TEACHING THE WESTERN RESERVE, OR HART CRANE WAS THE OTHER POET FROM

Secondary school teachers and college professors
are always trying to find ways by which to
enliven their classes and at the same time to
convey a body of knowledge that our educated
community feels every educated person ought to
possess. The definition of that body of knowledge
is the cause of endless debate, even squabble, in
the teaching professions; most recently the head
of the National Endowment for the Humanities
has been lobbying for a return to what is known
in many circles as the "canon" -- a curriculum
based on those works which we have all agreed on
serve as the basis for Western civilization,
American style.

The problems inherent in establishing that canon
have never seemed more acute than now. The
older canon -- the curriculum that existed in
schools and colleges before the 1960s -- is simply
no longer acceptable to groups who have gained a
voice in American education and society: Blacks

and other ethnic minorities, women, sexual
minorities, as well as those who insist on
questioning a canon established by white,

Northern Europeans for the education of their
young sons.

One additional factor has been added to the
brouhaha that was always present in one way or
another even during the establishment of the
"first" canon in the nineteenth century: that is,
the tension that exists between using works that
are universal in scope or using knowledge that is
specific to a language or a culture or a region as a
way of inculcating patriotic or national ideals.
One of the goals, certainly of American higher
education in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was to make Americans out of
a polyglot people drawn from all over the world.
As a consequence, many of the standard works
that had formed the basis for classical education
were replaced in American education by the
startling idea of using American literature.

At the same time, American educators have
always been aware of the need for a universal
outlook; again, most recently we are hearing over
and over again about the "global community."
How, then, do we reconcile the need for national
goals at the same time that we educate students
for the larger world of tomorrow? As Howard
Odum has said in an essay, "The Promise of
Regionalism," "There has never been a time when
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the individual and the group were so important;
when the specialized values inherent in humanity
were so articulate; and when the distinctive folk
personalities of the peoples of the world clamored
so much for recognition, appreciation, and
participation" (Regionalism in America, ed. Merrill
Jensen, 401).

The teaching, study, and even writing of America
literature has been a history of movement back
and forth between the ideal of literary
nationalism and the needs for local, regional
identity that tend to work against the leveling
impulse of one literature for all. Many writers
and critics have engaged in arguments for the one
sort of a literature over the other. The local color
movement in the nineteenth century, as much as
anything else served to precipitate the controversy
by insisting that an American literature might be
defined by the glorification of section over
nation. Our sought after uniqueness would come
about through the local and specific rather than
the general and the nation.

It is not a controversy which allows for simple

solutions. Benjamin T. Spencer, in an essay
"Regionalism in Literature," provides a good
overview of the problems involved. He quotes

Allen Tate’s dictum that "No literature can be
mature without the regional consciousness," but
also points out that the study of a region and its
literature has often had the tendency to breed
provincialism (Regionalism in America, 256).

The need to transcend provincialism is crucial,
but Eudora Welty in an important essay, "Place in
Fiction," makes an eloquent plea for retaining the
regional impulse in literature. "The open mind
and the receptive heart..," she says, "are to be
gained anywhere, anytime, without necessarily
moving an inch from the present address" (South
Atlantic  Quarterly, 1956, 55:70). But as
undergraduate teachers, in search of the perfect

syllabus, these theoretical ideas are not
particularly helpful. In seeking to engage the
interests of our students,” we must carefully

consider their educational needs in order for them
to be educated people; we know also that we must
engage their interest or jeopardize the entire
undertaking.

At Hiram College we in the humanities had long
been aware that the Biology Department had a
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