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TALK:  TEXAS TWO YEAR COLLEGE ASSOCIATION, Houston, Texas (Feb. 2002)

I'm grateful to be here today, and I would like to thank Mike Matthews, the English chair for the 

conference for inviting me.

When I was asked to speak to you today, only a few weeks had passed since the events of 9/11.  It seemed to me, as I considered the profound changes we all had faced, that those of us who teach would find those changes deeply significant not only to our personal lives, but also to our classroom lives.  At that time, I had only an inkling of what those changes would entail.  Even now., each time I meet with students, or exchange views with colleagues, or sit down to plan a class or to respond to student papers, I find myself often surprised and sometimes overwhelmed.   At first, I thought that nothing I had done before could possibly make sense or have any meaning given what we, as a nation, have experienced.  It seemed that we would have to reinvent every process and redefine every goal in our lives. 

 However, on November 25, as I finished reading the articles I found of interest in that morning's  New York Times -- many of them, of course, focusing on the ramifications of September 11 --  I turned for the treat I still allowed myself:  reading the latest "Doonesbury" strip.  In this strip, a young, first year college student walks along with his uncle, who asks him how he has been holding up.  The student replies, "Okay, I guess . . . . I mean I still have trouble concentrating . . . can't really seem to focus on work or anything of substance . . . so I stay in my room, eating or watching TV or losing myself in video games  . . . anything to avoid engaging or facing the real world  . . ."    His uncle responds, "So it's steady as she goes?" And the young student responds, "Right, I haven't really had to make an adjustment."   While I hadn't smiled often since 9/11, I did smile at the student's innocent confession. 

  I realized, too, that even before the horrific events in New York City and Washington D.C., most of my students -- especially the first-year students -- experienced a great deal of stress during their initial college experience.  And this was true whether these students were of traditional or non-traditional age and background.  Before the threat of terrorist air attacks and anthrax letters, my students -- and if I'm guessing right, your students -- came to class with every other kind of pressure imaginable.  Many had family pressures and concerns that kept them filled with anxiety; many had financial worries that threatened to cut short their schooling; many were overwhelmed by the fear of failure, by the sense that they would not be able to succeed in the courses they were taking.  Most of these students were, in fact, getting up each day and going to work, caring for their families, and attending their classes.  They were not hiding in their rooms as was the Doonesbury student, yet I realized -- from their comments in discussions, in journals, and in more formal written assignments -- that they experienced the trouble concentrating and the difficulty focusing on anything of substance that this student mentions.  Considering these students' lives in mid-November also required recognizing that, in addition to the rather daunting challenges they regularly face as they pursue their academic goals, they now struggle -- as do we all -- with the uncertainty, loss, anger and fear engendered by the attacks endured by our country.

All of this is to say that I do not think teaching in a changed world requires, or even necessarily invites, a completely different approach.  Instead, I think we need to consider all the things we were doing prior to 9/11 that seemed to work well for our students.   Yet we need to look at them in the light of what some now call the "new normal."    Some of the approaches that I believe may work include the following:  

First:  Paying close attention to students' responses -- and to our own responses -- to what 

we are reading and putting those evolving responses to use as we choose and teach literary selections.

Second:  Remembering that traditional texts offer both stability and challenge as they are 

read in new times.  

Third:  Discovering the new texts that our lives and times tell us we need for growth, for challenge, and sometimes even for comfort.

Fourth:  Recognizing the increasing importance of visual texts and of considering the way  visual texts can be read, both by themselves and in conjunction with verbal texts.

To address the first point -- paying close attention to students' responses as well as to instructors' responses -- I focussed on what students and instructors, both from my own college and from colleges across the country, had told me in the past.  I tried to see what I could discover for the future.  One of the first things that came to mind were observations regarding the perceived tone of literary selections.   Students expressed these responses in classroom discussion, in office conversations and on end-of-semester evaluations.     Let me quote a few, which may sound familiar:

"I learned a lot from the literature we've read, and I admit many of the stories and poems made me think hard about things I'd always just believed were true.  But I wish not everything we read was so depressing!"

"The stories and plays were good.  I found them more interesting than I had expected.  

What I didn't like was that the endings were almost always sad and the characters had

such hard lives."

"Does good literature mean that you look mainly at the problems of people?"

In responding to such comments, I had often sighed, tried to explain the importance of seeing complexity in the world.  I had suggested that in life, and in literature, circumstances, events, and people can rarely be easily categorized or defined.  I had talked about the way the progress of our lives does not break up into neat episodes, each with a distinctly "happy" or "sad" ending and asked my students to look at the works we read together as mobile, as suggesting possibilities rather than providing absolute answers.


Of course, post 9/11 many people -- including a good number of our students -- are more than ever before desperately seeking absolute answers -- answers to questions such as: Why did some groups of people cheer as they watched the pictures of the trade towers falling?  Who are they and why do they hate us?  Who can be defined as good?  Who are the so-called forces of evil? These are questions that cannot easily be answered through the exploration of literature -- if they can be answered at all -- but they are questions that haunt the minds of many today, including of course, our students, and no doubt, in some form, ourselves.


It was tempting to address, post haste, the good-evil dichotomy or to launch directly into cross cultural journeys.   I do believe that these themes, often explored in the pre 9/11 classroom must be as much (and maybe even more) a part of post 9/11 teaching.  However, it seemed to me that what students were seeking in their literature classes -- even before the world trade towers fell -- was a way to hope.  And when I examined my own teaching carefully I found that while I had definitely included what I would consider sources of hope in the literature I taught, I had never directly discussed or focussed on the theme of hope as I planned the semester's readings, discussions, and writing assignments.  Maybe hope seemed like one of those dangerous topics -- happiness, honor, death, and of course love -- which often arose in discussions but which I shied away from addressing directly.   The theme of hope -- like those I've just mentioned -- seemed daunting at least partly because such themes invite what one of my colleagues calls "the Hallmark card response."  You know what she means.  Papers that begin with sentences like these:   "Love is a warm, fuzzy feeling."  "Love is what makes the world go around."  or of course the inevitable "Love means never having to say you are sorry."   


But I had recently read the results of surveys, carried out by Youthstream Media Network, which, in interviews with more than 1000 college students, ages 18 to 24, found that 80 percent had reported their attitudes about the future as hopeful in pre- 9/11 interviews.  In contrast, only 51 percent identified themselves as hopeful post 9/11.  Considering these numbers, along with the responses of students and colleagues to my own informal questions, I decided that fear of Hallmark response was not an emotion that I could coddle, 

 I needed to address the topic of hope directly, and I needed to do so in a way that would offer affirmation to students while at the same time encouraging them to think critically.  I wanted them to see that hope did not have to mean simply "flowers and puppies" as one skeptical student feared when I introduced the topic.  I wanted them to recognize that optimism and possibility have been themes that have always lived in literature and that they are themes that will continue to inform the poetry, fiction, and drama that we read.   I decided to continue with many of the literary selections I traditionally taught, but to use hope as a guiding theme.  I scrapped my standard syllabus and designed an approach intended to take this introductory course in a new direction.   To open the conversation, I asked students to consider the following quotations: 

1. "Hope isn't confidence, nor is it naïve optimism, it is the opposite of security, and it can be disappointed."



Andy Merrifield in "No Exit?  Dream On!"



Nation  06/05/00 Vol. 270, Issue 22, p. 44

2. "Hope still nails a flag on the mast, even in decline, in that the decline is not accepted.  Pitfalls and danger forever ambush hope, but it is the consciousness of danger and at the same time the determined negation of that which continually makes the opposite of the hoped-for-object possible."



Ernst Bloch in Possible Utopias, Simon and Schuster, NY, 1978, p. 67

3. "Hope is illusory and causes more pain than benefit to humankind."



Sophocles, (c. 496-406 B.C.E.) in Collected Works of Sophocles



Oxford University Press, 1956, p. 976.



Translator:  John Sayers

4. "It is hope, after all, that makes it possible for us to live day to day."





Kathleen Norris in Amazing Grace , Penguin Putnam, NY, 1998, p. 321

5. "Hope is defined as the process of thinking about one's goals, along with the motivation to move toward and the ways to achieve those goals."



C.R. Snyder, Professor of Psychology, University of Kansas



in "Conceptualizing, Measuring, and Nurturing Hope," The Journal



of Counseling & Development,  Jan/Feb. 95, Vol. 73, Issue 3, p. 355

6. "Hope will forever be the one thing that over and over again can well up in us and move us forward when all else appears lost, the most reliable source of comfort in misfortune.  To be hopeful is to assume that things can change and that we can be agents of change without any expectation of final victories."



Khoren Arisian, "Hope Rather than Optimism:  A Summing Up of What Counts,"



Speech, June 2, 1996, First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis.

7. "Hope is the worst of evils, for it prolongs the torment of man."



Friedrich Nietzsche, 1844-1900, in Beyond Good and Evil,



Little, Brown, Boston, 1955, p. 412  (Translator:  Hans Liesel)

8. "Hope is the thing with feathers--

     That perches in the soul--

     And sings the tune without the words --

     And never --stops -- at all --"


Emily Dickinson (1830-1886), first stanza of "Hope is the thing with feathers"



From The Poems of Emily Dickinson,  ed. Thomas H. Johnson,



   Harvard University Press, 1968, p. 182


In responding to these quotations, students picked up the obvious contrast between the mainly positive comments such as 2, 4,  and 6 and the mainly negative comments such as 3 and 7.  However, they were also, I thought, quite perceptive in seeing 5 as a value neutral definition that could fit quite easily with any of the quotations they had identified as expressing positive or negative views.  Of course, there were wildly varying responses to 8 -- a few loved the extended metaphor while others found it opaque or too "flowery."   I asked students to keep these quotations in mind as we moved into the readings of the semester, and I also asked them to remember the following as a guiding set of questions:  "What is my definition of hope?" "What sources of hope do I see in my own life?"  "What sources of hope do I see in the larger world?"

Most of the assigned texts were works that I had taught before, and this brings me to my second main point -- the second thing that I think we are already doing well and that we can continue to do with even more diligence.  That is remembering that traditional texts offer both stability and challenge as they are read in new times.  As reader-response theorists such as Louise Rosenblatt, Wolfgang Iser, and Robert Bleich remind us, texts become meaningful in different ways, for different people, at different times, for different reasons.  For example, consider three texts I have taught post 9/11 and also many times pre 9/11.  Thomas Hardy's "The Man He Killed," Jeanne Wakatsuki  and John Houston's memoir Farewell to Manzanar , and Alice Walker's short story "To Hell With Dying,"

I know Hardy's poem is familiar, but think about it with your post 9/11 consiousness and with the hope quotations in mind.  The images in the poem show an infantry soldier, probably British, thinking about a man he has killed in war.  Although Hardy wrote the poem in 1902, students who read the poem pre 9/11 often talked about the other solider -- the one Hardy's infantryman would have treated "if met where any bar is"-- as being  German.  Students have gone on to make the case that wars, created by dictators, presidents and generals, make enemies of people who could otherwise be friends.  In some cases, students (particularly older, non-traditional age students) have pointed out that the United States fought against Germany, Japan, and Italy in World War II, yet today those countries are allies. Teaching the poem post 9/11, I've heard similar initial responses, but now there's often a disclaimer.  Here is a typical journal entry:

In the past, maybe soldiers who fought on different sides could be friends later.  But with the war in Afghanistan, I think it is different.  The enemy soldiers are terrorists and how could we ever even think the same way as they do at all?

Instead of moving rather quickly through this poem, as I might have in the past, I asked students to do some reading, through web searches, to discover more information, requiring them to read not only press reports from the United States but also from abroad.  This is very easy to do with resources available on Google links and through the archives of these link sources.  While there is not time here to go into all the details, many students were amazed to find the wide range of views and opinions expressed by their sources and ended up thinking that, well, yes there might be the possibility for future connections.  Then I pushed further.  In the past, I believe, most readers would see Hardy's poem as primarily negative, with a theme that shows the futility of war and the ironies of the way allegiances shift and change, seemingly at the whim of those in power.  Could any of the students -- could I? -- see any possibility of hope in Hardy's poem?   Here is a response excerpted from a student paper:

Andy Merrifield wrote that "hope is the opposite of security, and it can be disappointed" (44).  I think Merrifield's words can be applied to Hardy's poem because we cannot be absolutely sure that anything will change in the future.  We might continue to be disappointed, but at least the speaker in the poem has come to see the other soldier as a human being.  I think that would be a source of hope.  At least there is one person who is thinking about a side of war that was not his own side.

Of course, we talked about other themes and other aspects of the poem -- the point was not simply to try to squeeze hope from the lines.  For instance, some students mentioned that Hardy's solider could not have bought a Muslim soldier a drink because that would have been an insult to his religion.  Here was a path toward discussing cross-cultural customs and values -- which at least one student said was a source of hope in itself.  And, of course, some students did not see any source of hope, in the positive sense, choosing, instead to apply Sophocles' definition -- seeing the possibility of the world's people ever coming to any understanding as "illusory and causing more pain than benefit to humankind."   Nevertheless, most students agreed that even this rather grim war poem, when read carefully and thoughtfully, could offer the theme of hope 


Another work that is widely anthologized, Jeanne Watkasuki and James Houston's Farewell to Manzanar,  also offered post 9/11 affirmations and challenges.  This memoir chronicles the trials of Watkasuki's family when they are interned --along with so many other Japanese Americans and Japanese immigrants -- as a danger to national security during World War II.  If one wants to see reader response theory in practice, teaching this selection post 9/11 provides an amazing opportunity.  Because I had taught Farewell to Manzanar pre 9/11, I had samples of journals and papers from former students to compare with my present students' writings and discussion.  In the past, nearly everyone was extremely sympathetic with Jeanne and her family, being especially moved, for example, by the scene in which Jeanne's mother, with tears streaming down her face, angrily breaks an entire set of priceless family china.  She prefers to destroy the dishes rather than to accept the pittance offered to her by the dealer who has come to profit from the forced move the Japanese families must make.


In teaching this selection, post 9/11, I found that more than half the class, while expressing sympathy with Jeanne and her family, also expressed the idea that our government had to act as they did because of the dangers they believed Japanese families, especially fishing families, might present.  Anticipating this response, I had set up a course web site with plentiful links to such resources as historic documents relating to the internment, the changing analyses of the internment, and testimony by internees.  I asked students to read the web site selections, then to read their initial responses, and finally to respond again.  I also asked them to return to Watkatsuki's text, to look carefully at what she had written.  The second set of responses was tempered by the additional reading.  Students, for the most part, decided that the writer, her family, and the other residents of Manzanar camp had endured a grave injustice.  One student made a thoughtful comparison between his changing response to the piece by referring back to Hardy's poem:

The speaker in "The Man He Killed" comes to see the other soldier as a person.  This person was not just an enemy.  When I wrote my first response, I was thinking more about Jeanne as part of a whole group of people and just accepting that I could see why our government would see them as enemies.  Now I have done a lot more reading.  I see that saying, "all these people are the enemy" could



cause a lot of problems.  I need to think more about this.

In addition, to thinking about the problems and injustices faced by Jeanne and her family -- a topic I always explored in depth when teaching this text --I also asked students (in keeping with the theme of hope) to see whether or not there were images, scenes, or characters they would define as positive.  Students were extremely responsive to this request, finding many examples such as the following:

The power of the creative impulse.  For instance, the stone gardens many of the older Japanese men made in their makeshift yards..  Nothing would grow in the hard clay, yet the patterned stones offered something beautiful in their desert surroundings.  

The persistence of ordinary activities.  For example, many students were astonished by Jeanne's description of the school she attended and the web site's reproduction of the Manzanar high school yearbook, with its French Club, sports teams, and even baton twirlers..  

The demonstration of patriotism, even in the face of unfair and discriminatory treatment.  For instance, the desire of many of the young Japanese men to serve in the United States army, in spite of the humiliation they had suffered.

 All of these responses were seen as demonstrating the kind of hope defined by Kathleen Norris as making it "possible for us to live day to day" and by responding, as Ernst Bloch suggests, so that "even in decline . . . the decline is not accepted." 


The third selection I'd like to consider is quite different from Hardy's poem or Watkatsuki's memoir.  The main setting of Alice Walker's short story "To Hell With Dying" does not place us in the conflicts of a conventional war, although near the end of the story there is  a reference to the narrator's brother who is unable to come to Mr. Sweet's bedside because he is "in the war in Asia."  For the main part, however, the action takes place in a small,  Southern community where the narrator and her brother, from the time they were very young children, come to believe that they have the power to revive their elderly neighbor Mr. Sweet when he is -- apparently -- in the throes of death.  I chose this story because it has a very different setting than the two other works I've discussed and because I think it is important to explore the theme of hope in the broadest possible context.


In teaching this story in the past, we've had great discussions focussing on such questions as whether Mr. Sweet Little is a suitable companion for young children.  The narrator describes him as being "constantly on the verge of being blind drunk" and yet notes that "his ability to be drunk and sober at the same time made him an ideal playmate, for he was as weak as we were and we could usually best him in wrestling, all the while keeping a fairly coherent conversation going."   Many students have found the story disturbing, noting that a terrible burden was placed on the narrator and her brother when they were called over and over again to Mr. Sweet's bedside where their father would proclaim, "To hell with dying, man, these children want Mr. Sweet."  The narrator says that during these years she and her brother "had not learned that death was final when it did come.  We thought nothing of triumphing over it so many times."  In the past, the classroom debate over the children's circumstances and the choices made by their parents dominated the discussion.  The effects of racism on Mr. Sweet, who had been unable to pursue his chosen professions, were also examined in some detail.  

The conclusion of the story, however, was an element that I had given short shrift.  Thinking about this avoidance, I realized that I had probably steered students away from an extended discussion of the conclusion because it is quite sentimental.  The narrator, now a young woman, returns once more to Mr. Sweet's bedside.  This time, however, the old man does not revive.  The narrator is saddened as she acknowledges to herself that the childhood magic in which she had believed was an illusion.  As an adult she, of course, sees death as final and momentarily she despairs.  However, Mr. Sweet's dying wish is that the narrator inherit his old guitar, which he had played for the children throughout the years.  Sitting by his death bed, she picks up the guitar and plays it, recognizing that "the magic of Mr. Sweet lingered still in the cool steel box."  She speaks of catching the "fragrant delicate scent of tender yellow roses" through the open window of Mr. Sweet's room and of recognizing him as her "first love."  Now, focusing on the theme of hope, we spent quite a lot of time on this passage.  

      We spent time thinking and talking about the difference between false sentimentality and honest sentiment.  False sentimentality, we decided, like false hope seeks to engage one's emotions for no reason other than the exploitation of the feeling itself.   In contrast, honest sentiment asks the reader to take seriously the emotions the work evokes, even when it is painful and difficult to do so.  It is much easier to pass rather quickly over a conclusion replete with references to magic, to tender yellow roses, and to first love than it is to talk about it in a respectful and non-ironic way.  Several students in writing and talking about this final passage referred to the quotation from Khoren Arisian.  In spite of the narrator's sorrow, it is hope that wells up and moves her forward.  

We have a sense that she has looked at the whole of Mr. Sweet's life, not just the tender memories.  We can believe that she recalls his encounters with racism, his disappointments in love, and in his only child and that nonetheless she can move on in her own life.  She can be hopeful.  She can assume that things can change and that she can be an agent of change without, necessarily, any expectation of final victories.  She knows she cannot triumph over death -- as she had thought during her childhood -- but sees also that she can carry the legacy of Mr. Sweet with her.   In the post 9/11 classroom, thinking about death and about legacies and about being agents of change -- even though we may not in our lifetimes see any final victories -- seems extremely important to me.  As Carolyn Foster Segal,, assistant professor of English at Cedar Crest College, wrote in the October 5, 2001 issue of the Chronicle of Higher Education, "What I want now, for my students and for myself, is literature that not only acknowledges longing and loss, but that [also] offers, solace" (B8).


So, in looking at Hardy' poem, at Watkatsuki Houston's memoir, and at Alice Walker's short story, I asked students -- and I asked myself -- to read with a consiousness of themes that might have been overlooked or touched on only lightly before 9/11.  I tried hard to remember how important I have always believed it is -- and how much more important it is now -- to keep in mind what Robert DiYanni says about the reader response approach to literature.  Readers must "respect not only the intellectual acts of analysis and comprehension, but also subjective responses and emotional apprehensions" (Critical Perspectives, McGraw, 1995, 42).


Just as important as reading texts traditionally taught in college literature courses in new ways -- and this is my third point -- will be thinking about new texts that might be introduced or that might influence our teaching.   I was struck by an article in the November 16, 2001, edition of the New York Times, describing Harvard professor Maria Tartar's practice of asking students to write and talk about the books they have loved in childhood ("Reading Magic").  In pursing this practice, she discovered that students often bring tattered copies of these books to college with them.  These are books that survive the move from one house or apartment to the next -- books that are not discarded even though they would no longer be termed "age appropriate reading" for their owners.  Books like these Tartar notes, become what child psychologists call "transitional objects," the touchstones that help us to move from one part of life to another.  

While not all of our students have been read to as children, many will have just such treasured books and most will remember stories that were important to them.   In some cases, our students may think of works they have read to their own children -- the books that will become their transitional objects.  Professor Tartar's approach struck me as an extremely astute bit of pedagogy.  A way to build a bridge from texts students know and find familiar to texts that we will be asking them now to consider. 


So these new texts that I am advocating are actually old texts.  Works which in some cases are familiar and comforting and which in other cases contain frightening and threatening elements, but in a form that the adult reader can, perhaps, bear more readily than the frightening and threatening elements that are now more than ever part of our daily lives.   It seems to me that pursuing the reasons these works from childhood remain important to adults will tell us something about how to look through new lenses at the poems, stories, and plays we teach.  


This semester, I set aside one class period and asked students to talk about or to bring in favorite childhood texts, and in keeping with our theme of hope, to talk about whether they saw elements of hope in the works they chose to describe.  I also suggested that if no book came immediately to mind, they might try perusing the children's section of a local library or bookstore.  I realize that titles discovered in this way would not qualify as true transitional objects, but this proviso meant that everyone had a reasonable opportunity to come to class prepared. 

 I was not surprised to hear my students citing titles such as "The Eyes of the Dragon," "Where the Wild Things Are," "The Secret Garden," and the Pippi Longstocking books.  In many cases, the works we talked about showed children becoming empowered.  Often the main characters faced dangers, yet were able to come through their ordeals whole and usually enriched by the challenges they had overcome.  The worlds of these books, of course, are not, for the most part, the worlds of the works we would typically assign in college literature courses.  However, they can serve as extremely useful transitions.  For instance, the books of childhood provided a great lead into Alice Walker's "To Hell With Dying," -- and it is interesting to note that an adapted version of this story, illustrated by Catherine Decter, has actually been made into a children's book.  In Walker's story, so many of the loved elements of childhood reading appear -- the impossible task (raising the dead) and the power of the children (reviving Mr. Sweet).  But, in the end, the narrator in Walker's story has passed beyond the trials of childhood and has accepted the less dramatic, yet equally amazing power of maturity.  She can no longer raise Mr. Sweet from the dead, but she can draw strength from her magical childhood self to walk the danger-fraught highway of adult life.  And she can do so at least in part because of the hope she gains from understanding her childhood experience.  In like manner, students can look at the themes of their childhood favorites and read the new literature they encounter in their college classes through the lens of hope offered by the stories of their hearts.


In addition to bringing the literature of childhood into the post 9/11 classroom, I believe we also need to consider works that address issues raised by those events.  These works will not necessarily be appropriate -- or even available to be added to class reading lists, but I believe being aware of them adds to our changing consciousness as teachers.  There are many of these works emerging, but today I would like to consider three:  the first two are dramatic productions and the third a poem. The first work I want to talk about is Tony Kushner's latest play, "Homebody/Kabul."  This drama, amazingly enough written before 9/11, has as its central character a middle-aged Englishwoman.  She loves reading long outdated books, and her current project focuses on plowing through 4000 years of the history of Afghanistan.  She finds her ancient resources irresistible because of their "knowing what was known before the more that has since become known" ("One Woman's Quest . . .", Ben Brantley, The New York Times, December 20, 2001).  Brantley's review of the play notes that the Homebody herself, created before the September attacks, becomes an example of such prescience.  Somehow, Kushner manages to get laughter, love, and hope into a drama that plays out its second act against the devastated landscape of late twentieth-century Afghanistan.   When and if this play travels to the places where our students might see it, certainly it would add greatly to the ongoing conversation about our changed world.  In reviewing the play, Brantley says that audiences come away "with a sense that the certainties with which they arrived are no longer very certain."  


Another theater presentation for which I am longing to get a copy of the script is a two actor play called "The Guys,"  Written by Anne Nelson, director of the international Programs for the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia, this is Nelson's first play.  After September 11, a friend called asking Nelson to give her help as a writer to a New York City fire captain.  Called upon to write eulogies for eight of his men killed at the World Trade Center, he felt not only deeply saddened but also overwhelmed by the task before him.  She invited him for tea the following afternoon, and they met for several sessions.  Nelson was deeply moved by what she heard during those afternoon meetings and wanted to write about her experience.   As she tried to record her thoughts for a newspaper article, she realized that she needed a media other than journalism to fully express what she had experienced.   

At a benefit dinner, she sat next to Jim Simpson, director of a small off-Broadway theater, and the conversation turned to her work with the fire captain.  Simpson urged her to communicate her experience in a play.   When Simpson read the script, he decided it would be the perfect work to reopen his theater, which is located only a few blocks from the World Trade Center site.  With Sigourney Weaver portraying the writer's role and Bill Murray as the fire captain, "The Guys"  played for several weeks to sold out audiences  and there is now talk that it may be made into a film.  It seems to me that this is a play about the importance of finding words to express the inexpressible and about the way art -- in this case through theater -- can begin to provide hope and healing at a time when that seems nearly impossible.


A third work addressing the September 11 attack is a poem by Deborah Garrison, published in The New Yorker magazine. 
I Saw You Walking

I saw you walking through Newark Penn Station

in your shoes of white ash.  At the corner

of my nervous glance your dazed passage

first forced me away, tracing the crescent

berth you'd give a drunk, a lurcher, nuzzling

all comers with ill will and his stench, but

not this one, not today:  one shirt arm's sheared

clean from the shoulder, the whole bare limb

wet with muscle and shining dimly pink,

the other full-sheathed in cotton, Brooks Bros.

type, the cuff yet buttoned at the wrist, a

parody of careful dress, preparedness--

so you had not rolled up your sleeves yet this

morning when your suit jacket (here are



the pants, dark gray, with subtle stripe, as worn

by men like you on ordinary days)

and briefcase (you've none, reverse commuter

come from the pit with nothing to carry

but your life) were torn from you, as your life

was not.  Your face itself seemed to be walking,

leading your body north, though the age

of the face, blank and ashen, passing forth

and away from me, was unclear, the sandy

crown of hair powdered white like your feet, but

underneath not yet gray--forty-seven?

forty-eight? the age of someone's father--

and I trembled for your luck, for your broad,

dusted back, half shirted, walking away;

I should have dropped to my knees to thank God

you were alive, o my God, in whom I don't believe.

Deborah Garrison

from The New Yorker, October 22, 2001


This poem provides a stark and stunning look at the hours that immediately followed the bombing of the World Trade Center.  Where can hope be found in the trauma and injury of Garrison's images?  A student responded, "The images show a life totally changed, a life totally different, but life!"  From the scene of so much death, this man, at least, has escaped and the poet and her readers -- while acknowledging the horror -- marvel at the fragile miracle of living.

Just as it is important for us, as teachers, to read works by United States authors directly related to the events and themes of 9/11, so, too, it is important to read more widely in the literature of the mid-East.  Some of us may already be widely read in this literature, but following 9/11, I was shocked to realize how few of the works I had taught over the years -- or read for my own pleasure -- came from mid-Eastern writers.  The reading I am now just beginning does not comprise an orderly list with any clear organizational pattern.  I'm reading in the same way I started reading works written by women, works written by writers from Hispanic, Asian, African, and Native American backgrounds, works written by gay writers and by so many writers that I had never encountered during my undergraduate years in the 1960's or even during my graduate school years during the 1970's.  That is, I am asking for recommendations from friends whom I value as fellow travelers in the world of reading.  So far, I have read Palace Walk, Naguib Mahfouz's Nobel Prize winning novel  showing the life of a Muslim family in Cairo during Egypt's occupation by British troops in the early 1900's.  Particularly of interest is the theme of the conflict of modernism with traditionalism.  This book was published in Arabic in 1956, but did not appear in English translation until 1990.  The second book is a volume of short stories titled "Men in the Sun", written by Palestinian activist Ghassan Kanafani. Most of the stories in this volume were also first published in the 1950's and 1960's.  Reading them, I have been stunned by the timeliness of many of the themes -- particularly the theme of "the individual who chooses death not for individualistic reasons, but in order to further what he sees as the struggle of his people."  It is hard for me to see hope in many of the stories, but reading them seems necessary in the struggle out of the morass of chaos and ignorance in which I found myself following 9/11.  Finally, I am reading a collection of the short stories of Hanan al-Sahykh, called "I Sweep the Sun off Rooftops."   Al Shaykh was born in Lebanon and like  Mahfouz and Kanafani writes about characters, particularly women, who find themselves emeshed in the conflicts of tradition and modernity.   With great strength, wit, and perception, she brings to life characters who live in the amazingly varied landscape of the modern Arab world.  This collection was published in 1998, and offers a more recent point of view than do the two other works I've described.  While these three works represent only a tiny beginning, it is my hope that what I am encountering will before too long lead me to selections and approaches that will work well in the classroom.


My fourth and final point today is that the use of visual images in the literature classroom becomes even more necessary and effective as we try to re-envision our teaching post 9/11.  Clifford Chanin, the founder and president of the Legacy Project, an organization that sponsors the study of the creative response to such catastrophic events as Hiroshima, the Holocaust and the Armenian and Cambodian genocides, says, "One of the striking things about the immediate reaction to the World Trade Center has been the way that people are searching for both consolation and community"  (qtd. in "The Art of Aftermath, Distilled in Memory," Mel Gussow, The New York Times, Nov. 14, 2001).  He notes that this response connects to so many of the world's tragic events "especially in the visual arts."   One of his main points is that artists often cannot explore the "deepest questions of human identity, memory and imagination" until many years have passed.   As Chanin's comments indicate, we might not yet find paintings relating to September's tragedy,  yet we can consider the theme of war and terror in the literature classroom through artistic works that address other desperate times.   For example, we might consider pairing  Goya's "The Third of May, 1808" with David Gewanter's poem reflecting on Goya's terrifying images.

 We might also note that Chanin does suggest that one visual art, photography, often immediately engages the creative process as it responds to disaster.  Certainly with the potential offered today through websites, instructors and students can quite easily find photographs -- sometimes directly related to the September 11 attacks, sometimes tangentially related -- which can lead to class discussion and then to consideration of literary works with similar themes.  For example, a collection I've found enormously useful in pursing the theme of hope can be found by accessing the Hope Photographs website:  www.hopephotographs.com.  The photographs in this moving collection offer images that suggest the resiliency of the human spirit and several relate directly to war and its aftermath.

 However we choose to teach in the changed world, we may find inspiration, solace, and motivation from the words of Fire Captain James Gormley who spoke at the memorial service for the twelve men lost from Engine Company 40 and Ladder Company 35.  I would like to close with a passage from his eulogy.  He told the mourners, gathered together in the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts:

The arts have helped mankind deal with reality since stories were told round the fire and we drew on cave walls.  The arts help us exercise our emotions.  We are surrounded by art and overwhelmed by our emotions.  From the pictures children have drawn for us, the poetry, songs and banners, to the concerts, plays and operas that we have been invited to attend -- use the arts to heal your hearts.  Feel anger, feel hate, feel love, and pride.  [This story] is more than we can absorb in one lifetime, so the story must be told until it makes sense. ("A Fire Captain's Eulogy", The New York Times, p. December 23, 2001).


