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That’s the Power of Love 

 The one common thread running through every essay we have read this year is a 

great sense of love. Every single author who enters into the critical discourse is, at one 

point, personally involved with his, her, or their view of literature; after all, writing well 

demands devotion to a topic. Yet running parallel to the affection is a dependence on 

employment. In order to remain a part of their respective institutions, scholars must also 

be teachers in their communities. Every theorist has a different approach for how best to 

approach and develop pedagogy, from espousing a collaborative approach to expanding 

the material covered to giving up on certain students. Consider this essay an investigation 

into how best to teach literature, and whether it is for better or for worse. 

Helen	Vendler	and	Harold	Bloom	do	indeed	make	for	an	interesting	pairing,	

but	they	also	represent	the	most	conventional	authors	we	have	read.	Vendler’s	

speech	before	the	Modern	Language	Association	as	its	new	president	is,	like	any	

good	speech,	optimistic.	What	We	Have	Loved,	Others	Will	Love	chronicles	the	

attempts	of	professors	to	get	students	to	love	what	they	love:	literature	and	

academia.	Along	the	way,	Vendler	claims	all	written	inquiry	(and	thus	all	writing)	

traces	back	to	“human	submission	to,	and	interrogation	of,	a	text”	(Vendler,	32).		The	

only	problem	in	connecting	this	to	students,	according	to	Vendler:	“How	best	to	

teach	others	to	love	what	we	have	loved”	(32).	This	question	becomes	particularly	

significant	as	Vendler	notes	the	inability	of	all	students	“to	find	happiness	in”	

literature,	particularly	given	the	“exercises	and	models	of	elementary	classes”	that	

pervade	undergraduate	first-year	English	courses	(33).	As	a	method	of	fixing	this	
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system,	the	author	advocates	that	first-years	and	younger	children	must	receive	

literature	“suited	to	their	level	of	reading”	(40).	Though	she	does	hold	that	giving	

children	classic	literature	“in	abridged	or	adapted	form”	is	in	pursuit	of	them	

“[coming]	to	the	real	thing…with	some	sense	of	intimacy,”	how	exactly	she	plans	to	

spread	these	abridged	versions	or	to	ensure	that	students	make	the	logical	leap	to	

the	next	step	is	unclear	(39).	Vendler	later	adds	the	caveat	that	“[w]riting		not	done	

out	of	love	will	never	serve	to	teach	others	to	love	what	we	have	loved”	(35).	This	

logic	in	particular	touches	on	what	the	cultural	ramifications	of	her	piece	are:	

students	should	not	write	unless	they	want	to.	The	goal	of	a	professor	then	becomes	

establishing	that	desire	in	her	students.	

Harold	Bloom	wrote	the	combative	Elegiac	Conclusion	as	a	response	to	the	

new	age	thinkers	(like	Vendler,	at	times)	and	it	shows.	Bloom’s	piece	is	an	elegy	to	

the	death	of	“literary	education”	at	the	hands	of	the	so-called	“Resenters	of	the	

aesthetic	value	of	literature,”	explained	in	a	footnote	to	mean	critics	“seeking	flaws	

of	patriarchalism,	racism,	or	homophobia”	in	the	canon	(Bloom,	225).	Indeed,	Bloom	

places	little	faith	in	cultural	readings	of	literature,	calling	students	“amateur	political	

scientists,	uninformed	sociologists,	imcompetent	anthropologists,	mediocre	

philosophers,	and	overdetermined	cultural	historians”	(228).	This	belief	flies	in	the	

face	of	not	only	hooks,	but	much	earlier,	more	radical	scholars	he	was	writing	to	(let	

us	not	forget	that	prior	to	the	culture	wars,	discussion	based	classes	would	be	lucky	

to	be	called	a	novelty.)		Bloom	further	argues	against	the	“culture	of	universal	

access”	that	Vendler	might	have	advocated	for,	calling	the	idea	a	replacement	of	

literature	by	“pleasures	universally	accessible	precisely	because	they	are	easier”	
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(227).	Bloom	describes	his	ideal	canon	defined	by	the	greats	(essentially,	

Shakespeare)	before	coming	to	rest	on	the	idea	of	a	canon	as	“an	achieved	anxiety”	

that	is	not	meant	to	help	artists	create	(232).	Instead,	it	is	meant	to	“confirm	our	

cultural	anxieties”	and	“give	them	form	and	coherence,”	and	all	creation	is	based	

upon	an	anxiety	of	one’s	own	work	measuring	up	to	the	canon	(232).	In	this	

moment,	Bloom	becomes	strangely	allied	with	Vendler	in	believing	that	the	idea	of	a	

shared	literary	culture	is	essential	to	society,	and	that	love	of	literature	is	the	best	

way	to	bring	it	about.	But	for	Bloom,	the	stakes	are	much	higher;	the	tradition	he	

knows	is	the	one	he	grew	up	with,	and	it	shares	his	own	“common	fate”	because	

contemporary	students	don’t	and	can’t	love	this	literature	any	more	(230).		The	idea	

that	literary	culture	as	it	existed	in	Bloom’s	childhood	will	cease	to	exist,	even	

though	“Western	literature	after	Shakespeare	is…	a	defense	against	Shakespeare”	is	

terrifying	to	an	old	man	at	the	end	of	his	rope	(230).	To	cement	his	alienation,	

Bloom	writes	that	“if	you	can’t	recognize	[literature	when	you	read	it,	then	no	one	

can	ever	help	you	to	know	it	or	love	it	better”	(227).	Instead	of	fighting	this	

impossible	battle,	Bloom	leaves	his	“lists”	for	future	generations	in	the	hope	that	

someone	will	pick	up	on	literature	eventually	rather	than	directly	teach	his	students	

(233).		

At	the	end	of	the	day,	Vendler	and	Bloom	have	fundamentally	different	

approaches	to	the	same	goal:	have	others	read	and	learn	about	literature.	Each	

approach	is	distinctly	problematic	in	its	own	ways.	Gauri Viswanathan’s introduction 

to Masks of Conquest, which serves as both a taste of the book to come and a primer of 

Indian-British literary relations through history, engages extensively with “the full extent 
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of imperialism’s involvement with literary culture” (Viswanathan, 61). Viswanathan is 

different from other literary scholars because she is playing the part of both an 

anthropologist and a literary theorist (a combination that suits her, no matter what Bloom 

would say) in order to demonstrate that “the discipline of English came into its own in an 

age of colonialism” (61). The section of most particular interest to us concerns “the 

language of educational discourse” that encouraged a colonized culture to submit to the 

hegemony of British rule via “the language of cultural domination inherent in the 

language” (63). Here, Viswanathan is illustrating the gap between “literature” with its 

ideas of existential freedom and “literary studies” as propagated by the ruling parties. 

“That a humanistic education holds the same meaning and purpose for both the colonizer 

and the colonized quickly crumbles under the weight of even the most casual scrutiny,” 

Viswanathan elaborates later (64). The author gives pedagogy of “the Englishman as the 

producer of knowledge” (66) despite acknowledged incredible pieces “like Kalidas’ 

Shakuntala” (63) just as much importance to the development of imperialism as any 

“material… practices of colonialism” (67).  

The stakes become clear; by teaching a generation to revere the dominant 

culture’s literature, the British simultaneously colonized a county and created their own 

field of reflective literary studies, just as Bloom might have us do with his “achieved 

anxiety” –based canon.	The implications of Viswanathan’s essay are enormous. If “the 

introduction of English literature marks the effacement of… colonial expropriation… 

exploitation… [and] oppression”, then the entire idea of a literary education becomes 

even more troubling for Vendler. Even if she is not as outwardly insensitive as Bloom, 

her	strategy	of	using	more	accessible	texts	can	be	perceived	as	slightly	duplicitous.	
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In	a	way,	using	more	accessible	texts	advocates for colonizing a new demographic. 

Though	Vendler	uses	the	word	“love”	abundantly,	it	is	impossible	to	ignore	that	her	

methods	are	not	perfect,	and	still	require	a	reliance	on	reading	the	monochromatic	

“classics”	as	an	end	goal. 

Also relevant in considering classical scholars is John Guillory’s The Canon as 

Cultural Capital, which focuses particularly on the intersection of “hegemony” (defined 

in a footnote as “a form of cultural power expressed through a lived system of meanings 

and values”) and education through the broader lens of schools of all varieties (Guillory, 

218). Guillory foregrounds his essay by noting the “absence of reflection on the school as 

an institution,” and the misconception “that the school is the vehicle of transmission 

for… a national culture” (218). As Guillory sees it, “School culture does not unify the 

nation culturally so much as it projects… an imaginary cultural unity never actually 

coincident with the culture of the nation-state” (219). If this is true, the institution of 

“school” serves to “[divide] the population,” and the “culture of the university” only 

accentuates the disparity (219). Guillory answers his question with another: “Is ‘our 

civilization,’ then, the same as ‘our culture’?” (219). This question becomes important in 

the consideration of modern American society, with the multifarious levels of formal 

schooling. “Perhaps the better strategy for resisting,” the author writes, “…[is] to expose 

the relation between the ‘culture’ [the West] pretends to embody and the institution 

which is its support in reality” (221). Guillory finally seems to find his solution in “only 

the simplest countercultural pedagogy”, and even the works studied in this model “too 

will have to confront” the influence of the West and its schooling systems (223). Overall, 

the stakes seem to be that people must become aware that schools cannot and do not 
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“reflect as a principle of [their] organization the very distinctness of cultures, Western or 

non-Western” (223). With an understanding of these assertions, the system used to form 

and teach the canon comes under heavy scrutiny, and for good reason. 

While Guillory toys with counterculture and radicalism, bell hooks makes them 

real in	her	Toward	a	Revolutionary	Feminist	Pedagogy.	At	first,	the	essay	does	not	

seem	particularly	formal	or	academic,	or	really	like	anything	else	we	have	read	at	

all.	hooks	spends	large	sections	retelling	“story	after	story”	about	her	experiences	in	

and	around	truly	meaningful	pedagogy,	just	as	her	high	school	teachers	would	

(hooks,	79).		This	method	constitutes	an	attempt	to	build	past	ideas	for	what	is	

possible	in	the	classroom,	and	into	teaching	“an	oppositional	world	view”	(79).	

Though	her	essay	focuses	mainly	on	“feminist	pedagogy,”	it	is	not	much	of	a	stretch	

to	claim	hooks	believes	all	forms	of	pedagogy	“should	engage	students	in	a	learning	

process	that	makes	the	world	‘more	rather	than	less	real’”	(hooks,	81).	

But	connecting	the	real	with	the	academic	is	no	mean	feat.	Inside	the	typical	

college	classroom,	a	one-way	flow	of	ideas	establishes	what	hooks	calls	an	“issue	of	

power”	(82).	With	this	in	mind,	hooks	expressed	her	frustration	by	noting	that	more	

“real”	issues	“are	submerged	or	made	secondary	to	the	goals	of	academic	careerism”	

(79).	hooks’	teaching	style	is	seemingly	antithetical	to	the	ideas	of	protecting	the	

reputations	of	academia;	instead,	she	holds	that	every	student	should	have	a	voice	

on	issues,	and	censoring	a	student	would	be	another	way	of	“[reinforcing]	

domination”	(82).	hooks	speaks	indirectly	to	her	fellows	by	pointing	out	that	

important	issues	pervade	literally	every	medium	available	to	the	populace,	not	just	

those	intended	for	study.	This	is	a	distinction	that	hooks	wishes	to	make:	whether	
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inside	or	out	of	the	classroom,	the	only	thing	that	matters	in	creating	social	change	

is	that	people	“are	thinking	critically”	(hooks,	81).		In	this	way,	hooks	asserts	that	

what	Paolo	Freire	would	call	a	“critical	consciousness”	will	evolve	naturally	in	the	

face	of	persistent	issues	in	the	classroom	and	beyond.	

Just	as	key	to	hooks’	ideas	is	how	she	proposes	to	implement	them.	Firstly,	

she	declares	that	academics	“must	relinquish	[their]	ties	to	traditional	ways	of	

teaching”	(hooks,	81).	This	claim	is	essentially	a	no-brainer	for	those	who	have	just	

read	hooks	destroy	the	current	system	over	the	past	few	pages,	but	how	she	goes	on	

to	distinguish	what	her	claim	entails	exactly	is	even	more	fascinating.	Firstly,	to	

“have	a	revolutionary	feminist	pedagogy	[academics]	must	first	focus	on	the	

teacher-student	relationship	and	the	issue	of	power”	(hooks,	82).	hooks	goes	on	to	

describe	how	a	classroom	must	at	times	be	“confrontational”	in	order	to	create	a	

space	where	students	can	“come	to	voice”	(hooks,	82).	“The	goal	is	to	enable	all	

students,”	writes	hooks,	“not	just	an	assertive	few,	to	feel	empowered	in	a	rigorous,	

critical	discussion”	(hooks,	82).		Although	this	particular	comment	is	directed	at	the	

feminist	classroom,	it	applies	to	pedagogy	on	a	larger	scale	as	well.	hooks	is	not	

creating	a	soft	space	for	vanity,	but	a	truly	revolutionary	atmosphere	where	ideas	

can	evolve	and	change	in	any	direction,	where	pedagogy	will	evolve.	By	the	final	

words,	hooks	has	evolved	her	essay	into	a	manifesto	demanding	a	restoration	of	

“the	spirit	of	risk—to	be	fast,	wild,	to	be	able	to	take	hold,	turn	around,	and	

transform”	(hooks,	84).	
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So, what have we learned? At this point, it may be hard to tell what exactly the 

“best” way to work with students is. The “classic” ways are not working, and indeed are 

problematic. Adapting them is no better without an immense cultural understanding of 

the past and the potential future. Adapting is important, but move too far away from 

academia and you are risking dismissal as a radical. Where is the balance? Maybe there is 

not one overarching answer; logic dictates that professors should adapt to their own 

individual situations to accomplish their goals. The biggest takeaway from all of these 

readings then is how to construct pedagogical goals. Truly, the most important critical 

consciousness must come from the professors themselves. 	
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