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Abstract 
A recurring issue in the teaching of language is the role of the classics. These older works 

often have high status and are frequently considered for reading in schools. But their use is 

not without debate, and there are several problems to the classics and the Western canon that 

might be worthy of consideration for a teacher in the English subject operating in Sweden. 

This essay looks closer at the definitions of the classics and of canonicity followed by a 

neutral summary some of the viewpoints expressed during the Canon Debate in America 

during the 1990s. For this purpose I have used various journal articles and books, found using 

the search engines of Örebro University and search terms that I have found relevant for the 

subject.  

After this follows a discussion regarding the uses of the classics in English language 

education in Sweden and what potential effects their removal could have on the English 

subject. The essay concludes that there are plenty of theoretical uses of the classics, but that it 

might not be too big of a deal if they are replaced by more recent or non-canonical literature. 

What is important in the end is that the teacher can achieve his or her goals, personal or 

otherwise, for his or her classes and that the material he or she picks can fulfil the role that 

they are supposed to. 
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Introduction 
When it comes to learning a language, few would contest the claim that reading is an 

important part of the process. Instructional texts, short stories, longer novels…there is so 

much material an ambitious teacher could pick for his or her class. But this also means that 

there is much to consider for a teacher when planning the subject. But while a teacher needs 

to improvise in order to make swift decisions in the classroom, there is an ideological 

dimension to education as well. Or rather, the ideological motivations behind the chosen 

material will impact how that text is used and what the effects of its use will be. This is 

probably more linked to the various opinions and popular views that effect the actions of 

politicians and academics, tasked with creating syllabuses and curriculums to be used by the 

schools, but it does affect the individual teacher in regards to what guidelines and restrictions 

he or she is to abide by. Even so, an individual language teacher might be put in a situation 

where they personally must decide what material is to be used. Picture this scenario: a newly 

graduated teacher, without the field experience of his or her peers, must decide what novel his 

or her class of 17-year olds must read. A fellow teacher, with more experience in the field, 

proposes that the new teacher should use Olivier Twist as reading material, but does not give 

any other reasons for this than that it is a “classic”. The class itself does not seem to be 

interested in older literature and some even lack proper reading experience. Is that it is a 

“classic” good enough of a reason to use the book? Or should other, more recent texts be 

considered? 

While the usage of classic literature in itself may be a conscious choice, perhaps based 

on personal preferences, it has been motivated, historically, by referring to tradition. While 

the likes of Chaucer and Milton might be increasingly rare to come across in a English course 

nowadays, based on my personal experience at least, it is hard to deny that there are many 

classical works with an extensive staying power which are frequently considered for school 

reading. But what is actually written in the syllabus for the English subject? For example, it is 

written in English 6 for the Swedish upper secondary school that the students, at the end of a 

course, should be knowledgeable about, among other things:” Themes, ideas, form and 

content in film and literature; authors and literary periods (my translation, 60)” as well as 

”Contemporary and older literature, poetry, drama and songs (my translation, 60)”.		

As it is, this is about the closest we get to the 2011 Swedish upper secondary school 

syllabus actually describing the specific use of classic literature in the English subject. But 

this is a very broad, and even a bit vague, description we are given. Learning about literary 
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epochs does not necessarily indicate reading Shakespeare and Dickens extensively or 

exclusively. It might just be informative text about these authors, or it might just be snippets 

taken from a larger work. Maybe chosen scenes from a movie-adaptation could replace the 

reading. It could be anything really. But as such, this reflects how the exact role of the classics 

in modern education is not completely clear-cut and there are many different opinions 

regarding the matter, all worthy of consideration in their own way. 	

In order to gain some understanding regarding the various positions of this matter, I will 

use the format of literature review but with a mixed methods approach and make a 

compilation of the views classics and the canon (exemplified through the canon debate of the 

1990s) and discuss their potential effects on actual teaching. The material I will be using is 

mainly composed of books by authors with viewpoints and arguments written on the subject, 

and peer reviewed journal articles. As for my search method, I have mainly used the various 

search engines available through the library page of Örebro University. The search engines I 

have used are mainly: ERIC (Proquest), ERIC (EBSCO), MLA International and LIBRIS. 

The search words I have used are various combinations of the words “canon”, “canon 

debate”, “classics”, “esl” and “English education”, “criticism” as well as several synonyms 

thereof. I have also used some books written on the subject, found through the university’s 

search-engines and references in other texts. Most (but not all) of the material will be from the 

early to middle 1990s when the debate was at its fiercest. As a result of this I will not touch 

upon any developments since the turn of the millennium in any extensive capacity.  

So to summarize, I will, in this particular essay, present and discuss the various 

viewpoints regarding the definition of and the understanding of canonicity, as well as the 

potential consequences they could have on the usage of classics in the teaching of English. 

These positions will be analysed and tied to various ideologies and theories. I will then try to 

connect these views on classic literature and the canon with the reality of language teaching 

and point out the consequences this might have for the teaching of English and what methods 

might be considered for a teacher in that subject. While I will try to view the various 

viewpoints in a critical light, pointing out flaws and strengths alike, I will abstain from taking 

sides myself, although I might discuss my own views regarding the matter in the discussion.  

Regardless of these debates, in my pedagogical discussion I will use a somewhat 

simplified definition of the basic concept of a “classic”, similar to the definitions described by 

the dictionaries quoted in the Background section. Other definitions do probably exist, but the 

ones used in this essay are the ones that are used in consensus by scholars on the topic. 

“Classic” will in this essay have the meaning of a piece of literature that has survived for a 
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long time and still has a high status among readers and academics. “Canon” will in its most 

basic form, be viewed as a tradition of literature and the arts, western or otherwise. A more 

detailed explanation of these terms will follow below.  

 

Background 
First and foremost, what exactly is to be considered a “classic”? Since this essay will 

deal with this term, and the debates surrounding it, it will need some clarification. On the 

most basic level, the word “classic”, when used in relation to literature and not in relation to 

ancient Greece or Rome, have several different meanings. Dictionary.com defines the word, 

when used as an adjective, as something “of the first or highest quality, class or rank” or “of 

enduring interest, quality or style”. When used as a noun the word has the following 

meanings: “an author or literary work of the first rank, especially one of demonstrably 

enduring quality”, as well as “something noteworthy of its kind and worth remembering” 

Similarly, the Oxford Dictionary defines “classics”, as an adjective, as something that is 

“judged over a period of time to be of the highest quality and outstanding of its kind”. As a 

noun, it is something that is “a work of art of recognized and established value” as well as “a 

thing that is memorable and a very good example of its style”. 

Using these definitions, which could be worded differently by other dictionaries, the 

concept of a “classic” seems to be attributed to literary works of high quality and popularity, 

dependent on a notion that some literary works possesses an innate quality that is 

representative of their genre, as well as engages their audience and endures the test of time. 

And it is true that some popular works are still held in high regard long after the original 

publication date. Not all works are classics from their conception however, and their classic 

status might be bestowed upon them long after their authors and intended audiences have 

passed on, and as such a classics status might not be completely certain at first glance. These 

definitions demonstrate that what defines a classic is in the end nothing else but audience 

reception. Since audiences have kept their interest in a work, this will have kept the work 

itself alive. Exactly what causes this reaction is probably harder to answer though. It might be 

this that forms the crux of the debate, rather than the definitions of the word. 

Indeed, to define something as a classic based on its perceived quality opens up for 

debate, since quality to quite some degree is entirely subjective. As such, the question of what 

constitutes and defines a “classic” is not a new one, but one asked repeatedly over a long 

time, and several famous writers have written texts on the subject. In the essay What is a 

Classic: International Literature Criticism and the Classic Question, Ankhi Mukherjee looks 
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closer at two such speeches/texts, written by authors T.S Elliot and J.M Coetzee some 

decades apart, both titled “What is a Classic?” concerned with the role of literary criticism 

when creating the classics. She also presents her own conclusions regarding the terms. She 

notes that Eliot begins his speech by declaring that a classic is only a classic “by hindsight”, 

and “in historical perspective” According to Elliot, classics are essentially created when a 

language is mature enough and when there is a cultural homogeneity to appreciate it (1029). 

According to Muhkerjees reading of Coetzee, the question of “What is a classic?” seems to be 

somewhat unanswerable, since Coetzee defines a classic as something that survives criticism 

throughout the ages. So, a novel that was written in 1857 could be considered a classic on the 

mere basis that it still exists and has not been forgotten or lost, but any other qualifiers might 

be harder to describe (1034). Mukherjee notes that both Eliot and Coetzee subscribe to the 

idea that classics serve an important role as something that preserves and defines culture, 

something Mukherjee appears to be critical towards (1037). Mukherjee’s own conclusions 

regarding the matter seem to be that the increasingly international nature of literature creates 

more problems regarding definitions and the reality of criticism and audiences, but that the 

perception of the “classic” as a “classic” is that of the outsider (1040).  

This does lead into another question, strongly linked to the definitions of what is 

considered to be a classic: what exactly is the Western literary canon? Similar to the debate 

surrounding “classics”, the definitions, inclusions and privileges of the canon have too been 

heavily disputed among scholars and the media. From a more favourable perspective, the 

canon is a collection of the most representative and revolutionary works of the Western 

world, a Hall of Fame for those whose works have remained in circulation for a long time. On 

the other hand, as I will explain below, a more critical perspective makes it possible to see it 

as an ill-defined genre of old works, exclusive to those with the money, time and education to 

read and write, and exclusionary to all those who do not fit into the ruling group’s definition 

of quality, representative only of the upper echelons of Western society. And this problem of 

definition, and who the progenitors are, is in many ways the centre of the debate. Is the 

traditional western canon good as it is, or is there need for further presentation for minorities 

or other disadvantaged groups?  

As for the word “canon”, the Oxford Dictionary describes the term as being of Latin 

and Greek origin. In this case, the genesis is the Greek word “kanon” meaning “rule”. The 

same source also has the following relevant definitions of the word as a noun: “the works of a 

particular author or artist that is recognized as genuine”, as well as “the list of works 

considered to be permanently established of the highest quality”. Cambridge Dictionaries 
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Online does not have a definition of the concept similar to Oxfords Dictionary’s “list of great 

works”, but reprises their definition of it as “all the writings or other works known to be by a 

particular person”. In other words, the canon is, according to these recurring definitions, a list 

of popular works that have been admitted to having a timeless quality to them. Even though 

“Western civilisation” can hardly be considered to be an author on its own, being a concept 

rather than an entity, it can be considered to be a factory of sorts, where great works are 

created as a result of the policies, traditions and laws of Western civilisation.  However, the 

authors and their works in the canon are treated as a direct product of Western society. So, in 

a way, Western civilisation itself is actually treated as progenitor, even though it is not a 

living, thinking being. By defining something as the “Western canon”, then something is 

considered to be part of a line of works that are representative of Western civilisation, its 

history and its ideals, however they themselves might be defined.  

 

Analysis 
Criticism of the Canon 

As mentioned in the Background section, the Western canon, and by extension the concept of 

classics itself, has been criticised from several different political perspectives during the last 

decades. Somewhat simplified, the fundamental criticism is that of representation and 

inclusion, so it is not surprising that the debate in many ways started in the United States, a 

very heterogeneous country with many minorities and religions, not all whom have been 

treated as equals over the years. It is difficult to contend that the classic writers of the western 

canon are, with only some exceptions, a homogenous group consisting of men of similar 

social class and background. This is, in many ways, one of the main reasons behind the 

criticism against canon. If the great writers of the canon are of such similar background, then 

how exactly could they be considered to be representative of Western civilisation as a whole? 

John Guillory summarises that the criticism is a result of viewing the canonization 

process as being inherently exclusionary. Guillory admits that, even if he does not necessarily 

agree, it is not too farfetched to think that if canon membership is the result of a process, an 

approved of inclusion in a group, then there must also exist a process of exclusion too. For 

starters, it is not easy to get a book published, and it was even harder in the past, something 

only people of high authority could find time and funds to do. Add to this the fact that during 

most of centuries preceding the 19th century there were very few female or minority writers in 

the canon and as a result it might seem downright elitist (37). R. Baird Schuman sums up the 
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problems from a more practical, reader-response based perspective. The canon as it has been 

traditionally used in education, as described and upheld by American conservatives, have 

functioned on the basis that it is representative of American values and the American way of 

life. In other words, the canon has served a role as a cultural educator and preserver. The 

problem as Baird describes it is that the canon does not describe events and experiences that 

easily identifiable for many Americans, due to the inherently pluralistic nature of American 

society. Baird writes that people, in general at least, tends to be more interested in literature 

that they can connect with on a personal plane. The classics might not be that easy for modern 

students to readily connect with, since they in some cases describe settings and people that are 

no longer relevant or downright alien when viewed through a modern lens. And since there 

are many different forms of literature readily available for public consumption anyway, the 

canon and the classics might be considered to be obsolete in some regards. Baird also writes 

that the ethics of a public school actively advocating for a specific way of life in an already 

multicultural and pluralistic society have also been questioned by critics, since it might be 

more productive to teach students to deal with multiple cultural identities existing at the same 

time instead of trying to force everyone to achieve a cultural standard (30 – 31). 

Of some special interest in this debate might be the feminist critique of the canon, since 

it tackles the inequality aspects of the canon head on. While feminism as a whole is very 

splintered, with many different branches and ideological directions as well as internal 

antagonism, Karen-Ediz Barzman describes feminist discourses in general as focusing on 

“gender as a term of difference”, as well as a political opposition towards an oppressive 

concept, often but not always, the patriarchy (327). Looking back at the history of literature, it 

is very hard to argue against the fact that a majority of author’s pre-19th century are male, 

which might be seen as quite suspicious, or at the very least oddly one-sided. Lillian S. 

Robinson sums up the criticism issued from feminist scholars during the latter half of the 20th 

century as being centred around the belief that the canon, as it appears in American history, is 

compromised by male authors to such a degree that systematic exclusion of female writers, 

and by extension the entire female experience, seems apparent. However, the canon itself, 

Robinson writes, might not actually exist as an institution, due to the complex process of how 

canonization is formed. As such, restrictions and inclusions might not exist as specific rules to 

be followed, in the form of something concrete or physical. The canon and membership in the 

canon should be a fair process, at least in theory. But the canon, based on the constitutions of 

its authors, is still a prominently male product. Since men have historically had a privileged 

role in society, and as such the only ones to having the time and social standing of being able 
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to produce material for a canon as well as to compose its structure and members, the result is 

pretty much the same. Furthermore, the male writers have not written about women in any 

way to oppose or criticise an unjust system and social order, but they have rather kept it alive 

by favouring unequal and rigid gender roles, either by cultural habit or with that expressed 

purpose (83 - 84).  

There are several proposed solutions to this, but it can be summarised into a desire to 

open the canon for new perspectives and experiences, similar to other post-modern critics. 

Phillipa Kafka describes the feminist, as well as the multi-ethnic, approach in the classroom, 

as being based on a wish to “destabilize” the traditional one-sided perspectives, with various 

complimentary books and novels. Kafka describes that, from a feminist perspective, canonical 

literature have historically been used to reinforce a one-sided description of historical events 

and societies, keeping traditional and oppressive gender- and social roles alive, similar to 

Barzman describes it. By complimenting the traditional narratives with accounts from these 

groups a more complex and accurate image could be made clearer. The existing books in the 

canon could still be taught, but from other perspectives than before, in order to provide a more 

accurate version of history (42 – 43). Robinson sums up this wish in the following manner: 

We must pursue the questions certain of us have raised and retreated from as to the 
eternal verity of the received standards of greatness or even goodness. And, while not 
abandoning our newfound female tradition, we have to return to confrontation with 
"the" canon, examining it as a source of ideas, themes, motifs, and myths about the two 
sexes. The point in so doing is not to label and hence dismiss even the most sexist 
literary classics, but for all of us to apprehend them, finally, in all their human 
dimensions (96). 

As for the defenders of the canon, many critics describe them as being conservative or 

reactionary, as well as anti-multiculturalist, opposing necessary change in favour of cultural 

posturing and moralising. Patricia Nelson describes the defenders of the canon metaphorically 

as a group of admirals in charge of a fleet, the fleet symbolising American culture and society. 

As a result of the progressively pluralistic nature of American society, the fleet became 

increasingly difficult to manoeuvre or control. From the perspective of the admirals, this 

scattering of the ships would symbolically mean that the nation’s unity and identity crumbles 

(10).  

Unfortunately, even if someone agrees with the idea of expanding the canon and adding 

more representative authors, then this does not necessarily mean that everything will sort 

itself out without any problems. The exact nature of representation itself is not completely 

ironclad, nor is there a consensus of what qualifies, or disqualifies, an author from being 
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representative. Nicholas Harrison notes in his book Postcolonial Criticism that there in cases 

involving anthologies, which serve an important role in the canonization process in America, 

have been some “tension” between writing a good text and accurately representing a group or 

nation. Any author can write about India or the Native population in America, but this is not 

to say that they represent these groups, as the writer’s social background might be different. 

There is a notion, Harrison writes, that only some authors can be considered to be more 

authentic in their representation of a group than others (95). However, Harrison does also note 

that, in the real world, being seen as a representative and actually acting as and being a 

representative is not the same thing, even though minority authors are often expected to be 

typical and representative of their group. So not all problems can be solved immediately and 

solutions tend to create new problems and further questions (102).  

Still, the reasons for the controversies surrounding the canon can probably be linked to 

the fact that the Western world itself has changed since the end of the Second World War. 

New ideas and viewpoints have been explored. Old paradigms have been questioned. As a 

result of this, there has been much debate in literary and academic circles since the 1960s 

regarding the nature of the canon. Stephen Hicks, of Rockford University, writes in his book 

Explaining Postmodernism: Scepticism and Socialism from Rousseau to Foucault, that the 

canon could be seen as containing an inherent bias towards white, rich males. As such, Hicks 

writes that a post-modern education focused on educating democratic citizens should focus on 

the achievements of minorities and other unprivileged groups, rather than the traditional types 

of heroes, featured heavily in most classics. The focus should not be on the canon, but rather 

on what is not in the canon (18). Furthermore, Anders Olsson describes a declaration of 

policy by the MLA in 1990 to be a potential turning point in the debate amongst the academic 

circles in America. This new policy acknowledged the importance of a new model of literary 

history, with a more pluralistic view on American society and the driving forces behind the 

people in it, in explicit contrast to the Eurocentric view on culture that have previously 

dominated the literary scene. Olsson notes that reconstruction of American literature had been 

a counterculture within academic circles since the sixties, but that it with a public 

announcement such as the one issued by the MLA (Modern Language Association) could 

very well have ascended from simply being a counterculture into a new hegemony in 

academic circles (173 – 175). While the debate continued throughout the nineties, and started 

even earlier, it is interesting to note that it seems to be at this point that the idea that the 

American canon needed revising became more widely accepted among academic circles in 
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general. There were of course some that were ready to defend the canon and its qualities, 

which is why the debate became so extensive.  

 

Defending the Canon 

While an increasing number of scholars came to criticise and the Western canon and the 

American anthologies, some were not too fond of this perceived attack on Western culture 

and its history. Maybe it is not too surprising that there were quite a lot of protests and 

passionate pleas defending the canon in the debate. There were many reasons for wanting to 

stand in defence of the canon, but also of interest might be the various counter-arguments 

towards the points raised by the critics of the canon. 

In the journal article Defining Art, Defending the Canon, Contesting Culture, Paul 

Gowther criticises the “hard-relativist”, as well as a “soft-relativist” approach towards the 

canon and art in general, since the critics of the canon usually do not value one culture over 

another. In fact, Gowther describes the relativist approach itself as being racist in its opinion 

that the aesthetic, or “art” itself, is a Western construct; created and defined by certain people 

only (370). Furthermore, he considers viewing of art (and by extension canonicity) as a social 

and cultural construct to be dismissive and arrogant towards cultures where this is not 

considered to be the case (376). Even if you do not agree with Gowther’s reasoning or 

conclusion, since he comes across as somewhat alarmist and perhaps even farfetched, he does 

point out that any ideological approach, even those that appears to be tolerant, can easily 

come across as arrogant or hypocritical.  

John Guillory also criticises the assumption that opening up the canon for less 

privileged groups would actually change much. For instance, if the goal of opening the canon 

is to show representation of the current demographics, then it is unlikely that the exact same 

demographics would have existed in the past. So even if a specific minority wants to have 

representation in the canon, they might not have been present long enough for such material 

to exist. Guillory writes that national demographics might in some cases have been vastly 

different in the past, due to warfare, disease, or other large-scale events that might have forced 

extensive immigration/emigration, so there might be difficult, or in some cases impossible, to 

find texts or authors that can sufficiently speak for specific social groups existing in a location 

in the present (41).  

Furthermore, Guillory thinks that changing the canon from being a list of works to a list 

representative of social identities also creates new problems, grounded in the historical reality 

where knowledge and time to write have been exclusive to some but banned for women, 
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minorities and most of the lower classes. Guillory also questions the assumption that female 

writers were excluded from the canon due to simply being female. The non-existence of 

women writers in the canon can be seen as a result of another form of discrimination. 

Historically, he writes, women have been excluded from literacy and “serious” literature 

altogether, having being denied access to education and academic circles. Before the 

eighteenth century, when these luxuries were expanded, it was rare for anyone not of the male 

gender, the upper class or priesthood to have access to such things. So, women and other 

groups could not have produced much material to be contemplated for inclusion in the canon. 

So while exclusion process was in fact happening, it did not manifest itself as a large-scale 

book burning (41). In other words, even if the canon are to be opened for other groups, it 

would not necessarily affect the actual composition of the canon pre-19th century, since it 

might not actually be any material to use. Even if a teacher or researcher accepts that history 

has been unfair to women and recognises that their voices have not been heard, then this will 

not necessarily create new material to fulfil such a role.  

There are also other defences against the feminist criticism towards the canon. For 

instance, not all were positive towards the perceived feminist goal of “demoting” certain 

established authors from the canon and replace them with other authors. While this might be 

an oversimplification to quite some degree, as my summery of the feminist criticism above 

show, Robert Marill describes a situation where novels are based on their representativeness 

rather than their aesthetic value to be a negative one. The new canon might be more diverse, 

as well as more extensive, which is fine. But Marill does not think that this is a good reason to 

exclude authors of high status from the canon, since that would make reading a cultural 

undertaking rather than a literary experience, as it ideally should be (268). 

While on the subject of aesthetics, of special interest in the debate of the canon is 

undoubtedly the American literary critic Harold Bloom, and his views on the matter might 

need some consideration in this essay. In his popular work The Western Canon he looks 

closer at the Western tradition and pinpoints the authors he thinks are the most influential. 

Amongst what Bloom perceives to be the great authors of the Western canon are familiar 

names such as Chaucer, Shakespeare, Goethe, Austen, Whitman, Tolstoy, Ibsen and Kafka, 

among others. To make a list of the Western canon might seem to be overly personal thing to 

do, and perhaps even to subjective a question to tackle efficiently. Bloom, however, does not 

make a secret of his subjectivity, and makes his defensive stance on the canon very clear. His 

descriptions are filled with various subjective adjectives. But this might in fact be the point. 

As for what constitutes canonicity, Bloom writes: “The answer, more often than not, has 
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turned out to be strangeness, a mode of originality that either cannon be assimilated, or that so 

assimilates us so that we cease to see it as strange (3)”. In other words, the classics are, 

according to Bloom at least, measured by their innate quality, on their effect on the reader and 

subsequent writers. Originality and quality are what makes a classic, which is why some 

works have survived while others have disappeared into obscurity. Subjective as these terms 

may be, they do in fact form the crux of Bloom’s standpoint and views, as he considers the 

value of the canon as being completely aesthetic. 

It might be easy to interpret Bloom’s defence for the canon as being typically 

conservative, as some critics might have done, but Bloom himself describes it differently. 

While Bloom does decry the academically based protests against the canon, that were 

common in the early 1990s (as well as later), as being based on personal political agendas and 

ultimately misguided, he also dismisses the right wing defence of the canon as a moral 

guardian and preserver of values. In fact, Bloom refers to both the moral values revered by 

right wing defenders of the canon and the political programs for social change of the critics of 

the canon as being “non-existent” (Bloom, 4). Bloom does however seem to be more 

antagonistic towards the critics of the canon, whom he refers to as belonging to the “School of 

Resentment” as he calls it, intent on destroying the canon entirely (4). As part of the reason 

for this resentment, Bloom accuses the critics and contemporary authors of simply not 

wanting to live up the legacy of the great authors before them and having to compete with 

them (6). To build further on Bloom’s accusations regarding the “School of Resentment”, he 

describes something called “anxiety of influence”, an unwillingness to admit influence from 

the literary greats, since all authors are in some way influenced by those that came before 

them (7). From Bloom’s viewpoint the critics who wish to open the canon and advocate for 

social change do this on the basis of their resentment, or disdain, for the classic works rather 

than any real political ideology of their own, and are trying to justify their negative views on 

the classics (487). As for the “expansion of the canon”, Bloom has these harsh words to say: 

Pragmatically, the “expansion of the Canon” has meant the destruction of the Canon, 

since what is being taught includes by no means the best writers who happen to be 

women, African, Hispanic or Asian, but rather the writers who offer little but the 

resentment they have developed as part of their sense of identity (6-7) 

Writing based on “resentment”, or perhaps disappointment in a system that is unfavourable, 

cannot achieve the level of “strangeness” that the great writers achieved, at least not 

according to Bloom (7). This is very much a personal opinion on Bloom’s side, as not 

everyone would agree to this. It does however exemplify Bloom’s stance quite well.  
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In other words, rather than focusing on the cultural and moral aspects of the canon, 

Bloom advocates that the value of the canon is solely aesthetic, with Shakespeare as the high 

point of Western civilisation. Ideology, Bloom writes, does not belong in the canon at all, 

unless one counts an aesthetic stance as being ideology (492). In other words, the canon is the 

canon because it is simply great literature. The mere survival of a work is proof enough of its 

quality (1-11). Which is similar to the definitions given by Coetzee above. Canon formation 

could also, according to Bloom, be seen as “achieved anxiety”, since a canon does not work 

as an introduction to a culture but rather as a manifestation of that cultures innate anxieties 

(492). Furthermore, Bloom wonders if literary canons are always to be considered to products 

of social identities and the contemporary societies of the author, and to be tools to be used in 

various political agendas. If that is the case, Bloom asks, then why is it that there is no debate 

about the musical canon, which should be a result of similar processes (492 – 493)? 

Bloom’s views are not uncontroversial however, and there have been many responses to 

his claims. Karen A Weissman writes that while the list Bloom has created to be the majority 

of his book is not particularly controversial, she finds the appendix that Bloom added in after 

the main book to be particularly upsetting. This appendix contains a list of over 800 titles 

from all of Western civilisation that Bloom personally approves of, something that Weissman 

considers to be both overshooting the mark as well as being condescending towards his 

readers and the subjects of his criticism. The list is, according to Bloom at least, compromised 

by books of great aesthetic interest, but Weissman considers this to be doubtful. It should be 

noted that this appendix has been disowned by Bloom himself. In an interview with Vice.com 

Bloom describes that the list was not his own idea, but was added on the demand of his 

publisher, editor and agents. He is unhappy with the end result, and was opposed to the mere 

existence of such a list from the start, which is why he left it out of the Swedish and Italian 

translations. Weissman also considers some of Bloom’s anger towards the “School of 

Resentment” to be a bit to over the top. She writes that Bloom from time to time makes the 

critics of the canon seem like an singular destructive force, a conspiracy even, and by 

extension he makes himself seem somewhat paranoid, since the actual situation is a bit more 

complicated (223 – 224).  

Other critics points out other problems in Bloom’s defence of the aesthetic. Herbert N 

Schneidau for instance thinks that even if there is some good material in Bloom’s work, it is 

somewhat dragged down by Bloom’s referring to the uncanny nature of the greatest writers 

and the otherworldly strangeness of their works. To Schneidau, this comes a bit too close to 

the cliché of the solitary genius, an idealised individual who acts like a fountain of great and 
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profound thoughts. Even though Bloom denies this use of literature, Schneidau thinks that 

Bloom’s rhetoric and descriptions becomes borderline culture fetischization (135 – 136). 

Schneidau also points out the irony in that the book was seemingly marketed towards a 

conservative audience, when Bloom himself makes it clear that he does not share their views 

on the nature of the canon. If anything, Schneidau thinks that by taking this position Bloom 

can avoid adding anything useful to the debate (127 – 132).  

To make a long story short, any criticism must create counter-criticism. If something is 

attacked or question, for any reason, then it is likely that someone defend it. And there are 

several ethical complications in trying to force change, as well meaning as it may be. For 

instance, Patrick Colm Hogan describes an event in which he expressed a desire to add non-

Western literature to a university course, only to be met by opposition by one of his colleague, 

on the basis that it was professionally as well as morally wrong to revise the canon because of 

some trend in society, perceived political correctness in this case. While Hogan describes that 

the reason for his suggestion was intellectual in nature, since he thought that it would be a 

poor literary course without some material of non-Western origin, he did note that his college 

had a point in that colleges/universities/schools should not be mandated to include more 

diverse material. Mandated, that is, essentially forced, changes to an establishment could 

easily be seen as unwanted interferences to an already working system, and why changes 

what is not broken? Furthermore, Hogan’s colleague accused the pushers of canon revising of 

doing so solely because of opportunism, a sentiment shared by several other defenders of the 

canon, including Harold Bloom mentioned above. This part is difficult to disprove, and 

Hogan agrees that it is likely that such is the case in many cases and he admits that there is a 

danger in mandated diversity, but he does not personally think that this means that the change 

itself is wrong (182 – 183). Moreover, Hogan notes that the very status quo that is being 

attacked, as well as being defended, is itself based on authoritarianism and dogmatism. The 

difference is that it is accepted because this status quo constitutes norms and values we are 

subjected to every day (184). Hogan also criticises the notion that aesthetic value has to be 

dropped in order for ethical values and affirmative action to have influence on canon and 

curriculums, as is the fear of many (187). Or, to quote Hogan directly: 

Though well-meaning people often seem to forget this, the responsible advocacy of 
affirmative action in literary study should eschew works that, however "p.c.," are 
aesthetically weak. Indeed, it is only under racist and ethnocentric assumptions that one 
might come to believe aesthetic criteria need to be dropped in order that ethical 
considerations may operate freely, for it is only under racist and ethnocentric 
assumptions that non- Western or nonwhite or nonmale works might be expected 
generally to be eliminated from curricular considerations on aesthetic grounds (187). 
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This criticism could very well be aimed towards Bloom and others defending the canon as 

well.  

Nevertheless, the debate surrounding the canon is clearly an intricate one, with many 

different ideologies and personal views on display. And even if it is difficult, if not 

impossible, to say that one side is correct, I think that there are still things that are worth 

thinking about, especially in regards to which degree these views can affect language 

teaching. 

 

Discussion 
The debate as described so far has been primarily in an American context, since it was quite 

extensive there. But these debates were not solely limited to American soil and proved 

similarly controversial elsewhere. Since the topic of this essay is the classics of the English 

language and how they can be used, the American debate is considered to be more relevant in 

this case. Of course, the debate in America might not be at all simple to translate into a 

European, and by extension Swedish, context, since their histories and their societies, are 

different. As an example of a non-American view on the matter, Theo D´haen writes in 

Canonical Debate Today, that while there are similarities between the American situation and 

the European (or the specific Dutch/Flemish situation D’haen writes about) there are also 

differences. He writes that the dissent towards the canon in America was originally based on a 

disappointment in an inflexible canon that was being billed as “All-American” and treated as 

representative of the entire country while the actual demographics, cultural as well as 

political, was much more diverse then admitted by the then current academia and media in 

general. Meanwhile, the problem in some European countries is that there is not defined 

canon to begin with, making the entire debate a bit more unclear; although D’hean thinks that 

this might be changing with the European Union and the resurgence of European nationalism 

(31 - 33). This seems to be the case in Sweden, since a lot of the debate has been about the 

canons very existence, and which authors are qualified to be apart of it. While there have been 

some suggestions about introducing an official Swedish canon, such as the one issued by 

Cicilia Wikström of Folkpartiet in 2006, with opposing criticisms similar to the ones given by 

the critics of the canon, there does not seem to be an official Swedish canon as of the time of 

this writing. 

Regardless, it should be noted that the use of classics, and by extension the motivation 

behind their use, might differ between various curriculums and syllabuses, and teachers might 
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find themselves limited to using certain texts depending on which area/country/region they 

happen to work in. However, since I will focus on the Swedish syllabus, which as established 

above, does not necessitate an extensive use of the classics in the English subject, this does 

not need to apply. Nevertheless, an English language teacher working in upper secondary 

school in Sweden in the year 2016 has some freedom in choosing his or her texts, and might 

have different reasons for using or discarding the classics in his or her classes.   

Perhaps then the most important question is what the teacher wants to do with the 

material. I for one would like to point towards this part of the Swedish syllabus, the core 

content in the for the goals of Communication in English 6: “Living conditions, attitudes, 

values, traditions, social issues as well as cultural, historical, political and cultural conditions 

in different contexts and parts of the world where English is used (my translation, 60)”. 

Translated, this would mean that students should learn about the culture, society and history 

of various countries where English is used, but not necessarily where it is a native language, 

as well as related issues. I think that classics could very well help with this. A teacher 

preparing a thematic chain of lessons or single lesson about a specific English-speaking 

country could potentially use classics to gain some insight to an historical problem, or a 

recurring cultural issue or phenomena. Since English is spoken in many countries, each with 

their own situations, then the chosen material should preferably be be somewhat informative 

of that country, their history and their culture. This could be a novel showcasing a historical 

problem, or give insight into a historical era through a believable, or at least a somewhat 

believable, narrator. And, if we take some inspiration from the critics of the traditional canon, 

a skewed perspective could be complimented by other texts, short stories and the like. If a 

teacher has Ireland as a theme during a course, then perhaps Maria Edgeworth’s The Absentee 

dealing with the absentee landlords and the plights of the Irish peasantry, or Jonathan Swifts A 

Modest Proposal dealing with similar themes but with satire, could be used to highlight some 

historical issues and problems that the Irish population had to endure during British 

colonisation. Similarly, The Great Gatsby could be used to show the downsides of the early 

20th century American upper class. Not to mention other great works such as Frankenstein, 

Pride and Prejudice or Moby Dick. 

So classics could potentially fill an educational role, especially if they are in an 

historical setting. For further example, take Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. The book was 

written in the first half of the 19th century and with a specific audience in mind. Yet Dickens 

also wrote the book with a specific goal in mind, in that he wrote to give 19th century readers 

some insight in the various social problems that existed in Britain in those days, problems that 
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many simply wished not to know about. In fact, many expressed disdain, or at least shock, 

towards Dickens attempt to put London’s more unattractive side side on display (xiii –xliii). 

Nevertheless, there are plenty of themes in Oliver Twist, and surely in many other works of 

the time as well, that could be used in a school setting. Of course, there might be other aspects 

that is deserving of attention apart from the historical settings. I might be somewhat repetitive 

here, but in the end it all depends on what goals the teacher wants to achieve, whether or not 

they are the goals from the syllabus mentioned above or anything else.  

There are other reasons for using the classics, but they might be subjective or 

ideological in nature. If a teacher adheres to Bloom’s views regarding canonicity for example, 

then the use of the classics in education becomes almost non-negotiable due to the high 

quality of the works, since much of the problems of using classics (as detailed further below) 

are based on the students unwillingness to approach the material. In such case the teacher 

could focus on trying to get the students interested in the classics using various activities. 

Again this is subjective, as a teacher might have other reasons for choosing to use the classics. 

A teacher with a more post-colonial or post-modern, or perhaps even pragmatic, perspective 

on his or her material might choose not to use classics based on this. Since the Swedish 

syllabus neither forces the use of classics nor disapproves of them, it makes it possible for the 

teacher to decide more freely. Of course, he or she would still have to decide to which regard 

it is ethical for him or her to let their personal views affect his or her teaching.  

 

Working with the Classics in the ESL classroom. 

One thing to remember is that the classics, and the Western canon itself, are all texts, written 

by humans and read by many. As I have already described above, the Swedish syllabus never 

describes that classics must be used at any point, so it does not put these works in a privileged 

position. If the teacher so chooses, he or she could very well use other, more recent works in 

order to emphasise a point or to work with a field. But if a teacher does choose to use classics, 

then there are several ways to go about it.  

Bo Lundahl summarises some methods of teaching texts in his book Engelsk 

Språkdidaktik. As Lundahl describes it, texts are used in the English subject mostly in order to 

achieve other goals described in the syllabus; the themes of the texts are therefore not always 

the focus. The usage of the text as an “instrument for language-training” is more common in 

earlier classes and in English 5. In such a task the students are asked to focus their efforts on 

understanding the basic meaning of the text, not to work with it creatively, asking questions 

of their own or otherwise using their own experiences and imaginations in any way (410). 
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This complimented with, or replaced by, what Lundahl describes as “reading as creative 

activity”, whereupon the more traditional approach of simply reading a text is mixed with 

more imaginative activities. For upper-secondary students, roleplaying is a good example of 

creative, yet educative activities (411 - 412). If much of the basic story structures of many 

classics are already well known among the students to some degree, which might be the case 

in some cases, then it might not be a bad idea to have re-enactments of famous scenes. 

Assuming they agree to perform such a spectacle, of course. 

However, if a teacher is to teach classics, while at the same time having some of the 

criticism towards the canons lack of diversity in mind, then the classics could be used to 

highlight this point rather than ignore it. No novel is completely culturally neutral, and 

classics could be used to teach acceptance of other culture by showing the changes that have 

occurred in our own society over time. The past is foreign country after all. Once again, 

Lundahl describes some ways that texts could be used in education when focusing on culture. 

Lundahl in turn quotes some pointers from Claire Kramsch. These are: “1. A Intercultural 

Perspective” meaning that we must understand our own culture in order to understand other 

cultures (my translation, 422). “2. A process that emerges between individuals, meaning that 

we must emphasise the views that manifests when “we” comes in contact with “them” (my 

translation, 422). “3. Culture is differences” meaning that other differences, such as age, 

gender etc. etc. must also be considered (my translation, 422). “4. A broad cultural effort”, 

meaning that cooperation across subjects might be a good idea (my translation, 423).  

These pointers could very well be adapted to teaching classics, in order to show how a 

society develops over time. For instance, using these pointers in collaboration with a novel 

such as Oliver Twist: 

1.A intercultural perspective: Readers are expected to, and hopefully do, have some 

understanding and knowledge of the present time that they themselves live in. 

2. A process that emerges between individuals: When a modern reader is faced with the 

antipathy towards the poor and unfortunate displayed by the middle class in Oliver Twist, how 

does that make a modern reader feel? For that matter, how do the other views displayed by the 

characters in the book regarding religion, destiny and morality clash with modern views? 

Finally, how does Dickens own views hold up? 

3: Culture is differences: Are there other aspects that might be obvious through a modern 

reading? For that matter, are there similarities between modern society and the 19th century 

society as Dickens presents it? 
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4: A broad cultural effort: Reading a classic set in a historical setting opens up for cooperation 

between subjects. The History subject and the English subject could potentially cooperate to 

provide a more total and vivid image of 19th century London, by providing each other with 

material and information.  

Oliver Twist does, even if it is still considered to be progressive for its time by many, 

contain some values that could be considered to be out-of-date, including its treatment of the 

Jewish Fagin, the descriptions of the middle class and the upper class, the implications of 

Oliver’s ancestry and its effects on his moral character and the many, many contrived 

coincidences throughout the story. These are all themes and plot structures, which might have 

been acceptable at the time but might look different to a modern audience. These differences 

could be used by a teacher to show how English society itself has developed throughout the 

years, either as examples of how even a familiar culture have changed or how some things 

that we take for granted today might be more recent inventions and ideas. Once again, if there 

is cooperation between the English subject and the History subject, then the novel Oliver 

Twist, or a similar novel, could be used to teach the various circumstances and issues of the 

19th century while at the same time teaching the English language.  

 

Removing the Classics 

On the other hand, why teach classics at all? If the criticism against the canon is taken 

seriously and the teacher revises his or her teaching material to include other forms of 

literature or removing the classics entirely, perhaps that is not necessarily a bad thing? As 

written above, there is nothing in the Swedish syllabus that demands extensive use of the 

classics, apart from one or two paragraphs hinting at their inclusion at some point. Even if 

classics certainly have their perks, let us not forget that there are some negative aspects to 

their use too. For instance, even if critics like Bloom argue that people resent the canon on the 

basis that they simply do not like to read the books, then that is still a very real reason for 

many to choose not to read them, and an issue that needs solving. 

 

One could argue that classics, being from a completely different era than their contemporary 

readers, have several effects on its audience that might be considered to be detrimental to the 

students overall reading abilities and potential. In the article How Classics Create and 

Alliterate Society, Donald R. Gallo presents some criticism towards the usage of classics in 

schools and argues that, if anything, using classics could lead to the students becoming weary 

and alienated from further reading, due to having to read material that is ill-suited for them. 
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Gallo describes his personal experiences with the matter as him simply not being ready for 

classic literature in his teen years, but that he liked them better when older. As such, it might 

be better to tackle the classics as an adult and with a more mature and nuanced world-view. 

This might be a recurring theme for teenagers in general. Teenagers, he writes, are mostly 

interested in stories that are relevant to them and that are entertaining rather than being heavy 

on symbolism and describing the various, down-to-earth challenges of adult life (34). To 

quote a somewhat angry statement of his (emphasis not added): 

The classics are not about TEENAGE concerns! They are about adult issues! Moreover, 

they were written for EDUCATED adults who had the LEISURE time to read them. 

They were also, not incidentally, written to be ENJOYED – not DISSECTED, not 

ANALYSED, and certainty not TESTED (34).  

He does make a valid point in that the classics, or at least most of them, were not originally 

intended for a school audience, and were written for a drastically different purpose and 

audience than what might be the case today. It might be a good idea to have Guillory’s 

description of the exclusivity of literacy in an historical context in mind here (41). Similarly, 

many classics were written for very specific audiences, and while this is arguably true for 

other forms of literature as well, the status of the classics is probably a reason for their 

continuous appearance in schools around the word, which might be why students might react 

negatively.  

Due to their status, classics are not always a real choice for the students; it is something 

that is forced upon them. It is not too farfetched to imagine that a teenager with limited 

reading experience, for one reason or other, might take issue with material written in a style 

they are not be used to. While there are always individual differences, some students might 

actually find the classics to be very interesting; it is hard to argue that schools are important in 

creating interest for reading. But in the end, it might not be productive to use material that is 

incomprehensible for those who are to learn from it. The syllabus does specify in the aims for 

the subject that a teacher in English should encourage curiosity amongst the students 

regarding culture and language (my translation, 1). So anything that might seem to work 

against this goal would probably be seen by the teacher as a hindrance to overcome or avoid 

entirely, if there is a risk for negative reactions among the students to severely endanger the 

flow of education. 

Gallo does also give examples of these negative reactions. For instance, he describes 

some reactions from his own students when asked what the difference was between books 

issued by the school and books read by themselves on their spare time. The reactions were 
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often variations of “teacher books are boring (35)” and similar statements. When asked what 

makes their own books better, students quipped, “mine have a lot of action (35)”, or similar 

opinions. This indicates an antipathy towards the material chosen by the teacher. While it is 

true that every student may have his or her own tastes, there might be some logic in what 

Gallo contends. It is not too farfetched to think that almost two hundred-year-old literatures 

might be hard to grasp for a modern audience. He backs his claims by citing a study 

conducted by him self in the early 80s, where 41 % of high schools boys, and 23 % of girls, 

answered that they did rarely or never like the books issued by the teachers. At junior high, 

these numbers were somewhat higher, with 40 % of boys and 35 % of girls showing 

disapproval of the commissioned literature. This is opposed by only 20% of boys and girls 

total who approved of the literature (35). Do note that these numbers are both old and resulted 

from a relatively limited study. A change of location and new or passing trends might change 

the reality of this study.  

Gallo does also present a simple alternative to classic literature: newer literature. Or 

more specifically, he thinks that young adult literature could fulfil this role. This sort of 

literature could contain similar themes as the classics, but does not necessarily contain the 

difficult symbolism and language that might be seen as too difficult by those with less than 

ideal reading experience and know-how. Furthermore, Gallo thinks that it could also lighten 

the work-burden of the teacher, since he or she does not need to tackle the difficulties of 

trying to make the students understand the material or spend time explaining the historical 

circumstances of novels taking place in a historical setting (36). Finally, Gallo does not think 

that it is necessary to completely abandon the teaching of classics in the classroom; it might 

be written into a nations/states/regions syllabus after all, but that it could easily be thought in 

tandem with young adult literature (38).  

Gallo is not alone in his sentiments. Michelle Jewett makes similar statements, but notes 

that the classics themselves are not to blame for the students waning lack of interest in reading 

during their school years. Rather, Jewett describes the problem as being a result of teachers 

either under-teaching books or over-teaching them. Jewett thinks that classics, in their status 

as members of the canon, tends to be overanalysed and over-taught to the point of creating 

fatigue amongst the students, therefore leading into the alienation of and the antipathy against 

reading, similar to what is described by Gallo (5 – 6). Jewett thinks that the debate of classics 

versus young adult literature in the schools is merely distracting, and that both could serve 

important roles. What is important is making reading less of a chore and more stimulating for 

the students, in order to create more engaged readers in the future (7).  
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Conclusion 
Needless to say there are a lot of opinions regarding the matter of the classics and the canon, 

and in some ways they all have valid points. This debate might not matter much outside 

schools and universities, since people usually read what they want to read, but for those in 

these fields it is both interesting and important in regards to what kind of role different kinds 

of materials are expected to have. The issue of whether or not to use classics is perhaps in the 

end a personal one, in which teachers must use their personal judgement to decide what is the 

best material to use depending on situation. Older literature must be used in some way, but 

there this is open to interpretation. 

In the beginning of this essay I described that I would make a summary of some aspects 

of the canon debate, describing the various viewpoints on what constitutes a classic, what 

defines canonicity, as well as describing some consequences these views could have on 

English education in Swedish upper secondary school classrooms. In order to achieve this 

goal, I have used various articles and books on the subject, found using relevant search words 

and terms. As for the classics and the canon, there are many different interpretations. A 

recurring theme for definitions of the classics, however, is that they are works of high quality, 

with lasting cultural impact. As for “canon”, it is widely described as being a list of great 

works, belonging to a specific author or school. The Western canon could so be seen as a list, 

or school of thought, compromised by the greatest works in Western civilisation, though this 

is not a completely agreed upon definition. 

The criticism of the canon is mainly due to the fact that the existing Western canon does 

not accurately represent current or historical demographics and the multitude of cultures that 

exist in America and the Western world, and that they were written by a limited, privileged 

group of people. Several previously silenced groups, such as women and minorities, wants to 

have their voices heard, or at least have a less biased canon and a more accurate depiction of 

historical eras and societies. Defenders of the canon point at the issues of accurate 

representation when there might not be enough material to fulfil such a role, thus being 

nothing more than unnecessary change to a working system, as well as defending the aesthetic 

value of the classics and their, at least to some, superior and timeless qualities. There are 

many viewpoints in this debate, perhaps as a result of a changing and more diverse world. 

These ideas might be important, or at least inspiring to some degree, for a teacher that 

needs to choose his or her material for a class, since personal beliefs could affect individual 
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choices. If a teacher should decide to use classics, regardless the reason, then there are several 

methods he or she could use to either engage the students or achieve the goals issued by either 

the teacher himself/herself or the syllabus. There are definite uses for the classics in English 

language education, depending on what the teacher wants to teach. 

Of course, this does not mean that classics have to be used, and a teacher is open to use 

other forms of material if he or she so wishes. Furthermore, there might even be some 

advantages in doing so, depending on context. Even if the debate and the criticism against the 

classics leads to a loss of prestige for the works, which in turn could theoretically result in 

several older works being more seldom used in education, or perhaps even abandoned 

entirely, this might not be completely negative. Perhaps it could open new opportunities for 

other seminal works to be used in schools or for the students themselves to gain some 

influence on the choice of material and the overall structure of whatever English course they 

happen to attend. Even if a teacher uses more imaginative teaching methods, the antiquated 

language and slow pacing might be considered to be too much of a hindrance for many 

students to be properly invested. This is a hurdle that every English teacher must overcome, 

either by using specific methods or by considering less alienating material.  

So to return to the scenario I described in the beginning of this essay, the one with the 

teacher thinking about whether to use Oliver Twist or not. While no one can force the teacher 

to decide, he or she might need to decide quickly. The answer to how solve this particular 

scenario is, in my humble opinion at least, surprisingly simple: they can do either. There are 

ways to use Oliver Twist, or any other classic, that might be useful for teaching, but at the 

same time there might not be that big of a loss if the teacher decides to pick something more 

recent instead. And whatever the final material happens to be, and however it might be used, 

if it fails then it will just be something for our hypothetical teacher to have in mind for future 

occasions. Teaching is a flexible process after all, and it might be difficult to work efficiently 

with a text if it comes across as boring or hard to grasp. In the end, classics might just be 

another material for the teacher to use in order to teach the relevant goals issued by the 

syllabus.  
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