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INTRODUCTION

| sometimes wonder how | would be studied if | were a text. | live in the United
States, specifically in Texas, and have lived here for the last 12 years of my life. I'm a
white male and | speak English with a vaguely American accent, although it is distinctly
not Texan. But I’m a British citizen, born in the UK to British parents, and my first step
on American soil came when | was 13 years old. | do not consider myself British or
American. | am a hybrid text; an outsider to both categories. | hold a deep anxiety about
my identity that has provided the fuel for this project, which explores the complications
of national identity in the context of literature. | began with a desire to explore texts in the
categories of “British” and “American” literature that complicate the boundaries of these
definitions, much as | do. I discovered along the way two central research questions that
helped me focus my reading:

1. How do writers of fiction portray and explore identity conflicts and anxieties,
especially at the intersection of different cultures?

2. How do the categories of “American Literature” and “British Literature” reflect
and shape scholars’ and students’ understanding of what it means to be “American” and
“British?”

So the impetus of my project is deeply personal and reflects my own anxieties of
identity. I feel much the same as Junior does in Sherman Alexie’s The Absolutely True
Diary of a Part-Time Indian, when he expresses that “I always feel like a stranger. I was
half Indian in one place and half white in the other” (118). At the intersection of cultures

a new identity forms that crosses both borders and breaks conventional boundaries. Both



in form and in content, this project seeks to join in the tradition of re-thinking convention
and establishing new identities that grow out of the old. I present both a thesis and an
exam project that delves into both British and American Literature, thriving on the
tension between the categories.
The Non-Traditional Thesis

Early on in my research it became clear that a traditional thesis, which requires
deep research into a focused research topic, would not ideally suit my research questions.
| began to explore other options and proposed the idea of an exam-based thesis project,
centered on exam questions that engage macro issues of American and British literature
in the broad time frame of “the 20" century and beyond.” In short I desired breadth, not
depth, in my research. This led to a reading-focused project with a written product that
reflects a broad understanding of a diverse array of texts, both primary and secondary. |
wrote each of the three essays that form the body of this thesis in a four-hour exam after
reading and annotating the texts on my reading lists over a span of nine months. This
introduction serves not only to explain the process and the form of my thesis, but to
reflect on some of my takeaways from this project that I did not address in the scope of
my exam questions. The annotated bibliography that follows the exams helps me
contextualize my readings and also gives me some reminders of content should I revisit
these texts in the future in a teaching context. The appendix contains a revision of my
third essay as well as the complete readings lists (organized by category) and copy of the
exam questions.

In her President’s Column in the Spring 2010 Newsletter, MLA President Sidonie

Smith calls for academics to re-think the purpose of the Dissertation requirement for PhD



candidates and re-form its scope. She asks, “Do we disadvantage our doctoral students
and our profession if we do not begin to expand the forms the dissertation might take, and
do so now, in this time of unrelenting turmoil?” (2) While her focus is on doctoral
students and the concept of a dissertation leading to a monograph, her words also apply to
the written thesis product on the Master’s level, and have greatly influenced the creation
of this project. While answers to her question are necessarily varied (and at times
oppositional), the English department at Texas Christian University has allowed me to
answer it in the affirmative, at least on the Master’s level. I do not seek a Master’s degree
that is overspecialized, but rather to understand the broad strokes of recent literary history
in both the United States and Britain. Since my goal is to teach a Literature survey course
at the high school or community college level (as opposed to an upper-level literature
course at a research university), comprehensive exams better prepare me for this task. In
short, my choice to base my thesis on sit-down exams reflects my individual goals as a
scholar and a potential teacher.
The Rationale for the Lists

In a broad sense, the goal of my reading lists is to engage national identity issues
on two levels: first, through exploring primary texts that inhabit the space of border
crossing in American Literature and British Literature, and second, through studying
secondary materials that interrogate the very definitions of ‘American’ and ‘British’ and
the various ways that literature engages these disputed terms. With literally thousands of
potential texts to choose from (especially for the primary lists), the internal categories
within the broad “American” and “British” lists provide some guidance for locating

individual texts.



The Global American Literature category aims for texts that deal with the United
States in a global context. This ranges from writers who comment directly on an
exceptional American identity, such as Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson, to
American writers who imagine a space outside the United States, such as William Styron,
and immigrants who write texts that cross borders, such as Lan Cao. This also includes a
specifically Transatlantic element, recognizing the importance of putting American and
British literature in dialogue. The Hemispheric American Literature category includes
texts that challenge the conception of “America” as synonymous with “The United
States.” The land mass of the Americas has contained shifting and contested boundaries
ever since Europeans hit the shores in the 15" and 16™ centuries (and most likely earlier),
and the literary tradition of the United States does not exist as an isolated entity. By
including the Colombian author Gabriel Garcia Marquez, the Dominican-American Junot
Diaz writing in the United States, and the Canadian Margaret Atwood, | aim to
contextualize “American” Literature in its historically hemispheric formation. Maryse
Condeé represents how traditional historical narratives are being questioned in
contemporary literature while also serving as a geographically hybrid text as Tituba
crosses borders between the United States and the Caribbean. My final category,
Multicultural American Literature, admittedly falls short of fully representing the
multiplicity of voices in the contemporary United States (an impossible task). But within
my limitations, the African American writer Toni Morrison, the American Indian writer
Sherman Alexie, and the Chinese American writer Gene Luen Yang provide a sample of
literature that represents the cultural diversity within 21%-century America. Each book, in

its own way, directly takes up issues of complex identities that form at the center of



cultural tension. These books highlight the strength and distinctness of individual voices
in America, arguing against the clichéd metaphor of the “American melting pot” that
suggests all voices melt into one.

The breakdowns in my British list follow established (but contested) critical
designations that have guided scholars in understanding and categorizing British
Literature. The Modernism list takes up three authors who represent Modernism in
unique ways. Joyce’s formal innovations, Woolf’s re-thinking of gender roles and
narrative perspective, and Forster’s challenge of colonial attitudes each challenge
established literary convention and point to rethinking and reforming traditional power
structures. They also capture the various aspects of a shifting British consciousness
during and following World War 1. The Postmodernism list builds directly off
Modernism to show how authors respond to the Modernist movement and push forward
to create new forms of literature. Samuel Beckett exemplifies the postmodern skepticism
of individual perspective and cohesive plot lines, while Kingsley Amis presents an anti-
hero in Jim Dixon and Salman Rushdie metafictionally comments on the role that the
telling of stories plays in our development as children. While these authors obviously
accomplish more than these brief sentences suggest, they each were chosen for how they
engage the postmodern literary tradition. The Postcolonial primary texts directly engage
the national identity tensions that ground my project. Much like the texts that form the
Multicultural section of my American list, these texts unfortunately fall short of wholly
representing the many arenas of postcolonial studies (also impossible), but the four texts
serve as a good starting point in understanding how a postcolonial attitude has affected

contemporary British literature (including challenging the definition of “British” itself).



Rushdie speaks an Indian voice that speaks through a historical tendency by British
colonists to imprint British culture onto its colonies. The Irish J.G. Farrell also critiques
the British colonial attitude in India during 19" century. Peter Carey explores the
complications of Australian nation-building and Monica Ali delves into the difficulties of
adjusting to life in England as a Bangladeshi woman in the 21 century.

Exam Content Clarification and Revision

Since | wrote each of my exam essays in just four hours, they contain flaws of
clarity and organization that | aim to acknowledge briefly here. I include a full revision of
my third essay that covers both lists in the appendix, but here | would like to amend and
clarify some of the content in my first two essays.

In the American Literature essay | was asked to give my definitions for
“American” and “Literature” in response to the critical debates surrounding both terms.
While I invoked Whitman’s “America” to argue against it, [ never gave a solid definition
to guide my use of the term “American” in my essay. So when I use “America” or
“American” in the context of teaching “American Literature” I use it simply to abbreviate
the United States of America. This is admittedly problematical given the use of
“America” to define the entire land mass of North and South America, and perhaps we
should begin to clarify “U.S. American” in this context. But that is not my immediate
focus and within the confines of the essay I opt for the flawed term “American” to
categorize the United States. However, this category is highly contested and fluctuating.
In terms of land mass and political identity, the United States has been in flux since
before its founding. There is no uniform culture in the United States, and with constant

communication with other countries and bodies that cross borders every day, the United



States will never have an absolutely fixed identity. However, | argue that identity
signifiers must exist in order to provide grounds for meaningful debate, even though such
signifiers are fluid. In this case, [ use “America” to signify a country in constant flux. The
United States is simultaneously a group of people, a land mass, an idea, a political entity,
and a symbol. Yet none of these identities are fixed. Studying literature can help scholars
and students understand the nature of these complex aspects of American identity. The
frameworks for expanding “American Literature” that guide the formation of my
American reading list (Global, Transatlantic, Hemispheric, and Multicultural) aim not to
replace “American” as a field of study that deals with the United States, but to enhance it
and to contextualize it.

I also argue in my American essay that “we” should “reframe history,” an
admittedly ambiguous claim on both accounts. By “we” I intend to indicate scholars and
teachers of American Literature and American History. For scholars, | argue that research
should seek to discover a complex American history that recognizes a multiplicity of
voices and values that have contributed to the formation of the United States. As teachers,
| suggest that curriculum should not privilege one meta-narrative that tries to encompass
the entire lived experience of American History, but rather should recognize the
complications and tensions that have grounded the identity of the United States since
before its establishment as a political entity. So, “reframing history” should not be read as
a suggestion that one narrative should replace another narrative. 1 simply mean that
history and literature should be taught as complex and multifaceted. In his essay The
Historical Text as Literary Artifact, Hayden White notices “a reluctance to consider

historical narratives as what they most manifestly are: verbal fictions, the contents of



which are as much invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with
their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences” (1537). The
invention here is inevitable when you must choose which facts to include in a historical
narrative that cannot possibly include every moment of every day told from every point
of view. | do not encourage throwing away all our old history books and replacing them
with narratives, however. How a culture has understood history becomes part of that
culture’s history. For example, the concept of “Manifest Destiny” that suggests
Europeans had some sort of divine right to inhabit the land of the Americas was a
powerful metaphor for many years. As scholarship has revealed the way that such a
conception of American History privileges Europeans and marginalizes American
Indians and African Americans, for example, the power of the metaphor has diminished.
But even though we may no longer agree with it, the concept still played a part in
forming the geographical boundaries and cultural values of the United States. Partnering
this narrative with narratives from the voices that were once marginalized reveals a more
nuanced understanding of American history.

Towards the end of my first essay I suggest replacing the concept of “The
American Dream” with “The American Journey.” I make this distinction to emphasize
that what constitutes the reality of the United States is not an ideal, but rather the lives
that are lived inside the United States (affected, of course, by lives lived outside and
between). However, I admit that even “The American Journey” creates problems as a
singular entity. Perhaps the better metaphor to replace the American Dream would be
“American Journeys,” which acknowledges the distinct nature of each individual journey.

This conception functions on two levels: First, this perspective recognizes the multiplicity



of voices that compose any historical narrative. Since multiple “Journeys” have helped to
form the United States in various ways, there must be multiple voices to speak from our
history. Second, recognizing that the United States contains multiple journeys unfolding
alongside each other encourages American individuals (defined by all the messy, fluid
definitions above) to listen to one another, especially the stories they each tell. Therefore,
a literature course focused on “American Journeys” would aim to reach back through
American history to find diverse historical voices and look for contemporary voices that
embody and explore the American experience in its myriad forms.

In my British Literature exam | was asked how writers in the different literary
categories on my list (modernist, postmodernist, and postcolonial) eschew realism to
thematize the concept of a divided society. But my essay does not clearly define these
concepts (including realism and magical realism) or explain why the authors are grouped
in such a way. While each of these terms is somewhat in contention, | will be clear here
about how I use them. Modernism points to a time period beginning around 1900 when
artists, authors, and thinkers deliberately rebelled against many foundational
characteristics of Western thought and tradition. In literature, both poetry and fiction in
this time period represent a fractured British society in new literary forms.
Postmodernism simultaneously extends the modernist rejection of tradition and
convention while rebelling against a modernist tendency towards “high art” by
incorporating “lower” forms of media such as film and pop culture. In doing so,
postmodernist fiction defies traditional literary categories and blurs the boundaries
between “high” and “low” culture, challenging notions of “great” and “universal” when

applied to art or literature. Postcolonialism typically invokes cultures and countries once
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colonized by Western nations (such as Britain and the United States) that have since
gained independence and are grappling with issues of cultural and national identity in this
context. However, postcolonialism also includes attitudes of former colonizing countries
after they relinquish control, as well as the complicated ways that colonization still occurs
in many countries. In literature, postcolonialism differs from modernism and
postmodernism in its specific focus on exposing the role of imperialism and colonialism
in constructing a national exceptionalist attitude (in Britain and the United States, for
example) that silences the voices of the colonized. My usage of realism in the essay aims
to invoke the mode of literature that attempts to portray human life as it is lived, so to
speak. This mode is not confined to the realist literary movement in the 19" century,
although the authors I invoke that complicate the notion of realism undoubtedly respond
to both the literary movement and the narrative mode. Since modernist and postmodernist
authors question the concept of a reality perceived and experienced in a uniform way,
their narrative forms naturally resist traditional realism. When I classify Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children as magical realism, | mean a realistic narrative technique that reads
like traditional realism yet incorporates elements of fantasy, magic, miracles, or physical
impossibilities without shifting form or style. In reading my British Literature essay,
these terms should be read as defined above.

Since my essay focuses on aesthetic choices and content, my written answer falls
short of fully analyzing the way each text thematizes Eagleton’s “divided society,” a
shortcoming easily rectified here. In Mrs. Dalloway, the shifting voices represent the
fractured consciousness of post-World War | Britain. Septimus speaks as a veteran of the

war, unable to reconcile life at home with the atrocities of his war experience. Peter
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speaks as an Anglo-Indian, unsure about the value of “civilized” England in the context
of colonialism abroad. Clarissa and her maid speak voices split across class lines,
showing how societal standing influences perspective. And Richard and Clarissa’s
contrasting views of marriage reveal gendered division, particularly in upper-class
marriages. Woolf’s Britain is divided by individual experience, as each character cannot
perceive events (and consequently, reality) in the same way. Beckett perhaps furthers
Woolf’s troubled Septimus by creating Molloy. Septimus is clearly troubled
psychologically (perhaps experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder before it was
defined as such), but we at least understand the cause of the mental disorder and see how
it plays out. In Molloy’s head, reality is clearly constructed rather than simply observed,
and not very cohesively. Beckett’s divided society stems from each individual’s lack of
connection with others and the reality of others’ experiences, played out to absurdity in
the mind of Molloy. Farrell depicts a divided society by using each character to represent
the diversity of values and opinions held in colonial India. Each chapter pits the
characters | describe in my essay against each other, involving them in absurd arguments
about religion, medicine, nationalism, morality, and much more. In this book connection
between characters is less important than contrasts between characters, which bring to
light the divisions in the British colony (differences of medical techniques, religious and
moral values, importance of etiquette and propriety, etc.). Rushdie depicts a divided India
most vividly when the Midnight’s Children realize and verbalize their political ideologies
and can no longer agree on anything in their conference, causing it to disband. This scene

shows how postcolonialism does not provide a uniform narrative for nation building or



12

establish a monolithic cultural uniformity, which is impossible. Instead, Indians (like the
English) must recognize the divisions within society.

I wish to make three other clarifications to guide the reading of my British
Literature essay: First, | make an unjustified sweeping statement in the opening
paragraph that “courtship and etiquette” novels “became obsolete in favor or more
‘serious’ novels.” Truly, novels prior to the 20" century dealt with more than just
courtship and etiquette, including very complex and ‘serious’ subjects. My false
generalization blurs my intention, which is to suggest that many men (and women, in
different ways) who experienced World War | could not view society in the same way
that they could prior to the war. As a result, the significance of social constructs that held
up the class system began to weaken, opening doors for economic reform and feminism
(among other movements). Literature during and immediately following World War |
reflects these shifting values. Second, my depiction of Woolf’s aesthetic style needs
justification. I suggest her style is “simple, bare, and honest,” which is an admittedly
limited assessment. | should have clarified that while on a sentence by sentence level
Clarissa’s voice is spoken directly and honestly, Woolf’s shifting narrative perspective,
including non-linearity, and use of stream-of-consciousness makes the text anything but
simple and clear. Within this complex text Clarissa’s voice specifically intends to avoid
obfuscation as it only speaks for one perspective. Third, | wish to clarify the distinction |
make between Forster’s A Passage to India and Farrell’s The Siege of Krishnapur. While
both novels depict colonial India, I suggest Farrell’s novel should be read as a
postcolonial text, whereas Forster’s novel should be read as modernism. | admit the

overlap between categories and concede that Forster’s novel does point towards a
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postcolonial attitude, but my distinction remains: Forster tries to speak the voice of the
Indians in Dr. Aziz (and others), whereas Farrell leaves the Indians mostly silent. The
effect is ironically reversed. Since Farrell leaves Indians silent, they can contribute their
own voice (through postcolonial Indian authors such as Rushdie), whereas Forster’s
speaking for the Indians leaves no room for truly Indian voice. In this way, Farrell’s
novel represents the postcolonial recognition of the limitations inherent to colonialism.
Forster’s novel does challenge colonial attitudes, but does not fully drop the colonial
tendency to try to speak for the colonized.

Other Takeaways

While I made implicit connections between American and British literature, both
in the content of my reading list and in my third (hybrid) essay, | must expand on some
conclusions | have reached regarding these connections. My project has allowed me to
generate a truly “transatlantic” perspective that does not simply view “British” through
the eyes of an American or ‘America’ through the eyes of the British. The connections
are multi-faceted and multidirectional, working on the meta- and conceptual levels as
well as between specific texts on an intertextual level.

| use the modernist, postmodernist, and postcolonial definitions to categorize my
British reading list, but the same terms and movements echo across the Atlantic in
American literary innovations. For example, Virginia Woolf’s modernist feminism that
speaks for female agency parallels with Ernest Hemingway’s usage of androgynous
characters that blur the distinctive lines between the two sexes (further complicated by
Hemingway’s troubled classification as an American considering works that he wrote in

France under the auspices of the “American” Gertrude Stein). Additionally, Samuel
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Beckett’s postmodernist Molloy stands alongside William Faulkner’s Benjy as both
characters speak into existence an unstructured reality formed by psychological
instability. Postcolonialism, meanwhile, applies as much to the United States as it does to
Britain, considering the U.S. imperialism and colonialism elsewhere in the Americas at
the turn of the century and its economic complicity with Europe’s colonialism. So voices
that speak from Haiti (such as Edwidge Danticat), for example, can be placed alongside
Rushdie (Indian) or Ngugi (Kenyan) in their postcolonial struggle for cultural identity
following political independence.

The essay questions that | answer for my American and British Literature lists
could easily have been switched. While the British question asks how British literature in
the 20" century represents and thematizes a “divided society,” the same can be said about
American literature. Sherman Alexie draws on a divided society by placing his narrator
on the dividing lines between white America and an Indian reservation, calling attention
to the stark differences and conflicts between the two “nations” within the United States.
Gene Luen Yang and Lan Cao place their protagonists in a similar cultural clash as
Yang’s second-generation Chinese immigrant and Cao’s first-generation Vietnamese
immigrant both struggle to find the balance between assimilation and individualism in
contemporary America. Their struggles can be placed alongside Nazneen’s in Monica
Ali’s Brick Lane as she adapts to life in London as a Bangladeshi woman. Styron’s
Sophie’s Choice illustrates how past experiences that brought individuals to the United
States, such as Sophie’s horrific experiences in the Holocaust, can create division
between individuals and established society, making them incompatible. Sophie and

Nathan’s suicide echoes Septimus’ suicide in Mrs. Dalloway, especially considering
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Septimus’ inability to deal with the horrors of the war he experienced. American texts
also complicate traditional notions of realism aesthetically, as the British texts do. For
example, Junot Diaz’ The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao blends lived experience
with fantasy, in comparisons between the evil Lord Sauron from Lord of the Rings and
the Dominican dictator Trujillo. The narrator, Yunior, also blends realism with fantasy in
his footnotes when he asks “who [is] more sci-fi than us?” (21) and, “You really want to
know what being an X-Man feel like? Just be a smart bookish boy of color in a

',’

contemporary U.S. ghetto. Mamma mia!” (22). Meanwhile, Marquez employs magic
realist techniques in One Hundred Years of Solitude, much like Rushdie in Midnight’s
Children, to infuse a Colombian mysticism into the history of the town of Macondo.
Similarly, the question I answered for the American list could easily be asked
about the British list. The concept of “Literature” has been challenged worldwide and
should also be analyzed in how it defines “British Literature.” Meanwhile, the concept of
“British” creates as much ground for debate (or more) as the term “American.” With the
global proliferation of the English language, a postcolonial recognition of the ways that
the British tried to imprint their culture on the rest of the world through colonialism, and
the various hybrid nationalities formed by immigrants to and from Britain, Canada,
Australia, and other Commonwealth nations (including my own travel), “British” is
difficult to define. Many of the texts chosen for my primary list have either won or been
shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, awarded for the best work of fiction “written by a
citizen of the Commonwealth or the Republic of Ireland and published in the United

Kingdom for the first time in the year of the prize,” according to the Man Booker Prize

website. The novel chosen must also “be an original work in English (not a translation)
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and must not be self-published.” While the Man Booker Prize does not claim to define
“British,” these distinctions are important given the prestige of the award and the cultural
significance of previous Booker Prize winners, such as Salman Rushdie for Midnight’s
Children. I use “British” in a similar way to the way I use “American.” Just as I use
“American” to represent the complicated web of individuals and communities that live in
the United States of America, constantly shifting and changing, I use “British” to
represent life lived within and connected to the United Kingdom. The ways that
individuals complicate the notion of “British” provide grounds for meaningful debate
about national and individual identity.

Where Does Literature Go From Here?

Since my project bears the time frame of “20™ century and beyond” and
contextualizes contemporary literature, a fair looking-ahead question is “where does the
novel go from here?” Since Modernism it seems that writers of fiction have continued to
find new forms and new stories to tell that readily engage contemporary issues and
conflicts. Despite rising popularity in other media, such as film and online writing, novels
continue to be published (and read) at an astounding rate. | believe that the proliferation
of novels allows specialization in content, leading to authentic voices that recognize a
limited perspective and speak it more clearly. Since identity markers are increasingly
complex, writers will seek less to encompass and speak for entire societies and will
instead write about individual experiences; real, historical, and imagined. Most critics and
readers have let go of the concept of “the definitive British novel” or “the American
voice,” which allows authors not to strive to attain those labels. Though many Modernist

and Postmodernist texts, such as Ulysses and Molloy, prove extremely difficult to read



17

(without the help of study guides and secondary scholarship), the work that these authors
have accomplished has paved the way for contemporary fiction that now assumes an
awareness of individuals who see society, and speak experience, differently.
Concluding Remarks

In any venture that sets out to break new ground, it is important to evaluate its
merit when considering future options. If this non-traditional thesis turned out to be less
productive, less challenging, or less meaningful than a traditional thesis, then the goals
for pursuing this option have not been met. However, | believe this project has been an
absolute success on every level. On the topics that | set out to explore (national identity in
the United States and United Kingdom as explored through literature, the changing forms
and modes of contemporary works of fiction, and connections between the categories of
“American” and “British™), I feel the diverse reading assignments and broad spectrum of
scholarship has given me even more of a foundation of knowledge than I expected to
attain. With so many texts to draw from, I find myself making connections that otherwise
would have been beyond my reach, even in classes that run outside my project’s
boundaries (or lack thereof). | also have been introduced to a variety of strands of
contemporary literary scholarship, such as Dimock and Buell’s global contextualization
of American Literature and Gregory S. Jay’s take on what he calls the “Cultural Wars” in
a multicultural United States. The more that | read, the more qualified | become to
comment on content and method in a literature classroom, and hopefully to participate in
teaching Literature. To any student seeking a Master’s degree who wants a broad
knowledge base from which to draw in both future scholarship and future teaching, I

highly recommend an exam-based alternative thesis like my own, provided the student is
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passionate about the subject and willing to spend countless hours wrestling with the
seemingly endless questions and topics that such a broad project naturally touches upon.
Like with a traditional written thesis, this project would not have been possible if | was
not intellectually, emotionally, and even spiritually connected to the material. As it
stands, it was absolutely worth it. My final hope is that despite my flaws in

communication, someone may find my project here worthwhile. I know 1 did.
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AMERICAN LITERATURE EXAM
Taken February 14™ 2012

Essay Prompt:

Each of the terms in the field represented by this list—“American” and
“literature”—has come under critical pressure in recent years. Prepare an essay that
reviews and illustrates the points of contention that have arisen around each of the two
terms. In addition, provide an explanation and justification for the definition or principles
that will guide your own future work around both terms—in your study and/or your
teaching. Be sure to make specific references to individual texts from your reading list to
support the various dimensions of your argument. You should reference at least two
secondary texts that have influenced your thinking and at least three primary texts that
help illustrate your argument. A substantial element in your essay should involve

engagement with the two key terms of “American” and “literature.”

Response:

Much of the 20" century world was defined by national borders. The invasion
across national borders provoked the two World Wars. Cultural groups in Europe and
Latin America and Africa (and elsewhere) set up borders and celebrated “national”
independence to give their cultures a place in the world. The United Nations and other
pacts strengthened these identities. But by the onset of the 21 century, technology had
enabled the transgressing of these borders more easily and frequently. Paul Giles points
to the attacks on September 11™, 2001, as a representation of transgressed borders in this
era. Central to the conception of the world composed of national borders is the United

States, a dominant world power since the end of World War 11, and this attack shattered
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the perception of the American nation as exceptional. Giles argues that American
exceptionalism strongly influenced American writing and culture from around 1860 to
1986, but that the world now represents more closely the unsettled and inchoate borders
of pre-Civil War America. Giles suggests that re-imagining our history through today’s
lens leads to the flaw of imposing today’s national borders on a land lacking such
demarcations for much of history. The concept of “American” as strictly “from the
United States,” then, is extremely problematic. Since a country cannot extricate itself
from its history, but rather grows out of it, we must not transform our history to fit the
present conception. Per Giles’ challenge, America must incorporate the variety of voices
and traditions that ground our country, and indeed, the American continent (North and
South, since the distinction is relatively recent also). Extending this challenge, Wai Chee
Dimock and Lawrence Buell edit a volume that furthers this boundary crossing to include
the way that America has interacted with the rest of the world. In her introduction to the
volume, Dimock portrays “American” as a subset of the category “World” and argues
that our understanding of “American” is stunted without contextualizing it in its broader
context. In these ways and others, the borders of “American” have been transgressed not
only physically, but academically.

The place of “Literature” has drawn attention amidst these movements.
Academics rarely claim now that certain texts are simply “great” and “universal” and
worthy of study on these merits. One such example of this demystification occurred when
a phD candidate traveled to Africa to listen to their stories. When asked to tell a story of
her own, she turned to the “universal” tale of Hamlet but was met with a confused

audience. They could not understand why Hamlet was so upset about his Uncle Claudius
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marrying his mother, Gertrude, as it was custom in their tribe for a man to marry his
brother’s wife should the brother die. With Hamlet’s chief motivation tempered
culturally, it becomes hard to justify that Hamlet is universally meaningful and powerful.
Ralph Bauer points out that the American literary tradition should not be normative and
the critical ideology cannot encompass all texts. This has led to what some call the
“explosion” of the canon in recent years, leading to reform of curriculum at every level of
literary education. As expected, this has caused a backlash from some traditional scholars
and law makers who worry that the texts being replaced in the curriculum should not be
removed. Gregory S. Jay situates himself in this political struggle by advocating strongly
for a continual opening up of the canon, making the questions that shape our
understanding of “Literature” central to class discussion. Jay argues that bringing the
students into a discussion of defining “Literature” while “traditional” and “non-
traditional” texts are placed side-by-side gives the students the voice to place themselves
in the conflict with their own opinion. Jay admits that in a multicultural classroom (not
only multi-ethnic but in gender difference and sexual preference among other
distinctions), such debates may lead to conflict. But he argues that such conflict is central
to American identity. I agree with Jay. I argue that “America” and “Literature” intersect
in such an important way that teaching and studying ‘“American Literature” is essential to
creating a nation of individuals who can both speak in a meaningful way of their
experiences and views, and listen to the voices of others who inevitably have a different
story and a different point of view. This does not mean ignoring history, but rather

embracing and re-interpreting it.
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Walt Whitman’s America was paradise. In the America that he depicts in “I Hear
America Singing,” every man has a voice. Each voice is singing through the day,
celebrating the work of its owner’s hands. Each voice composes its own song to create a
harmony of difference and individualism. Notably though, in the words of his poem,
certain voices are left silent. The indentured servant does not sing an ode to his master.
The dutiful wife, scrubbing away at the dishes and taking care of the children, is unable
to sing about her individualism because she lacks autonomy. In his more extended poem,
“Song of Myself,” Whitman attempts to rectify this silence by encompassing all of the
voices of America inside his own. This reads less like a harmony of distinct voices and
more like Whitman losing himself in his own idealism. I don’t doubt his motives, but in
reality, he does not give the silent a voice by speaking for them. He does the opposite: he
silences them. It seems these two poems represent an inherent contradiction at the heart
of American identity. Whitman even recognizes the contradiction and casually dismisses
it when he writes, “Do I contradict myself?/Very well, I contradict myself.” In this poem
the voice speaks for the identity of America, and the identity is in contradiction.
Contradictions cannot exist in reality, and that is why Whitman’s America can only exist
idealistically. In his idealistic America, every individual has a unique voice, yet this voice
is united and distinctly American. Such impossible contradictions ground early American
discourse that perpetuates today, such as freedom and equality or liberty and justice.
Equality is impossible to achieve with absolute individual freedom, just as justice gets in
the way of absolute individual liberty. Yet sometimes the political and nationalist rhetoric
of the United States seems to be grounded in these ideas, even though the reality has

never lived up to the dream.
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While not explicitly invoking Walt Whitman, Jonathan Arac nevertheless engages
Whitman’s central national identity contradiction in his essay, providing new critical
terms for Whitman’s extremes in situating American Literature in a more global context.
Arac uses the label Global to describe how American Literature can be used to connect
diverse people through commonalities and shared values or experiences. On the other
hand, Babel represents ultimate diversity, focusing only on the differences that make us
unique. Arac notes that each extreme has cast a shadow. A strictly Global approach
squashes individualism and marginalizes minority experience, whereas Babel, when
taken to its extreme, leads to a world of individuals unable to connect and share
experiences. In the Biblical story of the Tower of Babel, all men spoke their own
language and no men listened, because they didn’t understand the voices they heard. For
the most part, scholars and writers have now recognized that America contains a litany of
voices and experiences that sometimes overlap and sometimes do not. But this awareness
is not as old as America, and the culturally diverse beginning of America has been lost in
discourse that centers on those who held the central power, namely the white European
males. Toni Morrison’s extended essay, “Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary
Imagination,” engages this issue by recognizing that the assumed audience of much early
American Literature was the white male. But this cannot erase the African presence, not
only in literature, but in colonial life. This concept can be extended to American Indians
and other marginalized groups.

One strand of contemporary American Literature attempts to reimagine colonial
America with current understanding of multiculturalism and recognition of the evils of

slavery and other injustices. Not surprisingly, Morrison herself wrote one such book that
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Gordon Hutner and Sandra Gustafon use as exemplary to this task. In A Mercy, an
American Indian girl and multiple African American slaves are literally given a voice to
tell their story, and the America they inhabit is not the paradise of Whitman’s
imagination. Hutner and Gustafson label Morrison’s vision of colonial America as

b

“dystopic,” recognizing that the identity contradictions of America have been present
since before the founding of the United States. Arac’s concepts of Global and Babel have
survived American history and continue today.

That is why | suggest that America, ironically, is the space of Whitman’s
contradiction. America is somewhere between a united, cohesive entity and a land of
absolutely isolated individuals. Further, | suggest that both ideals must continue to exist
in order for us to be able to talk about American identity. We must continue to group
together experiences and label them, so that individual decisions to conform to or deviate
from the pattern have meaning. As Wai Chee Dimock notes in her introduction,
“American” is simultaneously arbitrary and meaningful. The tendency towards
specialization in academic institutions has forced scholars to categorize works into areas.
These divisions have then been placed on texts that previously had no such label. Not
many authors sit down to write “a 21* century American Literature novel,” or at least not
in those words. Yet that is exactly how academic institutions have framed literary
scholarship and the canon of texts. The original organization may be somewhat arbitrary,
but since scholarship has been entrenched in this understanding, it has become
meaningful. With the recent expansion (and perhaps even elimination) of the traditional
literary canon, Dimock hopes that we can move towards a global understanding of

American literature, not only through recovering non-canonical texts and including
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contemporary literature, but by opening up our interpretations of canonical texts. In this
way, the borders of American identity can be exposed as fluid and changing; not fixed
and rigid.

If America, then, is a land of contradiction and fluctuation between the extremes
of unification and individualism, or Global and Babel, then American Literature is the
expression of this complex identity. The importance of studying an open-ended American
Literature is that it