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Outside the Box and Then Even Further Outside — Ird the World.
Teaching American Literature and Performing Stand-Up Comedy
"Teachers need to keep a sense of play in teacheagching is an
improviser’s art’

Kenneth J. Eble

There is a long tradition of older comedians givadyice and informal tuition
to less experienced acts...In other cases, it ismotuch older comics giving
advice to younger ones, as of comedians sharingledige among
themselves on a more equal basis.

Oliver Double

It is almost certainly a mistake to assume thalh@&opening years of the twenty first
century, teachers of American Literature will bestve their students by continuing

to ‘teach’ them the contextual, biographical, amdual intricacies of individual
American texts. “Inside the box’ there can be fothedteaching professions’ habits,
traditions and inflexibility, as well as individutdacher’s caution, dutifulness and
fear. Also inside the box, in quite a prominentplaare such lauded scholarly
gualities as formidable knowledge of a subject andf a period, or periods, and yet
also intensive, textually specific preparation loefa seminar, prior to dispensing
knowledge to the students. Within the teachinggssibn, just as within the box,
these ostensibly admirable customs, qualities #itddes are perceived as admirable,

even essential. | argue otherwise. There is almostalue at all for the American
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Literature student in copying down pages of texyuspecific notes delivered by
teachers who believe they have a greater resptitystbithe American literary canon
than they do to their own students.

In what is often referred to as a "global age’detus of American literature
will receive considerably more benefit from teachihat lies “outside the box’. The
word “global’ does not now immediately summon upitance did, geographical
images; actually, our Western images are compleighpsed to the natural, primeval
specificity of ‘geography’. Technology, especialiyail and the internet, dominate
our understanding of the word “global’. We know thaylzody, anywhere, with
internet access, can receive information from Geogl Wikipedia on any subject in
the world. The most important implication of thas the teaching of American
Literature is that in a culture where "knowledgeh de instantaneously accessed,
"knowledge transmission pedagogy’ serves littlgopae; at least, not for the student.
Teaching that lies “outside the box’ could be aagedy that persuades some teachers
of American Literature to reappraise the valueh@irtstudents of what currently
amounts to a hermetic valorising of specific Amani¢exts. Such teaching also
rejects extravagant, exhausting and unnecessgpgnation by teachers before
classes, in favour of spontaneity and flexibitityring the class. Teaching “outside the
box’ means resisting the urge to prioritise the Aan literary canon above the
needs of students; whatever books are “taughteteher’s objective should beuee
them to help students learn about issues thattitexts exemplify. The teacher
should lead the discussion in such a way as tet¢ead the specificity of any text, not
focus on its uniqueness, and not treat individeraist, no matter how canonical, as

ends in themselves.
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Kenneth J. Eble writes "Professors do not needuet enedia popularity, but
they can learn from the performing arts’ (13), &adgue here for the desirability of
teachers learning specifically from stand-up coraesli For exactly half the twenty
years that | have been an academic, | have alskeddhroughout Great Britain, and
also in France and Spain, as a stand-up comed&spite the chronological
symmetry, | have opposed attitudes and indeed tgscas a teacher and a
comedian. As a comedian | want to make myself pehsable to an audience. | want
the crowd to demand that | be installed as the M@hsy can see me every week, but
as a teacher my goal is to make myself redundatietstudents before the end of
every course. What struck me first about perfornsitasnd-up comedy was that
although it was much harder than | had ever redliaebe professionally funny, as an
objective it was refreshingly clear: my job wasraeke people laugh. If they laughed
| was doing a good job; if they didn’t laugh, | wags Naturally, | compared that
purity of purpose with what | realized was the ifinigble, never articulated (at least
certainly not to me) imperatives of the seminare Tbmedian’s job is to make people
laugh. However, on a course entitled, say, "TheeAgan Short Story’, in a class
discussing Raymond Carver’s "Fat’, what, exactythe teacher’s job?

My attitude to students and my teaching approacherseminar room
changed as soon as | began performing stand-updyorfer the first time | saw
students not as people who had to be there, ari@sdience as people who could
be working, or travelling, instead of attending Werisity, and, more specifically, my
American Literature seminars. It is not uncommohear academics referring to
teaching as a "performance’ — what is uncommoa eéntounter any further analysis
of whatkind of performance it is. | am aware that the momeetaher uses words

such as "audience’ and "performance’, battle laresdrawn. Some teachers agree, to
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more or less a degree that there is a performdeneeat, at the very least, to
teaching, but others see only cringe-worthy imagesesperate and misguided
teachers dumbing down their subject by quoting Emityrics to embarrassing and
pointless effect. Elaine Showalter observes "maaghers feel anxiety about the very
idea of performance, which strikes them as cheamnhy and anti-intellectual’ (15).
It is likely that what most teachers mean, partidylyounger ones, when they refer
to themselves as “performers’ is that they perciiemselves as actors, pretending to
be more knowledgeable than they actually belieeendelves to be. But this is a
mistake - teachers an®t actors; theyare knowledgeable.

For many teachers the word “performance’ has iritong of “pretence’
within it. There are, no doubt, large numbers atteers who would empathise with
this observation by the English stand-up comediahathor Alexi Sayle: “one of the
comedian’s tricks is to pretend to be much moreliggtthan you are. Lenny Bruce
used to do that all the time’ (Double 135). Thexeoif course, another type of
academic "performance’, more sophisticated andasedire, neatly summarised by
Jody Norton in a provocative discussion of 'gukerfledagogy’: "The initial point of
guerrilla pedagogy is to split the traditionallyiwwcal interpretive authority of the
instructor in two. The authority of each pole astbyad is further decentred by the
open practice of illusion: Judy’'s and my interpretpositions do not represent the
“truth” for either of us, but compriseaitical method-acting(140, my emphasis).
However, | want to suggest that if academics adeeéd “performers’ then the one
branch of performance they are actually conneaeddst closely is stand-up
comedy:only the teacher and the stand-up comedian relthercontinuous
interaction between themselves and the peopleit &f themThe difference

between all other performers (dancers, actors, ¢iaums...) and then teachers and
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comedians is that we require the people in frontofo also “perform’. For the
seminar to work, to be considered a success, | teestudents to contribute, to
actually impose themselves and their views sottiet help shape the dynamic and
the direction of the seminar; just as good standarpedians will always interact with
the particular audience in front of them. In thi® teachers and comedians are
together all alone. No actor or dancer, when thalkwut on stage, wants to see the
audience declaiming their own soliloquies or parfimig their own pirouettes.

Elaine Showalter cites Camille Paglia on the retathip between stand-up

comedy and university teaching:

In her memaoir of her Birmingham professor Miltondsker, Paglia describes
him as a master teacher: “With the improvisatiogrefat Jewish comedians
like Lenny Bruce, Kessler would weave in and outhef class his own passing
thoughts, reminiscences, disasters.” Paglia andl&eare not the only
teachers to mention stand-up comedy as a modet bakic equipment for a
classroom teacher is the same as for a stand-updiani, writes Lionel
Basney (Calvin College); “a striking voice, a dirgaze, and the inner

freedom to say more or less anything that comesind™ (33).

Showalter’s personal reservation about this conmecientres on the emphasis placed
on the charisma of the teacher: "Teaching thakésstand-up comedy or postmodern
performance art is seductive and exhilarating,itocan be very difficult to carry off.
Not everyone can be a Paglia or a Kessler, nohepeed to be’ (33). Nevertheless,
many comedians, for example, Bill Hicks, Lenny BruMort Sahl, Jeremy Hardy,

Brendan Burns, Robert Newman and Mark Thomas vesie are, clearly motivated
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by a desire to teach their audiences; reciproctibm, teachers can sometimes use
comedianstechniquego help their students to learn; they do not haveonstantly
perform as stand-up comedians themselves. Stard+updy has influenced my
teaching in three principal ways: Performance, &rm&fpon, and Curriculum Design.
In order to keep students engaged and learningplagnsome technigues and
strategies borrowed from the stand-up comedy ¢ironly some of which | have the
space to mention here; secondly, | have learnégddbanuch preparation before a
comedy performance rarely benefits the audienatflzat too much preparation
before a class rarely benefits the students, afihdcan protect the teacher. Thirdly,
the ideology of stand-up comedy has influenced mmking on such issues as the
syllabus, bibliographies and curriculum designhaligh | am a stand-up comedian,
or perhaps because | am a stand-up comedian, Infwanveerest here in the subject of
comedy itself. All teachers know that a sense ofitwr can be invaluable when they
are in front of a class, but there are other aspafcstand-up comedy which | wish to
suggest are worth the attention of teachers of AraerLiterature.

| very rarely tell jokes in seminars. When | dbiave an agenda that goes
beyond getting a laugh from the students. For exanmpa class on Cooperihe
Last of the Mohicankfocus on the episode where Natty has to tempypr@sandon
Alice and Cora and leaps into the waterfall to psdslagua. | quote Natty’s plea to
the young women “Stay alive, | will find you”. Ahis point, | tell the students, at the
time the novel is set, 1757, America had not yenbdivided into states; it had a
landmass exceeding three million square miles:y‘8tave, | will find you”. A few
pages later, of course, he does, "but last Satlrd&yl the students, "I couldn’t find
my wife in Wal Mart’. This joke serves several ftinas: it reminds, or actually

informs, the students the book is an historicaleh@so raising issues about genre), it
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dramatizes for students living in England and stuglyAmerican Literature the
enormous size of America, it mocks my temporarauity as their teacher and turns
me into a man who cannot follow simple domestitrirgions, and, perhaps most
importantly, it demonstrates to the students thatygng nineteenth-century

American Literature at university does not haveea relentlessly solemn enterprise.

Techniques

Prior to performing stand-up comedy | had beenemnibteachstudents, but, | see
now, | had at that time no interest in helping therearn. It was only after
performing stand-up that | saw my job as a teaalar not to inform, or instruct, the
students; the most valuable part of their learmiag not in the passive receipt of the
material | had been unthinkingly offering them, butheir engagementith it, and

with me. InTheory and Resistance in Educatidtenry Giroux writes:

The active nature of students’ participation in lderning process must be
stressed. This means that transmission modes afjpgg must be replaced
by classroom social relations in which studentsadte to challenge, engage,
and question the form and substance of the leapriocess. Hence, classroom
relations must be structured to give students gp®dunity to both produce as
well as criticize classroom meanings...a criticalggay must provide the
conditions that give students the opportunity teaspwith their own voices

(202-3).
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| became committed to encouraging continuous stu@sponse, and to frustrating or
blocking any of their attempts to sit in a semiasupassive consumers who were
receiving an education.

Although the stand-up comedian and academic Orble correctly
observes that, paradoxically, not all stand-up atiaresdo stand-up during their
performances, and offers as examples such well Rrfawerican acts as Shelley
Berman and Dick Gregory, and, in the United Kingd@ave Allen and Daniel
Kitson (42), most stand-up comedians do, in faenhd-up. Since | started performing
it | have never sat down while teaching a semihaot only “stand up’, | move
continuously throughout the seminar, forcing thalsnts to remain alert. More
usefully though, when standing and moving aboist ltarder to work from a lesson
plan; this forces the teacher to be more spontanand flexible. One of the principal
reasons comedy clubs are so popular (and it iswunting that students are the
single biggest audience for live comedy in GreataBr) is that the interaction with
the audience that is fundamental to live comedynadiae audience know the night is
unique; unlike a film, or play, or recital, it caever be done in the same way again,
even if all the performers were on the same bilanather night. Students value
something similar in a seminar. They don’t wansée all their teachers always sitting
at a desk, always working from a lesson plan; whey do see this, students come to
the unflattering conclusion that last year andytbar before, the same issues were
discussed in the same order, irrespective of whoiwéhe class. There is no space
here for the students to believe that the teachiirerre to teactinem uniquely;
instead the students understandably believe thattexts will be taught, not people.
There is no reason why a seminar cannot be ant'deethe students, something

memorable and unrepeatable. | never have a “lggaahbut | do have a very broad,
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yet perfectly sufficient, agenda. While encouragdimg students’ comments, | always
stay alert for an opportunity to introduce the Hahdf issues that determined the
text’'s presence on the course, but then thesessseeseen to emerge organically —
not perceived to have been imposed by me uporttllersts. For example, if the set
text wasThe Great Gatsbyywould do no more preparation for the class tteanind
myself why | wanted the students to read it, theitewdown three or four reminders
to myself: "American Romanticism’, "The Jazz Ag&itzgerald’s extravagant
rhetoric’, the book’s title’. Each one of theseuiss opens out into a much bigger
issue, or set of issues; to take one exampleasite-lis the title ironic? Is, say, Edith
Wharton’sThe House of Mirttalso an ironic title? Is Hemingwayrsesta? What
other novels can they think of which are ironicditied? Why would an author give a
book an ironic title? If the set text was as his@lty important as, for examplé&he
Scarlet Letter] might reduce my issues to just two: "Americamif@nism’ and
“allegory’. The advantage of working with the stotdein such a broad way is to
lessen preparation for the teacher and, more iraptbyt it allows the seminars to
function as opportunities to address issues thastrend the specificity of an
individual text.

I learned from performing stand-up and watchingrisdd comedians what |
now think of as “omission strategies’. When | gdst left nothing for the audience to
fill in for themselves, because even though | veleel was focused on them, in
reality | was not thinking about them at all; whagally cared about was how they
responded tone. This, | later discovered, is a remarkably siméda&perience to one
Jane Tompkins had regarding her teaching: "| had peatting on a performance
whose true goal was not to help the students learhhad thought, but to perform

before them in such a way that they would haveagpinion of me’ (119). In my
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case, if my audience anticipated a punch line andHed, | should have stopped
there: they would have been flattered by theirigitib anticipate it, while | would
actually have received a big laugh without sayingtlaing. But | would ruin it by
thinking (actually, not thinking) that | had to sténe punch line, and | would get back,
at best, a muted, anti-climactic laugh. If somebeekled me and got a big laugh |
was not confident enough to acknowledge the witegftdly and give him the laugh,
perhaps even asking for a round of applause; iddtalkvays had to have the last
word; again, my reward was usually, and quite highinenthusiastic. Eventually |
learned that not saying something, not doing somegttboth on stage and in a
seminar, are not necessarily derelictions of dutystead they can be the result of
experience and discipline.

It is frightening for comedians when they walk ¢age for the first time
knowing they have not prepared their set meticujoimsadvance. But professional
comedians do not learn their material and thenvaeliver it in that exact order,
irrespective of the actual circumstances on thbtniys the English stand-up
comedian Dave Gorman points out "what you do saytthose words in that order
it's play the audience’ (Double 107). Professiastahd-up comedians are constantly
developing performance qualities such as spontanéthought and flexibility of
response; these aspects of their job are no lgssriant to them than the writing of
new material. Many teachers, however, are far moneerned with constantly adding
to their material than they are in thinking abdwe manner in which this material is
going to be offered to their students. However asscomedians can move material
around in the set, or drop it completely, repladingith something more appropriate,
depending on the response they are getting, steémbers should be able to shift

their material, or drop it, depending on the resgoof their students. Often, though,

10
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teachers lack flexibility or spontaneity in theathing, and this is only to be
expected. While academics like to see themselvbesldsr, livelier; as the
swashbuckling, unconventional members of the psidesi classes, this is largely
unfounded. Academics can be as cautious as so$ictwd as niggardly as
accountants, and this is not surprising.

The entry level requirement now, in the United Kdogh and in America, for
our profession is a Ph d. Carl Woodring writes "Bags on research has promoted
the overemphasis on the Ph.D degree as the ondptdite qualification for
permanence as a college teacher; reductions isedomds go to PhDs as productive
researchers (103). As a direct result of the pedd@ss obsession with research,
caution is the cardinal virtue in academe. Thidioay of course, is entirely
appropriate for academic research: footnotes, ssureferences; phrases like ‘it is
possible to suggest’, and ‘it is not unreasonablssume’ are inevitable and
necessary. But this professional caution is noéssarily an advantage in the
seminar; in fact, it is quite the opposite, patacly with respect to “preparation’.
Many academics only manage to combine researchteatthing, two completely
opposed practices, by making sure that before gbeput there’, they are thoroughly
well prepared; often, in fact, far too well preghte be of any service to their
students. Nor are students particularly helpechbge teachers who obviously
begrudge teaching as time taken away from thegares, and who introduce as much
of this research as possible into undergraduaténsesn Wayne Booth observes ‘my
own worst teaching has often been about those aslpe which | consider myself
most expert. The novel that | have taught mosttlgefhe one that | now refuse to
teach, is one | did my dissertation dmistram Shandyl just know too much about it

—and | try to stuff it all in at once’ (Showalié®).
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Some teachers are relentlessly, oppressivelyt spirshingly too well
prepared for seminars. Some just read their sdrquirs and hours of diligent work
must have gone into writing it; they avoid lookiagstudents because they do not
want to be asked a question they cannot answethanskminar is rigid and
unaccommodating for the students. This is the mareesult of the teacher following
too rigidly schematic a lesson plan, written asutifothe whole point of the seminar
is what the teacher says, not the students. Acadetatke for granted that the more
they know about a subject, the better they carchtéa However, many teachers
also talk of how one of their most memorable sensimaas on a subject they felt
under-prepared to discuss. Teachers usually attribhis very common experience to
the energy generated by the new; they were nas, @ten the case, bored with a text
they had taught for years, the class went well beeahe teacher was energised by
novelty. Larry Danson says "When | think of thetl®asses I've taught, | always
think of classes | taught a long time ago, whera$wealing with material that was
fresh to me. And | shared a sense of excitemeneiing, quite literally, one step
ahead of the students (Showalter 45).

But "it is possible to suggest’ that, really, setdsses go well because of the
teacher’s lack of specific textual knowledge andsgguent inability to impose
themselves on the discussion. The seminar canr@space for the teacher to tell the
students everything he or she knows about thedexte students are forced into
active engagement. The students’ understandiniges$ubject, the aspects of it that
they found interesting, incomprehensible, sentimennot those the teacher believes
are important, now become the substance of thensenAdditionally, when the
teacher is unable to speak confidently about tkie tiee students are likely to raise

broader, wider, deeper issues; these are moreatieg and more useful to them than

12
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the minutiae of a specific literary text, to whigachers will insist on dragging them
back. | am in favour of using ignorance of a textadeliberate teaching strategy.
Knowledge is the point of teachers; as a professiefind it difficult to imagine that
our ignorance could ever be beneficial to the sttid®@ut sometimethe less we
know, particularly about a specific text, the mtive students might learn. It can be
very productive for students if their teachersdiseiplined enough to do no
preparation at all for a class. William McKeachidgtes "What is important is
learning, not teaching. Teaching effectiveness dep@&ot on what the teacher does,
but rather on what the student does. Teaching wegdistening as much as talking’
(Showalter 36).

However, academics hate waste, especially of twveir efforts — if they have
spent hours preparing for a class on, sayGtiapes of Wraththen the students will
certainly be the recipients of all that preparatibhe teacher will talk; the students
will listen. Such teachers do not seem to apprelieadlogicality here: their students
are listening to the results of a highly laboueimdive, professional practice called
“seminar preparation’, but they are listening is threparationduring the actual
seminar, even though the very word “preparation¥iitually all contexts, establishes
an emphatic separation from the more importanviagtivhich follows it. Some
teachers are so cautious, in fact, that, appeasandée contrary, they never actually
teach at all — preparation for teaching, rathen tiegaching itself, has become the more
important of the two acts; indeed, so important graparatiorfor teaching is offered
to the students as if it were the very act of teegitself. Oliver Double writes that a
very large number of professional comedians ‘realiat, with experience,
preparation becomes unnecessary, even counterpiraeuthe fact that comedians

can reduce the amount of preparation they do alhgestform as effectively (or
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possibly even better) when they are faced withuahesce, is a testament to the skills
they have acquired’ (256). Many teachers would beftem acquiring similar skills,
as would their students,

It is not necessarily the case that teachers pedpatoo much for seminars
for the sake of their students; it is just as fkiblat this excessive preparation is done
to protect themselveésom their students. Obviously, extensive preparatias dn
understandable appeal for academics: it seemsigfin’ thing to do, thus appealing
to the dutiful; and it also seems to offer prot@atirom being exposed as a fraud, so
also appealing to the cautious. This neat econdrpympose is hard to resist. But it is
worth resisting. When a comedian who regularly grens 20-40-60 minute sets does
a 10 minute spot, the extra material is "therevary aspect of the performance,
except the actual utterance. Academics, too, hasesyof reading and writing behind
them when they go into seminars, and, if this iEasknowledged, the textually
specific preparation can be kept to a minimum.agthdemics, even the very newest,
know much more than they give themselves creditiféiney could move away from
the notion that the point of the class is to "te#loh students everything they can
aboutThe Awakeningor "Benito Cereno’ or ‘"The Red Wheelbarrow’, piieparation
need take no more time than a brief reminder tm#®dves of why the text is on the
course. Academics do not need any marewledgeo be good teachers; what many
teachers need to do is re-appraise the value itostivelents of knowledge-based
teaching, and then cultivate such performativeitigalas flexibility and spontaneity.
Of course, such cultivation is not easy, especiallyacademics. Steven Jacobi, an
academic who performed stand-up comedy on the “ope€rcircuit in London for
several months, eventually realized the enormog®itance of flexibility and

spontaneity to the stand-up comedian and writésviiig in the moment” was, of

14
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course, precisely what | was brought up, educatashed and conditioneaotto do.
Anything but. Generally speaking, | avoided the neatrand often took great pains to
do so’ (91). Academics are often needlessly neratnasit abandoning their script to
engage directly with their students, choosinghasstafer option, knowledge
transmission. However, teachers are not in therssmnoom to teach texts; their job is
to teach students. Larry Danson observes of tegcBieing in the now, present, at
this moment, thinking out loud, rather than beingid to overwhelming notes, is
absolutely essential’ (Showalter 17). Similarlye tanglish writer and stand-up
comedian Tony Allen writes "There’s no getting avirayn it. The secret of comedy
is good timing. Unfortunately, it's not a technigimat can be learned in front of the
bathroom mirror; it’s an intuitive state of gratat has to be discovered, an elusive
abstract lubricant that exists in the eternal nad @an only be found by taking risks
and playing around with a live audience’ (19).

Many students leave university without finishingitrstudies because they are
victims of Western culture’s powerful and persuasagsertion that education is
always a positive and productive accumulation, mcomplicated acquisition of
knowledge which involves benevolent guides leadiegn effortlessly from
ignorance to revelation. This is deeply misleadary] even actively untrue. Learning,
in any meaningful sense of the word, can be diffjdemanding and unrewarding for
the student; indeed, for anybody. It can be chamtit painful, not at all enjoyable and
reassuring. The seminar room should not be paiei#issr. | do not think seminars
should be “cosy’ or “friendly’ — on the contraryry to incorporate the slightly
adversarial atmosphere of the comedy club, itssdeld on an essential anonymity,
into the seminar. | always start with questionse Vhry first question | ask students

on my coursd he History, Theory and Performance of Stand-Up &yris 'Why is
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“stand-up “hyphenated?’ | want them to work frore gtart. | do not want them
relaxed, or cosy. | want them working, thinkinges\a little uneasy. They need to
know from the beginning that this is an interactiwecess. When we talk of “keeping
students engaged” in higher education, we insisgeming this engagement as always
enthralling and enjoyable for the student. But gegaent and even enjoyment are not
always accompanied by smiles. It is a common méstakassume that all stand-up
comedians are only interested in getting a lauljthe time. Many of the most highly
respected acts on the contemporary British and Asaretive comedy circuit are
renowned for provoking audiences, for irritatingri, for insulting them, for,
basically, forcing them to think, quite as muchtsesy are for making audiences
laugh. Double writes “Some of the best comediam& jlast use their tricks of sharing
and rapport to get laughs and keep the lurkingilitysit bay, they also use them to
challenge some of the audience’s most basic assumsp(138). Similarly, if | have

to provoke or irritate my students to get themhiok for themselves, | am happy to
do it. Jody Norton writes of the value in promotitigcord among students
“discursive conflict can be intellectually and ermpally challenging, and can

produce more complex understandings, not justx$téut of worlds and selves.
With sensitive facilitation, it can be made relativsafe’ (Norton: 141).

When the English “political comic’ Mark Thomas caman stage he is likely
to begin by asking a series of questions, suchvas ‘is the President of the World
Bank?” He has the discipline and the confidendettthe silences build, so that the
audience is forced to recognize its collective igmae. Then, he begins. At times,
depending on the circumstances, | do this in tharsazr. | know the likelihood of any
of them having read any seminal American texts ithatve not made compulsory

reading is remote but to work from this assumptfeams a wasted opportunity. So |
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ask them “who has read Henry Adanisie Education of Henry AdafisLong pause,
much fidgeting and eye avoidance...”"Well, what abbwiman Capote’'th Cold
Blood? Has anybody read that?” Just as Mark Thomas titetghe silences build.
Sometimes, | want the students to feel poorly réagnt them to realize that they
should be working harder. Obviously, exhortatiod ancouragement have their place
in a seminar, but so too do excoriation and exasioer. Double writes of a Mark
Thomas performance "When | saw the show in Cantgrliue people pouring out of
the theatre at the end looked subdued and shaBéy (Subdued and shaken’ — after
a stand-up comedy performance! At least occasipnallty don’t teachers aim for the
same response from their students after a semli@@¢hers are often far too willing
to believe that the learning experience for stusishbuld only ever be optimistic and
pleasurable; on this issue teachers are actudipabie; we have voluntarily colluded
with a myth central to the economic and social idges of both America and the
UK, a myth, moreover, which we know as individusd¢hers and as a profession is
completely untrue — that learning is never painful.

Comedians are notorious for deceiving their audésnfor tricking them and
then betraying them. Double recounts an audienesjsonse to the opening of the
Iranian comic Omid Djalli’'s stand-up set "the aundie realise that they’'ve been had’
(72). | also lay traps for my students. For exampieight elicit enthusiasm from
them for a passage in a book, or sometimes, d&einase of Upton Sinclairne
Jungle for the entire novel. In this latter case, | Hetately give the impression that |
agree with their far too hasty endorsements of inaoving’; | smile along when they
naively describe it as a book about “real peophet so forth. Then, when we all seem
to be in sunny agreement, | betray them. | sugge$tem that they likdhe Jungle

because it is unambiguous propaganda; its attrafiothem actually lies in its
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implacable resistance to conflicting interpretasionnlike, sayThe Age of Innocence
which precedes it on my twentieth-century Amerit#@arature course and about
which they are usually much less enthusiasticrthgr suggest to them they have not
thought to interrogat&he Jungles preposterous sentimentality, or its ludicrous
anthropomorphism, or its hysterical and strideiitqure of capitalism — the
enjoyment they received from reading the novel \magjally, a complete surrender to
its numerous flaws. Each one of my criticisms raissues that transcend the
specificities of Sinclair's novel and provide th®gnding for a wider-ranging
discussion. Similarly, | pretend to agree with tledjections to, say, the way whales
are killed just for money iMoby-Dick or the cultural approbation awarded to bull-
fighting in Hemingway'sFiesta,having myself encouraged these criticisms in the
first place, and then, as the atmosphere of comhsatfarighteousness peaks, | invite
them to ‘reconsider’ their anachronistic sentimigtanevitably, some students are
aggrieved; it all seems somehow “unfair’ to themt @scontent of this kind,

irritation, and even anger, are all valid formsofjagement, and | remain
unrepentant. Students who are sufficiently involtetecome disgruntled at such
strategies always come back. Usually, studentelaasourse because they are not
connected to it; then they leave without angerrant of any kind — they just stop
attending.

In Teaching Large Classes in Higher Educatiddndrew Wood and Alan
Jenkins cite a lecturer’s response to a questiogindieaching is about
relationships...Large numbers plus one-term moduleamstaff hardly get to know
most students and vice versa. Construction of artyo$ relationshipthe basis of best
teaching,is therefore impossible’ (30) (my emphasis). Strifly, no evidence is

offered to support the phragbe basis of best teachindlor is any offered for this
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statement which immediately succeeds it: "a two-pr@plem between students and
staff is getting to know each other and develogingpport’ (30). | do not accept that
this is in any way a problem. Perhaps relationshipmbrapport with students are not
“the basis of best teaching’; they may well be ito#d it. | often wonder what
teachers in higher education, particularly thosetiéng in the Humanities, think they
are teaching their students that requires a relsiip with individual students.
Certainly a smaller group is easier for the teatbelominate than a larger group, but
just as comedians invariably prefer a large audiga@ small one, | reject the
pervasive belief in the teaching profession thatlenclasses are “better’ than larger
classes. A small audience in a comedy club is nnuete difficult to make laugh than
a larger audience; this is primarily because thallemaudience is self conscious
about laughing when they are so few. Although widely believed among teachers
that students are less afraid to speak in a smalipgnobody can be sure that these
students are saying what they #rimkingin the smaller group. Most experienced
teachers are aware that there is often a greabfleahformity in smaller groups; it is
easier to see where the most powerful factions)dividuals, are in them.
Furthermore, bullying and sabotage can occur inlsgnaups and particularly affect
those who disagree or who are different. Howevéemthe class is student-centred
then the more students who are present in the sentire more responses, questions,
and objections (heckles) the teacher can incorpanéd the discussion, just as in
stand-up comedy, the larger the audience the &fksamiscious the individuals within
it will be, and the more laughter the comedian wdually receive.

Double writes of an important stand-up technique:
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Voicing the audience’s thoughts is a common teamnignd it's useful in
various ways. It allows comedians to anticipate a@dtralise any potential
bad reactions to what they're saying...Also, by shmthat the comedian
understands how the audience might be reactingr Bee demonstrates
control of the situation, as well as strengthenhmgrapport between stage and

auditorium (225).

This technique can also be very useful in the samifor example, | might ask a
group who had already demonstrated a reluctaneegage with me a very general,
unstructured question such as “So, what did yawktbf The Age of Innoceneé
Long pause, much shoe gazing and coughing. “OlKpikkwhat you're thinking. |
know. Lots of improbably named, upper class charaatot doing very much for
several hundred pages. Am | right?” If they agtemw, immediately, have
something to work with; something, moreover, whitky have been manipulated
into “owning'. If anybody in the group does notegyrl will have even more to work
with, and, as a bonus, depending on how tactfulty supportively | deal with this
resistance, the group will have been encouragedwdsole to realize that agreement
with their teacher is not at all the point of tleersnar.

There is an increasing tendency in Higher Educatighe UK to confuse, or
conflate, words like “helping’, "supporting’, "&tg’, ‘caring’, and “teaching'.
However, teaching and helping, to take only twodgoare not synonyms, and a
“culture of care’ which lacks the rigour to separtte two is in trouble, and in need of
help itself. Helping is actually more often thart,reohindrance to teaching. When |
give out essay questions to students | utiliser@robmission strategy’ and tell my

students | will not be giving them bibliographi®&turally, they are upset, of course
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they complain; they know perfectly well this mean®t more work for them, and
they are used to teachers doing much of their vimrkhem. It is possible that some
teachers, particularly in the Humanities, nevellyaansider student learning
occurring in any other form than that of readingpak the teacher has set, or hearing
the same teacher speak. But perhaps some lessomsstigood in the absence of the
teacher, when students experience them in a véswhtactile form, in essence,
dramatically.Teachers should ask themselves this questibly am | able to write a
bibliography for the students? It is true that mafsbur students will not become
teachers, but my view is that as much as possfbidhat we teach needs to be
explained as having value that transcends the fepscof the texts set for study, and
of the single task itself. If, for example, a stadis thinking of answering an essay
question such as "Discuss the importance of lapésiceany two American novels
written between the wars’, what the student waste be given a list which contains
the titles of several books that would be usehd,tames of the authors, and even
exactly where to find them on the shelves (I haensbibliographies with accession
numbers next to the individual texts). If thisnsléed what students are given,
naturally they go directly to the texts on thest find so ignore all those other
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of other books ashiiees. This is to do the student a
disservice. Students of American Literature camlee enormous amount about their
subject if they browse through the library sta@spng other things, they could
certainly discover for themselves, rather than ¢péahd, the composition of the
American literary canon.

When | was an undergraduate, having just startamiese in American
Literature, | was aware of the major modern Amariaaiters: Wharton, Hemingway,

Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Heller, Roth...I was, theref@aetremely surprised when | was
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browsing through the library stacks and noticed thare critical books had been
written on the work of an author of whom | had nelveard than had been published
on Fitzgerald’s writings. | immediately borrowedeoof the author’s books (the
smallest one) and when, several years later, ydfirst job teaching American
Literature, Thomas PynchonT$e Crying of Lot 49vas the first book | emphatically
placed on the contemporary literature syllabus,refitestill remains. If a teacher had
told me that Pynchon’s work had attracted an unimmaunt of critical attention |
very much doubt | would have taken much notice,tbwgee this critical interest,
dramatically displayed on the library shelves, hggbwerful, dramatic impact on me.
Moreover, Pynchon wasy discovery, and | appreciated his writing all therenfor
that.

If the teacher refuses to "help’ the students biyghong them a bibliography,
the students are forced into scrutinising the fypsiacks and so they begin to learn —
away from the teacher. It is possible, for examlat desperate students looking for
critical texts which might be helpful for the “negtiquestion, and having no
knowledge about American Literature at all, coalklet down off the shelf a book
entittedThe Jewish American Novéf course, they would find nothing in it of any
immediate use to them, but by the time they discz¢his they would have learned
that Jewish American writers rarely set their wodtside the biggest of America’s
cities. What students are learning, particularlyjm this process is how to choose,
evaluate, discriminate, compare, and select; lagrmore all the time, no matter how
anarchically or promiscuously, about American latere. Moreover, they can learn a
lot more. In the absence of specific secondaricsih, they could try writing an
essay without support, offering a close readintheftexts, with suitable cross

referencing to other primary texts. Or, they caulch to another discipline entirely,
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Sociology, for example, or Anthropology, or Thegto®r, in such desperate
circumstances, students of American Literatureesgm be persuaded to love literary
theory; they can be persuaded if their teachesesftio give them a list of secondary
reading but then points out that the great strenftiterary theory lies precisely in its
universal applicabilityBy refusing to provide the help they are used teigng,
students can be manoeuvred into a situation wihesegee theory, not as boring
beyond belief, or far too intellectually demandfogthem, but as their saviour.
Persuasion does not always work with students;eutgpols may be required, such
as a. refusal to “help’ them, which really meangite them what they want; it is,
however, truly helpful to their learning to delibe&ly put obstacles in the direction
they conventionally take. When a teacher givesidestt a bibliography all that has
usually been achieved is that the student startgyaojob they will probably do
poorly, quickerWhat is useful to students, and they do see thiseing forced to
think about different ways of doing something; thiegn have to think about
alternative ways of working and so they develofiskuch as resourcefulness and
flexibility; skills which will have life-long valudor them, and which go well beyond

the limited learning they will receive from writiran essay on — well, any subject.

Curriculum Design

Until recently, during my twelve week nineteentmitey American Literature
course, my colleague and | taught a four week apch; she offered "American
Romance’ and | offered "Slave Narratives’. Theramother of my classes, The
History, Theory and Performance of Stand-Up Comeldyiscussed the comic “rule

of three’ with students, suggesting that the reatsisralways three people who go
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into a bar: an Englishman, an Irishman and a Santsfior example, is that three is
the most economical number for this type of jokae@erson’s behaviour could be
idiosyncratic, but two set up a pattern that thedtthen disrupts for comic effect. It
occurred to me that this “rule of three’ could pelaable to the American Literature
curriculum itself. | had recently read JoycelynNfoody’s essay "Personal Places:
Slavery and Misssion in Graduate Seminars’ andd veay well aware that her
demand that teachers of African American Literahe€eproficient’ meant that | was

precisely the type of teacher she disapprovedaihgly:

What exactly doeproficiencyfor the African American literature classroom
entail? Not “blackness,” not an African phenotyBat also not simply a
background in generic American Literature, if sachentity exists. The
instructor who would pick up, sayhe Norton Anthology of African American
Literatureand presume to select a few items for inclusioa @yllabus, on the
basis that they are, after all, literature, inshti¢h the traditions from which
the selections emerge and colleagues long tramadlistic historical and

theoretical contextualizations of those traditigiidall 29)

This was clearly a scolding but after my realizatibat the comedy ‘rule of three’
could be applied to the curriculum itself, | wasfapfrom thinking that | should
learn more about all slave narratives, as welhai tholistic historical and
theoretical contextualizations’ so that | couldcteghem “proficiently’, that | began
to wonder if | even needed as many as four of tH&mowalter writes “obsession
with coverage and content is one of the main bart@good teaching’ (13). Within

any genre two texts is sufficient to set the pattére students would almost
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certainly learn more by comparing two slave navestiwith another kind of writing
than they would by adding two more, that is to $sysuperfluity. Accordingly, |
then set just twaNarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an Aiten Slave
and Harriet Jacobshcidents in the Life of a Slave GiFor week three | set
William Burroughs’Junky and instead of asking the students to read ahféext |
gave them the extracts which follow below and agketh to spend their normal
weekly reading time thinking through the extraaid éheir implications and
comparing and contrasting the nineteenth-centayesharratives with a twentieth-

century addiction narrative.

When Thomas De Quincey wroteTihe Confessions of an English Opium
Eater(1821) of the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge thatvhs a slave to opium
no less abject than Caliban to Prospero he utilizgdpe that has long been
common literary currency, particularly in the méwed descriptions of the
horrors of drug addiction. Is it possible, thoutitat the discourse of slavery is

inappropriate when applied to the phenomenon af dddiction?

| worked in factories and offices. | played arouhe edges of crime. But my
hundred and fifty dollars per month was alwaysehédid not have to have
money. It seemed a romantic extravagance to je@gandy freedom by some
token act of crime. It was at this time and unéiesse circumstances that |
came in contact with junk, became an addict, aecethy gained the
motivation, the real need for money | had never lefdre. Junky,William
Burroughs)

The first three classes were very enjoyable bufitta class was perhaps the most

memorable teaching experience of my career. Amamgnaber of issues the students
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raised themselves, perhaps the most rewarding éovas their perception that
“‘freedom’ was represented in very different wakie: narrator’s desire for freedom is
a characteristic feature of the slave narrativd,the class were in agreement that the
invariable attainment of it is a crucial aspectiwf genre’s appeal to the modern
reader. In what are virtually the last worddrafidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
Jacobs writes: "Reader, my story ends with freedwnhin the usual way, with
marriage. | and my children are now free!' (GatkE8)3 suggested to the students that
although many slave narratives abound with desoriptof life under slavery, the
texts which are currently regarded as pre-eminettie genre all end in freedom and
this may well be where much of their appeal lieg,golely in the quasi-
anthropological descriptions of a brutal and diditezl system.

The students also noted that slave narrativepaesnical texts which seek
political change; but this is clearly not the caséunky.They were quick to notice
the absence idunkyof values such as determination, fortitude, resfoediteracy,
and a developing political consciousness that dtieeslave narrative. The crucial
guestion whichlunkyposes, and which my students answered, is thisvame is
freedom for? What if freedom is not enough? Whaeyond freedom, a zone the
slave narrative hardly considers, one sees onlytieegs, pointlessness, futility? Why
not, then, reject freedom? Why not actually seakesly? Perhaps this, the students
agreed, was the most crucial difference betweenoBghs’ book and the slave
narratives: the voluntary nature of the enslavenredunky It is freedom which the
junkie wishes to surrender, to aggressively rejgbile the slave yearns for nothing
else.

Frederick Douglass' status as a slave is legaltgttucted, and can be altered

by a political decision, as indeed it was for &hes by the Emancipation
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Proclamation of 1863. | suggested to the classgehew that this could also be
viewed as a philosophical issue. The narrator$avkesnarratives are Berkeleyan in
that they must be recognized as free by otherfidpiBerkeley's celebrated dictum:
"to be is to be perceived’, possesses a particesmnance for the narrators of slave
narratives, as can be evidenced by the genrelegtten manumission. lhhe Life of
Olaudah Equianpfor example, the manumission document is so itapoto

Equiano that he reproduces it in full, as Apperlixat the end of his book. It is not
sufficient for slaves to believe themselves fraegheir hearts; they must be perceived
by others as free. The junkie, however, is thorbuglartesian, not reliant upon the
gaze of others to define him. The junkie is ceastyepreoccupied with gazing at
himself; but there is, so to speak, two of him:iadrand a body. The junkie sees the
mind as clearly separate from the body, and instabdy superior to it. The mind is
the master in junk narratives, the body is theesl&v the final minutes of the seminar
a group of four volunteers offered to try and defihe essential differences between
the texts in a sentence or two, and the entireschswell as their teacher, was fully in
agreement with what they returned to us with: wthike slave narrative initially
emphasizes isolation but concludes by depictingripmration and stressing the value
of community, the junk narrative begins within areounity and concludes in
isolation. It was strikingly clear to me that viatly all the students in this group had
learned more and thought more and talked more @heutvo slave narratives that
they had read, because they had been asked to mthpen withJunky than

previous cohorts had done having read four of th&etually, this was another of the
many lessons | have been given by stand-up conmmeggtition is rarely effective on

stage; it just eats up your time and prevents youn fdoing better material.
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To teach “outside the box’ is to recognise themptal every seminar has to
become an event. It is to trust in the teacher’s oansiderable knowledge, integrity
and commitment to student learning, instead otitngsn piles of late night notes and
intimidating stacks of critical texts. To teach tside the box’ means that the teacher
will not wish to always remain securely encasedauarses derived from their
research, but will, instead, actively seek out ppastunity to teach periods and texts
about which they are not particularly knowledgealtiles to, even then, do little
preparation for the seminars. This teaching reasgnihat in a culture that is
constantly changing, we need to teach studentstbdlnk for themselves, quickly.
Above all, teaching “outside the box’, becauseesttrdentred, will be of life-long
value to the students, and they will be aware isf ##ven while they are actually

participating in the seminars.

28



Teaching American Literature: A Journal of Theory and Practice
Spring 2007

Works Cited

Allen, Tony.Attitude.Somerset: Gothic Image, 2002.

Burroughs, WilliamJunky Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977.

Double, Oliver.Getting the Joke: The Inner Workings of Stand-UmE&dy London:
Methuen, 2005.

Eble, E. KennethThe Craft of TeachingSan Francisco: Josey-Bass, 1988.

Gibbs, Graham, and Alan Jenkins, ebsaching Larger Classes in Higher
Education: how to maintain quality with reducedoesces London: Kogan
Page, 1992.

Giroux, Henry.Theory and Resistance in Education: a pedagogyh®opposition.
New York: Bergin and Garvey (1983).

Hall, C. James, ed\pproaches to Teaching Narrative of the Life ofdenéck
Douglass New York: MLA, 1999.

Jacobi, Steverl.aughing MattersLondon: Century, 2005

29



Teaching American Literature: A Journal of Theory and Practice
Spring 2007

McKeachie, J.WilbertTeaching Tips: Strategies, Research, and TheorZ&dlege
and University Teacher&oston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999.

Norton, Jody. “Guerrilla Pedagogy: Conflicting Aatity and Interpretation in the
Classroom”College Literature21 (1986): 136-156.

Tompkins, JanéA Life in School: What the Teacher LearnBdading: Ma. 1996.

Woodring, CarlLiterature: An Embattled ProfessioNew York: Columbia

University Press, 1990.

Kevin McCarron
Roehampton University, London

30



