 

(1919/1982), Charles Altieri (1983), John Searle (1990), Irving Howe (1991/2015), and Harold 

Bloom (1973/1997), among others addressed in subsequent chapters, and range from practical 
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uses of the canon for organizing texts in an academic field to preserving cultural struggles and 

serving as models and inspiration for future writers. The next section will call attention to the 

problems of these uses that, while appearing innocent to some, galvanized others to seriously 

critique the canon. 

 Although they may limit the content of a discipline of study, canons function as 

evaluative instruments that help to unify it, define its boundaries, and in turn give it structure and 

the capacity to be studied and experienced coherently. Philosophy has its various canons, which 

range from the body of works typically grouped with the Ancient Greeks to 19th-century 

continental philosophers like Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. Biology, physics, history, 

mathematics, astronomy, and so on also have their canons. Searle (1990), commenting on the 

practicality of canons, remarks that “it is not the aim of education to provide a representation or 

sample of everything that has been thought and written, but to give students access to works of 

high quality” (p. 10). It is not possible to have students survey all of the works written in a given 

discipline, but it is possible to introduce students to the texts that have been the most influential 

in building and changing a field, providing students with a foundation from which to study other 

works or to create their own.  

 Searle (1990) acknowledges that this leads to the problem that “education is by its very 

nature ‘elitist’ and ‘hierarchical’ because it is designed to enable and encourage the student to 

discriminate between what is good and what is bad, what is intelligent and what is stupid, what is 

true and what is false” (p. 10). The result over time is that a great number of works in all 

disciplines are inevitably excluded from course syllabi. Searle claims that, although the meaning 

of historical and scientific texts differs from the imaginative experiences of literary texts, there 

are still great literary works that are important to know. As someone like Isaac Newton or 
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Einstein, for example, may be important to the study of physics, certain writers such as Homer, 

Dante, or Shakespeare have been important to the field of literary studies helping to shape it and 

become part of its history. The concept of the canon, therefore, can serve a pragmatic function, 

providing readers with a coherent account of the seminal works of different fields while opening 

paths to studying other texts. 

 Describing the practical importance of canons in the digital age, Backe (2015) affirms 

that the massive numbers of texts being digitized and disseminated online through efforts such as 

Project Guttenberg and countless other websites need organizing principles—canons. The goal, 

he says, is “making all archived written texts from all cultures and times (estimated at 32 million 

books and 750 million articles) available on the Internet through digitization, and doing it within 

the next generation” (p. 5). Backe also notes that many texts are now being produced exclusively 

online, such as hypertexts and ludic texts like video games, and they face their own processes of 

canonization since anyone can publish anything they want online. Having standards of 

evaluating the quality of digital texts, and thereby “canonizing” some texts rather than others as 

exemplars of their genres, arise from online debates, blogs, and journals—allowing their value to 

be openly scrutinized and determined. The concept of the canon and notion that there are 

standards for understanding the quality of a text can help students navigate the exponentially 

expanding ocean of information online and discriminate amongst “what is intelligent and what is 

stupid, what is true and what is false” (Searle, 1990, p. 10). Knowledge of canonical works gives 

students a reference point when sifting through texts online, reminding them what texts and types 

of texts have withstood interrogation. And, pragmatically speaking, placing digital texts into 

searchable categories or genres (a major force of canon formation that I will explore in Chapter 

Two) enables readers to locate and compare such texts, a process similar to how libraries and 
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bookstores organize their books and incidentally assign them value. 

 While canons help to organize disciplines and vast arrays of documents, generating the 

principle that the quality of a text is based on evaluative standards, they also highlight and 

provide access to historical movements and ideas that reflect a spectrum of human behaviors and 

beliefs, that is, the shared values and beliefs of people at different times. For example, Howe 

(1991/2015), citing George Lukacs, describes the canon as “the classical heritage of mankind,” 

which of course changes at times but includes texts that constitute valuable remnants (often 

contentious) of the past and therefore must be preserved so as to preserve history (p. 3). The 

works of Aristotle, St. Augustine, Thomas Hobbs, Machiavelli, John Locke, Immanuel Kant, or 

Marx, for instance, give readers opportunities to examine concepts that have led to changes in 

society and in some cases spurred revolutions. Such ideas have been explored through different 

routes by canonical literary writers like Shakespeare, Jonathan Swift, Voltaire, George Orwell, 

and so on—providing readers an opportunity to experience and grapple with emotions and ideas 

that would otherwise be lost to history.  

 In addition, according to Howe (1991/2015), literary canons in particular keep alive 

irreplaceable aesthetic (especially, artistically pleasing uses of language) experiences:   

 [W]e should want our students to read Shakespeare and Tolstoy, Jane Austen and Kafka, 

 Emily Dickinson and Leopold Senghor, not because they “support” one or another view 

 of social revolution, feminism, and black self-esteem. They don’t, in many instances; and 

 we don’t read them for the sake of enlisting them in a cause of our own. We should want 

 students to read such writers so that they may learn to enjoy the activity of mind, the 

 pleasure of forms, the beauty of language—in short, the arts in their own right. (p. 3) 

The texts of the canon, notwithstanding problems of representation (addressed in the next 
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section), afford readers unique experiences with artful uses of language and access to a lineage of 

thinkers whose works have emerged as exemplars of language and literature, capturing and 

producing experiences for future readers and future writers.  

 As the canon operates as a historical record—a record of literary forms and of both the 

admirable and in some cases the despicable sides of human nature—the texts of the canon 

moreover provide contemporary and future writers with a universe of experiences and feats of 

linguistic ingenuity to inspire and shape their writings. Steven Pinker (2002) has suggested that 

works of art, including fiction, appeal to viewers because they may embody universal aesthetic 

qualities having to do with taste (though he ignores what comes first, the artwork or the 

universal), exemplifying in literature “the beauty of language” (Howe, 1991/2015, p. 3); their 

study thus becomes useful in composing other aesthetically pleasurable works. In his “Tradition 

and the Individual Talent,” T.S. Eliot (1919/1982) insists that an understanding of traditional 

works of literature and their creative uses of language can greatly affect the development of new 

talents in writing, yet this talent is never entirely new but an amalgam of those of past writers 

surviving into the present through new works. That is to say, Eliot proclaims that “the historical 

sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling 

that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of 

his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order” (p. 37). While 

writers may be producing “new” texts, these texts are indebted to the successes and failures of 

writers in the past.  

 So, according to Eliot (1919/1982), having knowledge of these writers, that is having 

read and experienced them, then increases the capacity of contemporary writers to cultivate their 

writing skills and produce meaningful works of literature; and “No poet, no artist of any art, has 
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his complete meaning alone” (p. 37) but is viewed in comparison to writers of the present and the 

past. Harold Bloom (1973/1997) in his The Anxiety of Influence has gone beyond Eliot’s 

commentary on tradition by arguing that the influence of past writers can trouble writers with an 

anxiety, an anxiety that their work may never be totally original—namely, “each poet’s fear that 

no proper work remains for him to perform” (p. 148). This is an argument that the canon should 

be read and studied because this anxiety in fact produces more interesting and powerful texts, 

enabling the growth of what Bloom calls “strong poets”: “The strong poet peers in the mirrors of 

his fallen precursor and beholds neither the precursor nor himself but a Gnostic double, the dark 

otherness or antithesis that both he and the precursor longed to be, yet feared to become” (p. 

147). When writing is done well, claims Bloom, “The mighty dead return, but they return in our 

colors” (p. 141). In many ways then, studying traditional literary texts could allow students to see 

processes of inter-textuality while also giving them examples of writing that can help them to 

develop as writers themselves and perhaps see in their own writing the vestiges of the past being 

remixed and reinvigorated with the present. 

 Sheridan Blau (2017) has argued that using traditional literary texts—as well as 

influential and canonical contemporary works in nonliterary fields like those by Steven Pinker 

and Oliver Sacks—in college composition courses could help students with both their writing 

and thinking. This, however, would demand a methodological shift in the teaching of 

composition courses, integrating literature into it; these works might include not just texts tied to 

a single, specialized discipline but those that cross disciplines and thereby provide students with 

“cultural resources available to all potential readers both in and beyond the cultural contexts of 

their production” (p. 276). Thus, texts that have been broadly culturally important confer to 

students the “discourse of any educated person and not the exclusive cultural capital of the 
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specialized disciplines within which they were produced” (p. 277). And using “classic and highly 

respected works of literature” (p. 280) can do even more than this in composition courses, asserts 

Blau. Texts like Melville’s Moby Dick, Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, or Mailer’s The Naked and 

the Dead, among many others, evoke in students a desire to read, for “compelling narratives and 

memorable characters and emotionally charged experiences that good literature offers to its 

readers substantially increase the likelihood that student readers will enjoy such reading” (p. 

278). Moreover, Blau cites Lisa Zunshine’s (2014) research into the cognitive effects of reading 

literature, stating that “the forms of thinking children learn to engage in through the reading of 

fiction are far more complex than the thinking required of them by nonfictional articles or 

textbooks in any academic discipline or nonliterary subject of study” (p. 282). Reading literature 

might help students to develop what Zunshine calls “theory of mind,” in which readers grow an 

empathetic understanding of others, including their emotions, belief systems, and myriad 

intentions.  

 Similarly, reading canonical literary texts, as Charles Altieri (1983) remarks, can enhance 

critical thinking by putting readers in conversation with contrasting ideas. Altieri explains that 

the canon is a “permanent theater helping us shape and judge personal and social values, that our 

self-interest in the present consists primarily in establishing ways of employing that theater to 

gain distance from our ideological commitments” (p. 40). Entering the texts of the canon, 

consisting of heterogeneous ideas arching through vast spans of time and human experience, 

means entering a virtual world eager to awaken, disrupt, or confirm structures of belief. Similar 

to Eliot (1919/1982) and Bloom (1973/1997), Altieri points out that the theater of the literary 

canon can function as a wellspring of linguistic marvels, both helping and challenging 

contemporary readers and writers to think differently, but, writes Altieri, “in addition to 



 

14	

	  

preserving examples of craft, canons also establish models of wisdom, often while training us to 

search for ways the two connect” (p. 47).  

 Altieri (1983) goes on to say that these two features of canons (craft and wisdom) affect 

the development of culture in three ways: first, the texts of the literature canon “provide 

examples of what ideals can be, of how people have used them as stimuli and contexts for their 

own self-creation, and of when acts in the present can address more than the present” (p. 48). 

Second, Altieri says that the literary canon highlights the cultural circularity that arises when 

scrutinizing creative and imaginative value: the canon judges itself. In order for a text to enter 

the canon, it must be judged by and against the texts of the past—“projections from within the 

canon as it develops over time” (p. 48). And third, reading the canon enables people to avoid 

mistakes in thought set straight by previous writers. Whether this third claim of his applies to 

purely fictional works or just to nonfiction is unclear as he uses Plato to illustrate this idea, 

saying, “An idealized audience [like Plato] will not sanction easy self-justifications” (p. 49). 

However, it seems that this third point could easily be extended to the realm of fictional works as 

characters and even authors can operate as members of an “idealized audience” for questioning 

contemporary ideas. 

 As useful tools for helping to organizing academic fields of study writ large, canons also 

have various other features. Specifically in the teaching of literature, canons have helped to 

establish evaluative standards ensuring that works exhibit certain qualities based on past texts 

and so are not haphazardly praised without relation to other works that have withstood critique. 

The literary canon has furthermore operated as an important historical record, chronicling 

experiences that can both critically and aesthetically (through their craft) challenge contemporary 

readers’ thoughts; as Searle (1990) says, “the ‘canon’ served to demythologize the conventional 
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pieties of the American bourgeoisie and provided the student with a perspective from which to 

critically analyze American culture and institutions” (p. 7). Works of the literary canon can also 

be pleasurable to read and serve as models for budding writers, giving them fodder for both the 

content and the form of their own works. However, although the literary canon has served a 

number of useful functions in the teaching of literature, it has also been vehemently challenged 

and critiqued—being “periodically invented, contested and reinvented” (Holderness, 2014, p. 

79)—most strenuously over the last half century. 

 
 
III. Canon Criticism: Problems and Prospects 
 
 Whenever a list of literary texts is selected and defined, the result is some sort of canon. 

And the notion of an accepted list of literary texts has been integral to the teaching of literature in 

the United States since its early days in the late 1800s. In Chapter Two, I will investigate this 

relationship in more detail, but will here provide a brief sketch of some of the moments and 

trends that have called this relationship into question and led to various debates about the literary 

canon that continue to this day. When literature was just beginning to be taught in secondary 

schools in the United States in the late 1800s, the notion of a body of accepted literary texts was 

employed and reified through the Uniform Lists of literature on college entrance examinations; 

many of these texts ended up in the curricula of secondary English classrooms so that students 

could be prepared to write about them on college entrance exams (Applebee, 1974). As more 

students, especially immigrants of diverse backgrounds, started enrolling in secondary schools at 

the turn of 20th century, the Uniform Lists, then adopted by the College Entrance Examination 

Board, fomented controversy and soon incited English teachers to form the National Council of 

Teachers of English in 1911 (discussed more in the next chapter) and then a forum for writing 
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about and chronicling the discipline, The English Journal (Applebee, 1974). As Applebee (1974) 

notes, another exam not based on specific texts was approved but English teachers continued for 

the most part to teach the same texts as before—as the idea of “greats” in literature had become a 

normal facet of the teaching of literature. 

In fact, the notion of the canon grew to hold for some a nearly sacrosanct status in the 

English classroom, remaining largely unquestioned and even often unnamed until the 1960s, 

before which, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith (1983) states, “The identity of those masterpieces, it 

seemed, could be taken for granted” (p. 7). Starting in the 1960s, the seeds of especially 

influential conceptualizations and critiques of the canon began to grow in reaction to social, 

political, and then philosophical movements, questioning and subtly changing in some cases the 

texts that constituted literature curricula as well as the notion of a literary canon itself (Lauter, 

1991; Gallagher, 1997). As Lauter (1991) affirms, “canon criticism [also described as canonical 

criticism] was initially an effort to carry the politics of the 1960s social movements into our 

classrooms” (p. 155). In the years following the 1960s, criticisms of the canon involved not only 

the texts that comprised the canon and processes of canonization but the interpretive practices 

involved in the teaching of literature—as well as a call towards teaching the controversy of the 

canon so as to bring students into the conversation of canon formation (Graff, 1993). The 

Modern Language Association (MLA) held its first meeting on the canon in 1973 (Lauter, 1991); 

and the MLA’s first debate on the canon took place almost ten years later in 1982 (Holderness, 

2014). While these movements have led to changes in the literature curricula of English 

classrooms and opened discussions around text selection, they have also produced problems of 

their own such as “pseudo-multicultural” curricula (discussed below), and likewise reaffirmed 

perfunctory processes that contribute to uncritical canonizations of texts. The following overview 
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of what I will call “canon criticism” (Lauter, 1991) will attempt to highlight these problems but 

also call attention to the current prospects of canon criticism and help to situate the overall scope 

and purpose of this study. 

In the early half of the 20th century, there arose changes and new developments in the 

leading modes of literary studies that helped to unify English studies in the United States as well 

as the texts that were taught, setting the stage for later critiques of the canon. Influenced by the 

practical criticism of British literary critic I.A. Richards, New Critic John Crowe Ransom (1937) 

wrote that “Criticism must become more scientific, or precise and systematic” (para. 6). This 

reflected a pragmatic demand, beginning as early as the 1920s, for moving away from teaching 

great amounts of historical information alongside literary texts (itself a reaction to philology, 

which will by addressed in the next chapter) and towards a focus on the text itself, a move that 

would make teaching literature more streamlined and less dependent on historical knowledge 

(Graff, 1989). This shift would also make the teaching of literature appear to have analytic 

techniques like other seemingly “scientific” disciplines, including psychology and economics—

as well as, incidentally, the then burgeoning philosophical school of Logical Positivism with its 

attempt to find incontrovertible—objective—truths through hairsplitting analyses of sentences 

(Ayers 1936/1990). Hence, Ransom (1937) argued for expelling from literary criticism, 

especially that of poetry, “nonscientific” approaches: personal reactions to texts should be 

avoided since criticism “shall be objective, shall cite the nature of the object rather than its 

effects upon the subject” (para. 31). And biographical analysis of literary texts is not necessary 

because it denies the idea of “the work itself as existing for its own sake” (para. 31). Ransom, in 

other words, asserted that examining anything not essential to the work itself—anything outside 

the text—does not entail literary criticism.  
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Interestingly, as Eagleton (1983/2008) notes, although this “New Criticism” “found itself 

reproducing . . . technocracy in its own methods” (p. 43), Ransom and others at the time 

developed their ideas in reaction against broader effects of science and the industrialization of 

society. Whereas movements such as Logical Positivism might have found little to no meaning 

in aesthetics, emotions, and the arts, the “New Critics” attempted to show that literary studies 

could in fact produce meaningful experiences through its own rigorous methods. Versions of 

New Criticism of course varied, too. New Critic Cleanth Brooks (1951/2011), for instance, says 

“no” to the question, “Should all criticism, then, be self-effacing and analytic?” (p. 249). He 

does, though, insist, “the formalist critic is concerned primarily with the work itself” (p. 247). 

And, in practice, New Criticism later crystallized into a somewhat “scientific” way of reading 

literature by focusing “primarily” on the text and its qualities of “irony,” “ambivalence,” and 

“paradox” (Eagleton 1983/2008). 

The goal of such an approach is to discern not what a text means but how it makes 

meaning. Over the decades of the ‘30s, ‘40s, and ‘50s, this practical and then New Criticism 

gathered various adherents who themselves developed its techniques into a complex system of 

literary criticism, diverse manifestations of it making their way into colleges and then secondary 

classrooms. Brooks and Warren’s 1938 textbook Understanding Poetry (and later Brooks’ 1943 

Understanding Fiction) helped “spread the New Critical doctrine throughout generations of 

American university literature students” (Selden, Widdowson, & Brooker, 2015, p. 20), 

providing the teaching of literature with coherence through its techniques, and, by 1975, over 

half a million copies of Understanding Poetry had been sold (Golding, 1995). But, as Rejan 

(2017) explains, “the New Critical doctrine” that entered classrooms—especially in secondary 

schools—has often been an exaggerated one that has ignored some of the original intentions of 
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its members such as Brooks. A problem of any “ism” or school of thought is that there are often 

as many versions of it as there are people associated with it, so calling any one person a “New 

Critic” could lead to reductive interpretations of it.  

Nevertheless, versions of this method of literary analysis, appearing to many as an 

ostensibly objective approach to literary criticism, also brought with it specific literary works, 

the emerging canon of the 20th century (Eagleton, 1983/2008; Lauter, 1991; Guillory, 1993; 

Gallagher, 1997; Franke, 2011). And thus, as Guillory (1993) points out, “the moment of 

institutional victory for the New Criticism is marked by a strategic reaffirmation of the 

traditional canon of major authors, reread according to a pedagogic strategy—‘close reading’ ” 

(p. 140). While justifying literary studies with an analytic method, the New Critics also helped to 

justify literary texts that have today become hallmarks of the literary canon, whether this was 

intentional or not. Writers included in Brooks’ then updated 1959 Understanding Fiction, for 

example, include Mark Twain, Rudyard Kipling, O. Henry, Guy de Maupassant, Stephen Crane, 

Ernest Hemingway, Joseph Conrad, William Faulkner, James Joyce, and Ambrose Pierce, among 

others whose names today still commonly appear in secondary English classrooms across the 

country and many of whom can be found in Appendix B of the Common Core Standards 

(Corestandards.org, 2018). 

The texts that have constituted the canon in the teaching of literature, including much 

more than those few names mentioned above, and the various interpretive practices applied to 

those texts have not gone unchallenged and many impassioned critiques of the canon that have 

continued into the 21st century emerged just after the middle of the 20th century. Although 

critiques of literature and the notion of a canon are much older (Ross, 1998), Paul Lauter (1991) 

places the roots of canon criticism in academia in the 1960s, stemming from changing formalist 
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criticisms, including New Criticism (or variations of it), and the civil rights movements that, he 

says, originated specifically in education slightly earlier in the Brown v. Board of Education 

Supreme Court case of 1954. The following desegregation of schools, continues Lauter, 

eventually drew attention to questions of whose knowledge and what knowledge was being 

propagated and valued by the canon in the teaching of literature. In addition, the popular 

practices used to teach such texts, claims Lauter (1991), though in some cases expanding the 

canon with new authors, favored texts of the canon over literature written by “minority” writers. 

For instance, the questions on the literature section of the early Advanced Placement tests in the 

1950s reflected views attributable to the New Critics (Applebee, 1974). Yet, shortly thereafter, 

the dominant ways of reading and conceptualizing literature were soon to be questioned and 

expanded.  

Lauter (1991) notes that a 1966 conference on structuralism at Johns Hopkins University 

ironically turned structuralism, analyzing systems of universal “signs” embedded in literature, 

along with other ways of reading literature, on its head. He writes, “at the conference Jacques 

Derrida made his American debut, delivering a critique of structuralism,” the moment of opening 

the door to poststructural thinking—a turn from language and signs per se to discourse and the 

social constructions of meanings that no longer had “transparent” values (p. 133). Also, the 

iconic Dartmouth Conference of 1966, bringing together teachers from England and the United 

States, (though not discussing issues of representation in literature curriculum) underscored the 

importance of growth in the teaching of literature, encapsulated in John Dixon’s (1967) Growth 

through English, yet decades later “fact-and-skill-based curricula are what we continue to see, 

including those mandated by state departments of education” (Smagorinsky, 2002, p. 24), 

reinforcing and in many cases caricaturing the notion that interpreting literary texts ought to be a 
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sterile process devoid of feelings and context. 

Interpretive practices influenced by the ideas of the New Critics—which had pushed 

questions of context and culture under an epistemological rug—that made their way into 

classrooms were nevertheless called into question and the distinction between literary and 

nonliterary works was “deconstructed,” ironically leading to similar problems of canon 

formation. Lauter (1991) exclaims, the New Critics, for example, “worked with a narrow set of 

texts” that satisfied their methods of interpretation (p. 137). When New Critics Cleanth Brooks 

and Robert Penn Warren released their revised 1950 textbook Understanding Poetry, though 

expanded to over 500 pages, it did not include a single black poet (Cain, 2013). After the ‘60s, 

various theories (like feminist criticisms and New Historicism in the 1980s) of literature arose 

allowing for seemingly nontraditional texts to be read and studied, subtly decentering the 

traditional texts of the canon. Yet, just as the New Critics centered their approaches on specific 

texts, ascribing value to them, feminist critics, New Historicists, Marxists, psychoanalytic critics, 

poststructural theorists, and so on have worked with their own at times limited sets of authors 

and texts as well. Some, however, like Roland Barthes (1967/1977), (who, like the New Critics, 

placed importance on the text itself) even went so far as to declare the author, a staple of the 

canon (and force of canon formation explored in the second chapter), dead, arguing that literature 

was produced by a complex interplay of culture and information, the author being merely a 

conduit for those forces and “[t]he text . . . a tissue of quotations” (p. 146). Lauter asserts that 

theory itself could operate as a limited way of reading literature, selecting texts that conform to 

its criteria and discarding others, as it attempts to justify itself in academia and “safeguard a 

space for itself by out-professionalizing even the most specialized of professions” (D’haen, 2011, 

p. 28). What became necessary to expand and alter the canon in the 1960s and 1970s then, 
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affirms Lauter, were considering matters of social justice (specifically issues of representation) 

as schools were becoming more diverse while the curriculum was not. 

Discussing issues of representation in the arena of the teaching of literature, Lauter 

(1991) organizes early canon criticism, bolstered by analyses of discourse, into three stages, 

“focused first on practical matters such as organizing syllabi and making otherwise buried and 

forgotten texts and authors available” (p. 146). But selecting and organizing literature for courses 

and syllabi “not only involves choices among books, but impels people to make decisions about 

the degree to which America’s diverse population will be represented in institutional life” (Cain, 

2013, p. 3). Lauter’s second stage of canon criticism deals exactly with this issue and includes 

studying the texts of previously (or currently) marginalized people. Courses on African-

American and female authors, for example, began to appear in the ‘60s and early ‘70s at 

universities, and, writes Lauter, “Establishing such traditions not only demonstrated the extent 

and range of African-American or female cultures but also showed the critical difference 

inherent in such cultures” (p. 148), including the problems of labeling diverse groups of people 

in the first place. Lauter resolutely applied his theory to practice, championing the (at the time) 

massive 1989 Heath Anthology of American Literature, which, at over two thousand pages, 

included a more diverse selection of authors and works than any previous anthology. Lauter’s 

anthology, predictably, was met with much criticism from conservative academics as it came out 

in the midst of the culture wars of the ‘80s and ‘90s—a period of vitriolic rhetoric erupting from 

both conservative and liberal academics, which included the at times bitter writings of Lauter 

himself.  

An editorial in the conservative literary magazine New Criterion responded to the release 

of the Heath Anthology, calling it “intellectually shallow, politically tendentious; it deserves the 
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scorn of everyone who cares about the preservation and transmission of American literature” (as 

cited in Cain, 2014, p. 8). Literature, as criticisms of the canon make clear, is value-laden, 

“challeng[ing] hegemonic ideologies, as well as reinforcing them” (Miller, 2002, p. 123), and it 

is monitored closely by those who seek to regulate it or feel threatened by challenges to 

destabilize it. It therefore follows that, in the third stage of canon criticism, “we begin to 

deconstruct the underlying assumptions of received systems of evaluation” (Lauter, 1991, p. 

148), which range from aesthetic principles (the valued features of a fictional work), ways of 

approaching or describing a text, to issues of representation, all of which can happen in a 

literature classroom. These stages, however, do not present or lead to an end point: Lauter (1991) 

says, “the problem of the canon will persists so long as we see education . . . as fundamentally 

related to social justice” (p. 145), which may even lead to problems of its own, as will be 

discussed in the next chapter. The problem of the canon will also, simply put, persist as long as 

there is a canon and teachers are presented with deciding which texts to include or exclude from 

a course, a perennial problem that keeps alive discussions of evaluating what makes a text 

appropriate to teach. The texts and practices that make up a literature curriculum, which may 

directly or indirectly privilege the knowledge of one group over another, need some degree of 

interrogation and can never be assumed to have been constructed in a vacuum. While this is a 

problem in the selection of texts for a literature curriculum, it certainly does not mean that every 

person and every culture can be represented in every literature class, as that is not possible. 

While canon criticisms, as described by Lauter (1991), were born in part out of 1960s 

movements as a call for representing minority voices, the concept of the canon itself was also 

shortly thereafter problematized and dissected. In the 1970s, literary scholar Alistair Fowler 

(1979) placed the concept of the “canon” under a microscope. Fowler postulates not one but 
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several types of literary canons in order to understand the vast array of literature that inevitably 

falls outside the boundaries of the literature studied in academia. He defines the “personal 

canon” as the body of literature that each individual is familiar with; he terms all literature ever 

created “the potential canon,” which is not available “because of the rarity of its records, which 

may be sequestered in large libraries” (p. 98). All of the texts that are available fall under the 

“accessible canon”; he says access to this canon is limited because “paperback publication and 

anthologizing still limit the accessible canon for some social groups” (p. 99). This is especially 

the case for what literature ends up being included or excluded from classroom anthologies and 

syllabi; the accessible canon for one group may be different for another. However, online 

databases have, sometime after the publication of Fowler’s article, exponentially expanded the 

accessible canon—provided one knows what to look for and how to look for it. He mentions a 

“critical canon,” which includes the texts written about in select academic journals. And the texts 

that end up studied in educational institutions—that is, the texts that constitute the curricula of 

literature courses—are “the selective” and “official canons” (p. 98). The selective and official 

canons are what Lauter (1991) has argued for tearing open so as to make “forgotten texts and 

authors available” (p. 146) in courses and anthologies. 

Expanding the official canon, the creation of “multicultural literature” as a serious genre 

has certainly brought more voices into literary study. But any genre or category has the potential 

to artificially narrow otherwise diverse individuals or groups and in turn misrepresent and 

misinterpret them. In her “Cautions against Canonizing (an)Other Literature,” Ruth Vinz (2000) 

insists that merely adding multicultural literature to the canon is not enough to call into question 

and change dominant practices that have marginalized “others,” that is, the “normative 

inscriptions that canonize literary texts as well as the honored practices of literary interpretation” 
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(p. 128). Such texts often end up being taught using the same practices applied to canonical 

works, placing them as a curious “other.” She writes that these traditional “practices have the 

potential for the representative texts to ‘essentialize’ writers and their fictions into” various 

identity categories (p. 128), producing and confirming stereotypes, and eliding otherwise 

complex experiences. She as a result proclaims, “If old purposes and practices are canonized 

with (an)other literature, we will profit from interrogating how it might be otherwise” (p. 128) 

and generate alternative practices for studying literature, regardless of whether they are 

considered part of the canon or not. As Henry Louis Gates (1992) says, “the mindless celebration 

of difference for its own sake is no more tenable than the nostalgic return to some monochrome 

homogeneity” (p. xix), producing a canon that appears multicultural but is nothing more than a 

repository of essentialized identities. 

Toni Morrison (1992) has explored a similar issue that extends back to the beginnings of 

American literature and continues to trouble canonical texts for readers and writers—that is, 

what she calls the “Africanist presence.” The Africanist presence includes “the denotative and 

connotative blackness that African peoples have come to signify” in American literature (p. 6). 

She declares that the Africanist presence has had tremendous influence on shaping the stories of 

American authors, such as Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, works by Willa Cather, and so on. 

Without it, American literature would not be what it is today; hence, it “should not be permitted 

to hover at the margins of the literary imagination” (p. 5). Many critics, she notes, tacitly ignore 

the Africanist presence in the history of American literature, and, ironically, “A criticism that 

needs to insist that literature is not only ‘universal’ but also ‘race-free’ risks lobotomizing that 

literature, and diminishes both the art and the artist” (p. 12). And categorizing literature into 

genres, like a canon of multicultural literature, could inadvertently exacerbate these problems 
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and, without attention to context, perpetuate a view of studying literature ahistorically. 

According to Trevor Ross (1998), “one of the prime functions of canons is to smooth over the 

complex, often conflicted relations between works and their contexts of origin and use” (p. 25), 

masking the messy aspects of literature for readers and writers.  

The literary canon, or simply the idea that a select group of literary texts are worthier 

than others for study, has influenced the teaching of literature since the inception of the field in 

the 19th century, and the texts that constitute the canon have been challenged in a variety of ways 

and so too have the processes by which texts attain value and enter the canon—whether through 

fitting the mold of popular methods of literary interpretation or emerging from the froth of 

various genres and finding a secure place on class syllabi or in school anthologies (discussed in 

Chapter Four). While critically examining and expanding the texts of the canon itself can lead to 

more representative bodies of literature, what is needed, as Vinz (2000) underscores above, is a 

focus on the interpretive practices involved in the teaching of literature. And in his The Rise and 

Fall of English, Robert Scholes (1998) has asserted the importance of such a move in the 

teaching of not just literature but English itself—a move that may affect the very future of the 

field. 

According to Scholes (1998), literature courses that justify themselves on their “great 

books” have grown stagnant. And, he says, if the canon remains the backbone of the English 

discipline, English risks becoming obsolete or marginal in academia like the classics discipline 

of the 1800s. Scholes argues that rather than place the foundation of English courses on a canon 

of texts, teachers ought to base English courses on a “canon of methods” (p. 135). Scholes does 

not mean abandoning texts of the past but giving them a different use. He poses two questions 

when considering the function of literary texts in English courses: “One question is how we can 
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put students in touch with a usable cultural past. The other is how we can help students attain an 

active relationship with their cultural present” (p. 104). Disciplines need canons, he says, but 

“[w]e also need to challenge them in order to think critically” (p. 108). He suggests that a 

flexible canon is healthy for a discipline, pointing to one of the origins of the word “canon” 

coming from a “flexible plant” (p. 109). He remarks that understanding the “process by which 

they [canons] are maintained and altered makes it possible for us to influence canons through the 

institutions that support them and to change the institutions through their canons” (p. 111).  The 

development of canon criticism starting in the 1960s has, noted by Lauter (1991), helped to make 

this possible, and Scholes proposes instilling the teaching of English with such practices that 

continue into the future of the field.  

 For example, Scholes (1998) illustrates what he means by a focus on methods in the 

teaching of literature in his six-unit high school course, Pacesetter English—developed with 

support from and adopted by The College Board. His course examines language and textuality as 

a means of understanding culture, of both the past and the present using a pantheon of texts, not 

limited to written texts or the canon. The goal of this course “should be for students to attain the 

highest degree of literacy that they can” (p. 130). The units in turn are the following: Voices of 

Modern Cultures; Stranger in the Village; Cultures and Voices in a Single Text; Inheriting 

Earlier Voices; Film, Language, and Culture; Mediating Culture/The Representation of Events 

and People. The units should cohere to each other, and the texts of these units should function as 

models for students’ own writing. Importantly, what Scholes has brought into the classroom and 

realm of canon criticism is an expanded notion of what “text” means—namely, culture and 

multimodal texts (digital texts, websites, videos, and works of art), in addition to printed literary 

and nonliterary works. The traditional canon in effect becomes one of many texts interconnected 
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across his units. 

Scholes (1998) suggests “two possible directions English as a field of study may go” (p. 

144)—that is, like the classics, it may become a field on the periphery of academia concerned 

with its greats; or, it may continue to thrive through, “in grossly oversimplified form,” replacing 

“the canon of texts with a canon of methods” (p. 135).  Further expanding on what he means by 

methods, Scholes posits textuality as central to the discipline of English. And he outlines three 

methods of studying textuality, in addition to theory: first, he advocates for examining historical 

and cultural events so as to evaluate the present, “asking how we got here” (p. 158). Second, 

texts should serve as models for students’ own writing and thinking; when reading literary texts 

students should be able to “pastiche and parody their styles” (p. 160) to better understand the 

tools used by writers. And, third, Scholes argues for students to examine how readers consume 

texts and “to replace the exegesis and passive coverage with attention to reading as a process” (p. 

160), which he mentions is actually not a new idea but requires a focus on fewer rather than 

more texts. This three-part focus on textuality, he says, should draw attention to issues of 

representation, both in texts and through acts of interpretation.  

Moreover, in his “Canonicity and Textuality,” Scholes (1992), contrasts “text” against 

“canon,” highlighting the significance of textuality. He notes the word “text,” like “canon” 

(detailed in depth in the next chapter), has a long history: etymologically it comes from the 

Ancient Greek “techne,” meaning skill; it also has roots in the Latin infinitive “texere”—to 

weave—and so is a concept of inclusion rather than exclusion, the de facto meaning of a canon. 

He writes, “text is aligned with the extension of democratic, social, economic, and political 

processes and canon with the maintenance or recovery of more hierarchical structures” (p. 155). 

Yet both “canon” and his notion of “text” are “imbedded in the larger processes of our social 
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text” (p. 155). Lauter (1991) has argued that canon criticism is tantamount to social justice work 

(dealing with issues of representation), and it seems that what Scholes suggests in his insistence 

on a textuality that includes culture indeed addresses problems of representation. Examining a 

range of texts types and cultural practices from the past and the present encourages students to 

grapple with “how we got here” (Scholes, 1998, p. 158). And indeed since the publication of 

Scholes’ (1998) The Rise and Fall of English, there have been further changes in the English 

curricula at universities, with programs arising that focus on cultural studies, textual studies, and 

even video games as texts, yet changes in secondary curriculum have been at times slow to 

follow (Aston, 2017). 

Further complicating the teaching of literature and canon criticism are the effects of 

globalization on literary studies, troubled by Edward Said (2001). Said postulates two 

frameworks related to the study of literature that are “in need of revision” (p. 64): “first, the idea 

that literature exists within a national framework and, second, the assumption that a literary 

object exists in some sort of stable or at least consistently identifiable form” (p. 64). Literary 

studies, he notes, have had their foundations shaken by various trends destabilizing notions of 

author, works, and nation; and, he writes, “identity has undergone a Copernican transformation 

in the common understanding of it” (p. 65). He says that current scholars “are much more 

attuned to the non-European, genderized, decolonized, and decentered energies and currents of 

our time” (p. 65). Therefore, with an increasingly globalized world, literary studies entail 

“epistemological contests over territory” (p. 68), presenting problems of representation and form 

to those studying literature.  

Muddying the notion of a national literature, Rodica Mihăilă (2011) has argued for 

recognition of transnational canons rather than multicultural ones. She states that “far from 
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opening the boundaries of the nation, multiculturalism, be it strong or weak, re-inscribes 

American literature within the limits of the nation, even though it challenges some of the 

assumptions that lie at the nation’s foundation” (p. 41). The literary canon could, as she affirms, 

function as a tool of discipline and colonization, distorting and essentializing the knowledge and 

identities of others—especially those who do not fit into a tidy category, be it geographical, or 

race or gender based. Said (2001), complicating the role of literature in the world, proclaims that 

it is the task of the intellectual to work on the “ongoing and actual processes of enlightenment 

and liberation in the world” (p. 68), processes integral to reading and understanding literature 

and the world as a global, cultural text. Though such a pronouncement seems grand, contextually 

situating texts and troubling the practices used for interpreting them may help to avoid, as 

Morrison (1992) said of practices used in reading American literature, “lobotomizing that 

literature” (p. 12) and also those who read it. 

A particularly powerful method of textuality mentioned by Scholes (1998) and capable of 

interrogating various forms of texts is theory. Lauter (1991) mentioned that theory, though 

potentially problematic, had a catalyzing effect on the early canon criticism of the late 1960s, 

and William Franke (2011) argues for the continued importance of theory in critiquing the 

literary canon. He claims that theory leads to a “transhistorical universality” of the literary canon 

that is always “in the making” (p. 55), spanning both time and the globe, being never totally 

fixed. Franke points out that the emergence of theory in literary studies in the 1960s and 1970s 

called into question notions of a canon of “elites,” namely one brimming with white male 

authors. Nevertheless, academics who dogmatically cherished their highbrow literature took up 

arms, and this dissention swiftly erupted in the “canon wars” of the ‘80s and ‘90s, with vehement 
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arguments from proponents of the canon and tradition, including writers such as Allan Bloom 

and Harold Bloom (whose ideas will be further explored in the next chapter). 

Franke (2011) states that arguments against the canon have taken two shapes, both of 

which are because of theory: first, critics have attacked the texts themselves that constitute the 

canon, claiming such texts represent a privileged sliver of society or the world. Second, critics 

have argued that the problems of the canon arise because of the very processes of canon 

formation that elevate certain values over others, such as the ways in which genres can valorize 

one type of text over another. Franke writes, “while the dissatisfaction with a static canon of 

classics has been effective in bringing about change, the question remains as to what constitutes 

literary value and why any particular selection of texts should be held up and prized as deserving 

of study, as exemplary of worthwhile learning and culture” (p. 57). Theory can be used to 

explore notions of value as values change depending on social, global, and historical contexts 

and contingencies (Smith, 1983). Franke suggests that it is possible to “look to theory for 

guidance in illuminating the grounds for canonicity of the more dynamic type” (p. 57), that is, 

one that can and should change. 

Hence, the processes by which texts may become “exemplary of worthwhile learning and 

culture” demand what Franke (2011) terms a “transhistorical universality”—an application of not 

a single prescribed theory but of myriad theories—that necessitates change. As the overview of 

canon criticism above suggests, works have value only “as a function of what these qualities 

[value] can mean to someone in some concrete historical context” (p. 67). What theory does is 

produce transformations of the canon by providing alternative ways for conceptualizing and 

viewing texts (similar to what Morrison [1992] calls for), ways that are fluid and change across 

time and cultures—as values change. Franke says, “Such a transfusion across cultures 
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demonstrates how an idea of universal value, such as enshrined in the concept of canonicity, 

lives and grows by transforming itself from age to age” (p. 68). In other words, the values 

themselves are not universal; the tools of theories that lead to canons as “in the making” and as 

never static become both “universal” and “transhistorical” practices for interrogating texts, 

thereby encouraging readers to “be otherwise” (Vinz, 2000) as a method of studying the messy 

textuality of literature. 

Reactions to globalization and calls for textuality, theory, and other methods as the 

flexible centerpieces of the teaching of literature and English illustrate the complex nature of 

canon criticism today. And, observes Cain (2013), “the ‘great books’ do continue to be taught 

today—they have not disappeared from reading lists—but other books, with their own claims to 

distinction, are being taught as well” (p. 5). Even though anthologies and courses have become 

more inclusive in their selections of texts, Damrosch (2009b) states that authors of the past, 

including Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Byron, Spencer, and so on, still end up becoming the ones 

studied the most. As Damrosch says, “many of them are more discussed than ever, and they 

continue to be more strongly represented in survey anthologies than all but a very few of the new 

discoveries of recent decades” (p. 510). Anthologies themselves, steadily expanding, also retain 

features that contribute to canon formation—features that Aull (2012) calls “the textual 

anthology apparatus” (p. 498), which is twofold: it includes the preface in an anthology and any 

introductions—which constitute “a metanarrative of canon and knowledge construction” (p. 

498). These nonliterary writings “narrate which new literary texts are included in an anthology 

edition and why, and from what events and cultures they emerged” (p. 501). They provide 

interesting and sometimes important information about authors and works, but, with detailed 

justifications, they also demonstrate the lengths that must be taken to anthologize a new literary 



 

33	

	  

text. As mentioned earlier by Altieri (1983), the canon helps to produce evaluative standards as 

new texts are judged against old ones, and it seems the “anthology apparatus” serves as a record 

of this rigorous process. 

Further complicating the prospects of canon criticism are the potential effects of teaching 

standards. The Common Core Standards, for example, may be a “prophylactic for the canon . . . , 

which could justify the canon through suggested reading lists, textbook adoptions, inherent 

normalizing goals, and of course standards that include the teaching of traditional American 

texts” (Aston, 2017, p. 50). The reading standards of the Common Core encourage the use of 

canonical texts, explicitly requiring American literature from different periods and reading such 

literature by searching for examples of literary terms. These requirements may not be inherently 

problematic, provided such texts are read and studied as part of a larger textuality that examines 

history and culture, as encouraged by Scholes (1998). But with standards come accountability 

systems that delimit and regulate what can happen in a classroom (Taubman, 2009). Authority—

one of the buried meanings of the word “canon”—is indeed continuing to influence the literary 

canon and the teaching of literature in visible and invisible ways. Lists of texts backed up by 

teaching standards are uploaded to school district websites and promulgated in anthologies, 

serving as sources of knowledge for teachers when selecting texts; and the specter of tradition 

and the accepted discourses of reading literature surveil teachers. 

 Lauter (1991) says that canon criticisms emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in the teaching 

of literature because of social, political, and philosophical movements, calling attention to 

problems of representation and value in the teaching of literature. As a result, courses and 

literature anthologies began to include previously marginalized writers, spawning “multicultural” 

literature. Yet that illuminated some of the problematic processes of canon formation itself—
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namely the effects of genre on essentializing diverse people and complex bodies of literature, 

and the resulting need for alternative ways of approaching different texts. Otherwise, such texts 

serve as curiosities that recede into the periphery of literary studies or become appropriated by 

outdated methods of reading literature. Scholes (1998) and Franke (2011) have argued for the 

importance of theory and methods in examining the literary canon and rethinking what it means 

to teach literature, moving toward a complex textuality that encompasses more than just books. 

The teaching of literature is also intertwined in, as Said (2001) notes, issues of globalization that 

should be considered in literary studies. But forces such as standards, accountability systems, 

borders (physical and imagined), and tradition have also responded to criticisms of the canon, 

halting change at times and therefore underscoring the complex processes of the literary canon 

and its relationship to the teaching of literature.  

 
 
IV. Clarifying the Purpose of This Study  
 
 There are innumerable avenues that can be taken when studying the literary canon. As 

noted above by Lauter (1991), an investigation of the canon could entail a social justice project, 

directly or indirectly. It could, as Moretti (2000) has done in his “The Slaughter House of 

Literature,” focus on the market’s role in shaping the literary canon, avoiding almost entirely any 

connection to the teaching of literature. Moretti claims that the market’s role in shaping the 

canon began in the middle of the 18th century “many generations before any academic ever 

dreamed of teaching a course on the novel” (p. 210). He essentially argues that the more readers 

purchase a book, the more likely it is that the book will be purchased in the future and enter the 

realm of canonicity. What follows is a “slaughterhouse of literature,” based on a form of literary 

Darwinism, leaving scores of books without the necessary traits (plot devices or character types, 
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for instance) slashed from the conveyor belt of canonicity. In other words, canonical books 

survive because of “Formal choices that try to ‘eradicate’ their competitors” (p. 211). Moretti 

(2007) has also advocated methods of “distant reading”—using quantitative methods—for 

studying patterns that have arisen in literature, such as graphing the birth and sales of the novel 

in different countries. Trevor Ross (1998), on the other hand, has charted the rise of the literary 

canon from medieval times to the 18th century by studying what authors in the past wrote about 

the works and writers that they considered noteworthy—sometimes including their own writing.  

Ross (1998) likewise points out that there have been numerous approaches to studying 

the literary canon, including examining how certain authors’ works were viewed historically, 

studies on important moments in the study of literature (like the writings of Spencer, Ben Jonson, 

and Samuel Johnson), studies on changing literary tastes, “histories of literary theory . . . and 

literary histories” (p. 15). Ross himself has used an amalgam of the above approaches. There 

have in fact been countless studies of the literary canon. Several prominent book-length works 

on the teaching of literature that have touched on the literary canon include Gerald Graff’s 

(1989) Professing Literature, which looks at various conflicts that have appeared throughout the 

history of the field of teaching literature; and Arthur Applebee’s (1974) Tradition and Reform in 

the Teaching of English, which maps major movements in the teaching of English. John 

Guillory’s (1993) Cultural Capital questions critiques of the canon based on issues of 

representation and views the texts of the canon as forms of important cultural capital, available to 

some and not others. In The Making of the Modern Canon, Jan Gorak (1991) examines the 

history of the idea of canons from antiquity and Aristotle to the modern day. Robert Scholes 

(1998) has, as previously mentioned, urged for a move away from the canon and toward methods 
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and textuality in his seminal The Rise and Fall of English and his (2011) sequel English After the 

Fall: From Literature to Textuality.  

These works have investigated the literary canon in varying degrees and with differing 

approaches. They have also each contributed tremendously to the field of literary studies and the 

teaching of literature, making attempts to reconceptualize the teaching of literature in some 

cases, and emphasizing the importance of changes in other disciplines (like philosophy and 

psychology) and cultural movements that have affected the teaching of literature. In this study, I 

will also call attention to movements outside of the teaching of literature and make attempts to 

reconceptualize what it means to teach literature and navigate the texts of the canon. However, 

the scope of this study for the most part will focus on investigating the role of the literary canon 

in the teaching of literature in schools, especially secondary schools, in the United States.  

In the 1890s when English was a young discipline, William Lyon Phelps taught a course 

on the modern novel at Yale University, yet it “was considered so shocking that it was reported 

on the front page of the New York Times” (Cain, 2013, p. 5). Some of the novels studied in his 

course were by Joseph Conrad and Mark Twain. Today, over one hundred years later, Conrad 

and Twain are entrenched in the canon, along with a plethora of other authors, and merely saying 

their names lends support to teaching one of their texts, or may perhaps raise an eyebrow for 

someone attempting to make a more diverse literature curriculum. What I am interested in 

exploring in this study is not necessarily the books or authors themselves that end up serialized 

on lists and catalogued in anthologies—though that is what ignited my initial interest in studying 

the canon, that is, when the texts that I was teaching in my first years as a teacher were 

questioned in some cases and praised in others for what seemed to me unclear reasons. What I 

will explore and problematize is also the idea itself of a canon and the effects of such an idea in 
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the teaching of literature. Mentioned earlier by Lauter (1991) and Damrosch (2009b), and 

suggested by the current status of authors such as Conrad and Twain, the actual literary texts that 

constitute the canon change gradually over time (more frequently at the college level), producing 

“shadow canons,” whereas many texts and authors have become ossified in literature curricula 

through teaching practices, anthologies, cultural movements, and tradition.  

Discussed at length in the next chapter, arguments for great books predicated on culture 

and tradition (or “Western values”) have appeared since the beginning of the teaching of 

literature, and have been vigorously supported by critics such as Matthew Arnold (1912), 

Mortimer Adler (1972), E.D. Hirsch (197), Allan Bloom (1987/2012), and Harold Bloom (1995), 

among others. While many who have argued for and against the canon have done so by slinging 

vituperative remarks at each other, I would like to underscore that this study will not be an 

argument against the canon or its bedfellows, nor will it advocate a “counter canon,” the teaching 

of any specific texts, or the teaching of a singular interpretive approach. I claim that this study is 

a work of canon criticism in that it will attempt to describe and interrogate the processes of 

canon formation that intersect with teaching of literature, including the concept of a canon itself, 

and offer speculations as to how the role of the canon in the teaching of literature may be 

reconceptualized to better understand the manifold processes involved in selecting and teaching 

texts in an English classroom.  

In brief, I will focus specifically on understanding and problematizing the role of the 

literary canon in the teaching of literature—including the idea of the literary canon, or notion that 

there exist authorized texts—in schools in the United States and the current relevance or 

irrelevance of such an idea in the teaching of literature. In Chapter Three and the first half of 

Chapter Four, I will introduce alternative ways of understanding and imagining the teaching of 



 

38	

	  

literature and the canon by developing a conceptual framework derived from Michel Foucault’s 

ideas of power relations and Manuel DeLanda’s assemblage theory (based on the work of Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari), again not to eliminate or even offer a counter canon, but to describe 

and shine a light on operations of canon formation that may at times narrow the teaching of 

literature while at other times expand it. This reconceptualizing will be further explicated in the 

latter half of Chapter Four and its implications will be explored in Chapter Five. Overall, I hope 

that this study will draw attention to the sometimes contradictory and sometimes unnoticed, local 

reasons for how certain literary texts come to be taught over others and perhaps offer new 

understandings of the various forces that may affect and shape literature curricula. 

 

V. Queries 

 Over the course of this dissertation, I will seek to describe and understand the role of the 

literary canon in the teaching of literature and investigate the various imbricated processes of 

canon formation and the teaching of literature in schools in the United States. The general aim of 

this study will be an attempt to puzzle together responses to the following questions: 

• What is the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature? 

• How has the literary canon influenced the teaching of literature? 

• How has the teaching of literature influenced the literary canon? 

• How might an application of Foucauldian power relations and resistance shed light on 

how the literary canon forms and changes as the teaching of literature changes? 

• What might conceptualizing the literary canon and the teaching of literature as an 

assemblage suggest about the power relations, acts of resistance (changes in power 

relations), and processes of canon formation in the teaching of literature?   
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VI. Frames of Inquiry 

 In his “The Order of Discourse,” Foucault (1981) asks, “What, after all, is an education 

system, other than a ritualization of speech, a qualification and a fixing of the roles for speaking 

subjects, the constitution of a doctrinal group, however diffuse, a distribution and an 

appropriation of discourse with its powers and knowledge?” (p. 64). By “a fixing of the roles for 

speaking subjects,” Foucault means how the discursive processes—the rules and codes in a given 

system of knowledge—produce that subject, or person, and in turn manufacture systems of 

knowledge that promulgate and legitimize a given discourse. And the forces that are operating in 

a field of knowledge constructing subjects are what Foucault (1990) terms “relations of power,” 

which “must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in 

the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own organization” (p. 92). The 

“sphere,” as is apparent, of this study is that of the teaching of literature. And, by examining an 

array of extant documents (both articles on practice and theory in teaching literature) related to 

the “education system” of the teaching of literature, I will attempt to illustrate and problematize 

the “ritualization[s] of speech” that pierce through both the literary canon and the teaching of 

literature, calling attention to processes, past and present, that have shaped and changed their 

relationship. 

 To further describe the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature, in Chapter 

Three, I will delineate Foucault’s interrelated concepts of power, knowledge, and subject 

formation so as to attempt to describe and understand how disruptions and changes may occur in 

the traditional operations of canon formation. Teachers of literature may find themselves caught 

up in “part of an apparatus of ethical surveillance and normalization, including self-surveillance 

and self-fashioning, similar to that which operates in religious practices” (Friendelban, 1995, p. 
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330). Becoming a teacher of literature means becoming a certain type of subject, speaking the 

discourse, abiding by its codes, monitoring the self and others. This was indeed the case for me 

when I first started teaching English and was trying to induct myself into the field. Troubled by 

my own preconceptions of teaching literature and the seemingly desultory justifications for 

teaching Lord of the Flies and other texts bandied by English teachers preparing for new 

teaching standards, I began to question the ways in which I was participating in the 

regularization of certain teaching practices and processes of canon formation. An application of 

Foucauldian power, knowledge, and subject formation to the literary canon will serve to 

complicate and disturb some of these normalizing processes. 

The teaching of literature and the literary canon function in many ways as different 

aspects of a “whole” that is roughly the discipline of literature. Manuel DeLanda’s (2007) 

assemblage theory, based on the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari (1980), provides a framework for 

understanding and rethinking wholes (such as the “literary canon” or any group of entities that 

appears to have some type of identity, whether transient or stable) that both aids and complicates 

Foucault’s concept of power relations. Thus, in Chapter Four, I will elucidate the concept of the 

assemblage at length and then use it together with Foucauldian power relations to reimagine—

through speculations, vignettes, and articles in the field—the teaching of literature and the 

literary canon.  

Elizabeth St. Pierre (1997) says that Deleuzean and Foucauldian concepts enable one “to 

produce different knowledge and to produce knowledge differently” (p. 175). What counts as 

knowledge in a field (like the teaching of literature) is often the result of normalized rules that 

establish the limitations of its epistemology, a major assumption of this study. Philosopher A. J. 

Ayers (1936/1990), for example, posits that for something to count as knowledge it has to be 
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verifiable by a direct, one-to-one correspondence to some empirical fact or through an a priori 

analysis of its definition. Questions of ethical or aesthetic value and metaphysics, for Ayers, are 

thus meaningless because they cannot be verified according to his system. Countless other 

philosophers and theoreticians have delineated other techniques for viewing the world and then 

making meaning out of it, and vice versa. My point here is not to debate these viewpoints or 

elucidate a philosophical treatise but rather to point out that, as St. Pierre suggests, the 

application of certain theoretical ideas and assumptions, however extreme, can change not just 

how knowledge is produced but what counts as knowledge in the first place. Doing so can 

challenge the ontological preconceptions and socially constructed edifices of domains 

knowledge. And, in the teaching of literature, the idea of the literary canon is one such edifice 

that I will try to understand and reconceive using the concepts of Foucault and the assemblage. 

But, first, I will investigate the origins of the concept of the literary canon and the development 

of its gatekeepers in the teaching of literature.  
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Chapter Two: The Canon, Its Gatekeepers, and the Teaching of Literature 

Literature is what is taught, period. 
—Roland Barthes, 1969, p. 22 

 

I. Introduction 

 The literary canon has a complicated historical relationship with the teaching of 

literature, and understanding the story of one means understanding the story of the other. 

Proponents of the literary canon, like Harold Bloom (1995), have claimed that it is on life 

support, repeatedly attacked by postmodern thought and efforts to make a more diverse canon or 

to abandon the concept of the canon altogether. However, the authors who constitute the canon, 

as David Damrosch (2009b) has pointed out, have continued to appear in anthologies, on course 

syllabi, and in academic discussions. The implementation of the Common Core Standards (CCS) 

at the secondary level may serve to further support the canon or galvanize protests against it. The 

CCS Language Arts Standards still require works of American literature, and lists of text 

exemplars can be found in the Standard’s Appendix B, and throughout the Internet on state 

department of education websites. Barbara Moss (2013) suggests that “the text exemplars will 

become a new canon for literacy instruction, a kind of national reading list” (p. 48). The teaching 

of literature entails not only the selection of certain texts but also the exclusion of others; it 

therefore carries with it great epistemological weight, erasing, distorting (or on the other hand, 

clarifying), and reinforcing what counts as knowledge. As Barthes (1969) succinctly states, 

teaching literature involves “the problem of the transmission of knowledge” (p. 27) and such 

knowledge, encoded in the canon, is not value neutral. 
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There are, as Fowler (1979) has noted, various types of literary canons. There is the 

critical canon of academics; the personal canon, that which each individual knows; the potential 

canon, all literature ever conceived, most of which has been lost to history; the accessible canon, 

which has expanded with new innovations in technology; and the selective and official canons, 

“institutionalized through education, patronage, and journalism” (p. 98). While these different 

types of canons historically overlap and intersect with each other, it is the official canon that 

ultimately becomes, in the words of Paul Lauter (1991), “a construct, like a history text, 

expressing what a society reads back into the past as important to its future” (p. 58). 

Accordingly, I for the most part focus this study on investigating the story of the official canon 

and its role in the teaching of literature. 

After outlining a history of the concept of the literary canon itself, I will describe three 

practices that serve as implicit and explicit gatekeepers to the canon and have deep roots in the 

history of the teaching of literature at the secondary and college levels: the dominant methods 

(interpretive practices) of studying literature in school and academic circles (which at times 

blend with studies of craft), cultural responses to the canon, and processes of categorization. All 

of these practices continue to inform and shape the canon and consequently the teaching of 

literature, captured most recently in the implementation of the Common Core Standards.  

 

II. Conceptualizing the Canon 

 The concept of the canon itself is not entirely stable and has shifted over time. Traces of 

its earlier uses persist, and explicating these vestiges can be helpful in interrogating the forces 

that contribute to canon formation and the problematic yet integral role the canon has played in 

the teaching of literature—especially at the secondary level. A quick perusal of several 
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dictionaries shows that the word “canon” is multifaceted and has numerous definitions or usages. 

The American Heritage Dictionary (2016) includes eleven definitions of the word “canon”; 

Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (2002) lists thirteen; and The Oxford English 

Dictionary (2012), or simply The OED, has a startling fourteen definitions and two draft 

additions. The OED offers its first definition of “canon” as “A rule, law, or decree of the 

Church.” It also provides the following curious definitions: “A standard of judgement [sic] or 

authority; a test, criterion, means of discrimination”; “any set of sacred books”; and, most 

appropriately (though a draft edition), “A body of literary works traditionally regarded as the 

most important, significant, and worthy of study.” Although different, by using words such as 

“rule,” “authority,” “sacred,” and the phrase “worthy of study,” these definitions all indicate 

control, regulation, and normalization. 

 Etymologically, the word “canon” stems from the Greek “kanṓn” and the Latin “canon,” 

both of which The OED defines briefly as “a rule,” as in a standard to follow. In his The Rise and 

Fall of English, Scholes (1998), when investigating the etymology of the word “canon,” notes 

that the Greek “kanṓn” meant more than just “rule” but also a method of measurement (as in a 

ruler), a “rod,” a “reed,” and a “cane,” in addition to other rigid, tubular objects. Overtime, 

various metaphorical usages of the word “cane” arose, leading to the verb “to cane”—as in “beat 

with a stick” (p. 105). According to Scholes, “it is likely that the ready applicability of canes as a 

weapon of punishment . . . supported those dimensions of the meaning of kanṓn that connote 

severity and the imposition of power” (p. 105). Even though it is not a physical “cane” per se 

used to punish the body (yet, as Scholes mentions, one of  “kanṓn” ’s other cognates, “cannon,” 

is much more than that), the word “canon” has retained some of its harsh, ancestral meaning. 
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That is, it has been viewed as a tool of epistemological discipline, evaluating, excluding, and 

including texts. 

 Scholes (1998) points out that one of the earliest uses of “canon” to refer directly to texts 

was during Alexandrian Greece, “in which the word kanṓn was used by rhetoricians to refer to a 

body of superior texts,” specifically models of stylistic excellence (p. 106). “Kanṓn” was also the 

title of a treatise written by the Greek sculptor Polycletus, detailing the mathematical perfection 

of the human form and thus the model or standards by which to craft the ideal human sculpture 

(Jayesh, 2014). As the Romans appropriated Greek texts and ideas, “kanṓn” became “canon” in 

Latin. And in Medieval Latin, the word “canon” was imbued with a theological element, making 

texts in a canon divinely superior or perfect. Scholes (1998) describes the theological adoption of 

the term appearing when “the rise of the Roman Catholic Church as an institution required a 

Latin term that could distinguish the accepted or sacred writings from all others” (p. 105). This 

means of discrimination thereby instantiated the notion of a fixed, authoritative set of texts as the 

canon. However, the Latin term did not just refer to texts but “also came to mean a body of 

individuals raised to heaven by the perfection of their lives” (p. 105). This use led to the 

formation of the verb “canonize.” Scholes suggests that this latter meaning, as well as the 

possibility of “canonizing” new members, implies not a fixed canon but an open one. Either 

meaning of the Latin term, though, does not escape the tethers of authority, for any additions to 

such a canon must be sanctioned by those with the power to do so, discarding whatever does not 

make the list as apocrypha. 

 A Victorian with Romantic leanings, Thomas Carlyle, relishing this use of “canonize” 

and the literary canon, exclaimed that “Shakespeare and Dante are Saints of Poetry: really, if we 

think of it, canonized, so that it is impiety to meddle with them” (as cited in Scholes, 1998, p. 
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106). Despite the literary canon existing now as a secular collection of texts, a corollary of being 

based on and even christened a “canon” is “the contentious idea of regarding literary texts as 

‘sacred objects’ ” (Benton, 2000, p. 270). Questioning the legitimacy of a member of the canon 

or the canon itself then indeed becomes an “impiety”—an act of blasphemy. Emotional reactions 

may also arise for texts that are outside the canon or that become part of a “counter” canon as 

they become representative of a group that may be marginalized in the canon. Also pointing out 

the religious inflections of the idea of a canon, Kermode (1979) says that even after the rise of 

Protestants in challenging the institutional and interpretive authority of the Catholic Church, “the 

interpretation of the works of the canon continued to be the duty of the clergy” (p. 79). Kermode 

in turn argues that in literary studies, teachers and academics are the analogues of the clergy, 

surviving because they have a canon, whose qualities—like the Biblical canon—need explicating 

and preserving by experts. Inherited from its Medieval Latin cognate, this theological coating on 

the concept of a canon therefore functions as a safeguard that not only limits change, but limits 

who can wield the authority to enact changes in the canon. 

 As religious notions of canonization began to seep into and color the early concept of the 

canon, other forces not innocent of ideology have contributed—and still do contribute—to the 

production and meaning of canons. Scholes (1998) has already mentioned that in Alexandrian 

Greece, the construction and adoption of a canon was for organizing model texts and for stylistic 

purposes, a premise in arguments for canonical texts that has recurred across millennia and 

continues today (though the purpose of such arguments has expanded to justify the canon itself). 

For instance, Ross (1996) notes that in Renaissance England and into the 17th century, early 

anthologies of poetry were constructed to serve a similar purpose as the canons of the Ancient 

Greeks—namely, as collections of poems that aspiring poets could use as models for their own 
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poetry. At the poet’s “disposal were a multiplicity of compositional aids, from the several ‘artes’ 

of poetry that were thinly disguised guidebooks on courtly manners, to the many commonplace 

books that cut and paste together verse snippets” (p. 400). But the standards and poems 

themselves in such books were not static; they changed as society changed, and so “early 

evaluative standards were keyed explicitly to each new generation’s requirements for cultural 

and ideological production” (p. 401). This created an emerging English literary canon (standard) 

that was open to change and included fresh, contemporary writers rather than “old” writers, those 

who seem to populate the more recent canon. But then, the English language at the time was 

relatively new and the population of those reading literary works (or with access to them) was 

small, allowing change more easily (Ross, 1998). Contemporary writers certainly enter the canon 

today, but this process has been slowed down, in many cases forming a rather backwards-looking 

view when using past texts as models, and offering a limited consideration for the current 

generation’s cultural or craft requirements. Nonetheless, some of the linguistic ingenuity of 

canonical texts can serve as a resource for current writers, inspiring them to stretch the 

boundaries of language in new ways.  

 As the Renaissance poets’ guidebooks acted as canons in flux, some writers did in fact 

find secure footing in embryonic versions of the canon. While English (Middle and Early 

Modern) was beginning to gain linguistic ground at the courts, observes Ross (1996), “Chaucer 

was the father and, for a time, a national hero because he opened the way for more poets by 

proving that English was a poetic, productive language” (p. 400). In order for the English 

language to serve as a credible tool for writers, some thought it was necessary to valorize certain 

authors. And, with the occasional exception (such as Chaucer), many of these authors were to be 

living writers—celebrities who, when dead, would go out of fashion. By 1595, William Covell of 
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Cambridge addressed English universities, saying, in his own spelling and words, “take the 

course to canonize your owne writers, that not every bald ballader to prejudice of Art, may passe 

current with a Poet’s name” (as cited in Ross, 1998, p. 87). Ross (1998), commenting on Covell, 

makes it clear that Covell was not suggesting that a canon was something that should be taught, 

as English literature was rarely studied at the time; nor was he instructing universities to form a 

canon as a historical artifact with the names of dead poets. Rather, Covell’s conception of the 

canon was one that would function as “purely a symbol of England’s literary eminence” (p. 87). 

Some then living authors he recommended for canonization included, among others, Edmund 

Spencer and William Shakespeare—figures whose names now bespeak the canon. 

 Not until the 17th and 18th centuries and the birth of print culture did conceptualizing the 

English literature canon as being comprised of authors of the past arise. Such authors were still 

included for their artistic and linguistic talents, but primarily to the extent that they functioned to 

support the ideology of a growing nation and language. Hence, as Eagleton (1983/2008) remarks 

in his lucid Theory, “Literature, in the meaning of the word we have inherited, is an ideology” (p. 

22), and the canon is its object. In the 18th century, the rise of polite society and the 

commodification of literature accompanied growths in literacy and, in turn, print culture and the 

dissemination of information. Although literacy at the time was defined by what Myers (1996) 

describes as signature and recording literacy—with an emphasis on recording information in an 

elegant hand—book sales increased rapidly over the century, paving the way for a new 

conception of the canon, namely, the inception of a canon frequently lambasted as the one of 

dead white men (the Greek and Latin canon of the classics, though, was already such a canon).  

 Toward the close of the 18th century, “almost a hundred new novels were published in 

England and France every year” (Pinker, 2011, p. 175). Helping to satisfy the demands of 
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publishers and a wider readership, the House of Lords, in 1774, ended the “ ‘perpetual copyright’ 

so long claimed by the London bookselling monopoly over works of the English canon. The 

Lords had been persuaded by the novel idea that the canon ought to be fully accessible in 

multiple editions to general readers, for their benefit and pleasure” (Ross, 1996, p. 410). Instead 

of functioning solely as models of excellence in writing, past works in English became “things 

people ought to know in order to help sharpen their taste and judgment” (Ross, 1996, p. 411). In 

other words, the canon started to become an important object symbolic of one’s social class 

(Guillory, 1993): such an object is “an insignia of a network of social relations between 

producers of diverse commodities, [which] assumes the form of a quasi-‘natural’-property of 

another thing-commodity, money” (Žižek, 2009, p. 23). One might think that contemporary 

works could have satisfied this requirement, but, according to Ross, “The canon of the dead was 

felt more suitable for this purpose than contemporary works” because it was “free of the 

incrustations of modern prejudice” (p. 411). Through reading the works of the past, readers in the 

1700s were able to ostensibly ignore problems of the present and concomitantly hone their 

“taste” and acquire “cultural capital” (Guillory, 1993). The aesthetics of dead authors was 

elevated to a commodity of culture, constructing a canon as a representation of national heritage, 

“an insignia of a network of social relations.” 

The requirements that works enter the canon and then define the canon because of their 

artistic excellence and apparently value-neutral content acquired through age—that is, being 

“free of the incrustations of modern prejudice” (Ross, 1996, p. 411)—have continued to play 

prominent roles in arguments for the inclusion of certain texts. Harold Bloom (1995) has argued 

that the forces of canon formation are neutral, nonpolitical operations. He insists throughout his 

The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages that texts of the canon are simply great 
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artistic works. His argument for canon formation is essentially that “One breaks into the canon 

only by aesthetic strength, which is constituted primarily of an amalgam: mastery of the 

figurative language, originality, cognitive power, knowledge, exuberance of diction” (pp. 27-28). 

This is a fairly sterile argument, and Bloom’s intention is exactly that. If he were to concede that 

the works of the canon were in some way political, his argument would collapse. Creating a list 

of historical authors and stories that represent a society’s language is a de facto political act, 

which is often embedded in aesthetic arguments (namely, focusing on the form of the work 

rather than its content) for the canon since such works are typically those of a certain privileged 

class or group seeking to pass their values from generation to generation (Smith, 1983). 

However, this leads to a problem mentioned in the previous chapter: any list of texts, besides the 

“potential canon” (Fowler, 1979), is guaranteed to exclude other texts and merit criticism—and 

Bloom does in fact offer a fairly lengthy list of canonical authors in his book’s appendix but 

attempts to focus on their aesthetic qualities rather than political ones.  

The influence of one group imposing their values on others through the canon was made 

apparent in Samuel Johnson’s 1765 preface to Shakespeare, which Kramnick (1997) calls “one 

of the eighteenth century’s most famous acts of canon formation” (p. 1095).		Johnson, indeed 

representing a privileged class, posited Shakespeare as an essential author because his 

“excellence” has withstood the test of time—“reception secures value, but only over time” 

(Kramnick, 1997, p. 1099). That is to say, once a work has accrued enough cultural interest by 

those in certain positions, it has proven itself worthy of canonization. This line of reasoning has 

itself been repeated: in a 1991 issue of The New Criterion, Roger Kimball defended the canon by 

arguing that it is time that determines “whether a text has proved to be of permanent interest” (as 

cited in Cain, 2013, p. 9). Constructing a historical heritage of great writers is, explains 
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Kramnick (1997), bound to “a nationalism rooted in the sense that reading older cultural artifacts 

joins one to a community stretching back into an immemorial past” (p. 1098). This is the type of 

thinking that, born in the 18th century, “inaugurated the formation of the English literary canon” 

(Ross, 1998, p. 247) as it is usually conceptualized today.  

 The concept of the canon as a fluid model of different poetic writing styles for 

Renaissance writers and then as a living embodiment of England’s finest writers shifted in the 

1700s into an apparently static model representing the English language’s cultural lineage—“the 

greats.” Additionally, several practices, which are not mutually exclusive, have played a strong 

role in the seemingly inevitable reification of a canon of literary texts, ranging from compulsions 

to categorize and fit various political and cultural agendas to what texts conform to the 

interpretive methods in vogue at a given time. These practices, instilled in people’s minds 

through habit and tradition or inscribed in anthologies (explored in Chapter Four), latched onto 

the birth of literature as an academic discipline in the 19th century, and continue to define, 

restrict, and shape the teaching of literature to this day.  

 

III. Interpretive Practices and the Canon 

 One practice that has worked to exclude and include texts from the canon, thereby acting 

as an implicit “gatekeeper” to the canon, is the espoused (consciously or unconsciously) practice 

of interpreting literary texts—namely the discourse of the critic and teacher in all its variations. If 

a text does not conform to the dominant method of interpretation, then that text has less value 

than ones that do—even though various methods of reading are often historically, socially, and 

ideologically contingent. For example, Franke (2011) writes that in Alexandrian Greece, the 

critics Aristarchus and Apollodorus “began to establish a canon of ancient Greek classics. Their 
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doing so was steered by their own philosophically reflective standpoint, imposing allegorical 

interpretations that completely transformed and distorted the intentions of the literature” (p. 56). 

To make it into the canon of Aristarchus and Apollodorus, one criterion of a text was that it 

needed to be didactic or capable of providing an allegorical reading, a way of reading that is 

clearly not the only way to experience a text but was valued at the time. 

 As the teaching of literature was on its way to becoming an academic discipline in the 

United States in the 19th century, what indeed legitimized it—and the texts that were read—was 

a philosophical standpoint and way of reading that was borrowed from German scholars: 

philology. The literature studied at early colleges consisted of classics in Greek and Latin; 

incidentally, they were some of the same texts canonized by Apollodorus (Homer’s epics, for 

instance) and even studied by prominent philologists in the 1800s like Friedrich Nietzsche—

whose philological training is evident his (1872/1967) The Birth of Tragedy, which examines 

Apollonian and Dionysian constructs in literature and society. But in classrooms, when using 

philological principles, there was no reason to interpret texts in the typical sense done today or 

look for any sort of greater “meaning,” whether allegorical or not. According to Gerald Graff 

(1989), these texts were considered to self interpret, and translating them, or just reading them 

aloud, supported the mode of education in favor at the time, that is, one of mental discipline. 

William Phelps, one of the nation’s earliest professors of English and who was once warned to 

cease teaching a class on contemporary fiction, recalled an experience studying the classics as a 

student in the 1800s: the professor “never changed the monotonous routine, never made a 

remark, but simply called on individuals to recite and to scan” (as cited in Graff, 1989, p. 29). 

Outside the drudgery of the classroom, students were forming book clubs for reading works 

written in English. As early as the first half of the 19th century, students also pressed for changes 
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in the college curriculum, but “The Yale Report of 1823, written in response to popular demands 

for a more flexible curriculum, had defiantly reasserted the primacy of the classics in instilling 

‘mental discipline’ ” and embodying important cultural knowledge (p. 22). 

 Yet, by studying literature through the lens of philology, students could also find mental 

discipline in English texts and in turn gain cultural knowledge in the vernacular.  

According to Graff (1989), this way of reading was “able eventually to make Greek and Latin 

seem of less central importance educationally” (p. 30). In 1777, Frederich Wolf, a professor in 

Germany, described the task of philology “as providing the biography of a nation,” which 

included “attention to grammar, criticism, geography, political history, customs, mythology, 

literature, and ideas of a people” (Applebee, 1974, p. 25). Highlighting the mental discipline 

afforded by philological readings of literary texts, Malone (1928) says, “the philologist, before 

he can do anything else, must establish what is called the text of the monument he is studying” 

(p. 317). This involves describing the grammar of passages and especially finding historically 

and culturally accurate definitions of words; thus the philologist acts as an “interpreter of 

national culture, so far as that culture expresses itself in writings” (p. 314). Although the United 

States was a relatively young nation at the time, it nevertheless could appropriate the authors of 

the English language who had recently become the greats in England, and use philology to 

justify their study in academia.  

 And so, as the 19th century went by, elective courses in English literature began 

appearing at universities. By 1876, Harvard gave philologist Francis James Child “its first 

professorship of English” (Graff, 1989, p. 66). He created a course on the close reading of 

Shakespeare’s plays. English studies went through large changes in the 19th century. At the start 

of the century, courses slated under the title of English dealt with elocution and the composing of 
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speeches. In the second half of the century, English came to include the study of literature under 

the auspices of philology. It is important to note that, as Applebee (1974) says, “the prestige of 

philology served to justify English studies without necessarily limiting them” (p. 28). 

Nonacademic criticism and rhetorical readings of texts, among other uses of literature, still 

occurred. And courses in literature could be found at colleges across the nation by the end of the 

century. The changes in the colleges, however, also had an important influence on secondary 

curriculum, determining it through admissions exams. 

 Extending from the towers of universities into the secondary curricula were books that 

colleges used on the composition section of their entrance exams. It was not that schools were 

explicitly required to use such books; one of the purposes of secondary schools at the time was 

for college preparation. If a school wanted its students to do well on a college’s entrance exam, 

which also affected the school’s reputation, the school was impelled to teach those texts. And 

such texts were also taught according to philological principles, reinforcing the criteria that made 

a work of literature acceptable for study or readable in school. Applebee (1974) describes the 

teaching model at one high school, saying, “Formal discipline was the basis of the pedagogy 

adopted, with considerable stress on rote learning of rules and memorization of isolated facts” (p. 

29). The college entrance exams and the texts that conformed to the lens of philology (and thus 

the requirements of the exams) began to discipline secondary students and “institutionalized the 

study of standard authors” (p. 30). But the lists and topics of the exams changed each year as 

colleges were not entirely consistent in their selections, making it difficult for secondary schools 

to stay up to date and offer the “best” preparation for their students. 

 Organized efforts, including the New England Commission of Colleges on Entrance 

Examinations, attempted to standardize the lists. With other subjects also seeking uniformity and 
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clarity in the entrance requirements, by 1892, as Applebee (1974) notes, the National Council of 

the National Education Association (NEA) erected The Committee of Ten “to arrange a series of 

subject-area conferences to consider the whole problem of secondary school studies” (p. 32). Out 

of the conference held at Vassar College, the study of English arose as an official subject in 

secondary schools, and was recommended “for every student during each of the four high school 

years” (p. 33). Schools could then devote their attention to “the complete texts required in the 

college lists” (p. 34); the way of reading such texts in school, though, was still dominantly from 

the angle of philology, since it had helped to justify the study of literature in the first place. It 

also tacitly served to justify what works of literature were worthy of being read. In fact, profiting 

off the reading lists since before The Committee of Ten, “Publishers began to bring out 

annotated school editions of popular works” (p. 34), further regularizing lists of literature 

encapsulated in the Uniform Lists adopted by the College Entrance Examination Board (now 

called The College Board). 

 At the turn of the century, more students began to enroll in school at both the college and 

secondary level, and progressive models of education emphasizing the child’s needs and the 

social purposes of education began to redefine secondary schools. These changes were spurred 

by new developments in philosophy and psychology. The model of education based on mental 

discipline was called into question by Edward Thorndike’s 1901 articles on psychology 

“attacking the theory of transfer of learning” (Applebee, 1974, p. 48). And the ideas of the 

pragmatist philosopher John Dewey (1916/1997) were used to usher in the progressive 

movement in education by drawing attention to the social and growth aspects of education 

overlooked by proponents of mental discipline; Dewey exclaimed, “Isolation of subject matter 

from a social context is the chief obstruction in current practice to securing a general training of 
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mind” (p. 67). Thus, there was an impetus to change not only the methods of teaching literature 

but also the texts that were informed by the then defunct (but still stubbornly influential) 

methods of philology. Some educators concerned with the interests and needs of their students 

insisted on abolishing the Uniform Lists, but “the schools had little choice but to accept the 

selections” because colleges still continued to use them (Applebee, 1974, p. 49). One of the 

leading catalysts, in fact, for establishing the National Council of the Teaching of English 

(NCTE) in 1911 was the rising frustration over the entrance lists, which were limiting the 

freedom of English teachers and their increasingly diverse groups of students.   

 Although not directly able to dismantle the lists, the “NCTE chose instead to work 

through English Journal and its new committees to develop an English program that would not 

depend at all upon the guidance of the Uniform Lists” (Applebee, 1974, p. 53). And by 1916, 

two college entrance exams emerged, one of which was based on no list at all, requiring just a 

general knowledge of literature; but, Applebee (1974) says, “Many schools did continue to use 

the lists, and certainly the titles which had appeared on them continued to be widely taught” (p. 

54). Some change did occur, though. The concern for the interests of the child precipitated by 

ideas of progressive education and Dewey led to the sporadic use of contemporary fiction, such 

as dime novels and selections from magazines “but only as a bridge back to the works with 

which the curriculum had long dealt,” the canon (p. 59). The idea that certain literary texts 

embodied important cultural knowledge had been engraved into the minds of educators, thanks 

in part to philology. Unsurprisingly, as Jan Gorak (1991) remarks, at the turn of the century, 

hundreds of recommended reading lists were published, including lists by Everyman’s Library in 

1909 to Asa Dickenson’s 1931 One Thousand Best Books: The Household Guide to a Lifetime’s 

Reading and Clue to the Literary Labyrinth and Mortimer Adler’s best seller How to Read a 
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Book, all with the central belief “that books build important ‘character’ ” (p. 73), especially for 

adolescent readers. 

But then this same conception of a body of accepted texts as a purveyor of a society’s 

cultural heritage and values stems from the genesis of this conceptualization of the canon in 18th-

century England, the progenitor of which was the rise of the English language as a facet of a 

young nation’s identity. Hence, even though controversies over the Uniform Lists drew attention 

to problems of teaching the canon in secondary schools, such attention to the canon ironically 

helped secure its important status in the teaching of literature; that is to say, the attention 

explicitly acknowledged the existence of an “other” apparently noncanonical literature. Whether 

English could have developed into a full-fledged discipline without the concept of a canon (or 

simply a notion that there is an official list of imaginative texts for use in English classrooms), 

though impossible to know for certain, seems unlikely and is perhaps why its presence has 

persisted, despite even early reactions to it. 

  Shifting away from a means of mental discipline, reading literature in secondary schools 

then became a way of reading oneself into society. Or, in the words of Myers (1996) describing 

the passivity of recitation literacy (1996), “For a society desiring to establish national cohesion 

and to introduce the young to printed materials, the English class became a place for reporting 

and defining cultural traditions” (p. 69). The culmination of this type of thinking occurred during 

World War I and the rise of nationalism in the United States with the ineluctable establishment 

of American literary studies. After the war, the NCTE held “convention sessions on ‘The 

Teaching of American Ideals’ and [was] editorializing that English should ‘result in a finer, truer, 

and larger Americanism” (Applebee, 1974, p. 68). And, continues Applebee, “When these 

recommendations were taken up by the literary anthologies of the late twenties and thirties, 
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American literature was firmly established in the curriculum” (p. 68). But what counted as 

American literature was determined by the already established conception of a canon as a 

tradition of “the greats,” even though certain contemporary authors did find their way into 

classroom anthologies. Lauter (1991), critiquing early American literature anthologies, remarks, 

“of twenty-one major classroom anthologies (and their numerous revised editions) produced 

between 1917 and 1950, nine contained no works by black artists” (p. 24). This is especially 

disconcerting because, continues Lauter, “The 1920s witnessed, as we know, a flourishing of 

literary work by black as well as by white writers” (p. 24). Although the canon had in a way 

started to expand into one of British and American literature, it was still a rather homogenous set 

of texts that ignored broad bodies of literature. 

 Another major change occurred at the turn of the century in the teaching of literature. The 

notion of mental discipline being called into question, the dominant interpretive practice of 

reading literature at the universities “shifted from philology to literary history” (Graff, 1989, p. 

96). As more and more people, including waves of immigrants from Europe and beyond, were 

attending secondary school and then college, English departments had to account for new types 

of students taking English courses as part of a “general education” program arising at schools. 

Teachers of literature found themselves overburdened by the amount of historical information 

that they had to teach in order for heterogeneous groups of students to “understand” literature. 

Graff (1989) says that the solution to this struggle was twofold: according to the Harvard 

Committee, which included among its members the visiting British literary critic I.A. Richards, 

“The answer was that if the greatest literature is taught, the fragmentation, discontinuity, and 

lack of meaning of modern history can be overcome” (p. 170). Focusing on the canon would 

provide “access to the unified cultural tradition that was felt to be latent in the great literary 
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texts” (p. 163), echoing the sentiments of 18th-century British society’s view of “the greats” but 

now in an educational setting.   

 The other part of this solution involved a shift in how to read and study literature: 

“instructors needed to decontextualize literature as much as possible” (Graff, 1989, p. 171). 

Based on the ideas of I.A. Richards’ 1929 Practical Criticism and the developing American New 

Critics, including Cleanth Brooks and John Crowe Ransom discussed in the previous chapter, a 

decontextualized method of reading “promised access to the timeless, universal tradition 

embodied in the great works without the need for that historical knowledge” (p. 171). The focus 

of reading turned away from history, the student, and society, and toward the text—specifically 

toward the texts that would conform to such ways of reading: these texts were what are now 

commonly considered the canon. (It should be mentioned, as I will discuss shortly, that Louise 

Rosenblatt began developing her transactional theory of reading, which would later call attention 

back to the student, around the same time the New Critics were developing their ideas.) And with 

this obsession on the text itself, there became no need to question the content of a text. Lauter 

(1991) claims that with such approaches, “the question of which texts were worthy of 

interpretation, that is, the question of the canon—receded ever further toward the margins of 

legitimacy and the virtues of irony, complexity and tension emerged as gospel” (p. 137). In other 

words, sidestepping context and being “concerned primarily with the work itself” (Brooks, 1951, 

p. 247) fortified the texts studied in such a way. 

 This shift in how to read a work of literature by focusing on the text itself, which began 

in its inchoate form with Richards in the 1920s, nonetheless, helped to unify the field of English 

studies, as Applebee (1974) mentions. Furthermore, it coincided with positivist thinking arising 

around WWII, making its way into the secondary curriculum and onto the then newly created 
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Advanced Placement exams. Applebee states that on the AP literature exam, “Textual analysis 

and literary criticism on the model of the New Critics was the most important aspect of the 

exam” (p. 190). Without needing contextual or even personal knowledge, reading and discussing 

literature in the New Critical fashion (or at least a version of it) could be seen as ostensibly 

egalitarian since students could approach a text—that is the canon—with the same requisite 

knowledge: none. Yet this is a misleading and naïve stance to take, for, as Eagleton (1983/2008) 

succinctly says, “Reading poetry in the New Critical way meant committing yourself to 

nothing,” suitable perhaps for a democracy of drones, or “as a recipe for political inertia, and 

thus for submission to the political status quo,” including “the greats” of the canon (p. 50). 

Lauter, who again was writing in the midst of the bitter culture wars of the 1980s and 1900s, 

goes so far as to say that New Criticism “represented an elitist, if unsystematic, mode of critical 

dissection and worked with a narrow set of texts amenable to its analytic methods ” (Lauter, 

1991, p. 137). Although its dominance was soon to be challenged in the late ‘60s and ‘70s with 

the emergence of powerful critiques of the canon, it has had an unshakable influence on the 

teaching of literature through permutations of it being agreeable to standards movements and 

seemingly measurable assessments and learning objectives. 

 Notable attempts to standardize and clarify the teaching of English occurred in a series of 

conferences in the ‘50s and ‘60s, spurred by the Soviet’s launching of Sputnik, which, remarks 

Applebee (1974), “crystallized public opinion and thus serves as a convenient benchmark for the 

beginning of reform” (p. 189). With funding from the Ford Foundation, the Basic Issues 

Conferences found that English should constitute “a body of knowledge to be preserved and 

transmitted rather than a set of skills or an opportunity for guidance and individual adjustment” 

(p. 193), an appealing statement to both formalist methods of reading and to the canon. Although 
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the conference members did not explicitly endorse a specific list of texts, they suggested certain 

“kinds” of novels that should be read. Examples of the kinds of novels included The Red Badge 

of Courage, The Scarlet Letter, Robinson Crusoe, A Tale of Two Cities, and other texts still 

taught. The College Entrance Examination Board “appointed a Commission on English to 

‘propose standards of achievement’ and ‘to suggest ways of meeting them’ ” (p. 196). The 

commission even produced a list of questions that English teachers could use to discuss works of 

literature; these were questions “which before the writings of the New Critics had rarely been 

seen in the school syllabus” (p. 179). Changes were occurring in other subjects as well, 

conforming to post-war thinking and the regularization of school subjects. The trend towards 

delimiting English into a consumable content is captured well in the words of James Moffett 

(1968/1983) when he says, “we have unnecessarily deformed our subject to make it into a 

content like other subjects” (p. 6). 

 After the Basic Issues Conferences and funded by the Carnegie Foundation with 

endorsement from the NCTE and the MLA, the Dartmouth Conference in 1966 brought together 

American and British teachers of English, creating opportunities for shifting the methods of 

reading literature away from dissecting texts in a vacuum and back to the needs of the student in 

their efforts to answer the question, “What is English?” British teachers shared their practices 

with American ones. For example, concerned about what students should be doing as a result of 

studying English, British educator James Britton argued, “one cannot define English by 

determining its proper subject matter. Rather, one must first ask what the function of English is 

in the curriculum and in the lives of students” (J. Harris, 1991, p. 634). Undoubtedly raising 

some eyebrows at the conference, this must have sounded nearly tantamount to the ideas of the 

progressives, which had been previously flattened by more sterile trends in education. Applebee 
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(1974) notes, “What the British offered the Americans was a model for English instruction which 

focused not on the ‘demands’ of the discipline but on the personal and linguistic growth of the 

child” (p. 229). Of course, not everyone was in agreement with this. Joseph Harris (1991) states 

that “many of the Americans at the seminar balked at the ideas of growth theory because they 

seemed so much like the very kind of progressive schooling that they had built their own sense 

of English against” (p. 639). But, outside the conference, other movements and ideas were 

gaining momentum that would shine a light on the reader’s role in the teaching of literature and 

therefore influence the reciprocal nature of ways of reading and what constitutes “literature” 

according to the accepted discourse. 

 For example, in the 1930s, writing incidentally at the same time that the American New 

Critics were developing their methods of literary analysis that would soon metastasize 

throughout the teaching of literature, Louise Rosenblatt was drafting Literature as Exploration, 

which draws attention to the necessary role of the reader, highlighted in her transactional theory 

of reading. According to Rosenblatt (1938/1995), “The relation between reader and signs on the 

page proceeds in a to-and-fro spiral, in which each is continually being affected by what the 

other has contributed” (p. 26). A work of literature in effect “exists in the transaction that goes 

on between reader and text” (p. 27). There can be no decontextualized reading of a text since the 

text is fabricated in the contextual relationship and interchange of the reader and the text. “The 

same text,” she writes, “will have a very different meaning and value to us at different times or 

under different circumstances” (p. 35). This is not an argument for relativism, as some reader-

response and reception theorists have been accused of espousing. Rather, Rosenblatt emphasizes 

the contingent nature of reading based on the reader and the text.  

 She, additionally, distinguishes between efferent and aesthetic reading, which is more of 
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a continuum than a binary: the former, efferent reading, deals with reading for information; the 

latter “will require the reader to direct more attention to the affective aspects” of the experience 

of reading (p. 33). Both of these processes occur when reading a work of literature, illustrating 

that the act of reading literature is an experience that resides “in the synthesis of what the reader 

already knows and feels and desires with what the literary text offers” (p. 259). The meaning of a 

text therefore is based on how one approaches (or can approach) reading it, which, as Fish (1980) 

later pointed out, is a process which itself can change according to one’s “interpretive 

community”—wherein “the facts [of a text] emerge only in the context of some point of view” 

(p. 338). That is, texts and what counts as literature can only be understood in some greater 

context, which can change.  

But methods of finding a determinant meaning with its focus on the text and not the 

reader per se were what became the dominant modes of reading in the ‘50s, persisting into the 

‘60s and repackaged to some extent under structuralism (Eagleton 1983/2008). Rosenblatt 

(1938/1995), in fact, says, “one reason for their success was that their approach fitted in with the 

postwar glorification of science, fueled by fear of Soviet scientific superiority” (p. 289). And 

their success helped to reinforce the notion of a static list of great authors to be read and parsed 

on the operating table of students’ desks. By the time of the Dartmouth Conference, “What is 

English?” had, at least regarding literature, already been answered in the United States. While 

the conference presented noble ideas for reform and could have had sound theoretical footing, 

Joseph Harris (1991) remarks that, despite sparking conversations, after over twenty years, “the 

Dartmouth ideas seem to have failed to have much practical effect on what actually goes on in 

many English classrooms” (p. 632). As Lauter (1991) says, “[W]e teach the shape and sinew and 
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texture of a hand, not whether it offers us peace or a sword. It is, after all, far easier to talk of 

form than of feelings—especially in a classroom” (p. 105). 

 By the late ‘60s and ‘70s, literary theories precipitated by postmodernist thinking began 

to shatter accepted ways of reading literature as well as what constitutes “literature” and in turn 

the canon. Lauter (1991) says that, influenced by the role of discourse and social constructs 

explored in works by French philosophers (including Foucault and Derrida) gaining popularity in 

the ‘60s and ‘70s, “certain theorists began to break down idealist distinctions between ‘literary’ 

and assertedly ‘nonliterary’ texts, thus opening to study an ever-broadening range of non-

canonical works” (p. 140). What made one text “literary” and another text not was apparently a 

discursively produced binary in need of being exploded. Alternative ways of reading that could 

apply to any text (“literary” or not)—such as feminist, deconstructionist, and New Historicist 

approaches—began to supplant previous interpretive practices, positioning them as ahistorical 

and limited. According to Lauter, Native American myths or other “minor” works did not 

produce fruitful readings under versions of the New Critical discourse and therefore such works 

were neglected and shelved outside the canon. As literary historian Catherine Gallagher (1997) 

states, “Analytical tools developed to explicate Eliot’s Wasteland could not effectively grapple 

with Ginsburg’s Howl, which seemed to demand a different level of response” (p. 144). 

Conversely, a feminist approach fit perfectly well with otherwise non-canonical works 

(Robinson, 1983). And a deconstructionist reading of a novel could work equally well with a 

legal document or a cookbook. Yet it is unfair to single out just New Criticism. For instance, 

Lauter warns, as mentioned in the previous chapter, that any “theory” could also function to limit 

the texts that enter the canon through its own preferences to certain texts and potentially a priori 

interpretations of such texts. The point here being that some texts work better using specific 
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interpretive practices (or theories) and that there is a relationship between the success of certain 

texts and how they are read. 

 Nevertheless, these new approaches to reading and conceptualizing literature, asserts 

Franke (2011), raised the question of “why any particular selection of texts should be held up 

and prized as deserving of study, as exemplary of worthwhile learning and culture” (p. 57). Paul 

de Man (1982) has said that theory illuminates the notion that “literature is not a transparent 

message in which it can be taken for granted that the distinction between the message and the 

means of communication is clearly established” (p. 15). Emerging in the late 1960s, explicit 

canon criticism—whose trends were elucidated in the previous chapter—came as a shock to a 

number of unyielding proponents of the canon, leading eventually to the “culture wars” of the 

‘80s and ‘90s and the publication of works defending tradition and the canon, as well as others 

attacking the canon. In his The Closing of The American Mind, Allan Bloom (1987/2012) argues 

that the loss of the canon would mean the loss of the traditional values that canonical texts have 

instilled in readers’ minds. Harold Bloom (1995) has resorted to name calling and grumbling 

about what he calls “The School of Resentment,” which he divides into “six branches” of 

postmodernist and poststructuralist thought: “Feminists, Marxists, Lacanians, New Historicists, 

Deconstructionists, Semioticians” (p. 492). Bloom has complained that those who adopt the 

tenets of such theories are merely “amateur political scientists, uninformed sociologists, 

incompetent anthropologists, mediocre philosophers, and overdetermined cultural historians” (p. 

487), suggesting that those interested in literature should eschew these theories and stick to the 

texts of the canon. Yet these ways of approaching texts, and those who have attempted to grapple 

with literature by exploring unfamiliar terrain, have indeed influenced what counts as 

“literature,” raising much commotion in academia, producing departments of cultural studies, 
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keeping the field alive, and leading to diversifying anthologies and course offerings at 

universities. 

  In secondary English classrooms these alternative ways of reading and conceptualizing 

literature have met their own forms of resistance. Robert P. Yagelski (2006) affirms that 

“secondary English teachers and students with whom they work function in a modernist 

institutional context that has resisted postmodern ideas and some of the pedagogies and 

curricular reform efforts that have been informed by postmodernism” (p. 305). He notes that the 

Whole Language movement of Ken and Yetta Goodman, which emphasizes meaning over drill 

and practice in the teaching of reading (Goodman & Goodman, 1981), and the National Writing 

Project have impacted English pedagogy—especially with a turn towards process in writing 

instruction—but “the teaching of English [namely teaching literature] has remained 

fundamentally unchanged since it became a mainstay of the curriculum of the modern public 

school” (Yagelski, 2006, p. 293). Still persisting are obsessions with standardized education and 

measurable objectives promulgated recently by the No Child Left Behind act and then the 

Common Core Standards, which have led to an overemphasis on reading for formalist inflected 

terminology in their English standards and hence limit the kinds of texts that can be read as well 

as how they can be read. 

 There have, nevertheless, been various attempts to make pedagogical shifts in the 

teaching of literature that could implicitly lead to ways of reading that are welcoming to both 

non-canonical and canonical texts. Scholes (1998) has advocated, in simplified terms, replacing 

“the canon of texts with a canon of methods” so as to restructure English into a relevant and 

useful discipline (p. 154). This would mean moving literary studies toward a textuality that 

includes the study of culture as one of its texts, the roots of such thinking being in fact quite old. 
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Furthermore, examining the pedagogical methods of teaching literature at the college and 

secondary levels, which have often been centered on the teacher, Sheridan Blau (2003) has 

proposed teaching literature as a literature workshop: in a literature workshop students work 

alone, with partners, and in groups to untangle problems posed by the texts they read, sharing 

how they solved their problems, developing “metacognitive” thinking habits; here the method of 

reading and process of interpreting a text is placed in the hands of the student, rather than the 

teacher. Motivated by the changes in the teaching of composition that have led to more 

collaboration and a focus on the process of writing rather than the product, Blau writes, “we have 

continued (at least until recently) to teach literature in a way that has been product-oriented” (p. 

3). In other words, the literature teacher has been viewed as the expert with the “correct” reading 

of a text that is to be passively absorbed by students. This is a way of consuming texts that could 

align with advocates of a fixed canon. Students in a literature workshop, however, use 

metacognitive principles, again sharing how and why they interpret a text the way they do, 

coming to their own conclusions about works of literature without having a prescribed method of 

reading imposed on them. 

 At first glance, it does not seem to matter whether the texts used in Blau’s (2003) 

literature workshop are canonical or not, yet it very well may be that the processes and 

discussions that arise from students lead to practices that work better with traditionally canonical 

texts. This model, nonetheless, is powerful in that it demystifies interpreting literature and 

disrupts the discourse surrounding it. As Blau says, the literature workshop focuses “at least as 

much on the process of reading and producing discourse about literature as . . . on the substance 

of the discourse produced” (p. 13). This was of course not the case when philology was used to 

help justify the teaching of literature in the 19th century, nor when methods bolstered the canon 
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by proffering “objective” ways of interpreting literature. Eagleton (1983/2008) helps sum up the 

relationship of the canon and accepted methods of reading literature in school, saying that 

“Literary theorists, critics, and teachers” function as “custodians of a discourse” (p. 175). Their 

task is to “initiate newcomers into it and determine whether or not they have successfully 

mastered it” (p. 175). Thus, under the popularized mode of literary interpretation at a given time 

or for a given group, whether it be a warped form of New Criticism or a Marxism informed by 

the banter of Slavoj Žižek, “Certain pieces of writing are selected as being more amenable to this 

discourse than others, and these are what is known as literature or the ‘literary canon’ ” (p. 175). 

While the accepted way of reading and studying literature can affect what counts as literature 

and then the canon, there are, as already mentioned, other gatekeepers to the canon. Another 

gatekeeper to the canon that has greatly influenced the teaching of literature both implicitly and 

explicitly is the cultural use of literature.  

 

IV. Culture and the Canon  

 In his Republic, Plato (trans. 1999), on a quest to describe and understand justice, 

theorizes about the use and function of literature (myths, poetry, and plays) in his ideal society. 

He claims that only literature that supports the views of the state should be read because children 

imitate the actions and beliefs of the characters they learn about in stories. Literature that 

presents a view unfavorable to the state could be dangerous as it could disrupt the workings of 

society. Accordingly, literature for Plato should function as a means of indoctrination and should 

be carefully censored and selected. Taken to its extreme, this view may today seem absurd 

outside a totalitarian government, but this way of thinking has affected the formation of the 

canon as well as the teaching of literature, from the 19th century to today.  
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Terry Eagleton (1983/2008) unapologetically says, “If one were asked to provide a single 

explanation for the growth of English studies in the later nineteenth century, one could do worse 

than reply: ‘the failure of religion’ ” (p. 20). With the rise of print culture in the previous century, 

more people were finding pleasure in reading novels and other works written in English; whether 

such texts actually impart moral habits in people’s minds, expand and disrupt people’s 

experiences, or just entertain is not entirely clear, but people have acted as if all are the case. The 

results have led to the careful curating of texts and therefore the view of the canon as a purveyor 

and regulator of culture. As Miles Myers (1996) points out, even the early primers used to teach 

reading also attempted to inculcate the youth, especially young girls, with certain cultural ideas. 

The early primers included scriptural passages and then later—in the McGuffey Readers of the 

1800s used in the common schools, for example—ethical and moral directives. By the time 

literature became an academic subject towards the end of the century, although being read 

through the lens of philology and serving the demands of mental discipline, its other function 

was cultural; in fact, the “best” literary works served a quasi-religious purpose, thereby calling 

upon the dormant meaning of “canon” as “a set of sacred books” (The OED). British poet and 

inspector of schools, “Matthew Arnold,” writes Myers, “had made literature the core of the 

English class, arguing that English literature should be used to socialize the youth through 

contact with the touchstones of ‘the best which has been thought and said in the world’ ” (p. 68). 

These “ ‘touchstones,’ ” writes Gorak (1991), “anticipate the proliferating functions of the 

modern canon” (p. 59) and highlight a function of canons that has inevitably led to debates: “the 

need for some version of a canon in order to transmit to the next generation works of cultural 

value” (Gorak, 1991, p.8). 
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Although the progressives, focusing on the needs of the student, called a static list of old 

works into question, nationalism and the resulting rise of American literary studies after WWI 

reaffirmed the notion of “socializing youth” through literature. While, says Graff (1989), the 

socializing function of the canon was being put to use at both the secondary and college levels 

between the wars, “these aims probably worked more effectively at the level of the schools than 

of the colleges” (p. 131) as they likewise would with the youth of Plato’s hypothetical utopia. 

But, “even though a certain ideology of citizenship obviously determined the canon, the 

existence of a canon does not guarantee that it will be taught in an ideologically consistent way” 

(p. 131). However, it does guarantee that certain voices will be excluded from the curriculum 

while others are privileged. For example, in the early 20th century, the waves of immigrants 

(whose first language was often other than English) to the United States were unabashedly 

subjected to the socializing effects of a canon of texts in schools. As Lauter (1991) explains, “A 

literary culture requires, obviously enough, literacy. Only some of the groups which came to this 

country, or were here, were literate—in their own language much less English. Many immigrants 

were rural peoples, like this land’s original inhabitants, with strongly-established but not literary 

cultures” (p. 51). Attending school in a new country not only required diverse groups of people 

to alter their conceptions of literacy under the demands of recitation and then decoding and 

analytic literacy (Myers, 1996) in early U.S. schools, but prevented their stories from entering 

the discourse of the literature classroom in the first place.  

The preponderance of contemporary literature written in the late 1800s and early 1900s 

was also met with opposition by exponents of the canon who sought to preserve their own 

cultural values. Graff (1989) terms these supporters of the canon the “Jeremiads of the MLA.” 

He says that they feared that “enormous quantities of inferior ‘current literature,’ in place of 
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literature of the highest type, cannot fail to have a deleterious effect upon both thinking and 

speech’ ” (p. 115). And it is not a coincidence, when looking at who the authors of these 

“enormous quantities” of texts writing at the time were, “that many if not most of the major 

fiction writers during the fifty years after 1870 were women” (Lauter, 1991, p. 98). Many then 

current authors, such as Robert Frost, Ernest Hemingway, and T.S. Eliot who himself wrote 

about the effects of tradition in literature (Eliot, 1919/1982), did make it into the canon at the 

time; incidentally, such writers were almost always white men writing about topics that reflected 

dominant cultural ideals and a national heritage (Lauter, 1991), and their works would later 

conform to the discourse of formalist techniques of literary criticism.  

According to Graff (1989), “Jeremiad” Charles Hall Grandgent, high school teacher and 

later professor at Harvard as well as MLA president in 1912, adopted the view “that new artistic 

and cultural movements (he mentioned Post-Impressionism, Cubism, and Futurism) represented 

‘the cult of the foul’ ” (p. 125). This “cult of the foul” sounds remarkably similar to Bloom’s 

(1995) “School of Resentment”; both of these characterizations illustrate the hostile reactions 

that those who prize tradition have toward movements that seek to expand and shatter narrow 

societal practices such as ascribing value to exclusive works of literature. Further, it seems that 

Bloom’s conservatism toward the canon is nothing new but rather has been engrained in the 

teaching of literature since the discipline began in the 19th century. F.R. Leavis (1930/2008) in 

fact cautioned that the large amounts of literature, as well as the swaths of films and 

advertisements (and even the automobile), that were bombarding citizens in both the United 

States and Britain in the early 20th century were leading to a cultural crisis. He writes, “There 

seems every reason to believe that the average cultivated person of a century ago [in the 1800s] 

was a very much more competent reader than his modern representative” (p. 15) simply because 
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there were fewer texts to deal with. There were also, which he does not point out, far fewer 

readers who were incidentally less diverse in just about every respect. Nevertheless, he suggests 

that, with the deluge of then new literature and media, there could be only a “minority” of skilled 

readers, cultural elites, with the appropriate tastes “capable not only of appreciating Dante, 

Shakespeare, Donne, Baudelaire, Hardy (to take major instances) but of recognizing [when] their 

latest successors constitute the consciousness of the race” (p. 13). Sounding somewhat like 

Harold Bloom with his pessimistic rhetoric, Leavis laments, “what we value most matters too 

much to the race to be finally abandoned” (p. 18) and so must be safely guarded by those with 

the requisite authority. Mentioned earlier by Applebee (1974), even as teachers during the 

progressive movement toyed with using contemporary texts in the English classroom, they did so 

as a means to lead students back toward the then classics and therefore bestow upon them the 

“proper” cultural knowledge that was in danger of being lost. 

And so by the late 1950s, supported by institutionally sanctioned interpretive practices, 

works that began to constitute the canon satisfied both an obsession with positivist thinking and 

the nationalism of a post-war society. Commenting on high school education after WWII, 

Harvard President James Bryan Conant writes, “A set of common beliefs is essential for the 

health and vigor of a free society. And it is through education that these beliefs are developed in 

the young and carried forward in later life” (as cited in Graff, 1989, p. 167). While Conant’s 

remarks reflect the “life adjustment” movement of the 1950s (Applebee, 1974) and the concern 

for students’ needs, the “common beliefs” were the beliefs of a limited group of people to be 

shared with others. The canon served as a fitting conduit for such beliefs, and thus the teaching 

of literature in English classes was further legitimated and also further restricted. Moreover, the 

popular “great books” courses already established at institutions such as Columbia University 
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and the University of Chicago, thanks to efforts by Mortimer J. Adler, gained renewed attention 

during and after WWII (Graff, 1989). Adler helped to found the Great Books Foundation and 

even published the curiously titled bestseller How to Read a Book in 1940, which was revised 

and expanded in 1972. Though he explores how to read imaginative literature, much of his book 

is concerned with nonfiction and reading as an “efferent” (Rosenblatt, 1938/1995) or analytic 

process; his book also includes a lengthy appendix of “the greats” (both literary and nonfiction) 

that readers could study so as to cultivate an appropriate literary taste and cultural understanding.  

Hence, by the time of the Dartmouth Conference in the 1960s, the canon had nestled so 

deeply into U.S. culture and the teaching of literature that a need to restructure the English 

curriculum proved difficult for some U.S. educators to accept, as Joseph Harris (1991) has 

pointed out. John Guillory (1983) explains that “in teaching the canon, we are not only investing 

a set of texts with authority; we are equally instituting the authority of the teaching profession” 

(p. 187). To teach literature has, to an extent, meant to teach the canon. Calling into question one 

side of this tautology then implies calling into question the other, namely “the authority of the 

teaching profession.” However, pointed out earlier by Lauter (1991), in the 1960s and then 

1970s, influenced by French philosophers such as Derrida and Foucault, the concept of the canon 

was beginning to be challenged by opening up new ways of reading that could be applied to 

anything falling under the label “text”—namely, everything. But another impetus for altering the 

canon was emerging from outside the towers of academia: Lauter writes, “the roots of this form 

of literary activity lead deeply into the movements for social change of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Indeed, it would not be too much to say that canonical criticism constitutes a part of a broader 

effort to reconstruct our society” (pp. 144-145). It would take additional time, though, for such 

ideas to impact the literature curriculum of secondary classrooms, since the members of the 
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Dartmouth Conference focused their conversations on ideas of growth in teaching English 

(Applebee, 1974), not representation. 

 One momentous event that would later affect the teaching of literature and the canon was 

the 1954 Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education that led to the de jure desegregation 

of public schools. Lauter (1991) asserts that “curricula, reading lists, degree requirements, 

standardized tests, and anthologies institutionalize ideas about what is important, whose 

experiences and artistic expressions are to be valued” (p. 145). With such assumptions about not 

only what counts as knowledge but whose knowledge counts being called into question by 

massive movements like the desegregation of schools, it became necessary to raise questions 

about the canon since who it seemed to represent (and still represents) was a privileged sliver of 

society. This challenge to the profession did not come easy. Lauter claims that although “canon 

criticism” was born out of the 1960s in large part because of the civil rights movements, “it took 

fifteen years after Brown v. Board of Education and a decade after the sitins began to achieve 

even token representation of black writers in contemporary anthologies” (p. 27). In the late ‘50s, 

“one could study American literature and read no work by a black writer, few works by women 

except Dickinson and perhaps Marianne Moore or Katherine Anne Porter, and no work about the 

lives or experiences of working-class people” (p. 28). But by the 1970s, elective courses “on 

Black Writers and Women Writers” began to appear at universities, showing that such authors 

not only existed but “were valuable to study” (p. 98). And by the late 1980s, mentions Lauter, 

major anthologies such as the Heath, Norton, and Longman anthologies began to include 

previously excluded writers and types of texts. 

These changes were not entirely welcomed and the field of the teaching of literature 

ruptured during the culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s. Allan Bloom published his The Closing 
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of the American Mind in 1987, claiming that by threatening the sanctity of the canon, proponents 

of schools of thought such as Derrida’s deconstructionist theory could have damaging effects on 

society writ large. Philosopher John Searle (1994) argued that those who oppose the canon assert 

that it is “unrepresentative, inherently elitist, and, in a disguised form, political” (p. 10). 

Dismissing these claims shortsightedly, he writes the following: “If these arguments were strong 

ones, you could apply them against physics, chemistry, or mathematics” (p. 10). Though 

analogies typically make for weak arguments themselves, he raises an interesting point: the 

literary canon is not the only canon—math, physics, and science have theirs. He does concede 

that experiences of literature “are unlike those of sciences” (p. 8). However, comparing texts that 

attempt to characterize diverse and dynamic groups of people and that codify stereotypes, 

behaviors, and linguistic habits to books of math and science misses the point. Math and science 

books aim at objectivity, ordinarily with no protagonists, heroes, and subjugated classes—

whereas a literary text presents a de facto subjective story that can inform, confirm, challenge, or 

normalize readers’ conceptions of other people and reality, leading to problems such as that of 

“orientalism” (Said, 1979)—which is discussed in the next chapter.  

Also published in 1987 was E.D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy: What Every American 

Needs to Know—presenting basically the idea that what middle class Americans know everyone 

else should know so that they can be effective members of society. And, if that is the cultural 

capital that people need in order to succeed in this society, then Hirsch is in some way correct 

and any access to it should be of paramount importance. However, Lauter (1991) calls “Hirsch’s 

basic understanding of culture . . .  a kind of commodity . . . like family silver” (p. 264), 

something resistant to change. Later calling on the assistance of cognitive psychology to form a 

theory of reading comprehension based on cultural literacy and the mind, Hirsch (2003) says, 
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“Prior knowledge about the topic speeds up basic comprehension and leaves working memory 

free to make connections between the new material and previously learned information, to draw 

inferences, and to ponder implications” (p. 13). Although Hirsch’s view that “prior 

knowledge”—whether cultural or literary—could make it easier to acquire new knowledge 

related to previous knowledge, it again may directly or indirectly privileges one group’s 

knowledge above others. Therefore, the marginalized groups may fade into society’s background 

because their epistemology, if excluded, cannot be understood by those whose culture happens to 

be the dominant one. Likewise, if their stories and literature cannot be understood, they certainly 

would not enter the traditional canon but may find themselves in a “counter canon.” 

On the other hand, with literature, the above view of requisite cultural knowledge goes 

two ways: as understanding certain works of literature can require specific cultural knowledge, 

reading culturally diverse works of literature can impart the very knowledge needed to 

understand such texts. According to Lauter (1991), “The historical demands upon marginalized 

writers and the opportunities that specific historical contexts open are often distinct from those to 

which canonical writers have responded. Our responsibility as critics of marginalized cultures is 

to reconstruct those particular historical imperatives” (p. 61). Bringing other, non-canonical 

writers and texts into the curriculum therefore has opened up possibilities for acknowledging and 

understanding previously marginalized groups. In fact, J. Hillis Miller (2002), using John 

Austin’s theory of speech acts, proposes that “since a literary work refers to an imaginary reality, 

it follows that it makes a performative rather than a constative use of words. . . . It does not name 

a state of affairs, but brings about the thing it names” (p. 37). Consequently, the act of reading a 

work of literature, canonical or not, brings that work of literature into reality, allowing readers to 

“reconstruct those particular historical imperatives” and expand their knowledge. 
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Despite canon criticism, the culture wars, and multiculturalism (including its critiques 

and revisions), the canon has continued to influence the teaching of literature. Applebee (1992) 

compared data of literature taught in the middle of the 20th century to literature taught in the late 

‘80s in high schools across the country. He noted some interesting and important changes. There 

was a small increase in the number of female authors being taught, but he also found “more 

consensus about particular texts, and especially about particular authors” (p. 31).  Out of the ten 

most frequently taught novels, there was one novel written by a female: Harper Lee’s To Kill a 

Mockingbird. Even without the standardization reforms of No Child Left Behind in 2001 and 

now the Common Core Standards, the literature taught in secondary schools seems to have 

standardized itself. Ironically, the teachers surveyed, notes Applebee, said that they “had 

considerable leeway in selecting the literature they taught” (p. 30), yet the lists of texts that they 

taught became narrower rather than broader. And not much change has occurred today, nearly 

twenty-five years after Applebee’s study. 

For example, although the Common Core Standards (CCS) claim that “teachers and 

schools have the freedom to develop a canonical list that could include the examples” from 

Appendix B (Corestandards.org, 2016), the likelihood of actual change is scant and would force 

schools to spend money that they do not have. Of the ten most frequently taught authors in high 

school classrooms cited by Applebee (1992) over twenty years ago, all of them can be found in 

the list of “text exemplars” in Appendix B except for William Golding and his Lord of the Flies. 

The CCSs also require foundational works of American literature from the 18th to the 20th 

century. Applebee noted a growing consensus about what authors to teach in the ‘80s when 

teachers thought that they had control over the texts they selected for their students. Yet, with 

nationalized standards teachers have less freedom; the secondary canon becomes further 
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reinforced, and “As long as these texts remain unchanged, ‘canonicity’ is likely to elude 

nonwhite authors and women; they will continue to be at the margins of a culture that is 

legitimized by its place in the school” (Applebee, 1992, p. 32). Written over twenty years ago, 

what Applebee noted has seen little change in the direction of diversification, though there 

certainly are some schools and teachers altering their curriculum, at times with success, and at 

other times with resistance (Grieg & Holloway, 2016). 

Barbara Moss (2013) suggests the possibility that “the text exemplars will become a new 

canon for literacy instruction, a kind of national reading list,” and, she writes, “Publishers are 

already using the books as a template for what to include in their textbooks” (p. 48). Although 

such lists do not necessarily dictate the texts that English teachers must teach, teachers who 

perfunctorily accept a new curriculum at their schools without being an active part in its creation 

will only be ushering in a new dogmatism. Also, this process is not new. The lists disseminated 

by the college entrance exams and the decisions of The Committee of Ten in the late 1800s also 

captured the interests of textbook publishers and in turn restricted the literature curriculum in 

schools to select only certain works. And when the early canon of the universities was 

challenged, the “jeremiads of the MLA” crawled out from under their moldering books naming 

non-canonical works “inferior literature” that could taint the young field of English (Graff, 

1989). While the dominant ways of reading and the cultural imperatives of different groups of 

people have restricted and at times changed what counts as canonical literature—naming certain 

works “inferior”—another practice serving as an indirect and at times direct gatekeeper to the 

canon is the process of categorizing literature, which is more complex than a simple binary. 
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V. Categorizations and the Canon 

 Over two thousand years ago in the Library of Alexandria, the purpose of classifying 

texts, says Manguel (2014), was for pragmatic purposes—a purpose of canonization all the more 

relevant today because of the ever-expanding number digital texts online (Backe, 2015). 

Locating a text in such a vast library, like that of Alexandria, by any other means at the time 

would have been nearly impossible without some sort of taxonomy. Yet categorizing a work of 

literature under one heading excludes it from another and consequently can determine its value in 

all aspects, including its monetary one, as bookstores demonstrate. Manguel argues, “Whatever 

classifications have been chosen, every library tyrannizes the act of reading, and forces the 

reader—the curious reader, the alert reader—to rescue the book from the category to which it has 

been condemned” (p. 199). And this could be a difficult feat for a student to accomplish when 

the categorization of literature occurs in the English classroom by classifying and essentializing 

diverse literature according to (among other categories) authors, historical periods, marginalized 

groups, and genres. Yet again, without this process of categorization, access to different texts 

would be egregiously impaired, if not impossible. 

In the 1800s, Mathew Arnold based the importance of a text on the author, appealing to 

the notion of a canon as a body of individuals or “saints,” so as “To ensure that only the best 

works served as canonical, moral guides for students” (Myers, 1996, p. 68). Myers notes that 

Arnold classified the authors themselves into multiple hierarchical classes: The top of the 

hierarchy, included, “Shakespeare and other secular ‘saints,’ and Class II, including Chaucer, 

Burns, and other comedians, satirists, and middle-level writers. Below these two classes were the 

lower classes, which were not appropriate ‘touchstones’ for imprinting and recitation and, 

therefore, were not recommended for the English literature program of U.S. secondary schools” 
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(p. 68). In his The Western Canon, Harold Bloom (1995), similarly posits Shakespeare as the 

center of his canon and then proceeds to justify the canon according to the artistic “strength” of 

authors. 

Lauter (1991) remarks that works of literature categorized by author are “presented as the 

production of individual genius, isolated from the social world in which all human begins live” 

(p. 112). They are viewed as what Carlyle termed “Saints of Poetry” standing outside the 

contexts in which they wrote. The canon, viewed this way, then is not a list of texts but a list of 

names serving as what Foucault (1994b) calls in his “What Is an Author?” the author function. 

Foucault outlines the rise of the author function as a way to legitimize and categorize texts; he 

notes, “literary discourses came to be accepted only when endowed with the author function” (p. 

382). Or texts are validated not by their content or the experienced afforded by them but by their 

authors existing in a static, idealized plane, and “The author function is therefore characteristic of 

the mode of existence, circulation, and functioning of certain discourses within society” (p. 382) 

that in turn shape and limit society’s perceptions of those authors. A text becomes great simply 

by being written by a certain author, hence Arnold’s evoking of “the Shakespeare canon” as part 

of the Class I touchstones, the “secular saints”; it is not surprising that even to this day, many 

English programs require or at least recommend that their majors take a class exclusively on one 

author—Shakespeare.  

 Second, in addition to being categorized by author, literature has been categorized in 

schools by period, what Lauter (1991) terms “historiographic” factors of canon formation. When 

American literature appeared as its own category and face of the literary canon in schools in the 

1920s, it was itself immediately sliced into its own component parts. Some of those categories 

were “the ‘Puritan Mind,’ ‘Romanticism,’ the ‘Frontier Spirit,’ the ‘Rise of Realism’ ” (p. 36). 
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Although this view of literary history ebbed when interpretive practices that focused on the text 

itself gained popularity and made historical context appear unnecessary, Lauter argues that these 

periods still “shape significantly the ways in which we think about culture, emphasizing works 

that fit given frameworks, obscuring those which do not” (pp. 36-37). Under these 

classifications, history can be obscured and the texts studied must conform to a label or be cast 

into oblivion. Many, if not most, anthologies (explored more in Chapter Four) at both the 

secondary and college level still organize literature into periods similar to those above (Aull, 

2012). However, classifying literary texts under different historical periods can help to 

underscore how those texts relate to the historical movements and contexts in which they were 

created. As mentioned by Irving Howe (1991/2015), texts of the canon can serve as part of an 

important historical record and positioning them accordingly, though some may be “alloyed with 

prejudice and flawed sympathies,” can help to preserve “a heritage that had been salvaged from 

the nightmares, occasionally the glories, of history, and now we would make it ‘ours’ ” (p. 3)—

which can even help current readers experiment with their own ideas, contrasting them against 

the experiences of the past and develop, as Altieri (1983) has said, wisdom. 

Lauter (1991) suggests that classifications can also serve to draw attention to previously 

marginalized authors and works of literature, a third way literature has been classified. He has 

mentioned that in the 1960s and the 1970s, from which canon criticism emerged, courses named 

“Black Writers and Women Writers . . . were important in establishing that, indeed, such writers 

existed, were interesting to students, and were valuable to study” (p. 98). These types of courses, 

though, could be problematic by conveying the idea that all black or women writers are the same 

when reduced to a single category; also, courses focusing specifically on marginalized writers 

may still find themselves as elective courses, allowing traditional literature courses to continue to 
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exclude minority writers. Lauter acknowledges this, saying that while “the seams of the old ones 

[categories] simply cannot contain the multitude of previously ignored literary works” having no 

categories “leaves us viewing discrete works in a historical void” (p. 37). He proposes his own 

literary “periods” that would not necessarily be their own isolated courses or units but rather 

different methods for viewing literature: colonization, decolonization, urbanization, and the color 

line. These methods could be used as alternative ways to view authors and periods, situating 

them in previously hidden contexts that have marginalized various authors and texts.   

 Illustrated as a problem of canon criticism in Chapter One, a similar issue can arise when 

labeling marginalized literature as “multicultural”—a practice that has become popular among 

textbook publishers and curriculum committees who assume that such literature can “acquaint 

students with a nonambiguous ‘other’ ” (Vinz, 2000, p. 127). Vinz (2000) writes that “naming a 

literature education ‘multicultural’ does not disrupt the traditional Western ideological confines 

and normative inscriptions that canonize literary texts as well as the honored practices of literary 

interpretation” (p. 128). The assumption that “multicultural” literature “mirrors” the experiences 

of minorities has “the potential for the representative texts to ‘essentialize’ writers and their 

fictions into racial, cultural, or other identity categories if the discussion around these texts 

defines culture, race, or difference in comparison to self and other” (p. 128). She notes English 

teachers’ predilection to universalize aspects of literature such as character and theme, and 

asserts that, whereas an English classroom has traditionally been a space centered on the 

teacher’s intentions, “the consequences of center/periphery relations are exaggerated into fuller 

contradiction if multicultural literature education is viewed as an opportunity to provide space 

for exploration of difference” (p. 133). Hence, it is not enough to simply superimpose traditional 

reading strategies onto multicultural literature; rather, alternative interpretive practices need to be 
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employed in order to interrogate normalizing processes and open spaces for the “exploration of 

difference.” 

 A fourth practice of categorization that has had tremendous influence on shaping the 

canon, occurring not only in classrooms but also with publishers and bookstores, is the use 

genres. Alastair Fowler (1979) proclaims, “Of many factors determining our literary canon, 

genre is surely among the most decisive. Not only are certain genres prima facie regarded as 

more canonical than others, but individual works may be valued more or less highly according to 

their generic height” (p. 100). Fowler outlines a brief history of certain genres whose popularity 

has risen and declined over the centuries. For example, he notes that tragedy was important with 

Aristotle, as his Poetics makes clear, and was made important again during the Renaissance. 

Then, “From the late sixteenth to the early eighteenth century,” writes Fowler, “epic ruled as not 

only the highest but also the best of all genres” (p. 101). The novel, during the rise of polite 

society in the 18th century, gained popularity and then itself was subjected to the forces of genre. 

Discussing the categorization of novels in the early 20th century, he says that “libraries and 

bookshops segregate the serious and unserious genres more or less strictly. Science fiction was 

until quite recently [he was writing in the ‘70s] sold together with pornography” (p. 109). Like 

the process of placing literature into periods, using genre to classify literature can exclude works 

that don’t fit such artificial molds and perpetuate those that do. 

 Since early in the field of the teaching of literature, genre has been used as way of 

organizing curriculum. With philology losing favor at the end of the 19th century and literary 

history gaining popularity, Applebee (1974) says, “one of the first suggestions” to reform the 

English curriculum “was to replace the study of language characteristic of philology with the 

study of genres or ‘types’ ” (p. 55). However, continues Applebee, “like literary history, it could 
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and often did become nothing more than a method of arranging the order of study of books to be 

intensely analyzed” (p. 56). And these arrangements were and have been captured in and 

disseminated by anthologies—usually with copious descriptions of genres and periods—trends 

that have continued to this day, making it difficult for numerous texts to break into the canon 

when they don’t seem to fit any specific genre. However, when enough texts gain support in 

academic circles or the market, a new genre (like the RPG—role playing game—fiction of 

Ernest Cline’s [2011] Ready Player One) receives value and can help to canonize other texts 

with similar traits. 

 Although it can at times be a helpful tool, genre can also be especially problematic in the 

classroom. Examining five American literature anthologies commonly used in secondary 

classrooms during the 1990s, Barbara Pace (1992) declares, “a curriculum or canon does not 

mirror diversity simply because it contains a sampling of works by writers of each sex, by 

writers of color, or by writers of different affectional orientation”  (pp. 33-34). By comparing the 

different classes of authors and their texts in those anthologies, she found problems all having to 

do with genre. First, the majority of works by people of color were restricted to one genre, 

poetry, which she says can often be neglected in the curriculum, “considering how genre may 

influence a teacher’s decision to include specific works” (p. 35). Second, she states that most of 

the stories by or about female protagonists were not only of a similar genre but “match culturally 

encoded stereotypes of women. In the patterns that emerge they are the passive victims of men, 

painfully silent characters who draw the meaning of their lives only from others” (p. 36). She 

concedes that perhaps such stereotyping was not the fault of the authors because they “can only 

impersonate the audiences they know; they cannot be expected to anticipate the judgments of 

future readers, future generations” (p. 37). However, perfunctorily slinging a group of authors or 
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texts into a category can reinforce essentialized views of otherwise complex groups of people 

and “dilutes the power of minority voices” (p. 35). Pace therefore exclaims, “it is the task of 

educators who teach their works to discuss these culturally encoded structures of power and 

stereotyping in their historical perspectives” (p. 37). As Vinz (2000) and Lauter (1991) suggested 

earlier, teaching diverse texts calls for diverse teaching practices that allow for nuanced 

conversations about the categories into which texts are placed and their potential effects. 

 

VI. The Canon in the 21st Century 

 Although debates about the canon have led to the use of vicious rhetoric, these three 

technologies of the canon—the accepted methods of reading texts, culture and the canon, and the 

categorization of texts—that have shaped and been shaped by the teaching of literature continue 

to play important roles in the teaching of literature. Of course, they do not account for all the 

innumerable factors that contribute to the formation of canons (as many exist outside the 

teaching of literature) but offer three perspectives from which to understand the processes of 

canon formation in the teaching of literature. As Franke (2011) illustrates, “what effectively 

establishes a literary canon in the collective mind of a culture is more like an ‘invisible hand, ’ 

the result of incalculably complex interactions of myriad individual, intentional efforts” (p. 61). 

Understanding these interactions points to ways in which the teaching of literature and the texts 

that embody it ebb and flow, constricting and in other cases expanding and stratifying what 

counts as knowledge in the field. 

Lauter (1991) insists that while the social and philosophical movements of the 1960s and 

1970s precipitated criticisms of the canon—exposing previously invisible operations—such 

criticisms do not end as long as teachers are faced with selecting texts (or are obligated to teach 
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specific texts) for a literature class; that is, canon criticism is an ongoing interrogation of not just 

texts but the pedagogical practices of the teaching of literature. It is necessary to remember that 

“a literary canon is a social construction, that it changes, and that people can and do organize to 

effect such change” (Lauter, 1991, p. 261). In addition to Lauter’s work, other ways of 

approaching the canon have been illustrated, including focusing on a textuality and use of theory 

(Scholes, 1986, 1998, 2011) that extends beyond uncritically fetishizing books of the past, as 

well as a number of conscious efforts to expand the canon and break down traditional literary 

boundaries. However, the canon and the teaching practices ossified in anthologies and district 

curricula that helped to produce and shape it over the last century and a half have remained 

important in many literature classes at both the secondary and college levels. And the recent 

implementation of the Common Core Standards, which could open up new possibilities for the 

teaching of literature, may, as Moss (2013) has cautioned, function implicitly or explicitly as a 

national canon.  

The changes in the teaching of literature spurred by the rise of canon criticism in the ‘60s 

and ‘70s and then the culture wars of the ‘80s and ‘90s (Lauter, 1991) may lead one to think that 

the 21st century is a “postcanonical age,” which at first glance seems to be the case. But David 

Damrosch (2009b) has argued that “our age is postcanonical in much the same way that it is 

postindustrial. The rising stars of the postindustrial economy, after all, often turn out to look a 

good deal like the older industries, most of which continue to be in business as well” (p. 510). 

Despite the inclusion of previously ignored groups of writers in anthologies and literature 

classrooms and even the emergence of new trends in literary criticism (like postcolonial studies), 

“the greats” of the past, including Shakespeare and other tokens of the canon, still dominate the 

teaching of literature. Damrosch has affirmed that “many of them are more discussed than ever” 
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(p. 510). The traditional methods of teaching literature favor such texts, enshrining them in 

categories and ascribing to them cultural importance. And when traditional practices are applied 

to “multicultural” literature (Vinz, 2000)—such as categorizations (Pace, 1992) and formalist 

principles of reading texts (Lauter, 1991)—such texts and authors can be placed as an awkward 

other or passing curiosity. 

Damrosch (2009b) has also suggested that some of the practices (postcolonial criticism, 

for example) that brought once marginalized writers into literature curriculum are now just 

perpetuating a new canon and silencing other minority voices. As a result, Damrosch postulates 

three types of literary canons: a “counter canon” that includes contemporary minor writers; a 

“shadow canon” that includes minor writers who are now a distant memory and are 

overshadowed again by the greats; and the “hypercanon” or traditional canon of the greats. 

(Wendell V. Harris [1991] has proposed similar types of canons: his “diachronic” canon, like a 

glacier increasing in size, is similar to the hypercanon and his “nonce” canon is similar to the 

shadow canon.) Accordingly, “it appears that postcolonial studies is reproducing the 

hypercanonical bias of the older Europe-based fields” (p. 512). For example, he says that writers 

such as Salmon Rushdie and R. K. Narayan, although ostensibly “minor writers,” are now part of 

the hypercanon, overshadowing other authors and texts. Indeed, the “invisible hand” of canon 

formation (Franke, 2011) has a firm hold on the teaching of literature, tacitly constructing and 

reinforcing hierarchies of knowledge. Yet it should be repeated that while processes do indeed 

continue to form a canon, it has, notably at the university level, expanded, including works of 

both the traditional canon and works once considered noncanonical. Lauter (2016), reflecting on 

the 25th anniversary of The Heath Anthology of American Literature, writes, “What is taught 

today in literary and cultural classrooms would have been unrecognizable to the gentlemen with 
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whom I studied sixty years ago” (p. 31) at Yale University. 

In an effort to further investigate the “invisible hand” of canon formation and the 

multifaceted practices that have contributed to the canon’s relationship to the teaching of 

literature, I therefore will explicate in the following chapters a conceptual framework for 

describing processes of canon formation in the literature classroom, problematizing the forces 

that shape and change the canon and literature curricula. Specifically, I will first employ Michel 

Foucault’s (1995) concept of power relations and resistance (Foucault, 1994) as methods for 

investigating the forces of canon formation and explicating how and why the canon changes yet 

persists in the teaching of literature. And then, to further understand the role of the canon in the 

teaching of literature, I will attempt to reimage literature curriculum as involving not a canon as 

the hierarchical totality that results from and informs text selection but rather as one component 

of numerous interacting entities, that is, an “assemblage”—a concept conceived by Deleuze and 

Guattari (1980) and then expanded by Manuel DeLanda (2006)—of texts, readers, and teachers 

in conversation with one another in locally situated contexts. 

As DeLanda (2006) illustrates, conceptualizing “wholes” as assemblages draws attention 

to a whole’s constituent entities “not only by their properties but also by their capacities, that is, 

by what they are capable of doing when they interact with other social entities” (p. 7). Therefore, 

a literature curriculum as assemblage calls for understanding not just the component texts in a 

literature curriculum but the pedagogical practices made possible by and enacted through texts 

and other assemblages interacting with one another. The entities in a literature curriculum as 

assemblage may include students, texts, teachers, and social contexts all interacting to produce 

various meanings and capacities. Any collection of social or material entities that interact can be 

understood in terms of assemblages. DeLanda remarks, “One and the same assemblage can have 
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components working to stabilize its identity as well as components forcing it to change or even 

transforming it into a different assemblage” (p. 12), thereby privileging neither the whole nor the 

parts. 

In the following chapters then, I will present an attempt to understand the canon and the 

teaching of literature using Foucault’s ideas of power relations and the concept of the 

assemblage, not only to examine the current value and place of a literary canon in the English 

classroom, but to scrutinize and shine a light on the various processes and power relations 

embedded in literature curricula. Some revised questions that I will attempt to answer are the 

following: how can Foucauldian power relations help to explain the numerous operations of the 

canon, including how it takes shape and changes in the teaching of literature? Could 

understanding literature curriculum as an assemblage shed new light on how a canon may 

emerge and in turn change? If so, what power relations might assemblages expose and help call 

into question? And what are the pedagogical implications and possibilities of conceptualizing the 

canon and the teaching of literature as an assemblage? 
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Chapter Three: Power Relations, the Canon, and Resistance 
 

‘Power,’ insofar as it is permanent, repetitious, inert, and self-reproducing, is simply the 
over-all effect that emerges from all these mobilities, the concatenation that rests on each 
of them and seeks in turn to arrest their movement. 

—Michel Foucault, 1990, p. 93 
 
 
 

I. Introduction 
  
 Understanding the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature through cultural 

practices, interpretive techniques, and categorizations highlights the disparate components 

involved in the teaching of literature. Yet these forces also demonstrate the regularization of 

processes that authorize certain texts over others as canonical in the teaching of literature. As 

mentioned earlier by Lauter (1991), in the 1960s there emerged social and philosophical 

movements that helped to challenge the dominant modes of literary criticism as well as what 

constitutes a text. Of particular importance to altering aspects of literary study were, among 

others, the ideas of Michel Foucault, whose thinking influenced the rise of various schools of 

thought, including New Historicism in the 1980s (Gorak, 1991; Freundlieb, 1995), opening up 

the canon to previously ignored texts as well as new reading practices. Moreover, thinking with 

Foucault can, as I will attempt to show, help to interrogate not only the dominant methods of 

literary analysis that continue to inhabit and shape the teaching of literature, but also the very 

processes—and the relations of power—that produce and standardize literature curricula and the 

canon, leading to the “subjectivization” of English teachers and students. However, where there 

is power, notes Foucault (1994a), there is also resistance. And so, before setting up a theory of 

assemblages, which I will later use to further understand processes of canon formation and 

reimagine how texts can come together in the teaching of literature, I will outline Foucault’s 
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concepts of power relations and resistance and use them to scrutinize the role of the literary 

canon in the teaching of literature. This, again, is not to argue against the canon or for the canon 

but to explain and explore the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature. An 

understanding of Foucault’s concept of power conceptualized with assemblages will be integral 

to problematizing how texts are selected and to creating new possibilities for understanding the 

operations of the canon in the teaching of literature. 

 
 
II. Foucauldian Power Relations 
 

Examining the applicability of Foucault’s ideas to the study of literature and emphasizing 

the degree of change possible over an academic’s lifespan, Dieter Freundlieb (1995) remarks that 

the work of Foucault “does not constitute a single, coherent body of thought” (p. 302), even 

though some of Foucault’s concepts appear to remain consistent throughout his works. When 

grappling with an intellectual giant such as Foucault, I think it is important to acknowledge any 

elusive turns and ambiguities of thought that arise so as not to universalize or essentialize an 

otherwise extremely complex, subtle, and even contradictory person, and to point out 

assumptions I am making in my interpretation and use of Foucault’s works. Highlighting the 

complicated shifts (the many “Foucaults”) in Foucault’s thinking, for instance, Freundlieb traces 

four chronological stages of Foucault’s work related to literature. The first stage began with 

Foucault’s writings on madness and reason, which places “literature as an ‘other’ of reason” (p. 

305). Although in his early work Foucault viewed literature itself as a site of potential 

transgression, or a “counter-discourse,” Freundlieb says that Foucault failed to mention that 

literature has also been viewed “as a treasure-house of cultural wisdom” (p. 319). What is needed 
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is an examination of how texts are read, calling into question the discourse of the critic, which is 

implied by Foucault’s later stages. 

In the second, “archeological” stage literature can be positioned as one “of the many 

discourses governed by anonymous sets of rules,” in the 1960s with the publication of The 

Archeology of Knowledge (Freundlieb, 1995, p. 305); the third, “genealogical” stage involves 

analyzing literature as a product of “embodiments of ubiquitous power relations concerned with 

the production and formation of subjects” (p. 305); and in the 1980s, stage four, Freundlieb says 

Foucault’s writings focused on “problems of self formation and subject agency” (p. 305). 

Running throughout all of these stages are “questions regarding the formation of the subject and 

the relations between power and knowledge” (p. 305). Although I will refer to texts from across 

Foucault’s intellectual career, the conceptual framework that I will weave together below is 

influenced heavily by Foucault’s later works, concentrating on the triad of power, knowledge, 

and subject formation—none of which can be conceptualized without the other. 

What Foucault (1995) means by power is delineated quite explicitly in his book 

Discipline and Punish. He charts historical and societal changes that took place in the treatment 

of criminals in the 18th and 19th centuries, in which punishment moved from a violent, public 

spectacle to one ostensibly hidden from the public eye and concomitantly much more efficient at 

controlling—in fact, producing—behavior. The origin of these changes, like the origins of the 

canon or critiques of it, however, “must not be seen as a sudden discovery” (p. 138) but rather as 

part of a complex network of historical developments occurring in and shaping multiple 

institutions, including hospitals, factories, and the military; also, they “were at work in secondary 

education at a very early date” (p. 138). In each of these institutions, physical space was used to 

organize and catalogue bodies, and “the division of time became increasingly minute; activities 
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were governed in detail by orders that had to be obeyed immediately” (p. 150). In prisons, it was 

therefore “necessary to get rid of the old economy of the power to punish” (p. 87) and to develop 

a more efficient strategy of punishment, which still focused on the body but in a very different 

way. In none of these instances is power centralized per se or originating from a single point, for, 

notes Foucault, “power is exercised rather than possessed” (p. 26) and operates through local, 

individual interactions.  

Foucault (1995) illustrates this by using Jeremy Bentham’s (at the time) hypothetical 

concept of the panopticon. As described by Foucault, the panopticon is a circular prison with a 

tower in its center used for observation. From the tower, it is possible for a guard to view the 

behavior of any of the prisoners, whose bodies are distributed in manageable, individualizing 

cells. While the prisoners know that they may be observed at any moment, they do not know 

who, if anyone, is monitoring them, and so they act as if they are always being observed. This is 

a relation of power that, as an ingrained facet of their consciousness, impels the prisoners to self-

monitor and to regulate their own behaviors and modes of thought. This strategy of power 

likewise regulates the guards who may themselves be monitored by others hypothetically ad 

infinitum; “Consequently, it does not matter who exercises power” (p. 202), and it is not possible 

to operate outside of power relations, for power exists in every interaction, especially the 

interactions of the self. Foucault exclaims, “The Panopticon is a marvelous machine which, 

whatever use one may wish to put it to, produces homogeneous effects of power” (p. 202). Its 

processes of surveillance can be applied to understanding other institutions such as schools, 

hospitals, and even society as a whole. Power, accordingly, is not a metaphysical object which 

someone possesses; power is neither unidirectional nor bidirectional. Power is diffused, 

multidirectional, and exercised through relations at every level of society. It is important to point 
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out that power relations are neither negative nor positive; they are the ineluctable operations that 

produce and regularize subjects and, as will be discussed shortly, domains of knowledge.  

Foucault (1980b) says he first came across the structure of the panopticon when trying to 

understand how the medical gaze—an “eye of power”—“was effectively inscribed in social 

space, how the new form of the hospital was at once the effect and the support of a new type of 

gaze” (p. 146). He then discovered that a similar type of gaze occurred in other spaces, including 

schools and prisons based on an architectural design “ensuring a surveillance which would be 

both global and individualising while at the same time carefully separating the individuals under 

observation” (p. 146). Foucault acknowledges that, although this produces power based on 

surveillance, “the procedures of power that are at work in modern societies are much more 

numerous, diverse and rich” (p. 147). Specifically, knowledge and discourse become an effect 

and regulator of power relations. 

Illustrating this in his Orientalism, Edward Said (1979) draws on Foucault to demonstrate 

how power relations fabricated the discourse of the racist construct of “Orientalism” while in 

turn producing domains of knowledge in science and the arts that “imposed limits upon thought 

about the Orient. Even the most imaginative writers of an age, men like Flaubert, Nerval, or 

Scott, were constrained in what they could either experience of or say about the Orient” (p. 43). 

As these writers’ ideas about the “Orient” were produced by what they read about it, how they 

then viewed the Orient was monitored and determined by their preconceptions: when they wrote 

about it, they were unwittingly compelled to draw from a system of mythologies, reinforcing 

Orientalism for generations.  In effect, knowledge and discourse work, as Foucault (1980b) says, 

“to ensure the circulation of effects of power through progressively finer channels, gaining 

access to individuals themselves, to their bodies, their gestures and all their daily actions” (pp. 
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151-152). Although power works at the local, individual level, it has the capacity to disseminate 

itself throughout society, codifying itself in discourse and fields of knowledge. And through this 

“circulation of effects of power,” power, functioning in the arenas of discourse and knowledge, 

constructs and delimits what types of subjects (such as the subjects of Orientalism) are possible. 

In “The Order of Discourse,” Foucault (1981) further explains the imbricated nature of 

discourse and power. He writes, “in every society the production of discourse is at once 

controlled, selected, organized, and redistributed by a certain number of procedures . . . to gain 

mastery over its chance events, to evade its ponderous, formidable materiality” (p. 52). This is 

again a reciprocal relationship demonstrating that “power and knowledge directly imply one 

another; that there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge” (Foucault, 1995, p. 27) and concurrent formation of subjects.  

Thomas Popkewitz (1997), for example, underscores the problematic construction of 

subjects through power and discourse in educational settings based on the notion of 

governmentality—the regulation and normalization of the self through power relations—which, 

says Foucault, “can account for the constitution of the subject within a historical framework” (as 

cited in Popkewitz, p.146). Popkewitz suggests that Foucault’s concepts of discourse and power 

draw attention to “a social epistemology [that] enables us to consider how the distinctions and 

differentiations of schooling construct a normativity whose effects are governing systems of 

inclusion and exclusion” (p. 155). What produces knowledge and what confers value onto one 

type of knowledge (as well as whose knowledge) while excluding or even manufacturing an 

“other” knowledge is a hyphenation of power and knowledge—what Foucault (1995) calls 

“power-knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it [knowledge] and of which it is 

made up, that determines the forms and possible domains of knowledge” (p. 28). Born into an 



 

96	

	  

episteme (the systems of available discourses in a given time period) and subject to discursive 

practices, the subject’s conception of what is considered “normal” is predefined and regularized 

through relations of power embedded in discourse and monitored by everyone, ultimately 

inscribing itself as an internalized, reflexive “gaze.” According to Foucault (1994a), “power that 

applies itself to immediate everyday life categorizes the individual, marks him by his own 

individuality, attaches him to his own identity” (p. 130) whether inside an actual panopticon or 

not. 

Similar to but subtly different from Foucault’s conception of power relations is Pierre 

Bourdieu’s (1990) notion of habitus. For Foucault (1994a), power relations begin at the local 

level of the subject through “a mode of action upon the actions of others” (p. 138); in other 

words, self-governing behaviors generate beliefs—such as “governing systems of inclusion and 

exclusion” (Popkewitz, 1997, p. 155)—circulating throughout society and culture. On the other 

hand, Bourdieu emphasizes the role of historically established institutions that disseminate and 

regulate behaviors. He posits that “habitus—embodied history, internalized as a second nature 

and so forgotten as history—is the active presence of the whole past of which it is the product” 

(p. 56). Rather than individuals acting on and governing themselves, when people participate in 

different societal domains or “fields,” the “habitus tends to generate all the ‘reasonable,’ 

‘common-sense,’ behaviours” (p. 55). Although it could be possible to view the dominance of 

certain educational practices from a larger, structural angle involving habitus (John Guillory, in 

fact, explains forces of canon formation using Bourdieu’s ideas in his 1993 Cultural Capital), a 

Foucauldian approach, as thus far conceptualized, means to begin at a local level since 

individuals such as teachers and their students are the ones valorizing and normalizing 

educational practices “formed,” as Popkewitz (1997) declares, “historically through power 
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relations that structure coherence in the vagaries of everyday life” (p. 147).  

Nevertheless, as Foucault (1995) illustrates in Discipline and Punish, power relations do 

entail the production of institutions and societal systems that engender and reinforce power 

relations. Institutional processes can function as what Foucault (1980a), in an interview on his 

work into the history of sexuality, calls an “apparatus” or dispositif—a conduit of power 

relations. Foucault explains that an apparatus is a “system of relations” produced in “a 

thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, 

regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral 

and philanthropic propositions—in short, the said as much as the unsaid” (p. 195). He notes that 

what he is interested in when examining an apparatus are the various connections that arise 

among the elements of an apparatus. For instance, the institution of imprisonment as an 

apparatus helped to make, percolating out of networks forming in the 18th and 19th centuries, 

“detention appear to be the most efficient and rational method” of criminal justice (p. 195)—not 

because of any teleological or grand sense but through relations of power.  

What follows is that the apparatus is a product of and producer of power. As Foucault 

(1980a) says, “The apparatus is thus always inscribed in a play of power, but it is also always 

linked to certain coordinates of knowledge which issue from it but, to an equal degree, condition 

it” (p. 196). Foucault is careful to mention that the apparatus is different from his concept of 

episteme, which he wrote about in his earlier works such as The Order of Things. Whereas “the 

episteme is a specifically discursive apparatus” defining the limits of “a field of scientificity” (p. 

197), the apparatus is not exclusively discursive in that it takes into account more heterogeneous 

elements than an episteme. The apparatus, in effect, can serve as a strategy for analyzing power-

knowledge relations, which “depend for their conditions of exercise on the level of the micro-
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relations of power” (p. 199), relations that interact with and condition both the epistemological 

and the non-discursive elements of power.  

 
III. The Subjectification of the English Teacher  
 
 That a canon of literature should have ever arisen in the teaching of literature is not 

unexpected, since codified systems of discourse—such as processes of canon formation and 

other codes of culture—reinforce themselves through a cycle of power relations that make them 

difficult to change or even notice. Foucault (1981), as noted earlier, describes the notion that “in 

every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized, and 

redistributed by a certain number of procedures . . . to gain mastery over its chance events, to 

evade its ponderous, formidable materiality” (p. 52). And it is not necessarily the case that there 

be an active group of enforcers consciously selecting what texts end up in the canon—though 

that can help reinforce texts in the canon as well as change them. Once certain rituals or 

behaviors become the norm, such as which texts have value in different situations (including 

grade levels), they normalize themselves through individuals’ repeated practices. Those most 

comfortable with these norms may oppose any change to them—especially if they were raised 

with and in them. If they happen to be in a position of power, they may do whatever they can to 

preserve the status quo by disseminating rules or regulations as far as they possibly can through 

language.  

Before students or teachers even read texts of the canon, the selection of those texts was 

itself an intricate process of power that involved, for example, special committees and school 

boards adopting texts, English departments designing curricula, or in some cases curriculum 

specialists and increasingly pervasive textbook publishers hungrily standardizing education for 

profit (Taubman, 2009). Accordingly, no author, says Foucault (1981a), “shall enter the order of 
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discourse if he does not satisfy certain requirements” (p. 62); in other words, if a new text does 

not fit into the parameters of a rubric (a fairly comprehensive one is embedded in the CCS for 

text selection) or other set of rules designed by committees and English departments, it may be 

avoided in the classroom. This in itself is not necessarily a negative process but rather a system 

of evaluation that confers more educational value on some books over others. But, as Guillory 

(1993) maintains, “the ideological integration of these works [and the assigning of value to them] 

has always been the task of the school, not of works themselves” (p. 85). And, English teachers, 

members of the school, participate in the normalization and enforcement of those practices as 

they induct themselves into the discipline of teaching literature (Eagleton, 1983/2008)—a 

process which could have begun when they themselves were secondary school students, English 

majors in college, or just beginning their teaching careers, sifting through the shelves of their 

school’s bookroom like I once did in my early days of teaching. 

 Explained earlier, discourse, in which “power and knowledge are joined together” 

(Foucault, 1990, p. 100), is instrumental to subject formation. The normalization of discursive 

practices “start, therefore, from what might be called ‘local centers’ of power-knowledge” 

(Foucault, 1990, p. 98) that are monitored by other subjects, more or less producing and 

maintaining domains of knowledge—in this case the teaching of literature. In a qualitative study 

on the literary canon in secondary schools, Greig and Holloway (2016), for example, investigate 

the role of school bookrooms and other self-regulating behaviors as “ ‘local center’[s] of power-

knowledge” that reinforce discourses and form English teachers as certain kinds of subjects, 

attributing value to canonical texts. While seeking to understand the text selection practices of 

secondary English teachers, they first combed through English Language Arts policy documents 

for public schools in Ontario, Canada, noting that the documents “do not say a word about which 
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specific books teachers should teach” (pp. 399-400). This is somewhat similar to the Common 

Core Standards (CCSs), which affirm, “teachers and schools have the freedom to develop a 

canonical list that could include the examples” from Appendix B (Corestandards.org, 2016). Yet, 

in both cases, there is uniformity in which texts teachers end up using for their literature 

curricula as teachers self-govern their teaching practices over time and monitor others, 

standardizing the field. Greig and Holloway, drawing on Applebee’s 1992 study of texts in 

secondary schools, as well as their own study, thus say, “the curricula in most English 

departments [at the secondary level at least] have not changed in any significant way in the last 

40-50 years” (p. 406).  

 Greig and Holloway (2016) interviewed ten secondary English teachers, who worked at a 

mix of urban and rural schools, and asked them about why they taught certain texts and not 

others. Based on the interviews, Greig and Holloway note that the bookroom played a large role 

in teachers’ text selection practices, functioning as a surveillance mechanism—what Foucault 

(1980b) would call an “eye of power.” They write, “Symbolic of imposed restrictions on what 

content they might instruct, ‘the backroom’ [bookroom] becomes a measuring stick for teacher 

identity; teachers use it as a marker in defining how they view their relations to text selection, 

colleagues, administrators, students, and society” (p. 399). The bookroom—which is tantamount 

to an incarnate list of accepted books in an adopted school anthology or school document—

monitored by many, displays the literary texts that are a part of the discourse of the English 

teacher. Deviating from it (the bookroom or a sanctioned list) then means deviating from the 

acceptable discourse and may be viewed as unusual, leading teachers to regulate their own 

behavior or that of others. 

 And this was indeed the case for some of the teachers in Greig and Holloway’s (2016) 
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study. They mention that teachers reported “that at the slightest hint of disapproval from a small 

portion of the larger school community, a book would be withdrawn from the public realm of 

school circulation” (p. 402). One of the schools in their study was given money to change its 

curriculum to address social justice issues. The school purchased a number of noncanonical 

books, including Linda Granfield’s I Remember Korea and Lori Jamison’s My Broken Family, 

among several others outside the school’s traditional curriculum. However, the teachers 

interviewed came up with excuses for not integrating these novels into their curriculum. Greig 

and Holloway write, “these people acknowledged that a central value of their teacher identities 

was a stated commitment to teaching from a social justice perspective. Nevertheless, for most of 

the teachers interviewed, after some initial use, the books were relegated to a reading section in 

the classroom rather than used as integral to the curriculum or else sent to the library” (p. 407). 

In addition, they mention that teachers even expressed concern over changing their interpretive 

practices to ones that questioned ideology or went beyond the text itself (they praised the reading 

practices suggested in Deborah Appleman’s [2015] Critical Encounters), regardless of the 

canonical status of the text.  

 One teacher in their study, for instance, remarked on her experience teaching Inherit the 

Wind, which is based on the Scopes Monkey Trial, saying, “You feel like you’re in a box 

sometimes and you can’t really move out of that box, and you have to. … like you’re walking on 

eggshells and you have to be what’s expected of you and you can’t really deviate from that, you 

can’t move away from the norm” (p. 407). Illustrating both a cultural and interpretive force 

affecting teaching practices, she wanted to discuss the religious ideology of characters in the 

novel but avoided it because she felt a gaze regulating her teaching self, coming from her 

students, other teachers, and the community at large. She, like any English teacher, was engaging 
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in the teaching of literature as an apparatus “inscribed in a play of power . . . linked to certain 

coordinates of knowledge which issue from it but, to an equal degree, condition it” (Foucault, 

1980a, p. 196). That is to say, both the text she taught and the interpretive practice brought to 

that text were influenced by what she thought she was expected to do as an English teacher at her 

school—even though she could have done otherwise if she dared and at least approached the text 

with a different interpretive practice, providing students with a framework for potentially 

interrogating their own beliefs. 

 As I described in Chapter Two, there is a relationship between accepted interpretive 

practices and canonical literary texts, one text often working better according to the discourse of 

one method of interpretation than another and so on (Lauter, 1991; Gorak, 1991; Gallagher, 

1997; Eagleton, 1983/2008; Franke, 2011). While at another secondary school (or even at a 

college), the teacher above might feel more comfortable discussing religion when teaching 

Inherit the Wind, relations of power would nonetheless be at work, affecting what she felt she 

could teach and how she could teach it. And if she were teaching at a school in the United States, 

she might feel pressure to alter her interpretive practices to ones that align with other 

accountability systems and teaching standards, which Taubman (2009) says are Foucauldian 

governance mechanisms “that construct a subject focused on its own self-regulation” (p. 103). 

(Chapter Four will further address teaching standards and the canon).  

 Teachers self-regulate themselves, the texts they teach, and the reading practices they 

apply to those texts in the apparatus of the teaching of literature; it is not surprising that Franke 

Kermode (1979) exclaims that the teaching of literature “may be described as a self-perpetuating, 

sempiternal corporation” (p. 73). He writes that the teaching of literature as an institution 

imposes “canonical and hermeneutical restrictions” that affect “the determination of what may 
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or ought to be interpreted, and by the second the decision as to whether a particular means of 

doing so is permissible” (p. 74). Although teachers may locally from time to time alter their 

interpretive practices and the texts they read, by being caught up in relations of power—the 

forces (both explicit and implicit) that affect what it means to teach literature for them—they 

become subjects of the teaching of literature, preserving the field or changing it within limits. As 

Kermode, sounding somewhat Foucauldian, says, though the teaching of literature “encourages 

change . . . it monitors change with very sophisticated machinery” (p. 85), much of which, he 

acknowledges, is tacit.	

 Foucault (1990) says that “Discourses are tactical elements or blocks operating in the 

field of force relations; there can exist different and even contradictory discourses within the 

same strategy” (pp. 101-102). By “tactics” Foucault is referring to the individual decisions and 

actions people make, which produce an appearance of intention and control for a person (Heller, 

1996). On the other hand, by “strategy,” he here means the effects of the overall system of power 

relations operating in a field of knowledge—the unintended consequences of people’s individual 

actions. This distinction is tidily summed up by Foucault when he states, “people know what 

they do; they frequently know why they do and what they do; but what they don’t know is what 

what they do does” (as cited in Heller, 1996, p. 87). And “what what they do does” is re-inscribe 

or alter relations of power and normalize fields of knowledge.  

 The teachers above whose school adopted new texts for social justice purposes were 

operating within the tension of two discourses affected by the same “strategy” of power 

relations—or “field of force relations”—in the teaching of literature. Whereas under the auspices 

of social justice, the teachers were encouraged to make changes in their curriculum, those 

teachers, forming an almost double consciousness, were already certain kinds of subjects, used to 
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certain interpretive practices and texts. The new novels, as noted above, “were relegated to a 

reading section in the classroom” instead of being used in the main curriculum (Greig & 

Holloway, 2016, p. 407). This does not mean that change won’t happen for those teachers’ 

curricula despite the unintended consequences of their current curricular choices. Kermode 

(1979) suggests, “it is by recognizing the tacit authority of the institution that we achieve the 

measure of liberty we have in interpreting” (p. 86). That is to say, teachers may feel more 

comfortable challenging traditional teaching practices once can they recognize why they are 

ascribing more educational value to some texts rather than others, especially when they have an 

open desire to do otherwise. Even so, this would put into play new relations of power as teachers 

of literature confer value onto other texts. 

 

IV. Power-Knowledge: The Normalization of Teachable Texts  
 

Foucault’s concepts of power relations and discourse help to illustrate some of the forces 

that construct teachers of literature as certain types of subjects—caught up in self-governing 

processes which may appear ostensibly obvious—who are in effect predisposed to select some 

literary texts over others, reinforcing or changing the canonical status of a text. Subjects, as 

earlier explicated, however, do not exist outside “the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge” and vice versa (Foucault, 1995, p. 27). They are inducted into it, valorize it, or 

change it by rupturing relations of power through acts of resistance (discussed in the following 

section on resistance). In this section, I will draw attention to some of the epistemological forces 

that have shaped and changed the canon in the teaching of literature, applying what Foucault 

(1995) calls “power-knowledge,” which is the reciprocal interplay of power relations and 

knowledge that “determines the forms and possible domains of knowledge” (p. 28). In Chapter 
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Two, I already began to do this by describing three general processes of canon formation in the 

field of the teaching of literature: cultural forces, interpretive practices, and the effects of 

categorizations on assigning value to texts. Here, I will attempt to call attention to the relations of 

power and knowledge construction that cut across all three of those processes and normalize and 

at times predetermine what counts as knowledge—specifically “teachable” literary texts—in the 

teaching of literature.  

A force operating beyond the teaching of literature but possibly affecting canon 

formation is the episteme. Simona Drăgan (2011) notes that in The Order of Things, Foucault 

(1996) describes three epistemes or scienctific periods in which there arose “a homogeneous 

dissemination of certain discursive laws in a few scientific fields, organized according to the 

same principles” (p. 112) and reinforced and altered through language. What Foucault calls the 

Renaissance episteme valued resemblance and imitation. The classical episteme focused on 

representation and categorizations. Immanuel Kant represents the start of third episteme, the 

“modern world . . . divided into formal and empirical fields, into a priori and a posteriori 

sciences, into structuralism and phenomenology” (p. 113). Epistemes overlap and can operate 

simultaneously, determining a subject’s ontological and epistemological assumptions. Drăgan 

suggests that there is an inchoate fourth episteme explored in Foucault’s works that involves the 

postmodern turn and notions of contemporary society, though the third episteme still dominates; 

and Foucault, according to Drăgan, was uncertain about the fourth episteme. She suggests that 

epistemes relate to the literary canon because they parallel in some ways the forms of the literary 

canon espoused by Harold Bloom in his 1994 book The Western Canon, although Bloom 

chastises Foucault as a member of “the school of resentment.” 
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Whereas for Foucault an episteme does not include people themselves but rather repeated 

rules and behaviors entrapped in and circulated by language, Bloom’s literary canon includes 

people, the authors of texts. Where Bloom and Foucault overlap, claims Drăgan (2011), is that 

they both divide history into four discursively similar periods. Bloom’s periods of the canon are 

the “Theocratic, Aristocratic, Democratic, and Chaotic” (p. 115). Interestingly, Bloom’s 

“democratic age” of canonical authors (starting in 1800) could correspond to the third, “modern” 

episteme (also beginning in 1800). Furthermore, the “chaotic,” or contemporary “canonical age 

[starting in the 20th century] has the same degree of uncertainty and incompletion as Foucault’s 

last episteme” (p. 115). What Drăgan’s comparison suggests is that certain types of texts may 

have been influenced by the systems of discourses of a given period, the episteme. For example, 

as Said (1979) has illustrated, “Orientalism” emerged out of discursive practices in art and 

science that in turn elevated works of literature that conformed to and again reinforced such 

practices. The discourse of Orientalism, like the discourse of certain canonical texts, drew on and 

was normalized by the effects of the modern episteme. 

 The concept of the episteme could be used to describe broadly the discourse available to 

certain authors at certain times, which changes; what is constant across all epistemes, however, 

are relations of power, producing, normalizing, and changing domains of knowledge. Ross 

(1998), for instance, describes a relation of power that began to normalize the literary canon in 

the 1600s and that continues in a slightly different form today, the relationship between authors 

and their readers. Ross says that from the 1600s to the 1700s, with an increase in literacy rates 

and the rise of print culture, authors began writing towards different types of audiences: two 

audiences that emerged were the “unlearned” reader of mass produced works and the “learned” 

reader. While writing towards the unlearned reader allowed literature to reach a wider and more 
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generalized audience, Ross says that certain circles of writers, ranging from Ben Jonson to John 

Milton and Daniel Defoe, wished to elevate the status of their texts by writing towards a learned 

reader who had the requisite taste and knowledge to properly comprehend their works, and so 

“summoning the learned reader was a version of canon-formation” (p. 75) and an effect of 

stratified cultures. Ross goes on to say, “This constant pathologizing of the unlearned was meant 

to create an illusory cultural coherence, of the civilized versus the barbarian” (p. 75). With the 

emergence of the teaching of literature in the 1800s (Scholes, 1998), teachers and the entire 

educational apparatus became a part of this relation, selecting and conveying the appropriate 

cultural knowledge that students should know, guiding students to become “learned” readers, 

similar to priest-like critics, and helping them to acquire important cultural capital (Guillory, 

1993). Yet, as outlined in Chapter One, questions over which texts students should read in 

literature classes has led to numerous disputes, including the charged rhetoric of the culture wars 

of the 1980s and 1990s, the rise of counter canons and shadow canons (Damrosch, 2009b), 

changes in literature curricula at universities, the expansion of anthologies, and current debates 

surrounding the Common Core Standards—as well as raising questions about whether English 

curriculum is content driven, experience based, process oriented, and so on. 

 A striking example of how relations of power have worked to normalize the value of 

literary texts in the teaching of literature today is the genre of adolescent literature. I pointed out 

in Chapter One that philosophical and social movements of the 1960s precipitated the rise of 

canon criticism. One such movement was the postmodern turn and appearance of methods of 

literary analysis based on poststructural theories (Lauter, 1991; Franke, 2011; Cain, 2013). While 

this helped to spur new interpretive practices and the investigation of previously neglected 

works, Trites (2000) argues that postmodernist thinking also helped adolescent literature 
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establish itself (at least in the market), for, she says, it is a genre that embodies problems of 

subject formation, discourse, and power. In fact, as far back as the 1930s, Dora V. Smith put 

together “one of the nation’s first [college] courses in literature for adolescents” but it at first 

“generated only moderate interest” (Applebee, 1974, p. 156). While it has come to be used in 

classrooms, adolescent literature is often viewed as not having the same literary value as 

traditionally canonical texts (Trites, 2000; Daniels, 2006; Soter & Connors, 2009; Cailluot & 

Sanford, 2014); rather, it is viewed as popular entertainment and not treated with the typical rigor 

applied to canonical texts. Or it is used as a bridge in “linked text sets,” in which works of 

adolescent literature are paired thematically to canonical ones, to encourage students “to read, 

comprehend, and connect with core texts from the literary canon” (Tatum, Wold, & Elish-Piper, 

2009, p. 91). As Rybakova and Roccanti (2016) say, linked text sets offer “more engaging text as 

a scaffold for dissecting a more complex canonical text” (p. 34). This echoes the use of popular 

fiction espoused by progressives in the 1920s in which dime novels and other “engaging” texts 

were introduced into the curriculum of secondary English classes, “but only as a bridge back to 

the works with which the curriculum had long dealt” (Applebee, 1974, p. 59). 

 Soter and Connors (2009) remark that, for pre-service teachers, “What ‘counts’ as 

‘Literature’ have been shaped largely by the texts they read as high school and university 

students, the majority of which, not surprisingly, were canonical and written for an adult 

audience” (p. 63). They base this claim on discussions Soter had with her students when teaching 

undergraduate courses on adolescent literature at The Ohio State University. I received similar 

responses from pre-service and in-service teachers when I taught a graduate course on 

adolescents and literature in New York City, some students telling me that the canon is the 

discipline, evoking Roland Barthes’ (1969) aphorism, “Literature is what is taught” (p. 22). 
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Again, this is not to argue against the canon but an attempt to describe why and how the literary 

canon in the teaching of literature forms and changes—why and how certain texts attain 

educational value. As Guillory (1993) says, “noncanonical works are . . . in fact what all 

canonical works once were” (p. 51). There are social and historical forces, however, that 

canonize some texts rather than others, perhaps making them appear “more complex” as the 

social context in which they were written becomes that of the past. And there are different 

canons in different contexts, which Fowler (1979) has pointed out, including what could be 

called the canon of adolescent literature, which has its own journals, such as the NCTE’s The 

ALAN Review.                     

 When attempting to understand the epistemological forces that construct domains of 

knowledge, Foucault (1990) says, “It is this distribution that we must reconstruct, with the things 

said and those concealed, the enunciations required and those forbidden, that it comprises; with 

the variants and different effects-according to who is speaking, his position of power, the 

institutional context in which he happens to be situated” (p. 100). In the teaching of literature 

“this distribution” is vast yet monitored vigorously in the institution of the education system. 

And thus adolescent literature, although becoming more widely taught, has often been positioned 

as an “other” literature less worthy than traditional texts that have been valorized by previous 

“speaking” subjects (teachers and academics) who harbor requisite “enunciations,” including 

interpretive practices, teaching standards, and sanctioned lists of texts that suggest what texts are 

“forbidden” simply by not including them or by banning them outright. Cailouet and Sanford 

(2014) say, commenting on the Common Core Standards’ list of text exemplars, “What is 

interesting to note about the exemplar texts is what has been left out of the list. Very few 

currentday authors are included, and there are even fewer young adult books. In addition, the 
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secondary ELA lists include . . . no young adult LGBTQ books” (p. 61). They continue, arguing, 

“The Common Core perpetuates on a national scale, intentionally or not, the notion that newer 

texts, be they fiction or nonfiction, are less worthwhile than older texts for school reading” (p. 

65). Otherwise, more of them would be included in the list of text exemplars. But one cannot 

expect any list, as Searle (1990) has mentioned, to appease everyone. 

 Arguing for the inclusion of more works of adolescent literature in English curricula, 

Perry and Stallworth (2013) demonstrate the embedded nature of “the enunciations required” 

(Foucault, 1990, p. 100) in the teaching of literature. They assert that works of adolescent 

literature must “match standards, align to learning objectives, and contain necessary literary 

elements” (p. 17). However, in the same sentence they also state, “how we teach students to read 

text is more the issue than just what they are reading” (p. 17), yet standards and reading for 

“necessary literary elements” can affect how one reads and, as they suggest, lead teachers to 

select certain texts rather that others so long as they conform to teaching standards. Daniels 

(2006), on the other hand, says that what may help to ascribe value to works of adolescent 

literature is applying the same methods of literary analysis that canonical texts receive. She 

insists that “If we, as scholars and as readers, don’t bother to hold the YA work up to the light of 

crucial literary standards, then it is no wonder the works are not being taken seriously” (p. 79). 

Assuming works of adolescent literature serve a primarily entertainment-focused purpose or 

should be used in a sly act of casuistry to trick students into appreciating older texts, a prior 

affects their value—whether or not such texts would impart to students a meaningful literary 

experience.  

 As I attempted to demonstrate in Chapter Two, the relationship of interpretive practices 

to the canonical status of a text is not limited to works of adolescent literature but any text, 
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affecting how texts attain value in the teaching of literature. Just as texts that are now considered 

canonical were once not, adolescent literature has been subjected to relations of power tied up in 

the teaching of literature—hence the appearance of works of adolescent literature, like S.E. 

Hinton’s The Outsiders and J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (Trites, 2000), that are now 

considered canonical to the genre and appear in bookrooms across the country. Stanley Fish 

(1976), remarking on the interpretive practices of different “interpretive communities,” writes, 

“these strategies exist prior to the act of reading and therefore determine the shape of what is 

read rather than, as is usually assumed, the other way around” (p. 483). He also says, 

“interpretive strategies are not natural or universal, but learned” (p. 484), encoded in teaching 

standards and learning objectives and then imparted to future teachers as they enter the disciple. 

But “the ways of interpreting and those same ways can also be forgotten or supplanted, or 

complicated or dropped from favor” and “When any of these things happens, there is a 

corresponding change in texts” (p. 484). 

 In the “field of knowledge” (Foucault, 1995, p. 27) of the teaching of literature, Kermode 

(1979) says, “there seems to be a law which says that the institution must validate texts before 

they are licensed for professional exegesis” (p. 83). This law is entrapped in relations of power, 

reinforced with the construction of literary knowledge, and self-governed by inductees into the 

teaching of literature. These forces are part of the “invisible hand” (Franke, 2011) of canon 

formation that involves texts and readers—how to read and what can be read accordingly. The 

tension produced by relations of power at play in the teaching of literature and the canon are 

illustrated by Ross (1998), remarking, “reader and text occupy the irreconcilable grounds of 

subject and object, and therefore the question of value and canonicity continually reaches an 

‘aporia of judgment,’ an undecidability as to where value resides, in the text or its affects, in the 
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reader’s innate judgment, or in what he or she has learned from reading works of intrinsic merit” 

(p. 13). The processes that normalize teachable literary texts are manifold and produce seemingly 

contradictory stances on which texts have value and which texts don’t, despite there existing a 

field of knowledge that is the teaching of literature, which seeks to regulate its subjects and 

bodies of knowledge.  

 
 
V. Foucauldian Resistance  
 
 Even though an understanding of power relations can shed light on the subject formation 

of English teachers and the reification of fields of knowledge like the teaching of literature, it 

may appear that Foucauldian power relations, as axiomatic to human interactions, offer merely a 

paralytic view of power and the subject, demonstrating how teachers of literature may be 

produced and self-regulate themselves in their teaching practices and literature choices, yet 

suggesting no means of or reason for change. Further, it is not possible to fully escape the 

boundaries of power—boundaries that establish norms and construct and regulate the subject. 

However, it is possible to intervene in operations of power in order to enact what Foucault 

(1994a) calls sites of “resistance,” thereby in a way transgressing the limits and boundaries 

imposed by power relations. In his “The Subject and Power,” Foucault explains resistance:  

I would like to suggest another way to go further toward a new economy of power 

relations, a way that is more empirical, more directly related to our present situation, and 

one that implies more relations between theory and practice. It consists in taking the 

forms of resistance against different forms of power as a starting point. To use another 

metaphor, it consists in using this resistance as a chemical catalyst so as to bring to light 

power relations, locate their position, find out their point of applications and methods 
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used. (p. 128) 

In other words, acts of exposing power relations are themselves disruptive “forms of resistance,” 

altering power relations. But, states Pickett (1996), “Just as Foucault continually cautioned 

against seeing power as simply negative in scope, similarly it is important to point out that 

resistance is not simply an ‘antimatter’ or a negation of power” (p. 459). Rather, acts of 

resistance operate more as intervening ruptures inside power relations, enabling a degree of 

change and the possibility of difference.  

Although Foucault does not provide suggestions for why one should resist power or even 

the purpose of doing so (Vinod, 2013), Pickett (1996) nevertheless argues for the usefulness of 

resistance in understanding how new power relations are incited “particularly on such points as 

the role it plays in critical thought and the possibility of contesting central ideas in the Western 

tradition” (p. 446). Investigation the history, limitations, and applicability of Foucault’s concept 

of resistance, Pickett organizes it—which he also refers to as “agonism”—into three 

chronological stages. First, before Foucault fully developed his thesis on power, he had sketched 

out a rudimentary concept of resistance, which he called “transgression” or “contestation”: 

namely, the transgression of limits, the boundaries of norms, especially those placed on 

marginalized groups. Pickett writes, “Transgression forces the limit to recognize and 

acknowledge what it excludes” (p. 448); this is neither a positive nor a negative operation 

because transgressions lead to new limits.  

Second, in the 1970s, Foucault wrote extensively on the subject and power by examining 

the practices of institutions in, as mentioned earlier, Discipline and Punish. The subject is 

positioned in and produced by the discourse delimited by the episteme, leading perhaps to 

different canonical periods (Drăgan, 2011), yet the subject is also an active agent to the extent 
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that it can come to expose certain limits. Although Foucault does not advocate a general theory 

for bringing about change, “Exposing the specific, concrete workings and events of the prison, 

asylum, and other institutions is enough to justify action” (p. 545). Thus, a “desubjectification” 

of the subject, namely changing the subject, is possible, but leaping out of the bounds of power is 

not. One of Foucault’s key strategies for doing this is through genealogical work a la Nietzsche, 

calling attention to metanarratives and disassembling notions of a unified or fixed subject across 

history. 

Third, Pickett (1996) states that Foucault in the mid ‘70s and afterwards posited power as 

operating beyond institutions—that is, existing at every level of society. And in this period, 

Foucault refined his concept of resistance as that which “eludes power, and power targets 

resistance as its adversary” (p. 458). As an almost counter to power, resistance, like power, is 

also, as I’ve said, not necessarily positive or negative since, again, there is no way out of power, 

as Foucault would insist. Being something that fractures and then triggers different power 

relations, “resistance is also a potential resource for power” (p. 458). Pickett explains that 

Foucault’s writings themselves serve as strategies of resistance that have galvanized the 

appearance of new power relations. Foucault’s writings on criminality have influenced new 

understandings of institutions beyond prisons. And his writings on the self have indicated that 

“The practice of an aesthetics of the self is nothing other than resistance to the ways in which one 

is constituted as a subject by modern power” (p. 462). While Foucault’s concept of power 

relations can help to problematize the construction of subjects, his concept of resistance can lead 

to and draw attention to opportunities for altering power relations and bringing about a 

desubjectification—a changing—of the subject, illustrating how the literary canon in the 

teaching of literature has changed and continues to change.  
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VI. Imagining New Economies of Power in Teaching Literature  
 

Foucault’s (1981, 1994a) notion of power relations helps to reveal some of the processes 

that shape the literary canon and how it, normalized by teachers, then consumes these forces to 

perpetuate itself, becoming a rallying point for ideologues calling for its defense or destruction, 

ignoring at times the forces that construct and alter it. Greenbaum (1994) highlights an aspect of 

the power relations behind the canon, stating, “The assumption that there is one standard of 

excellence in literary reading is inculcated in us from the time we’re taught to distinguish 

between ‘books we read in English’ and ‘books we read for fun’ ” (p. 37). Literature by authors 

who are not taught then takes on the role of the other, and forces ranging from popular 

interpretive practices and school-adopted textbooks to standards movements surveil teachers, 

leading them to reinforce certain texts as canonical and others as noncanonical, a dichotomy that 

precipitates polarizing views, like those of the culture wars of the ‘80s and ‘90s.  

Instead of blindly calling for dissolving the idea of the canon, it would be better to call 

attention to the processes that form and change it, to make teachers and students aware of these 

processes, thereby highlighting how literature study can be a dynamic, fluid, participatory, and 

multicultural experience for students. As Gorak (1991) maintains, without canons—whether 

dynamic or static—the teaching of literature would cease to exist. Understanding Foucault’s 

ideas of power relations can help one to uncover the limits of the canon and in effect develop a 

more nuanced understanding of text selection forces in schools through intervening acts of 

resistance. Although acts of resistance to the operations of the canon change the canon, they 

paradoxically reshape the canon into something new, as acts of resistance can themselves be 

evaluative reactions to the canon’s composition. The canon, as Altieri (1983) has said, is 
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essentially an evaluative machine that regulates itself. But, being an epistemological construct 

subject to relations of power, it is subject to forces of resistance and so changes. The illustrations 

sketched below suggest how acts of resistance happen at the local level in English classrooms, 

leading to changes in power relations and thereby changes in the literary texts taught. 

 Foucault’s power relations explain how the canon can sink to the center of literature 

curricula and then replicate its validity while influencing culture, thereby hiding itself from 

criticism and change as something that is normalized. Modifying the power relations around the 

canon requires subtle yet powerful acts of resistance to move literature toward a “new economy 

of power” (Foucault, 1994a, p. 128) in secondary schools. Power relations do not necessarily 

produce adverse results. Some could do more good than harm and vice versa. It is when they 

create systems of thought and institutions that marginalize people and ideas that they become 

harmful and difficult to identify. Embedding themselves as a living facet of culture, their 

marginalizing forces can go unnoticed or can be viewed as innocuous simply because they are a 

product and producer of culture, maintained and disseminated by individuals. In any case, when 

using Foucault’s ideas of power relations to discuss the processes that produce the canon, new 

power relations arise because it is impossible to move outside of power. In other words, power 

relations create new power relations through resistance to previous ones.  

The “starting point” (Foucault, 1994a, p. 128) for intervening in the power relations of 

the canon lies at the local level—in this case, the teacher. A strong force for monitoring and 

regulating what teachers teach are standards and the interpretive practices supported by them; the 

CCSs do not explicitly recommend that teachers teach the canon, although they label many 

canonical texts as exemplars. Therefore, attempting to enact a change in the power relations of 

the canon does not actually go against these teaching standards. It merely redefines the power 
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relations. For example, some people can easily be subject to power relations that reinforce the 

canon, as Moss (2013) suggests when she says, “The text exemplars [of the CCS] will become a 

new canon for literacy instruction” (p. 48).  The classroom is where the power relations of the 

canon have become strengthened and have also been redefined. Switching the canonical texts in 

classrooms across the country for alternative texts would be a radical change that is nearly 

impossible and would ignore the processes that brought those texts into the classroom in the first 

place. However, changing the way canonical texts are taught is a tactic that intervenes in the 

operations of the canon and diversifies literature curricula.  

As Randy Laist (2009) at the University of Connecticut writes in “The Self-

Deconstructing Canon,” “The question is not whether the instructor of the course will promote a 

canonical block of texts, but the style in which she will do so” (p. 51).  So, “style” is one realm 

of potential of resistance, where teachers—who act at the local level—promote new power 

relations and alter their curricula and what it means to teach literature as a subject of the field. 

The changes in literary criticism that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, influenced by post-

structural ideas, were, in effect, acts of Foucauldian resistance, modifying the field of literary 

studies. And while new bodies of literary study, such as New Historicism and postcolonial 

literary studies, took root, they also, being subject to relations of power, carved into their 

epistemologies their own canons and strategies for talking about those texts. Damrosch (2009b) 

has said the 21st century may appear “post-canonical” but not only is the canon of Shakespeare 

still taught but new canons are as well. Starting in the classroom, teachers could apply Foucault’s 

(1994a) “new economy of power relations” (p. 128) to call attention to their own assumptions 

about the texts they teach and the methods for doing so, helping them feel more comfortable 

changing their literature curriculum to be more representative of students’ varied backgrounds or 
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social needs. For the teachers in Greig and Holloway’s (2016) study who were offered a chance 

to change their curriculum to address issues of social justice, an awareness of the relations of 

power in which they were operating might have made it easier for them to adopt new novels. Or 

simply training in new interpretive practices, like the literary theories advocated by Deborah 

Appleman (2015) whom Greig and Holloway cite, might have also helped the teachers enact new 

teaching practices and change their texts.  

 Applying Foucault’s theories reveals several areas of resistance that arise in the teaching 

of literature, in addition to “style.” First, one typical feature of secondary literature curriculum 

units is that they center on a single text. Students read the text and then participate in a type of 

summative assessment that supports the text as canonical and satisfies the demands of teaching 

standards. Or, students read a canonical text with complementary texts, such that the curriculum 

unit still centers upon a single “anchor” text. If, on the other hand, teachers resist centering a text 

by examining a compendium of texts, teachers then have the opportunity to diversify their 

curriculum for their students. Altering the way in which curriculum is organized, allows other 

texts—including those of students—to attain value, and it can help students navigate a textuality 

that crosses texts. The challenge, however, is in which texts to select and how to put them in 

conversation with one another. But ultimately, teachers should diversify their curriculum to best 

reflect their students’ backgrounds.  

Second, suggested by Laist (2009), teachers could avoid the deification of authors and 

explore the interconnectedness of texts across time periods—that is, they could resist the view of 

a text as an isolated work. He says, “In the interest of communicating a more accurate 

understanding of the pervasive significance of literary influence, a responsible pedagogy should 

take steps to dispel the sui generis assumption of literary genius and emphasize the degree to 
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which literary texts partake in a dense interrelatedness to other texts” (p. 52). When decentering 

texts in the curriculum by putting them in conversation with other texts, students gain not only a 

more comprehensive picture of the formation of texts through culture, but an awareness of how 

texts influence other texts. This dispels a conception of canonical authors as writers who 

produced narratives in a social vacuum, yet more accurately portrays them as writers whose 

ideas were the collection of various people’s ideas and effects of culture. Further, Laist (2009) 

points out, “Literary history is as revealing for what it does not include as for what it does” (p. 

55). Teachers can expose and redefine existing power relations by placing texts from different 

time periods and genres in conversation with one another. Decentering the canon, Laist finds that 

“Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s famous short story ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ and Virginia Woolf’s A 

Room of One’s Own make excellent companion pieces for interrogating the relationship between 

women and the canon” (p. 55). In addition, students could produce their own writing to add 

perspectives that are not included in the canon, rewriting parts of texts from the point of view of 

different characters or from the perspective of an author who is intentionally countercultural. 

This elevates students to the status of author and brings their narratives into the curriculum, thus 

empowering and valuing students. 

 Third, decentering the canon need not only involve written texts, but can be multimodal. 

When teaching in an urban high school in California, Ernest Morrell and Jeffrey M. R. Duncan-

Andrade (2002) “witnessed the impact of hip-hop music and culture on all of our students” (p. 

88). That is to say, their students studied Elizabethan poetry while studying hip-hop music. They 

did not abandon the canon but instead introduced new texts—hip-hop—into the curriculum, texts 

that related to their students’ diverse backgrounds. This diversification of texts incorporated the 

ideas and values of students who may have otherwise felt marginalized by the canon, and who 
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may have seen hip-hop as an “other” text or as unworthy or impossible to study. Morrell and 

Duncan-Andrade abolished the canonical-uncanonical binary, arguing that “hip-hop can be used 

as a bridge linking the seemingly vast span between the streets and the world of academics” (p. 

89). Perry and Stallworth (2013) suggest making “text clusters” as a way of expanding the 

canon; they say, “ ‘Clustering’ texts makes it possible for the teacher to use many different types 

of reading to engage and challenge students” (p. 17). Their idea of a text cluster shares some of 

the elements of Scholes’ (1998) call for teaching textuality (mentioned in chapters one and two) 

instead of just canonical texts. A text cluster can include written texts, multimedia texts, images, 

and videos. Not exposing students to traditional texts can do them a disservice by withholding 

the past from them, but expanding what it means for something to be a text complicates both 

traditional and nontraditional works. Other non-traditional forms of texts that teachers could 

place in conversation with traditional texts are video games, which could lead students toward 

questioning the very definition of a text, since video games offer not only narratives but ludic 

interactions, which are impossible in canonical texts. Either way, with music or video games 

(film, paintings, and pictures could be brought into the conversation as well) the traditional 

canon begins to change and multiple narratives and voices are heard.  

 And to expand on the notion of the “style” in which texts are taught, a fourth site of 

resistance that affects the value ascribed to texts appears when changes occur in the various 

interpretive practices employed by teachers. Interpretive practices, illustrated in Chapter Two 

and the previous section, can find themselves wed to certain types of texts—like those examined 

by the varied schools of New Criticism, feminist literary criticisms, postcolonial studies, New 

Historicism, psychoanalytic theories, and so on. Advocating only a single approach can thus 

narrow the texts that attain value, normalizing both how literature is read and what that literature 
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is (Lauter, 1991). Focusing on the many ways that literature can be read rather than just on what 

literature is read can incite new relations of power that can produce changes in the status of texts 

in the classroom. The use of adolescent literature in the curriculum again illustrates how power 

relations can change through acts of resistance: Daniels (2006) says, “Many people have argued 

that YA literature, which is often grouped as a sub-division within the category of children’s 

literature, isn’t worth much attention because it doesn’t offer enough substance to be included 

within the traditional literary canon” (p. 78). She, however, argues that adolescent literature can 

be read using the same literary theories applied to canonical texts, including postcolonial 

readings, feminist readings, and the others mentioned above. Doing so disrupts normalized 

practices and allows new texts to attain value—a process that many canonical texts themselves 

endured as they became canonized. 

Appleman (2009) proclaims, “We are no longer transmitting knowledge, offering 

literature as content, as an aesthetic experience or as neutral artifacts of our collective cultural 

heritage. Instead we are offering our students the chance to view the world from a variety of 

lenses, each offering a unique perspective sure to transform how adolescents read both words 

and worlds” (p. 11). In other words, the more ways students learn how to read the more they then 

can read and interrogate their own lived experiences. According to Appleman (2009), “We could 

continue to uncritically teach The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn or To Kill a Mockingbird 

because they are classic pieces of literature without regard for the problems engendered by the 

use of the ‘n’ word. That decision privileges the arbitrary literary value of a canonical text over 

the significance and relevance of a changing student demographic” (p. 6). The use of different 

interpretive approaches to literary study calls attention to such problems, situating texts as 

historically and socially constructed and open to criticism and change. Franke (2011) has argued 
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that the application of various theories to works of literature creates a “transhistorical 

universality,” which does not do away with the literary canon but posits it as always “in the 

making” (p. 55), in fact expanding what it means for a work to be a text as new types of texts are 

read and studied. 

Students—who often have no freedom in selecting texts—become subjects to texts in 

educational institutions each day of the school year. Foucault (1994a) underscores the idea that 

“power that applies itself to immediate everyday life categorizes the individual, marks him by his 

own individuality, attaches him to his own identity” (p. 130), forming him or her as a certain 

type of subject. Calling attention to power relations shows how literature curricula in secondary 

schools could exclude minority groups and marginalize students whose narratives are 

unacknowledged or misrepresented by the canon, because of forces that normalized one set of 

texts over others. Yet, through subtle forms of resistance, new power relations reshape old ones. 

This indeed happened for literary studies following the 1960s with the emergence of canon 

criticism; it continued through the culture wars of the ‘80s and ‘90s; and it happens today as 

teachers alter their practices and avoid a dogmatic or uncritical acceptance of some texts and 

teaching practices rather than others for a more transcultural and multidimensional arena of 

discourse that accepts change and celebrates difference. 

 

VII. Summary  
 
 The illustrations and speculations above attempt to show how at the local level of the 

literature teacher when relations of power are interrupted through acts of resistance, the value 

attributable to texts in those contexts changes as well. And in turn teachers become 

“desubjectivized” as they change and develop, accepting other texts, and types of texts, as 
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worthy of teaching. This is not to say that the canon should be discarded but instead that it is an 

integral aspect of the teaching of literature; as the teaching of literature changes so too does the 

canon and there are myriad relations of power acting on this relationship. In his Textual Power, 

Scholes (1986) suggests that “we consider ‘English’ as a generic concept, an epistemic 

institution or apparatus that limits and enables the specific manifestations of ‘English’ as a 

discipline or field of study” (p. 3). Using Foucault’s concepts of power relations to understand 

the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature has been my attempt to do just that. 

Teachers of literature are subjects of a domain knowledge—English—which is “an education 

system, . . . a ritualization of speech, a qualification and a fixing of the roles for speaking 

subjects, . . . a distribution and an appropriation of discourse with its powers and knowledge” 

(Foucault, 1981, p. 64). Through repeated practices, such as using certain texts over others and 

valuing specific ways of interpreting them, some literary works gain more educational value than 

others; but this process is not fixed; the literary canon changes. Acts of resistance alter the power 

relations in the apparatus of the teaching of literature, producing different “manifestations of 

‘English’ ” (Scholes, 1986, p. 3).  
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Chapter Four: Assemblages: Lines of Stability and Change 
 

 But more often one is dealing with mobile and transitory points of resistance, producing 
 cleavages in a society that shift about, fracturing unities and effecting regroupings, 
 furrowing across individuals themselves, cutting them up and remolding them, marking 
 off irreducible regions in them, in their bodies and minds.  
      —Foucault, 1990, p. 96 
 
 
 
I. Assemblage Theory Meets Foucault  
 

Foucault’s ideas of power and knowledge as sketched out above could do much on their 

own as tools for understanding the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature. 

However, to further illuminate channels of power and resistance, and to account for the 

entanglement of ostensibly disparate entities that intersect the teaching of literature—troubling 

how the texts in the teaching of literature both ebb and take root—I will conceptualize the 

teaching of literature as an assemblage—as a way of teaching that is “always in-the-making” 

(Miller, 2005, p. 321). The concept of the assemblage is intricate and subtle, having been 

employed by various philosophers over the past several decades and then more recently 

implemented in the arena of education (St. Pierre, 2004; Webb, 2007, 2009; Strom, 2015; 

Walker, 2015). After sketching out a model of the assemblage based on the ideas of Deleuze and 

Guattari (1987) and expanded by DeLanda (2006), I will explicate how power and resistance 

complement and operate with the assemblage, positioning it as useful for understanding, 

problematizing, and reimaging not just teaching itself but specifically the role of the canon in the 

teaching of literature. 

The word “assemblage” is a translation of the French “agencement,” meaning, says Wise 

(2005), a “putting together” or an “arrangement” (p. 77), implying a continuous “becoming.”  
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That is to say, “it is not the arrangement or organization but the process of arranging, 

organizing, fitting together” (p. 77) that the word “agencement” connotes. Buchannan (2015) 

suggests that the word “assemblage,” originally translated into English from Deleuze and 

Guattari’s work by Brian Massumi, could just as well be “translated as arrangement, in the sense 

of a ‘working arrangement,’ provided it was kept clear that it described an ongoing process 

rather than a static situation” (p. 383). While it is helpful to point out that assemblages can be 

understood as a type of arrangement that is never fixed, it must be stressed that assemblages, like 

an arrangement, are also not random collections of entities. A group of fossils or other artifacts in 

an archeological dig site, for instance, may appear to be a random collection of objects, yet they 

are a part of a “group” and “their relations express something, a particular character” (p. Wise, 

2005, p. 78). And, for an assemblage it is “not just what it is, but what it can do” (p. 77)—what it 

can become—that makes it a useful concept.  

 
II. Assemblages: Deleuze and Guattari  
 

In short, an assemblage may be understood as a fluid arrangement of heterogeneous 

entities that interact in some way, yet in their A thousand plateaus: Capitalism and 

schizophrenia Deleuze and Guattari (1987) mention a number of other related concepts that are 

important for understanding the subtleties of assemblages—especially the ontological and 

epistemological status of assemblages as well as the function of power in assemblages. For 

example, they contrast their notion of strata (a rigid structure) with their notoriously abstruse 

idea of the “Body without Organs.” These two concepts illustrate what they refer to as “double 

articulations” (p. 44), which are degrees, not binaries. On the one hand, there are strata, and on 

the other hand, there is the “Body without Organs, in other words, the unformed, unorganized, 

nonstratified, or destratified body and all its flows” (p. 43). They, as an example, say that the 
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entire earth as a collection of materials that have not yet been stratified or organized can be 

viewed as a Body without Organs or what they also call a “plane of consistency,” which can be 

understood empirically.  

The ontology of an assemblage, according to DeLanda (2006), is therefore materialist, 

needing no transcendental or metaphysical foundation. How materials in an assemblage are 

defined depends on how they are empirically perceived or arranged, involving a “double 

articulation.” Noting the two primary characteristics of an assemblage, Deleuze and Guattari say 

that the “distinction between the two articulations is not between forms [ideals] and substances 

[particular instantiations of those ideals] but between content and expression” (p. 44). While an 

assemblage “comprises two segments, one of content, the other of expression” (p. 88), how 

materials (the content) interact is what brings about their “expression”—an element of the 

assemblage’s transient identity; but one of these two characteristics does not necessarily cause 

the other. Buchannan (2015) illustrates the curious relationship of content and expression with an 

assemblage of a possible sunset: he writes, “a sunset is an array of colours produced by the 

diffraction of light [content], but this does not cause us to see it as beautiful or melancholic 

[expression]” (p. 390). The interaction of the content of a sunset provides the possibility for it to 

be “beautiful or melancholic.” As content and expression are two important features of an 

assemblage, the formation of an assemblage—and the elevating of certain possibilities over 

others—requires several processes that do not seem to have a clear order and could operate 

simultaneously.  

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) describe acts or territorialization, deterritorialization, and 

reterritorialization—all of which help form, maintain, change, and decompose assemblages. On 

the one hand, processes of territorialization cause the assemblage to come together and develop 
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an identity, an expression; on the other hand, assemblages can change through “lines of flight” 

(p. 55) or a process of “deterritorialization in relation to the milieu of exteriority” (p. 54). 

Assemblages do not have clear boundaries, so the above processes can come from outside the 

assemblage based on relations of “exteriority” to other assemblages or entities. But when 

assemblages encounter other materials, there is then “a certain reterritorialization on intermediate 

or interior milieus” (p. 54). It follows then that assemblages are never static, as underscored 

above, but are always in a state of “becoming,” for they are subject to enumerable entities and 

capacities that shape and reshape them.  

Furthermore, as assemblages are territorialized or deterritorialized, they are also coded, 

decoded, and recoded—or ordered and reordered since the processes that form an assemblage 

can become transcribed in language or in material such as DNA, for example. Interestingly, 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) state that “There is no simple correspondence between codes and 

territorialities on the one hand and decodings and deterritorialization on the other: on the 

contrary, a code may be a deterritorialization and a reterritorialization a decoding” (p. 54). The 

identity of an assemblage may be deterritorialized through an act of coding that is in turn 

redefining and reterritorializing the assemblage into something else. As Buchannan (2015) 

remarks of the ontological and epistemological ramifications of the assemblage, “There is only 

one reality, but that reality is multiple in and of itself and we need conceptual tools like Deleuze 

and Guattari’s concept of the assemblage to disentangle it and render visible its constitutive 

threads” (pp. 386-387). And the “constitutive threads” can play multiple—and double—roles, 

calling attention to the plasticity of concepts that otherwise appear static but are indeed anything 

but fixed. 
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III. Assemblages: Manuel DeLanda  
 

In his A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity, DeLanda 

(2006) expands and modifies Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of the assemblage so as to 

fragment and reconceptualize what he calls hierarchical totalities and thereby better explore and 

understand social entities, ranging from people’s conversations to neighborhoods, cities, and 

nations. In brief, DeLanda’s conception of the assemblage calls for understanding “the part to 

whole relations” of populations of social entities “not only by their properties but also by their 

capacities, that is, by what they are capable of doing when they interact with other social 

entities” (p. 7). As an assemblage understood this way, for example, teaching as a “whole” may 

include a vast constellation of social entities, including far more than curriculum (or selected 

texts) but also students, teachers, shifting contexts, and other assemblages (such as the 

assemblages involved in other courses), none of which is ever static. 

DeLanda (2006), like Deleuze and Guattari (1987), conceptualizes assemblages as having 

three dimensions: roles of the components of an assemblage; “processes which stabilize or 

destabilize the identity of the assemblage” (p. 19); and “expressive media,” intervening 

operations (including other assemblages), that make assemblages rigid or flexible through acts of 

“coding” and “decoding.” Further, DeLanda contrasts the roles of the components of 

assemblages against a Hegelian notion of “wholes” based on “relations of interiority” in which 

“the component parts are constituted by the very relations they have to other parts in the whole” 

(p. 9). Under this model, a component “part detached from such a whole ceases to be what it is” 

(p. 9). Hegelian wholes are “seamless totalities,” meaning their parts can only be understood in 

relation to the whole itself. DeLanda says that this creates an awkward binary of the “macro” and 

“micro” features of wholes, yet “once the complexity of that forgotten territory between the 
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micro and the macro is grasped at a visceral level, the intellectual habit to privilege one or the 

other extreme will become easier to break” (p. 6). He mentions that the privileging of the whole 

has been captured well in the simplistic yet persistent organism metaphor that stretches back in 

Western history at least to the works of Plato.  

Assemblages, on the other hand, disrupt the organism metaphor by postulating 

components and “wholes characterized by relations of exteriority” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 10). The 

components of this type of a whole need not be understood only in relation to the whole as an 

assemblage. They can be moved from one assemblage and inserted into another or interact 

simultaneously in a network of multiple assemblages, subtly changing the identity of the 

assemblage. As Deleuze says, “a relation may change without the terms changing” (as cited in 

DeLanda, 2006, p. 11). And, according to DeLanda, the entities of an assemblage play two roles 

that enable this plasticity: material and expressive ones.  

Whereas the components of an assemblage have a material ontological status, they are 

able to express different capacities depending on their relations to and interactions with other 

entities or assemblages. Assemblages “are the result not of an aggregation of the components’ 

own properties but of the actual exercise of their capacities” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 11). However, 

notes DeLanda, “These capacities do depend on a component’s properties but cannot be reduced 

to them since they involve reference to the properties of other interacting entities” (p. 11). In the 

interplay of different materials that generate new capacities there is what DeLanda (2000) calls 

“a process of morphogenesis, that is, before the final form is actualized, before difference 

disappears” (p. 37). Teaching as an assemblage, for example, cannot be reduced to its “content,” 

namely the standards or terminology categorized in a textbook. Nor can it be isolated from the 

other entities that interact with it. Doing so would produce inert material.  
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Teaching as an assemblage entails the exercise of the capacities of its components, 

including the expressive capacities of students, locations, and teachers, who are all also members 

of other assemblages. If they stop interacting, the identity (which is always in flux) of the 

assemblage ceases; if they interact in a new way, there is a “morphogenetic process” (DeLanda, 

2000) and the assemblage changes; thus, as DeLanda (2006) maintains, assemblages eliminate 

the need for essences. DeLanda (1995) also asserts that “any complex system, whether composed 

of interacting molecules, organic creatures or economic agents, is capable of spontaneously 

generating order and of actively organizing itself into new structures and forms” (p. 3). These 

“new structures and forms” are the “emergent properties” of the assemblage, namely an 

“expression” of the assemblage’s content. How the properties of an assemblage are permitted to 

express themselves—what value bubbles to the surface and gets privileged while the capacities 

of other components are silenced—is a result of historical and social practices, as Popkewitz 

(1997) would say of curriculum, that end up valorizing certain capacities over others, such as the 

espoused methods of teaching in the sphere of education.  

 In addition to detailing the roles of the component parts of assemblages, DeLanda (2006), 

again expanding on and altering the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari, outlines and clarifies two 

important processes that work to change and give shape to assemblages. These are processes of 

territorialization and deterritorialization. In order for an assemblage to form, entities need to 

interact in some way that is “recurrent.” DeLanda writes, “assemblages always exist in 

populations, however small, the populations generated by the repeated occurrence of the same 

processes” (p. 16). As processes are repeated, certain capacities of the parts of the incipient 

assemblage become more pronounced and dominant, stabilizing the assemblage’s identity. These 

capacities, in turn, “territorialize”—define the limits of—the assemblage and “increase the 
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internal homogeneity of an assemblage” (p. 13). Conversely, the processes that change and 

redefine assemblages are acts of “deterritorialization.” DeLanda (2006) states, “Any process 

which either destabilizes spatial boundaries or increases internal heterogeneity is considered 

deterritorializing” (p. 13). Although they seem like oppositional forces, processes of 

territorialization and deterritorialization are not binaries; they can happen simultaneously in 

assemblages and have varying degrees of intensity, making some assemblages appear more 

clearly defined and others more nebulous. A new text, a new student, new standards, or even a 

new seating arrangement in a classroom could serve to deterritorialize a preexisting teaching 

assemblage. Alternatively, other standards or methods of teaching, being repeated and 

routinized, may simultaneously attempt to reterritorialize the assemblage. Whatever the result, 

the assemblage might never be the same as it was, but instead always be in a process of 

becoming something else.  

The third dimension of assemblages that DeLanda (2006) outlines includes what he calls 

“expressive media”—which, he says, are not a part of Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the 

assemblage but are similar to Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of coding and decoding. DeLanda 

posits expressive media as “processes which consolidate and rigidify the identity of the 

assemblage or, on the contrary, allow the assemblage a certain latitude for more flexible 

operation while benefiting from genetic [material] or linguistic resources” (p. 19). By “genetic” 

and “linguistic resources” (forms of expressive media) DeLanda means information that has been 

codified or physically written down in some way. The more that certain aspects of an assemblage 

have been codified—or that codified information interacts with an assemblage—the more rigid 

and resistant to change that assemblage becomes. Expressive media from outside an assemblage 

(another assemblage) can also have “decoding” effects on an assemblage. But DeLanda notes 
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that these operations can take great amounts of time and so careful attention must be paid to “the 

historical processes that produce” the identities of an assemblage since “The identity of any 

assemblage at any level of scale is a process” (p. 28), one that is constructed through historical 

and social practices.  

DeLanda’s (2006) modification and clarification of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) 

concept of the assemblage emphasizes an examination of the capacities of the components that 

interact to produce an assemblage; however, Ian Buchanan (2015) states that DeLanda’s 

assemblage theory, which “treats the assemblage as an aggregate, albeit a complex aggregate of 

the variety of an ecosystem” (p. 388), is different from Deleuze and Guattari’s assemblage in 

three ways. “[F]irst,” writes Buchanan (2015), DeLanda, “always proceeds from the concrete to 

the abstract” (p. 389), which is the opposite of what Deleuze and Guattari do. Next, DeLanda, 

according to Buchanan, “cannot countenance a purely immanent form of organization that is not 

somehow undergirded by the transcendent ‘real,’ whereas Deleuze and Guattari say the exact 

opposite” (p. 389). Finally, Buchanan says that DeLanda “reverses the actual-virtual relation—he 

assumes that the concrete ‘bits and pieces’ are the actual, whereas for Deleuze and Guattari it is 

the structure of authority that is actual and the ‘bits and pieces’ that are virtual” (p. 389). 

DeLanda (2006) of course acknowledges his departures from Deleuze and Guattari and even 

suggests terming his theory “assemblage theory 2.0” so as not to conflate his conceptualization 

of the assemblage with Deleuze and Guattari’s concept. By calling attention to the concrete, as 

well as the “bits and pieces,” DeLanda is able to focus on the capacities of the parts of an 

assemblage. And his notion of “expressive media” clarifies the processes that code and decode 

assemblages, which will later serve to help further describe and reimage the role of the canon in 

the teaching of literature. 
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IV. Assemblages, Power, and Resistance 

Buchanan (2015) asserts that with a growing use of assemblages in the social sciences—

especially in education—it is imperative that assemblages be clarified and understood by 

situating them in the work of Deleuze and Guattari, as it is indeed true that current uses of 

assemblages, like DeLanda’s (2006), differ in various ways. Further, Buchanan states that 

integral to assemblages are questions of Foucauldian power, and that “This aspect of assemblage 

theory is all too often forgotten, making the assemblage seem as though it is merely another way 

of saying something is complicated” (p. 382). It follows that an understanding of power can 

underscore the historical and social processes that form and change assemblages. And Deleuze’s 

(1988) own conceptualization of Foucauldian power illustrates how both power and resistance 

complement and operate with the assemblage. 

In answering the question “what is power?” Deleuze (1988) describes power as having to 

do with force, diagrams, and knowledge. Broadly speaking, “power,” says Deleuze, “is a relation 

between forces, or rather every relation between forces is a ‘power relation’ ” (p. 70). These 

relations are not relations between subjects, though, because subjects are constituted inside 

power through forces. Deleuze cites Foucault stating that the force of power relations “is ‘an 

action upon action, on existing actions’ ” (as cited in Deleuze, 1988, p. 70) at local levels. On the 

other hand, a general notion of power sweeping across spaces is a diagram of power: “it is the 

presentation of the relations between forces unique to a particular formation; it is the distribution 

of the power to affect and the power to be affected” (pp. 72-73). Illustrating the diagram of 

power, Deleuze refers to Foucault’s use of the panopticon in producing disciplinary power and 

thereby a subject’s self-regulation of behaviors. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) moreover explain 
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how in Discipline and Punish, the prisons, schools, and factories that Foucault (1995) describes 

are assemblages subject to diagrams of power, containing both content and expression, and that 

Foucault “looks for an agency capable of accounting for the two imbricated, heterogeneous 

forms [content and expression], and finds it in assemblages of power” (p. 530). 

According to DeLanda (2006), the diagram of an assemblage is “the space of possibilities 

associated with the assemblage” (p. 30), however fleeting they may be. And so the space of 

panoptic power, although a virtual “space of possibilities,” is the diagram of its power. Deleuze 

(1988) also notes that in the diagram of power “the force affected [by power] has a certain 

capacity for resistance” (p. 71)—for altering actions and concomitantly power relations. Yet 

again, like power, resistance does not involve subjects “resisting” subjects—it involves resisting 

the technologies of power that produce a subject, enabling a desubjectification of the subject. 

Differentiating between knowledge and power, Deleuze says, knowledge is “stratified, 

archivized, and endowed with a relatively rigid segmentarity. Power, on the other hand, is 

diagrammatic” (p. 73). As power operates across the diagram of the assemblage, reinforcing 

certain lines of the assemblage, the assemblage becomes more defined, more “segmented” and 

rigid; the assemblage becomes “stratified” and its identity can become an object of knowledge: it 

can be labeled a town, a prison, a classroom, a curriculum, or the teaching of literature.  

Using the language of assemblages to further describe Foucauldian power, Deleuze 

(1988) explains, “The actualization which stabilizes and stratifies them [power relations] is an 

integration: an operation which consists of tracing ‘a line of general force,’ placing them in series 

and making them converge. There is, rather, a multiplicity of local and partial integrations, each 

one entertaining an affinity with certain relations or particular points” (p. 75). In other words, 

power takes “a line of general force” across the assemblage, territorializing or deterritorializing 
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it. And just as assemblages are not teleological entities, power is likewise blind. In the words of 

Deleuze, power “is a mole that only knows its way round its network of tunnels, its multiple 

hole” (p. 82) and “because it does not itself speak and see, it makes us see and speak,” that is, it 

produces subjects (p. 82). Yet where there is power in an assemblage there is resistance in that “a 

diagram of forces presents particular features of resistance, such as ‘points, knots or focuses’ 

which act in turn on the strata, but in such a way as to make change possible” (p. 89). As features 

of an assemblage, power and resistance highlight complex processes that can expose the lines of 

an assemblage and in turn change the assemblage. 

Further highlighting the connection of power and assemblages, Legg (2011) argues that 

Foucault’s (1980a) notion of the apparatus can be viewed as an assemblage itself. Building on 

his research into political hierarchies in cities in colonial India, Legg claims that understanding 

power as part of an assemblage illuminates the “attention needed to be paid to subaltern 

experience, refusal, autonomy and resistance” (p. 128). The concept of the assemblage, he 

writes, can “help us disassemble bordered thinking in terms of, at least, desire, territory, 

philosophy, bodies and movement” (p. 128), problems which arise in schools and curriculum as 

well. He has used assemblage theory to illustrate that human trafficking, for example, is a 

complex assemblage of heterogeneous parts involving “actual movements, policies, novels, 

rumours, myths, desires, and places of disembarkation, slavery, purchase and policing” (p. 129). 

Yet, claims Legg, such processes become ossified through power, and so merging Foucault’s 

ideas on power with the assemblage provides a method for understanding the social and 

historical relations that shape, bend, and dismantle assemblages. 
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V. Assemblages and Teaching 
 
 The assemblage, like power relations, on its own can indeed be a useful concept for 

understanding and problematizing various educational practices. For instance, Strom (2015) has 

attempted to conceptualize the experiences of first-year teachers as an assemblage. She argues 

that recent neoliberal trends in education have produced a reductionist view of education that 

privileges teacher accountability, distorting what it means to teach. By conceptualizing teaching 

as an assemblage, she is able to argue that “the teacher is only one of multiple factors (or 

elements) within a system that shape teaching and its various products” (p. 1). Also, Strom says 

that “the teacher herself is already an assemblage—that is, she brings to teaching a combination 

of specific beliefs, knowledge, experiences, intentions, and other elements” (p. 10). And when 

beginning to work at a school, the teacher becomes a part of numerous other entities, and “what 

she learned from her preservice program is only one piece of her own assemblage, which in turn 

is only one element in the larger amalgam of teacher–students–context” (p. 10). Discounting any 

one of these elements—as accountability systems often do—ignores important and necessary 

aspects of what it means to teach; that is, it silences certain capacities of teaching as an 

assemblage.  

A conceptual framework that uses assemblage theory, on the other hand, says Strom 

(2015), shifts “a spotlight to the ontology of teaching—that is, by attending to the ‘how’ of 

teaching activity—[so that] we can investigate and document the fundamentally relational, non-

linear nature of teaching and refute the reductionist conceptions that undergird current 

educational policy and reforms” (p. 11). In Teaching by Numbers, Peter Taubman (2009) also 

interrogates neoliberal trends that have adversely affected the field of teaching, and he likewise 

engages the assemblage. He describes the assemblage of teacher education produced by the 
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forms, standards, “data,” technologies, and people interacting when a supervisor evaluates 

student teachers using a scoring form. Even though “the supervisors [being members of other 

assemblages] who use the forms use them differently” (p. 123), they are ultimately restricted by 

the territorializing effects of standards, forms, and the demand for quantifiable data. As Taubman 

says, “Even if supervisors use the forms differently, those supervisors are limited by the very 

nature of the assemblages to a discussion of teaching that excludes educational discourses 

resistant to the language of standards and accountability” (p. 124). Having such discussions and 

using forms tethered to the authority of standards and accountability become commonplace 

through “routinization,” which, says DeLanda (2006), “is a crucial territorializing process in 

authority structures” (p. 74) like schools. 

Morevoer, Taylor Webb (2007) has demonstrated how the ideas of the assemblage and 

Foucauldian power relations can be used together to problematize practices in education. He 

proclaims that surveillance techniques in education (standardized tests, observations, and 

adherence to standards, among others) have deterritorialized teacher knowledge, replacing it with 

consumable content knowledge foisted onto teachers by accountability systems. He notes that 

teachers have sought to demonstrate the value of teacher knowledge through action research 

projects, professional organizations, and workshops. Yet the political force of accountability 

systems has made content knowledge regnant and “educators’ work more visible through 

inspections, observations, performances, and public reporting of test scores, i.e. surveillance” (p. 

282). Teacher knowledge is then “decontextualized from each community, each school, each 

classroom, and each student-teacher relationship and reterritorialized or re-assembled into 

quantifiable commodities” (p. 285). But Webb argues that through certain “pedagogical 

fabrications” (responses to accountability measures) teachers could enact processes that resist the 
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power relations that work to devalue their local knowledge, which is personal and experience 

based, but not necessarily quantifiable or aligned with standards. Conceptualizing power 

relations alongside the assemblage of teaching exposes forces of normalization and underscores 

how assemblages are redefined or reterritorialized. 

 Bringing together the concepts of the assemblage and power relations, the conceptual 

framework outlined above will be used for describing, problematizing, and reimagining how 

texts come together to form literary canons in the teaching of literature. Foucauldian power 

relations draw attention to the individual interactions that regulate and disseminate knowledge 

and value, a corollary of which is the normalization and formation of the subject. Applying an 

understanding of Foucault’s thinking to education, Popkewitz (1997) has argued that curriculum 

itself “involves forms of knowledge whose functions are to regulate and discipline the 

individual” (p. 140). Though, as Foucault (1995) states, power is not an object that one holds 

over others; power arises through the relations of individual actions at the local level and is 

something that is “exercised rather than possessed” (p. 26); thus, it is possible to interrupt 

operations of power, resisting and altering processes that “regulate and discipline the individual.” 

And the assemblage, similar to the Foucauldian apparatus, provides a framework for illuminating 

power relations and possibilities of resistance, shining a light on interactions that territorialize, 

reterritorialize, and even deterritorialize the fluid, messy identities that emerge across various 

social settings—like teaching. 

 
 
VI. Territorializing the Teaching of Literature and the Canon  
 
 It follows then that a literature curriculum as assemblage cannot be limited to its 

“content” or material properties—the literature itself, literary terminology listed in a textbook, 
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teaching standards, teachers, students, classrooms, desk arrangements, and so on. To understand 

a literature curriculum as an assemblage means to understand the relations of “two segments, one 

of content, the other of expression” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2006, p. 88), that is, how different 

materials interact and in turn express themselves as the teaching of literature. If they stop 

interacting, the identity of the assemblage ceases. If they interact in a new way, the assemblage 

changes. A literature curriculum itself is a part of larger assemblages whose various components 

may have effects that shape and normalize it. The literary canon, for example—the notion that 

some texts have more educational value than others—both territorializes and is territorialized by 

the teaching of literature. Guillory (1993) states, “Canonicity is not a property of the work itself 

but of its transmission, its relation to other works in a collocation of works—the syllabus in its 

institutional locus, the school” (p. 55), which is itself an assemblage with other relations that 

could extend ad infinitum. However, before works of the canon are transmitted in schools, they 

are just texts. It is how they interact with other entities in different settings that gives them value; 

and their canonical properties in the teaching of literature emerge as a result of recurrent 

practices.   

 Speaking broadly, social and cultural forces, processes of categorizations, and 

interpretive practices, discussed in Chapter Two, are recurrent features of the teaching of 

literature that come to form and define it—to territorialize the interactions of its material 

elements, including (noted above) texts themselves (as well as anthologies), teachers as subjects, 

students, teaching standards, seating arrangements, and even classroom décor. (In a later section, 

I will discuss anthologies and teaching standards as specific aspects of literature curriculum that 

“code” and “decode” it.) For example, how teachers and students interact, using different 

interpretive approaches with different literary works, affects the identity of the assemblage of the 
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teaching of literature, normalizing some aspects of it while changing others. This occurs over 

time and so, writes DeLanda (2006), “Any assemblage is produced by a specific history of 

territorialization” (p. 28).  

 As I’ve mentioned before, the literary canon’s role (whether or not it was explicitly 

named “the canon” at the time) in the teaching of literature is as old as the field itself. In the 

1800s, U.S. colleges started to require knowledge of works of literature, which incidentally had 

cultural importance, on the composition section of their entrance exams and then the texts on the 

entrance exams began appearing in the curricula of secondary English classrooms in order to 

help students do well on the exams (Applebee, 1974). This was an act of territorialization that 

was furthered shortly thereafter when the College Entrance Examination Board adopted Uniform 

Lists (Applebee, 1974). The teaching of literature at secondary schools, at its roots, began to 

define itself through literary texts that became routinized—“a crucial territorializing process in 

authority structures” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 74) such as the institution of education. As Lillian 

Robinson (1983) says, “it is through the teaching and study—one might even say the habitual 

teaching and study—of certain works that they become institutionalized as canonical literature” 

(p. 83). And although the texts of the canon at times change, Mathew Arnold’s 19th-century 

cultural dictum that people should read “the best which has been thought and said in the world” 

(as cited in Myers, 1996, p. 68) has remained an important aspect of the teaching of literature, 

even if Arnold was referring to specific authors, some of whom are still taught. I do not mean to 

suggest that this should be disregarded or that acts of territorialization are in any way negative; 

this is simply a process that works to establish the identity of a field when that field deals with 

texts. Searle (1994) has noted that other disciplines (such as history, philosophy, physics, and so 

on) have canons or bodies of accepted texts too, which, it could be argued, have likewise 
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territorialized them through their routinized use.	

 As processes have worked to construct the identity of the teaching of literature over time, 

when teachers become a part of that assemblage, they become “subjectivized” by those processes 

and function as a force that likewise territorializes the teaching of literature. This is not to say 

teachers’ lived experiences and other processes outside the teaching of literature do not have an 

impact; it is to suggest the opposite, as assemblages are porous and in flux, reacting to 

“expressive media” outside the assemblage. Renker (1992) notes that “American literature had 

become a vigorously thriving subject in the secondary schools as a result of the surge of 

nationalism generated by the Great War” (p. 353). With socially and culturally constructed 

identities, English teachers have functioned as agents of culture, reacting to social impulses, 

beginning at least during the years of recitation literacy in the late 1800s in which “the English 

class became a place for reporting and defining cultural traditions” (Myers, 1996, p. 69). And as 

cultural imperatives change, so too do teachers: according to Giles (2001), “geographical 

consciousness [such as the idea of the United States as a world power during the World Wars] 

enters subliminally into American cultural narratives, evoking tensions and crosscurrents that 

destabilize the reproduction of a self-authenticating literary subject” (p. 2). Normative cultural 

forces, relations of power, shape teachers as temporally contingent subjects. Allen Tate, member 

of the varied school of New Criticism, exclaimed in the first half of the 20th century, “The true 

province of the man of letters is nothing less (as it is nothing more) than culture” (as cited in 

Lauter, 1983, p. 450). And as teachers of literature become subjects of the teaching of literature, 

there are simultaneously other processes in other contexts that shape and change them and 

“which consolidate and rigidify the identity of the assemblage” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 19) they are a 

part of. 
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 In the context of the English classroom, Jane Agee (2000), in a study attempting to 

understand how secondary English teachers “define effective literature instruction” (p. 304), 

points out that English teachers develop certain “patterns of discourse” that become difficult to 

change and represent what they think their students should know. This affects both the texts that 

are taught and how they are taught. She asserts, “How high school teachers approach literature 

sends messages to their students not only about what kinds of literature are valued but also who 

is valued” (p. 306). In her study, she observed and interviewed eighteen teachers who had been 

teaching for at least five years, focusing the analysis of her study on five of them. While 

variation of course occurs across the teaching of literature, the responses of her participants 

illustrate how social forces can affect subject formation and territorialize the teaching of 

literature in different contexts. She observes that “The teachers had constructed models for 

literature instruction that reflected their beliefs about what kinds of texts and ways of reading 

were appropriate for high school students,” drawing on their own personal experiences and self-

regulated expectations for what teaching literature means (p. 341). Some of the teachers in her 

study were heavily influenced by what they thought was “canonical literature” and how it would 

serve to help students later on in life, as cultural capital, especially in college.  

 Further, several of the teachers in Agee’s (2000) study were interested in the ability of 

literature to expose students to different cultures. A teacher she calls Gordon “taught in an 

English department where many of the teachers used student-centered approaches and 

nontraditional texts ” (p. 328), and he was also encouraged to make changes to his literature 

curriculum to address his students’ social and cultural needs. Agee also points out that he, 

compared to the other teachers in her study, had more recently begun his teaching career, and so 

his conception of teaching literature had been defined by more current educational and cultural 
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processes. Lauter (1983) says, “As our understanding of what is trivial or important alters in 

response to developments in the society, so our conception of the canon will change” (p. 452). 

To address these forces and help intervene in the territorializing social forces that define English 

teachers’ understanding of literature curriculum, Agee suggests that “Professional development 

or graduate courses might help such teachers develop strategic plans that would allow their 

students opportunities to become more culturally sensitive readers and to develop their own 

aesthetic for literature” (p. 344).  

 It should be noted that while cultural forces in the teaching of literature can influence the 

text selection and teaching practice of English teachers, cultural forces were shaping the literary 

canon well before the canon itself became its own line of territorialization in the teaching of 

literature. Ross (1998) points out that on 22 February 1774, in England, the “House of Lords 

elected to defeat the notion of perpetual copyright so long claimed by the London bookselling 

monopoly over works of the English canon” in order to help unify the culture of England, and 

“From that moment, the canon of English literature, now conceived of as comprising only old 

works, was valued as public domain, cultural goods for everyone to enjoy and esteem” (p. 297). 

Noted earlier by Ross, there already were differing bodies of literature emerging in the 1700s, 

those addressed to “learned readers” (the incipient canon) and those addressed to “impartial 

readers” or the general reading public. This distinction would later develop into the perception of 

two types of literature reinforced in schools: “ ‘books we read in English’ [classrooms] and 

‘books we read for fun’ ” (Greenbaum, 1994, p. 37). For example, Agee (2000) notes that when a 

teacher she calls Dorothy “discovered they [her college-bound students] were reading John 

Grisham and Anne Rice novels for independent reading assignments, she changed her approach 

and ‘narrowed the parameters’ by providing a list of acceptable books. She said college-bound 
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seniors ‘should really expose [themselves] to a little more challenging reading’ ” (p. 315). 

Processes of categorization thus are processes of territorialization in the teaching of literature. 

 How works of literature are categorized confers educational value onto certain works of 

literature and the more those categories are used the more value they attain in the assemblage of 

the teaching of literature. For example, as Foucault (1994b) has said, “literary discourses came to 

be accepted only when endowed with the author function” (p. 382). In other words, literary 

works can become historically valorized according to what an author’s name comes to signify, 

which aligns with a misleading organism conception of bodies of knowledge as—bodies. (Noted 

in Chapter Two, in Ancient Greece, “Kanṓn” was the title of a work that described the ideal male 

human form for sculpting [Jayesh, 2014]).  In the discourse of the canon, the organism metaphor 

is unsurprising according to the author function, and it immediately suggests the importance of 

the “whole” over the parts: that is, the canon is described as “a body of works” and even 

metonymically characterized by reference to an author (another body), as in “the Shakespeare 

canon” or “the Dante canon.” On the other hand, J.K. Rowling, after having become the most 

successful living writer ever, in fact received rejection letters from publishers when she tried to 

publish a novel using a pseudonym and “was even advised to take a writing course” (Kennedy, 

2016, March 25). Yet her actual name on its own carries great epistemological and monetary 

power. 

 Additional categorizing practices that are repeated in the teaching of literature are the use 

of periods, themes, and genre that come to define aspects of literature curriculum, placing value 

on texts that conform to those categories, while eschewing others (Fowler, 1979; Lauter, 1991). 

And as literary periods are often created retrospectively, they can obscure the messy context in 

which such texts were written “in the interests of aligning them with a national narrative that is 
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projected backward so as to validate American national culture of a later time” (Giles, 2011, p. 

5). These processes, though, can also add coherence to a literature curriculum, enabling one text 

to be positioned against another as products of and commentaries on different social milieux 

(themselves socially constructed), provided it is underscored that such works of literature are 

more than just token representations of the period (the Romantic period or the Victorian period, 

for instance) they are assigned. Hence, concomitant to changes in the actual texts of the literary 

canon are changes in how works of literature are categorized, “not just the admission of different 

groups of writers but also of different kinds of writing to the canon—genres such as slave 

narrative, diary, songs, and oral tales” (Couser, 1996, p. 49). Lauter (1983) has remarked on how 

the rise of canon criticism in the 1960s and 1970s helped to validate such genres of literature, 

leading to the unearthing of works by “minority” writers and the study of previously neglected 

forms of literature, likewise using new methods of analysis.  

 Thus, also territorializing the canon in the teaching of literature are interpretive practices. 

When literary studies was growing as a field in the early 20th century, it had shifted away from 

philological principles of reading that helped establish it in the previous century and towards a 

focus on supplying students with historical information around different texts (Graff, 1989). But, 

as Graff (1989) says, this created large problems for teachers attempting to deal with students 

who needed more contextual knowledge than others, especially students from different countries, 

and teachers found themselves dedicating much time to teaching history rather than literature. 

The solution to this was a method of literary analysis that focused on the text itself and 

“promised access to the timeless, universal tradition embodied in the great works without the 

need for that historical knowledge” (p. 171). Based on the practical criticism of I.A. Richards in 

the 1920s, which drew attention to studying the text itself, New Criticism (discussed in chapters 
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one and two) emerged in the United States, whose adherents, like Cleanth Brooks and John 

Crowe Ransom, helped to provide the study of literature with a systematic method and establish 

the teaching of literature as a unified field (Applebee, 1974). Yet, also previously mentioned, 

different schools of literary study bring with them different literary works that conform best to 

their interpretive approaches, and as the New Critical method came to be immensely popular in 

the middle of the 20th century so too did the texts New Critics dealt with (Eagleton, 1983/2008; 

Lauter, 1991; Guillory, 1993; Gallagher, 1997; Franke, 2011). Despite changes in the study of 

literature throughout the 20th century, reading practices often attributed to the New Critics, 

rightly or wrongly, have thoroughly territorialized the teaching of literature. 

 For example, the notion that “the formalist critic is concerned primarily with the work 

itself” (Brooks, 1951, p. 247), which Terry Eagleton (1983/2008) has decried as “ahistorical,” 

has recurred so often that it has engraved indelible marks into the teaching of literature. As Cain 

(1982) says, “New Critical beliefs and practices, though no longer in fashion, are also no longer 

in dispute, because they have been widely accepted as the foundation for criticism” (p. 1108). 

Even if an approach to interpreting a text happens to appear antithetical to New Criticism, like 

Rosenblatt’s (1938/1995) transactional theory, it still shares with it the experience of returning to 

the text itself (Rejan, 2017). “Whenever a critic wishes to state the essential truth of criticism or 

intends to demonstrate what a new theory has to offer,” writes Cain, “he or she returns to the 

literary text for an exercise in practical criticism” (p. 1104), and so “it is as though the close 

reading of the classics is the only way in which criticism may be exercised” (p. 1116). Cain 

urges that more attention be paid to the historical contexts of works of literature, and at the time 

he was writing his paper (the ‘80s) that was indeed happening, as New Historicism, feminist 

theories, and other schools of literary study examining context were developing (Robinson, 
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1983; Eagleton, 1983/2008). But the formalist idea of focusing on the text has nonetheless 

greatly impacted the teaching of literature (Culler, 2010), shaping both what is read and how it is 

read. Graff (2000) argues that, despite this similarity, critical readings (those based on different 

literary theories, for instance) of texts differ from the close readings advocated by formalists. 

Formalists would take as an axiom the “primacy of the text” (p. 122)—that all of a text’s 

meaning can be found within the confines of the text. On the other hand, affirms Graff, readers 

can instead be “accountable to the text” (p. 122); that is to say, readers can return to the text but 

do so by interpreting it according to its social, cultural, and historical contexts, which are outside 

the text. 

 Like any assemblage, the teaching of literature is subject to expressive media, forces 

outside the teaching of literature that can seek to territorialize it. Michaels (1979) has suggested 

that the thinking of the New Critics themselves were subject to a larger system of discourse he 

calls “the formalist account of meaning” (p. 23), which he notes was occurring in legal studies 

before formalist criticisms of literature were in vogue. For example, he compares the ideas of 

Wimsatt and Beardsley’s essay “The Intentional Fallacy” to remarks of Judge Learned Hand 

written thirty years before the publication of their piece: Learned Hand declares, “A contract has, 

strictly speaking, nothing to do with the personal or individual intent of the parties” (as cited in 

Michaels, 1979, p. 24). Michaels goes on to argue that interpreting literature as “the text in itself” 

is oxymoronic and “that formalism is impossible and that no one ever has been a formal” (p. 31) 

because “the properties we attribute to texts are functions . . . of the contexts in which texts are 

read” (p. 32). However, focusing on the text itself through “close readings” has remained popular 

in both the teaching of literature and legal studies, close reading even being important to theories 

of literary analysis influenced by poststructural theorists (Trites, 2000).  
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 Avoiding contextual and social issues involving literary texts can also, as it did for some 

of the teachers in Greig and Holloway’s (2016) study, be a symptom of self-regulating behavior 

such as an effort not to offend members of a community by discussing socially sensitive topics 

like religious topics or other discourses explored in works of literature. Or how one approaches 

such issues could just be a symptom of having majored in English at a specific school in a 

specific time period, like it was for some of the teachers in Agee’s (2000) study. And the same 

could be said of English teachers eager to break down the discursive properties of a text. While 

the processes that territorialize the teaching of literature may seem disparate and are most likely 

more numerous than those mentioned above, what I have attempted to illustrate is that “the 

teacher is only one of multiple factors (or elements) within a system that shape teaching and its 

various products” (Strom, 2015, p. 1), including the literary canon and normative practices that 

in turn regulate teachers themselves. 

 

VII. Deterritorializing the Teaching of Literature and the Canon 

A new text, a new student, new standards, or even a new seating arrangement in a 

classroom could serve to “deterritorialize” a preexisting literature curriculum. Other texts or 

methods of reading literature, being repeated and “routinized” over time, may simultaneously 

attempt to “reterritorialize” the assemblage. A noncanonical text, for example, read using the 

same practices applied to canonical texts could lead to essentializing the text and its author, 

positioning it as perpetually marginal—an “other”—or illuminating the inadequacies and 

limitations of a certain way of reading. Whatever the result, the assemblage might never be the 

same as it was, but instead always be in a process of becoming something else, always in 

transition. Whereas social and cultural forces, processes of categorizations, and interpretive 
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practices can overtime “sharpen the boundaries and increase the internal homogeneity” 

(DeLanda, 2006, p. 100) of the assemblage of the canon and the teaching of literature, they can 

conversely change and redefine the canon in the teaching of literature through acts of 

deterritorialization and reterritorialization.  

 The social and cultural movements stemming from acts of resistance in the 1960s that 

instantiated new relations of power in the canon and the teaching of literature can be understood 

as processes destabilizing the identity of the field. Following the desegregation of schools and 

civil rights movements of the 1960s, scholars began interrogating the epistemology of the canon, 

significantly conceptualizing the canon for the first time in American schools, and questioning 

whose knowledge and what type of knowledge was privileged by it and what was excluded 

(Lauter, 1991; Csicsila, 2004). Critiques of the canon led to the establishment of courses on 

previously ignored literatures, including ones on women writers and African American authors. 

Such courses triggered new relations of power in the teaching of literature, generating new 

discourses and a new “fixing of the roles for speaking subjects” (Foucault, 1981, p. 64) who 

become the experts of those discourses. Problematically, however, as these works and authors 

were addressed in their own classes, the traditional canon needed no immediate reason to change 

and African American writers and female authors, more diverse themselves than any label could 

signify, risked being essentialized by identity categories. Nevertheless, the subsequent culture 

wars and concomitant canon wars of the 1980s and 1990s further destabilized the field, and 

anthologies, including The Norton Anthology of American Literature and The Heath Anthology 

of American Literature (anthologies will be discussed more in the next section), expanded 

greatly (Shesgreen, 2009), as did studies of multiculturalism. 

 This was an eventual opening up of cultural territories in literary studies not just within 
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the borders of the United States but globally. Edward Said (2001), ruminating on the global place 

of literature after the 1990s, has asserted that “the idea that literature exists within a national 

framework” (p. 64) was in need of being reconceptualized. According to Giles (2011), “To speak 

of American literary culture under the rubric of deterritorialization is thus not simply to 

encumber it within monolithic orders of globalization or imperialism but, rather, to think of it as 

a socially constructed, historically variable and experientially edgy phenomenon, whose valence 

lies in the tantalizing dialectic between an illusion of presence and the continual prospect of 

displacement” (p. 25). However, any process of deterritorialization involves subjects who may 

be unaware of the effects of their actions and who reify bodies of knowledge as they fragment 

and redevelop anew. Commenting on Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, Heller (1996) affirms 

that changes in relations of power in any institutional context “did not take place behind the 

backs of capitalists, magistrates, police officers, architects, and educators whose interests they 

promoted; those individuals were the subjects of those transformations, not their passive objects” 

(p. 83). In other words, subjects, as conceptualized by Foucault, are both objects of relations of 

power and in turn active subjects promulgating those relations of power through their repeated 

actions.  

 Hence, acts of cultural and social resistance, instantiating new relations of power, can 

also be understood as reterritorializing the canon and the teaching of literature. In fact, this 

already happened to the canon in the teaching of literature before the rise of canon criticism in 

the 1960s “began to question the validity of an all-white-and-male American literary canon” 

(Csicsila, 2004, p. 18). That is to say, prior to the nationalism ignited by World War I, the study 

of American literature was seen as ancillary to actual literature study—the then canon of British 

authors—and its identity had not yet taken its full shape. Renker (1992) writes, “American 
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literature scholars in the early decades of the twentieth century widely cite the disparagement of 

American literature in English departments and the prejudice against making teaching 

appointments and offering courses in American literature” (p. 350). Studying literature at the 

time meant studying British literature. The social effects of World War I, though, helped to 

destabilize the teaching of literature and then ascribe new value to American literature. Applebee 

(1974) has pointed out that after World War I, the NCTE held “convention sessions on ‘The 

Teaching of American Ideals’ ” (p. 68). In light of these ideas, new anthologies were released 

and American literature developed into “a vigorously thriving subject in the secondary schools” 

(Renker, 1992, p. 353), but it still took some time for the same to happen at universities across 

the country. 

 Furthermore, it is possible to view multiculturalism as reterritorializing the canon in the 

teaching of literature. Although multiculturalism has drawn attention to previously ignored 

groups of people and had a destabilized effect on the teaching of literature, it has been culturally 

constricted. Mihăilă (2011) writes, “multiculturalism, be it strong or weak, re-inscribes American 

literature within the limits of the nation, even though it challenges some of the assumptions that 

lie at the nation’s foundation” (p. 41). Likewise, Giles (2011) remarks that “One of the 

conceptual problems associated with the study of U.S. literature [multicultural or otherwise] has 

always been an inbred tendency toward a relatively constricted theoretical matrix, with the 

culture’s own distinct preference for familiar terms of reference . . . engendering a self-

perpetuating loop through which American writers were critically validated for being identifiably 

American” (p. 22). The “theoretical matrix,” or interpretive practices, applied to traditionally 

canonical texts, as Vinz (2000) has cautioned, can work to canonize works of multicultural 

literature in the same way that traditional works of literature became validated. And the ways in 
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which works of literature are categorized can relegate them to bordered epistemologies, affecting 

their educational value, especially when contrasted against other categories; thus, Mihăilă 

advocates fracturing multicultural study into one that is transnational and transcultural, while 

Giles agues for doing the same to American literature in general as a strategy for further 

deterritorializing it. 

 The effects of categorizations, in addition to that of multiculturalism, have both 

destabilized and reterritorialized the canon in the teaching of literature. Alterative ways of 

classifying literature can disrupt the value assigned to different literary texts. Norman Foerster’s 

1925 American Poetry and Prose: A Book of Readings, 1607–1916 was “the first literary 

anthology designed for the college classroom that divided American literature under the 

conventional modern headings of ‘Colonial/Puritan background,’ ‘Romanticism,’ and ‘Realism’ 

” (Csicsila, 2004, p.  9). Such categories, attempting to encapsulate the “Americanism” embodied 

in certain literary works, influenced the organization of literature curricula and anthologies in 

future courses and conferred value onto works of literature that fit within the parameters of those 

frameworks, “obscuring those which do not” (Lauter, 1991, p. 37). On the other hand, new 

categories of literature, which have appeared as their own courses and areas of study (such as 

African American literary studies, feminist literary studies, postcolonial literature, and gay and 

lesbian literature), indeed also redefining “Americanism,” have helped to produce counter 

canons and legitimize themselves in the field. The canon in turn becomes reterritorialized as 

counter canonical texts then make their way into the “hyper canon” of academia (Damrosch, 

2009b). 

 Noted by Fowler (1979), “genre is surely among the most decisive” contributors to canon 

formation as specific genres (he mentions epics and tragedies) have typically been regarded as 
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more canonical than others (p. 100). A stroll down the “literary fiction” aisle of a bookstore 

confirms this. The value of different genres, nevertheless, changes over time as relations of 

power destabilize and then reterritorialize the canon in the teaching of literature. A particularly 

interesting case of this explored in the previous chapter is adolescent literature (or young adult 

literature), whose name itself, which almost connotes the noncanonical, has caused it to be 

viewed as less worthy than more traditional texts. While some educators have attempted to show 

that adolescent literature on its own has the same educational value as more traditional texts 

(Trites, 2000; Daniels, 2006; Soter & Connors, 2009; Cailluot & Sanford, 2014), others have 

used it as “an easier and more engaging text as a scaffold for dissecting a more complex 

canonical text” (Rybakova & Roccanti, 2016, p. 34). This can reinforce the traditional canon and 

situate adolescent literature as subordinate. Thus, Daniels (2006) has argued for applying the 

literary theories used for canonical texts to works of adolescent literature, placing texts in 

conversation with each other so as to interrogate the present and the past, rather just positioning a 

text as a conduit to the past. As genre, like adolescent literature, can potentially destabilize the 

canon in the teaching of literature, it can simultaneously reshape its identity, whether it becomes 

a part of it or is used to validate it. 

 Calling attention to both the effects of categorizations and social and cultural forces, 

interpretive practices have served deterritorializing and re-stabilizing functions on the canon in 

the teaching of literature. As interpretive practices, ranging from philological principals to 

formalist methods, have heightened the value of apparently traditional texts, others have 

fragmented and reassembled that tradition (Eagleton, 1983/2008; Lauter, 1991; Gallagher, 1997; 

Franke, 2011). For example, Robinson (1983) notes that feminist studies both formed a new 

category of literary study and new theoretical approaches for interpreting texts, whether 
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previously canonical or not. She writes that as some feminist lenses “can emphasize alternative 

readings of the tradition, readings that reinterpret women’s character, motivations, and actions 

and that identify and challenge sexist ideology,” feminist lenses can also construct bodies of 

knowledge legitimized by an accepted methodology, and in turn enable “admission to the canon 

for literature by women writers” (p. 85). However, as new interpretive approaches may open up 

the literary canon, they, being subject to the relations of power that operate on the traditional 

canon, often fall victim to the same patterns that formed the traditional canon in the first place.  

 Certain approaches have their own predilections for certain texts. Robinson (1983) 

admits, “it is an undeniable fact that most feminist criticism focuses on women writers” (p. 86) 

because the texts of those writers fit the discourse of such a method. And this is not isolated to 

any type of criticism—be it a feminist or New Critical one. Jeffery Di Leo (2000) sums up this 

problem, writing, “If the text has the ‘right stuff’ (New Critics say that this would be things like 

irony, tension and paradox, whereas the more advanced contemporary critic would say that this 

would be things like race, class, gender and sexuality), then a successful interpretation of the text 

necessarily follows from its close reading” (p. 116). Even reader-response practices (themselves 

as varied as any school of literary thought), as Appleman (2015) mentions, have led teachers to 

determine “whether a particular text was teachable by the degree to which it might invoke 

personal responses from our students” (p. 31). If teachers are limited to the framework of only 

one interpretive approach, they can obscure the potential experiences afforded by a work that 

might not conform to that way of reading and thus define its educational value, possibly 

positioning it as inferior.  

 One of the teachers in Agee’s (2000) study of literature teachers and their approaches, for 

example, wanted “to introduce multicultural literature to broaden students’ perspectives. . . . One 
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of the texts that she had used with all of her classes was Invisible Man” (p. 320). After doing so, 

the teacher, whom Agee calls Nancy, was frustrated and lamented that of “Ralph Ellison’s 

Invisible Man, nobody really, really enjoyed reading that book” (p. 320). While Nancy didn’t 

comment on her approach to teaching this text, Agee’s observation of that class reading and 

discussing another text suggests that it might have been her interpretive approach that affected 

her students’ perceptions of Invisible Man. Teaching a translation of Mallory’s Le Morte 

D'Arthur, “Nancy decided to read some passages aloud and wanted them ‘to look for examples 

of some of the beautiful figures of speech’ that the translator used: ‘She has outstanding similes, 

examples of alliteration, and she also has great personification’ ” (p. 322). While these practices 

might work with some texts, foisting them onto others can produce awkward, limited readings. 

Likewise, when assuming that works of literature can speak for themselves and need no 

framework, as Graff (2000) opines, teachers “have trouble seeing why their students fail to see 

what they see in those texts” (p. 123). Or teachers themselves might fail to see the value in 

teaching new texts and re-inscribe their beliefs in those that have worked for them and their time-

tested approaches in the past. 

 Trites (2000) has gone so far as to advocate a “poststructural pedagogy” so as to expand 

the canon and the horizons of adolescent literature, which is, she claims, “by definition, outside 

the traditional white male canon” (p. 150). Such a pedagogy focuses on what she terms “reader-

centered” readings that “help students access literature in ways that traditional . . . readings might 

not” (p. 145). This would involve discussing who the implied reader of a text might be, that is, 

calling attention to the discourse assumed by the text, including that of class, race, and gender. 

Trites says this would help students “learn to interrogate their own position as readers” (p. 146). 

It would also require providing some historical context for texts; as she says, “People who do not 
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understand the Holocaust cannot possibly understand Anne Frank’s Diary” (p. 147). Finally, her 

pedagogy would include “deconstructive readings,” using multiple interpretive approaches to 

help students become “ideologically trained readers” (p. 150), similar to what Deborah 

Appleman (2015) argues for in her Critical Encounters. Yet, again, some texts might not work 

with her methodology if they have nothing “critical” to say about society or culture but merely 

display language in an artful way. As changing interpretive practices can serve to loosen the 

boundaries of the canon, they can conversely recalibrate the canon in the teaching of literature. 

What is important to note, as Graff (2009) has argued, is that how reading is conceptualized is 

just as, if not more, important than what is read in the teaching of literature, as the two can work 

simultaneously to define—and redefine—what the teaching of literature is. 

 
 
VIII. Coding and Decoding the Teaching of Literature and the Canon 
 

In the teaching of literature, standards and accountability systems (like state-mandated 

tests and teacher evaluations) and lists of texts in anthologies or on syllabi can function as 

“expressive media”—forces—(DeLanda, 2006) that “code” and “decode” the canon in the 

teaching of literature, making it more rigid or more flexible. For example, teaching standards as 

of late legitimize certain teaching practices, specifically ones that appear quantifiable and 

measurable (Taubman, 2009). And the text exemplars in Appendix B of the Common Core 

Standards can function to legitimize which texts can be taught (Moss, 2013). Classroom 

anthologies further “code” the information of the standards, curbing processes of 

deterritorialization and defining the meaning of a literature curriculum by governing the 

“capacities” and freedoms of the other entities—students and teachers. While teaching standards 

and accountability systems can serve to code and decode the teaching of literature and the canon, 
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especially at the secondary school level, anthologies have coding and decoding functions at all 

levels of the teaching of literature. 

 Standards (from school level to state and national ones) serve a coding function in the 

teaching of literature and the canon, rigidifying it. Standards, as I explained in Chapter Three, 

can operate as relations of power, regulating teachers, normalizing disciplines. Zancanella 

(1991), in a case study that attempted to understand the personal literature teaching practices of 

five English teachers, says that “by the time they [teachers] first consider teaching literature, they 

already carry with them complex ways of thinking about what literature is and how it works” (p. 

5). This may have been instilled in them when they themselves were reading literature as 

secondary school students, studying literature and teaching in college, or reading for pleasure. 

Either way, as teachers enter the field of the teaching of literature they are stepping into a pre-

established domain of knowledge, coded in standards documents, and are expected to behave in 

certain ways, use a certain discourse, and harbor certain values as they become subjects of the 

power relations of the teaching of literature. Echoing Taubman’s (2009) conceptualization of the 

assemblage of teacher education that includes student-teacher evaluators who may ostensibly 

differ but are territorialized by standards, Zancanella says that although the five teachers differed 

slightly in their approaches to teaching literature, “the literature teaching of all five participants 

appeared to be influenced in some measure by the state test. Though the test was not initially a 

part of the focus of this study, it quickly became apparent that it was playing a substantial role in 

how literature was being taught in these classrooms” (p. 28). Each of the teachers interviewed in 

his study described deep, personal interests in literature, one even sharing his passion for science 

fiction and the alternative worlds literature can bring readers into.  

 Yet the specter of teaching standards and evaluation systems can delimit the capacities of 



 

158	

	  

teachers, leading them to select texts and practices that align best with teaching standards and 

prepare students to do well on state-mandated tests. While various processes can shape what it 

means to teach literature, when they become codified and disseminated as standards or other 

documents, they further preserve and territorialize the teaching of literature. This in fact can help 

to unify areas of study and ensure that students, regardless of where they go to school in the 

United States, receive a similar education—provided all things, including socio-economic status, 

are equal. But this can also undercut teacher knowledge, making it, “decontextualized from each 

community, each school, each classroom, and each student-teacher relationship and 

reterritorialized or re-assembled into quantifiable commodities” (Webb, 2007, p. 285). Of the 

five teachers in his study, Zancanella (1991) observed that “the predominant modes of teaching 

in these five classrooms presented literature as (1) a matter of surface comprehension and (2) a 

matter of learning literary terms and concepts” (p. 25) because that was the type of literature 

knowledge most likely coded in teaching standards. And during evaluation observations, 

teachers’ behaviors are monitored and recorded, “ensuring a surveillance which would be both 

global and individualising while at the same time carefully separating the individuals under 

observation” (Foucault, 1980b, p. 146). Teachers subjected to such normalizing processes then 

reinforce the identity of the teaching of literature, encoded in part in teaching standards, which 

then are often again encoded in school pacing guides, district curriculum maps, or at all levels 

(secondary and college) in course syllabi. 

 Teaching standards, however, change. And the teaching of literature and the canon 

evolve as new relations of power take place through acts of resistance, some elements becoming 

decoded and others becoming coded. As I’ve described in previous chapters, the Common Core 

Standards supplanted those propagated by the NCLB Act and brought with it modified 
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accountability systems and newly coded knowledge. The CCSs do not explicitly mandate that 

English teachers use traditionally canonical texts or otherwise; they state that teachers are 

allowed to develop “a canonical list that could include the examples” from Appendix B 

(Corestandards.org, 2016). And, as reported by Cailouet and Sanford (2014), “many school 

administrators have interpreted these exemplars as the definitive works for each grade level” (p. 

63), placing pressure on English teachers to do the same. In what I take to be an extreme 

example of the coded effects of standards occurred for me several years ago during an interview 

for an English teacher position at a public high school in New York City. The principal told me 

that one of her policies was to have, at the start of each lesson, the standards (not learning 

objectives) for the day projected on a wall and read aloud to students. Students also used special, 

school-adopted anthologies that reflected the knowledge of the CCSs. When the knowledge of 

the teaching of literature becomes inscribed in teaching standards or other school documents, it 

could function as a useful guide for teachers, giving the identity of the teaching of literature 

some flexibility; however, standards also can obfuscate literary experiences for students and 

derange the teaching of literature when standards become inflexible measuring sticks for what 

goes on in the classroom. 

 Spanning all levels of the teaching of literature, literature anthologies, with various 

thematic and what Lauter calls (1991) “historiographic” categorizations of authors and texts, 

code and decode the canon in the teaching of literature. Codings and decodings can both increase 

and decrease the stability of an assemblage, complementing acts of territorialization and 

deterritorialization (DeLanda, 2006). Interpretive practices, systems of categorization, and 

cultural forces have functioned as processes helping to shape and change the canon, and have, 

over time, become inscribed in literature anthologies in one way or another. When the teaching 
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of literature was just becoming a discipline in the 1800s, anthologies reflected little organizing 

principles other than being extensive catalogues of authors or later reflecting influences of 

philology. John Seely Hart’s 1872 Manual of American Literature, one of the earliest American 

literature anthologies for college use, “represented the work of literally hundreds of American 

authors” (Csicsila, 2004, p. 2) and was organized like a bibliography. 

 According to Csicsila’s (2004) extensive study into the history of American literature 

anthologies, subsequent anthologies of American literature focused more on attempting to 

narrate the story of the nation, for “historical approaches to literature reigned as the guiding 

criteria for the selection of authors and their works in these formative years” (p. 4). The historical 

approach to teaching literature ebbed shortly after the turn of the century as it was viewed in 

many ways as teaching history rather than literature, and “critics began calling for a greater 

appreciation and recognition of literature as a valid art form” (p. 5), specifically an American 

one. The emerging Americanism after World War I thus was ingrained in Anthologies: “Ten of 

the seventeen anthologies of American literature to appear between 1919 and 1946 expressly 

record their intent to include literature mainly to illustrate intellectual, sociological, or national 

tendencies” (p. 10). This mindset was furthered following the launching of Sputnik in 1957 with 

efforts to reform education. The Basic Issues Conferences of 1958, for instance, writes Applebee 

(1974), suggested that English be “a body of knowledge to be preserved and transmitted” (p. 

193); and that body of knowledge was becoming coded in anthologies. Eight years later the 

Dartmouth Conference in 1966 had a slightly deterritorializing effect on the teaching of 

literature, for “the content-centered approach of the Basic Issues Conference has been replaced 

by an emphasis upon experience” (Marckwardt, 1967, p. 2). But, as Joseph Harris (1991) has 

said, the Dartmouth Conference actually led to few changes in practice; and anthologies 
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continued to disseminate systems of knowledge and practices that had become part of the 

tradition of the field. 

 By the 1950s, observes Csicsila (2004), the then most frequently anthologized authors 

were generally considered to be the de facto American literature “masterpieces” or canon. It 

included the following eight authors: “Poe, Hawthorne, Emerson, Thoreau, Melville, Whitman, 

Mark Twain, and Henry James” (p. 17). The coding of these authors in the assemblage of the 

teaching of literature helped confirm them as an important part of it. I would like to reiterate here 

that there are forces outside the teaching of literature that confer value onto literary works, which 

writers like Trevor Ross (1998) and Franco Moretti (2007) have attempted to explore, applying 

changing literary tastes, market forces, and theories like literary Darwinism to explain the rise of 

different literary texts. A novel is still a novel whether or not it is part of a literature curriculum. I 

am focusing here on the recurrent processes in the assemblage of the teaching of literature that 

elevate the importance and “emergent properties” of certain texts, such as the role of anthologies, 

which are indeed subject to market forces (discussed shortly), in coding literary texts for 

educational use.  

 A particularly influential anthology in the teaching of literature (in addition to Brooks 

and Warren’s Understanding Poetry mentioned in Chapter One) is the Norton Anthology of 

Literature, and just “a few years after its debut [in 1962] it had become the dominant anthology 

of English literature” (Shesgreen, 2009, p. 294). In a conversation with M. H. Abrams, general 

editor of The Norton Anthology of English Literature at its inception, Shesgreen (2009) said 

Abrams told him “he had ‘not found ten lines worth reading in any of the women added’ to his 

anthology” (p. 296). The early Norton Anthology incidentally included few women or minority 

writers, but its inauguration was before the start of many reform efforts. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
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as I have stated a number of times, movements arose that led literature teachers to began 

seriously critiquing the canon, disrupting processes that had previously excluded certain works. 

And as “Abrams reconceived the anthology’s audience, orienting it away from the student 

buying it and toward the faculty adopting it” (p. 302) there was eventually pressure to change the 

anthology’s selections based on teachers’ demands. Shesgreen writes, “Women writers had been 

added, but in ways that marked them as marginal through drastic abridgements or ghettoization, 

as in ‘The Woman Question,’ a subcompartment of ‘Victorian Issues’ ” (p. 309). Categorizations 

can not only essentialize identities but can affect the perceived value of a literary text, encoded in 

anthologies. As a result of social and cultural forces, anthologies, notably Paul Lauter’s 

aforementioned The Heath Anthology of American Literature, have over time become more 

inclusive and nuanced in their presentation of texts, explicitly addressing issues of sexism, 

racism, and class. 

 One approach to revising anthologies, however, that St. Pierre (1999) has criticized is the 

“add women and stir” one, which could be expanded to add any marginalized group and stir, as 

she says, “Our culture envelopes all identity categories” (p. 33). She explains, “even though it 

enlarges the literary canon to some extent, it does little to change the powerful androcentric 

standards within which that canon is produced. . . . A small group of white Western male authors 

still dominates the study of literature in English classrooms” (p. 30). She goes on to cite a 1992 

study by the American Association of University Women: How Schools Shortchange Girls. The 

study claims that “curriculum in general contributes to the lack of self-esteem that girls 

experience as they go through school” (p. 31), and it states that “ ‘the lists of most frequently 

required books and authors are dominated by white males, with little change in overall balance 

from similar lists 25 or 80 years ago’ ” (as cited in St. Pierre, 1999, p. 31). As Barbara Pace 
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(1992) has illustrated in her study of secondary school anthologies, also problematic are the 

stereotypes embedded in such works of literature—whether written by males or females. 

Surveying a range of literature anthologies, she noticed that many female authors included in 

anthologies nevertheless drew on female stereotypes because those stereotypes were prevalent in 

the cultural framework in which those authors were writing. This again raises the importance of 

putting attention not just on what texts are read but on how those texts are read, no matter who 

the text’s author is. 

 And as literature anthologies encode cultural processes and diverse literary categories, 

they also encode interpretive practices. Applebee (1991) states there are two sides to 

understanding anthologies: “one concerns the choice of selections, including the relative 

representation of alternative literary and cultural traditions; the second concerns the kinds of 

knowledge and skills that are privileged in the study apparatus and accompanying activities that 

are part of each anthology” (p. 2). In secondary schools, the questions and assignments in literary 

anthologies often suggest to students how to read works of literature, typically placing a large 

emphasis on the recall of factual knowledge and the mechanical identification of literary 

terminology. Aull (2012) has called this information, including prefaces to different sections, 

“the textual anthology apparatus” (p. 498), suggesting to students the importance of reading such 

works as well as how to do so, and often, in secondary school textbooks, restricting literary 

works to isolated themes or genres that have no overall coherence with the entire textbook. 

 Commenting on the selections and knowledge inscribed in college anthologies, David 

Damrosch (2009a), founding general editor of the Longman Anthology of British Literature, says 

that in the 1990s, anthologies like the Norton Anthology continued to maintain a “tokenistic 

treatment of women, New Critical-style disengagement from culture, [and] outdated editorial 
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matter” (p. 1163). And while anthologies capture processes that shape and change the teaching of 

literature, they are also subject to a number of other messy factors that can speed up or slow 

down their rate of change, including “sales managers, permissions department staffers, and large-

school adoption committees—each with their own competing interests” (p. 1164). Damrosch 

also mentions the influence of money on determining selections, saying, “Our anthology has less 

Auden than we would like simply because Auden’s publisher expected us to pay far more per 

line for him than other publishers ask for T.S. Eliot and W.B. Yeats” (p. 1164). And in order to 

reach the largest market “anthologies can rarely risk changing more than ten or fifteen percent of 

the selections previously available, or too many faculty will reject the innovations and not order 

the new book or the new edition” (p. 1066). At the secondary school level too many changes in 

an anthology could worry school boards, teachers, or textbook adoption committees, most likely 

already concerned with how textbooks would help students meet the objectives codified in 

teaching standards. But, as should be clear, changes in anthologies as well as in the teaching of 

literature in general do occur. There are a variety of forces determining what can change, 

encoded in school documents and inscribed in anthologies. 

 
 
IX. Recap: Imagining the Teaching of Literature as an Assemblage 
 

Assemblages are never static but are always in the process of “becoming.” Processes of 

territorialization, deterritorialization, coding, and decoding influence the “capacities” and the 

roles of the component entities of an assemblage, stabilizing and destabilizing it. Furthermore, 

these processes are acted on by relations of power that spread throughout the assemblage, or 

apparatus, of the teaching of literature. As Foucault (1980a) says, these relations include “a 

thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, 
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regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral 

and philanthropic propositions—in short, the said as much as the unsaid” (p. 195). How the 

features of the assemblage interact privileges some capacities while silencing others, and leads to 

different “emergent properties” (DeLanda, 2006) that define and change the assemblage. The 

apparatus or the assemblage of the teaching of literature and the literary canon is subject to a 

variety of forces that stabilize and change its identity. A Foucauldian conception of power 

relations suggests how these forces both construct and are constructed by subjects in the teaching 

of literature, who at times intervene and change relations of power through acts of resistance. 

Thus, the following overview conceives of the literary canon in the teaching of literature as an 

assemblage. 

 The literary canon in the teaching of literature entails numerous entities; it is how they 

interact that produces meaning, making some features stand out more than others as the teaching 

of literature comes into being and then changes across the assemblage’s diagram—“the space of 

possibilities associated with the assemblage” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 30). Scholes (1986) writes, “we 

neither capture nor create the world with our texts, but interact with it” (pp. 111-112). We, 

Scholes also remarks, “perceive reading not simply as a consumption but as a productive 

activity, the making of meaning, in which one is guided by the text one reads, of course, but not 

simply manipulated by it; and, second, to perceive writing as an activity that is also guided and 

sustained by past texts” (p. 8). The teaching of literature as an assemblage is not simply its 

content; it is not simply texts in the present, texts in the past, or texts in a context free vacuum; it 

is an interaction of materials that expand and contract like the circulation of air in lungs. Those 

interactions change over time but are influenced by both the present and the past in the lived 

experiences and discursive practices of students and teachers, and in knowledge codified, 
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territorialized, and deterritorialized over time. 

 A variety of operations stabilize the literary canon in the teaching of literature. The 

teaching of literature is a field of knowledge that is reified by English teachers and in turn plays a 

role in their subject formation through relations of power. Foucault (1990) says, “power must be 

understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in 

which they operate and which constitute their own organization” (p. 92). The “sphere” of the 

teaching of literature has its own discourses, ways of speaking, writing, and being that its 

teachers are expected to follow; once they have acquired them, through educational and 

certifying processes—“a fixing of the roles for speaking subjects” (Foucault, 1981, p. 64)—they 

become teachers of literature and act on each other through relations of power that lead them to 

govern each other and to self govern, normalizing what it means to teach literature as well as 

what it means to be a teacher of literature. Thus arise ways for talking about knowledge and 

systems that reinforce that knowledge, including works of literature and the rules for interpreting 

and organizing them as well as a consideration of their possible social effects. Agee (2000), for 

example says, “A focus on canonical literature and New Critical readings in high school English 

classrooms often valorizes not just certain literature but also certain ways of thinking about the 

world” (p. 305). As has been made clear, the same processes of valorization apply to other 

interpretive practices based on various literary theories.  

 And how literary texts are categorized, in addition to the interpretive practices used on 

them, also ascribes educational value to some texts over others (Fowler, 1979; Lauter, 1991; 

Trites, 2000; Csicsila, 2004). Social and cultural processes have also helped to shape the texts 

that come to be taught in English classrooms (Graff, 1989; Lauter 1991), sometimes suggested 

by the very categories that they appear in. As these forces come to shape the discipline of the 
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teaching of literature, they likewise become coded in various teaching documents, such as course 

syllabi, curriculum maps, and standards. They produce norms. In a literature curriculum, such 

norms lead to the “appropriate” selection of texts and the accepted methods for teaching those 

texts. The processes become narrated in some cases by the “the textual anthology apparatus” 

(Aull, 2012, p. 498) and further coded in literature anthologies. All of these processes are 

recurrent in the teaching of literature, regulated through the self-governing acts of its subjects, 

and thereby these processes territorialize it, making possible certain “emergent properties,” 

shaping it into a field of knowledge that, despite numerous variations, can be called the teaching 

of literature.  

 The teaching of literature, however, is not static. It is fluid, as there are processes that 

change and reform the literary canon in the teaching of literature. Relations of power may help 

normalize the canon in the teaching of literature but they also help enact changes, producing 

deterritorializations. Heller (1996) writes, “Power is what makes change possible, whether that 

change limits human freedom or promotes it” (p. 83). He, moreover, states, “resistance to power, 

far from being theoretically ungrounded, is structurally guaranteed for Foucault by the 

reversibility of power-mechanisms and the heterogeneous process(es) of subjectification” (p.  

79). These processes are maintained and changed at the local level of English teachers through 

their actions. Although there are normalizing processes leading teachers to govern their 

behaviors and what they ascribe value to, the small changes that they make, for example, in their 

interpretive practices, social imperatives, organizations of their curriculum, and text selection 

choices, interrupt the normal order of these processes and how they act on each other, producing 

changes in the canon in the teaching of literature, changes that themselves become coded in 

documents and anthologies, ordered in new categories with new systems for speaking about 
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them. This then has a reterritorializing effect on the teaching of literature. 

 In fact, pointing out previously unnoticed relations of power in a field of knowledge can 

lead to changes as well (Pickett, 1996). According to Guillory (1993), “the distinction between 

canonical and noncanonical works thus emerges as the necessary response to any attempt to 

reinstitute an exclusively traditional curriculum” (p. 50). Yet, as Foucault (1994a) would 

acknowledge, there are unintended consequences to any change in relations of power as they 

alter and reinstate other relations of power. Hostile dichotomies may emerge like they did in the 

culture wars of the ‘80s and ‘90s and an “adversarial position unfortunately also deprives the 

teaching of canonical works of an adequate progressive rationale” (Guillory, 1993, p. 50). The 

processes of canon formation are subtle, often subsuming once counter-canonical texts in the 

“hyper canon” or banishing them to the “shadow canon” (Damrosch, 2009b). Thus, attention 

should be paid not just to the texts of the canon themselves as part of some sort of binary but to 

the operations that lead to their selection and to how they are used in the classroom, how they are 

read. Paul de Man (1982) suggests that although theory “upsets the established canon of literary 

works and blurs the borderlines between literary and non-literary discourse,” it should not be 

viewed as an oppositional force (p. 12). New interpretive practices expand and reshape the canon 

in the teaching of literature, leading to alternative reading experiences of both old and new 

literary texts. 

 Conceptualizing the teaching of literature and the canon as an assemblage is not a call to 

do away with the canon; it is a reconceptualization of it as part of a vast network of processes 

that are continually changing and are subject to relations of power. Any list of literary works is a 

sort of canon; and, as Fowler (1979) has noted, there are multiple types of canons, ranging from 

the personal canon of each individual to the “official” canon that ends up institutionalized on 
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course syllabi and anthologies. This canon changes and evolves at varying rates as we 

problematize the “construction the rules of which must be known, and the justifications of which 

must be scrutinized” (Foucault, 1982, p. 25). Like the borders on a map, the result of the 

“construction of rules” over time, the borders of literary canons are permeable and, importantly, 

imaginary; when unnecessary walls are built blindly around them, knowledge is stunted by 

dogmatism.   

 Interrogating the epistemology of the canon in the teaching of literature has exposed such 

rigid thinking and enabled change, change that is necessary for an evolving world. For example, 

Fox-Genovese (2015/1989) makes it clear that “By resolutely challenging the notion that the 

canon we know represents intrinsic and incontestable excellence, feminism has compellingly 

exposed the extent to which the canon represents a series of choices—choices made by the 

powerful to justify and perpetuate their own power” (p. 21), intentionally or unintentionally. 

However, she also says, “No selected body of texts can embody the specific values of each 

individual. But it can embody our collective sense of who we are as a people—of what our 

history (however unjust) has been and what we hope it will be” (p 21). Yet, like any assemblage, 

“our collective sense” is also subject to forces of revision, varies, and also changes, shining a 

light on what’s been left out of that history and why. Imagining the literary canon and the 

teaching of literature as an assemblage means imagining a textuality (a relation of texts and 

practices to readers and the world) that takes into account such changes and emphasizes the 

interactive nature of the teaching of literature, as both part of fluid tradition, codified and 

reterritorialized in various ways and subject to relations of power, and student experiences. 
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Chapter Five: Incompleteness and the Canon in the Teaching of Literature 
 
 The ship on which Theseus sailed with the youths and returned in safety, the thirty-oared 
 galley, was preserved by the Athenians down to the time of Demetrius Phalereus. They 
 took away the old timbers from time to time, and put new and sound ones in their places, 
 so that the vessel became a standing illustration for the philosophers in the mooted 
 question of growth, some declaring that it remained the same, others that it was not the 
 same vessel. 
      —Plutarch, Plutarch’s Lives 
 
 
 
 
I: Becoming the Teaching of Literature  
 
 During my first experiences of selecting literary texts and putting together a literature 

curriculum, the teaching of literature for me had existed on what seemed like a transcendental 

plane—as if it hadn’t been something made up by people but just always was. The commonly 

taught literary texts appeared like a given. I began to be troubled, however, when I started 

wondering why some literary texts were taught rather than others. Further, the Common Core 

Standards were starting to impact the school I was teaching at in Northern California; just as I 

thought I’d figured out how to make a literature curriculum, as well as what a literature 

curriculum meant for the students at my school, the entire school district’s literature curriculum 

needed to be re-evaluated and revised to conform to the new standards, as ordered by district 

administrators. A meeting of the English teachers from the district’s two high schools and two 

middle schools was organized to “vertically align” the literature curricula of the district’s schools 

to match the new standards. The meeting devolved quickly into a debate about when students 

should read William Golding’s Lord of the Flies and which literary elements at which grade 

level, according to the new standards, best fit with Golding’s novel. And it was recommended 
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that some works of literature be removed entirely from the curriculum because they did not align 

with the standards. I thought that surely works of literature came to be taught for reasons other 

than because terms like symbolism could apply to them and symbolism happened to be a concept 

in teaching standards codified for a specific grade level. There were, I thought, other processes 

that conferred educational value onto works of literature. Eventually my investigation into 

attempting to understand the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature began. And 

while the general aim of this study has been an attempt to puzzle together an answer to a 

question about the canon, I am now unsure whether it can be definitively answered: again, what 

is the role of the literary canon in the teaching of literature?  

 Like the ship of Thesues, if all of the parts, including texts (as well as the changing 

definition of “text”) and practices, of a literature curriculum are removed and altered over time, 

is it still the teaching of literature? Before the social and philosophical movements of the 1960s 

helped to usher in criticisms of the literary canon and subsequently lead to revisions of the canon 

and the teaching of literature into another canon of seemingly other canons, a more general 

problem, pointing towards the permeability of the field as it would be revisited and revised again 

at the Dartmouth Seminar eight years later, was raised at the 1958 Basic Issues Conferences 

when its members considered the question “What is English?”:  

 [W]e are uncertain whether our boundaries should include world literature in translation, 

 public speaking, journalism, listening, remedial reading, and general academic 

 orientation. Some of these activities admittedly promote the social development of the 

 individual. But does excessive emphasis on them result in the neglect of that great body 

 of literature which can point the individual’s development in more significant directions? 

 (as cited in Marckwardt, 1967, p. 9) 
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And before the literary canon—the sentiment of “masterpieces” or a “great body of literature”—

became a part of the teaching of literature in the 1800s, it had already developed through cultural 

and social forces, as well as generic ones (Fowler, 1979), really being conceptualized as it is 

today for the first time in the late 1700s in England (Kramnick, 1997; Ross, 1998). In U.S. 

schools, “standard authors” became an element of college entrance exams in the late 1800s, 

which in turn led them to being used at secondary schools as part of the English curriculum, 

eventually codified in the Uniform Lists of the College Entrance Examination Board, and 

supported by philological approaches to literature (Applebee, 1974). The texts, however, began 

to change in reaction to teaching practices, new categories, and social and cultural forces. 

American literature started to become a part of the teaching of literature after World War I and 

an interpretive approach that focused on the text itself later helped to further unify the teaching 

of literature (Graff, 1989)—effects that were then codified and disseminated in literature 

anthologies (Lauter, 1991; Golding, 1995; Csicsila, 2004; Selden, Widdowson, & Brooker, 

2015). 

 As the teaching of literature began to change, the canon began to change with it, notably 

at the college level. The civil rights movements and developments in literary theory eventually 

spurred academics and teachers to reconfigure the teaching of literature with epistemological 

critiques of the canon calling into question whose knowledge and what types of knowledge it 

privileged and excluded, in addition to offering new ways of interpreting literary texts, whether 

or not they were traditional. And throughout the culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s, 

anthologies began expanding and addressing issues of race, class, and gender (Shesgreen, 2009; 

Lauter, 2016). Twenty-five years after the publication of The Heath Anthology of American 

Literature, which included a more diverse selection of authors and works than any anthology 
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before, Lauter (2016) opined that the teaching of literature today is almost unrecognizable 

compared to what it was sixty years earlier.  

 While it has grown to encompass cultural studies and an expanding array of literary 

types, traditional works are still taught and studied, too (Damrosch, 2009b). Many of the works 

that appear in secondary English classrooms, on the other hand, have been there for decades 

(Applebee, 1991; Greig & Holloway, 2016; Styslinger, 2017) and appear in the Common Core 

Standard’s list of text exemplars (Aston, 2017). Other texts, though, like multimedia texts and 

works of adolescent literature, have become a part of the curricula of many English classrooms, 

though they are at times challenged and regarded as secondary to traditional literary works 

(Caillouet & Sanford, 2014). And so, without needing to dive into the metaphysics of identity, 

like the ship of Theseus, although the composition of the teaching of literature may change, the 

teaching of literature continues, the notion of a literary canon remaining in different degrees and 

subject to revision, never fully complete.  

 An application of Foucauldian power relations and resistance sheds light on how the 

literary canon forms and changes as the teaching of literature changes. Being a socially 

constructed field of knowledge, the teaching of literature contains a variety of codes, rules, and 

systems of discourse—its own epistemology that includes what counts as knowledge as well as 

how to understand, speak, and write about that knowledge. When teachers enter that field of 

knowledge, they are expected to act in certain ways abiding by various written and unwritten 

rules, which monitor and regulate them through relations of power, forming them as certain types 

of subjects. English teachers therefore function as “custodians of a discourse” (Eagleton, 

1983/2008, p. 175), reinforcing and preserving its knowledge, the literary texts and interpretive 

practices that constitute the field. As Popkewitz has said, the relations of power embedded in 
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educational institutions produce “a normativity whose effects are governing systems of inclusion 

and exclusion” (p. 155), showing what type of knowledge as well as whose knowledge does and 

doesn’t have value. 

 However, just as power relations work to form subjects and bodies of knowledge, they, 

through intervening acts of resistance, enable change as well—changes that canonical texts 

themselves went through in the past as they became canonical. In the first part of the 20th 

century, when English departments were shifting away from teaching great amounts of historical 

information to focusing on literary works themselves, they in effect brought with them not only 

certain new texts but new ways of talking and writing about those texts, creating new relations of 

power. As Scholes (2011) notes, “The critic/teachers in these new departments of English 

borrowed from the modernist writers the notion of literature as a form of art” (p. 11). The New 

Critics, for example, produced ways of explicating these works of literature without the need of 

contextual knowledge, thereby ascribing value to them by enacting changes in the interpretive 

discourse of the teaching of literature. Yet what persisted was the notion of inclusion and 

exclusion, which emerged long before the 20th century when the literary canon itself formed in 

part as texts of the “learned reader” in the 1700s (Ross, 1998). Works that were considered 

“popular fiction” in the early 20th century, says Scholes, were not worthy of critical attention and 

did not align with the new literary tastes and interpretive practices that focused on the text itself. 

Acts of resistance, stemming from the civil rights movements and new methods of literary 

analysis emerging in the 1960s and 1970s, ruptured the teaching of literature, producing new 

discursive practices, types of literature, and hence changes in the canon, elevating some works of 

literature while eschewing others that, again, did not conform to certain discursive practices. 

Adolescent literature in secondary schools has been going through similar processes, responding 



 

175	

	  

to acts of resistance, such as changing interpretive practices and reorganizations of literature 

curriculum, changing how such works are viewed and read and consequently their value.  

 Conceptualizing the teaching of literature and the canon as an assemblage subject to 

relations of power illustrates how cultural processes, processes of categorization, and interpretive 

practices can be viewed as forces that territorialize, deterritorialize, and reterritorialize the canon 

in the teaching of literature over time. These forces likewise are coded and recoded in teaching 

documents like standards and literature anthologies. Conceiving of the teaching of literature as 

an assemblage calls attention to “the part to whole relations” of the various entities of the 

teaching of literature and “what they are capable of doing when they interact” (DeLanda, 2006, 

p. 7). As works of literature certainly attain value and exist outside the teaching of literature, 

when they become part of the teaching of literature as an assemblage, readers and teachers 

interact with them based on different cultural ideas, a variety of interpretive practices, and a 

range of organizing principles. These processes, being recurrent and normalized through 

relations of power, then privilege certain aspects of the assemblage over others; those aspects 

become inscribed in anthologies and spread through teaching documents; and they make some 

texts and interpretive approaches appear to have more educational value than others, thereby 

defining the assemblage of the teaching of English—a field that is fluid and subject to numerous 

forces of change that begin at the local level of English teachers.  

 According to Foucault, “people know what they do; they frequently know why they do 

and what they do; but what they don’t know is what what they do does” (as cited in Heller, 1996, 

p. 87). I am not advocating that, after reading this study, teachers of literature ought to tear down 

or revise their curricula (maybe some should), but that they pay better attention to the role of the 

literary canon in their own classrooms, as it seems to be an integral part of the assemblage of the 
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teaching of literature. As we may not be aware of all the effects of “what” we do when selecting 

literary texts and teaching literature, what I am suggesting is that we make attempts to become 

more aware of how our own beliefs, habits, and pedagogical and interpretive practices (or those 

of others imposed on us) may shape the educational value of different literary texts, that the 

canon (emerging out of a constellation of forces) is in fact imaginary (Guillory, 1993), and that, 

in other words, we try to make apparent the workings of canon formation in our own curriculum. 

This also entails understanding how our students (whose social and cultural backgrounds may 

differ from ours) interact in different ways with the texts they read, whether they are reading 

using a specific interpretive practice, examining elements of a certain author’s craft, or both. 

Again, the literary texts that appear in English classrooms change as the teaching of literature 

changes. Understanding what may enact changes in the canon and the teaching of literature (as I 

explored in the previous chapters)—changes in the value of not only traditional texts but new 

ones too—can make possible, when necessary, new avenues of meaningful literary experience 

for our students, and give us a better understanding of how we come to teach some literary texts 

rather than others and, perhaps, when it is and isn’t time to change. 

 

 
II: Implications for Further Study, Limitations, and Final Thoughts 
 
 Despite the theoretical bent of this study, my intended audience has been anyone 

interested in the teaching of literature, including beginning teachers, experienced teachers, 

teachers designing and teaching courses on the teaching of literature, and those interested in 

research in the teaching of literature. Furthermore, I view this study as an assemblage, composed 

of a variety of entities that exist both outside and within it: different chapters (chapters two and 

three include modified sections of an article [Aston, 2017] I published in the Journal of 
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Curriculum Theorizing), research-based documents, theoretical works, and practice-based 

articles are all territorialized by the repeated common thread of an attempt to understand the role 

of the canon in the teaching of literature—and some of these entities push up against each other 

in deterritorializing efforts. What follow are what I think are several implications of this study: 

one implication of this study involves future research possibilities; other implications are 

theoretical and pedagogical ones, hinted at already. This study, attempting to add to and 

comment on a sliver of an enormous field, certainly includes a variety of limitations as well, 

which are related to some of its implications. 

 One of the limitations of this study is also a major implication. That is to say, this study 

has been document and theory based, drawing on a variety of other studies, including empirical 

ones. Despite that being my total intention for investigating the role of the literary canon in the 

teaching of literature, I think there is a current need in the teaching of English for conducting 

more qualitative studies on the nature of text selection and figuring out exactly what texts 

teachers are selecting and using in their classrooms and why, as well as their interpretive 

practices. Specifically, there ought to be more studies like the ones conducted by Applebee 

(1991, 1992) over twenty-five years ago, especially his (1992) “Stability and Change in the High 

School Canon.” Mary E. Styslinger  (2017), citing a survey study on text selection done by 

Kylene Beers and Robert E. Probst in 2008 and 2010, noted that there has been little change in 

the secondary canon since Applebee’s 1992 piece, namely in grades nine and ten. Moreover, the 

rise of the Common Core Standards have stirred up conversations of the literary canon (Moss, 

2013; Caillouet & Sanford, 2014; Aston, 2017) and now might be a good time to continue 

investigating the practical impact they may have had on the teaching of literature with qualitative 

studies seeking to understand what texts and practices teachers are using and why. 
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 Recent social and cultural movements—ranging from Black Lives Matter to #Metoo, 

Bernie Sander’s decrying of the wage inequalities in the United States, and groups energized by 

the xenophobic platitudes of politicians—have called attention to persisting discriminations 

against and misguided representations of groups of people. Studies into whether or not and (if so) 

how such movements (which themselves could be conceptualized as assemblages subject to 

relations of power) might affect the text selection practices of English teachers could possibly 

shed further light on the forces affecting the literary canon. Students, moreover, may also have 

insightful ideas to share about text selection practices. For example, Marley Dias, a middle 

school student upset by the dearth of books at her school with black female main characters, 

launched her #1000Blackgirlbooks campaign to increase access and awareness of books with 

black female protagonists, with an aim of donating such books to libraries (Stevens, 2018, 

January 30). Earlier this year (2018) student-led protests, spurred by some of the movements 

above, erupted over the core curriculum at Reed College in Oregon, leading the school to swiftly 

revise its curriculum to be more multicultural. Historian Katie Kelaidis (2018, April 26) has 

suggested that such movements may be inaugurating “the return of the canon wars,” which she 

says may move beyond the simple binary of canonical and noncanonical and help illustrate the 

importance of both traditional and new works, rather than one or the other.  

 Richard Rorty (1999) has in fact cautioned against the quick political coopting of the 

literary canon as well, calling for a balanced approach. He claims that the analytic trend in 

philosophy popularized by Logical Positivism took the “inspiration” out of philosophy, 

reinforcing the analytic and continental divide in schools of philosophy; he worries that a similar 

process of division could occur in literary studies, producing a dry discipline based primarily on 

theory and methods of reading, ignoring the pleasure afforded by imaginative works. He writes, 
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“A humanistic discipline is in good shape only when it produces both inspiring works and works 

which contextualize and thereby deromanticize and debunk, those inspiring works” (p. 134). 

This emphasizes the importance of interrogating both what is read (and what texts are read 

together) in the teaching of literature and also how those works are read (Graff, 2009), 

examining the value of both traditional works and contemporary ones, as there are multiple ways 

to read and experience both. And I think that inspiration can thereby come from both texts of the 

past and the present, and what inspires us can change as we change. As I’ve hoped to show here 

and in the previous chapter, theorizing the teaching of literature as an assemblage can account for 

such discrepancies in the field and underscore the numerous processes that shape and change it—

while there are forces that territorialize it there are ones that change it and help it grow. 

 It seems that a literature curriculum as assemblage implies that the teaching of English 

may indeed, as I suggested earlier, “always be in-the-making” (Miller, 2005). Miller (2005) 

writes, “English education in-the-making, then, alludes to curriculum, teaching, and researching 

practices that are situated within and take into account specific identities and social and cultural 

relations of similarity and difference” (p. 238). Understanding the teaching of literature, namely 

a literature curriculum, as an assemblage constructed through power relations draws attention to 

the various situated practices and interactions that contribute to a curriculum as “in-the-making” 

and operating in and against forces that attempt to stabilize and define it, including the identities 

of teachers and students in the assemblage. Similarly, Franke (2011) has argued for viewing the 

literary canon itself as “in the making” (p. 55). The teaching of literature (like the teaching of 

English in general), while it may appear static when coded in anthologies, standards, and other 

documents, is always being remade, and placed in tension with forces (cultural and otherwise) 

that seek to normalize teachers and students as certain kinds of subjects. The teaching of 
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literature and the canon are thus necessarily incomplete; in the classroom, although forces, 

including standards and textbooks, may seek to regulate the teaching of literature, there are often 

possibilities for resistance to account for and underscore difference in the field, ranging from 

reorganizing the curriculum to modifying interpretive approaches and changing what it means 

for something to be a text, whether it be a text from the past or a text from the present, or even a 

video, a hip-hop song, or other multimedia text. 

 As I’ve described in previous chapters, Robert Scholes has repeatedly invoked the 

concept of the text, calling for it to have greater importance in the teaching of English (Scholes, 

1986, 1992, 1998, 2011). Scholes (2011), in his English after the Fall, writes, “we need to 

redefine English as the study of textuality rather than literature” (p. 34). He goes on to say, “The 

study of textuality involves looking at works that function powerfully in our world, and 

considering both what they mean and how they mean” (p. 37). Culture becomes a text, in 

addition to traditional works, multimedia works, advertisements, movies, music, and so on. He 

suggests focusing on the how of reading these various types of texts, looking at their relations, 

investigating personal reactions, historical contexts, and evaluating the values embedded in them. 

Mentioning the meaning of the word “text,” to weave, he writes, “the image of a weaver weaving 

with a ‘text-book’ in front of him should remind us of what textuality is all about: patterns of 

cloth and patterns of life indeed” (p. 50). I think that conceiving of the teaching of literature as an 

assemblage, likewise, implies the importance of textuality in the teaching of literature. Forces 

have shaped and changed the teaching of literature, ascribing value to some texts rather than 

others through different textual practices—ways of reading and ordering those texts. Cultural 

forces have also had territorializing effects on the teaching of literature. And different ways of 

interacting with texts have altered their value, deterritorializing the teaching of literature. Such 
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processes seem to bespeak the importance of textuality in the teaching of English, and insist that 

teachers pay careful attention to how they place different texts together in a curriculum as well as 

what they expect their students to do and experience when reading them. 

 The processes that shape and change the literary canon in the teaching of literature impact 

what it means to teach literature but also illustrate that the teaching of literature adapts and 

changes, taking in new stories and types of texts as well as new ways of experiencing and 

interpreting them. Vinz (2000), cautioning against the implications of canonizing multicultural 

literature, has suggested that “we might conceive literature curriculum as a spiderweb of stories 

in dialogue with other stories, as a reader’s stories tangle as one of the many in the web” (pp. 

145-146). Like a spiderweb, in the teaching of literature as an assemblage, there are numerous 

entities all connected through their recurrent interactions, making a web or different lines in the 

assemblage. These entities in effect “weave” the web of teaching literature into new 

configurations. Yet relations of power attempt to make some aspects of the assemblage more 

rigid and privileged in the assemblage, elevating the status of some works and practices (as well 

as types of works) over others. The teaching of literature as an assemblage calls attention to the 

other components of the teaching of literature—readers and their experiences. Without them, the 

assemblage would decompose.  

 How we conceive of the teaching of literature, like an assemblage or a web, opens up 

“the space of possibilities associated with the assemblage” (DeLanda, 2006, p. 30). Many of the 

possibilities in a literature curriculum, such as student stories and nontraditional texts, can end up 

silenced or erased by process of territorialization. Yet it is also possible to open up “the space of 

possibilities” of a literature curriculum through acts of resistance and deterritorialization—to 

attempt to call attention to the processes that shape and change the teaching of literature and gain 
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a better understanding of the parts of it that matter most to us, our “acid test,” as Rosenblatt 

(1956) might call it, for determining the educational value of literary texts, whether they are 

stories from the past or the present, or are being crafted by our students as they interact with 

other texts in ways that take them into and beyond the text. 
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