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Abstract

One of the main purposes of teaching literature in colleges and universities in Japan has
long been to help students interpret literary texts. Given the texts, students are
encouraged to analyze the form and content of the texts while they learn various critical
methods for literary analyses. However, it is often hard for the teacher to lead her students
to one “correct” interpretation. Rather, she typically explains to her students how and why
different meanings occur to individual students in class.

On the one hand, there are critical approaches and methods that attempt to explore
the correct meaning of texts. On the other hand, there are those that demonstrate that the
meanings of texts are “created” by the readers and that there is no such thing as a “correct”
interpretation. What happens in class? Students are taught to find the correct
interpretation of the text, but they bring various interpretations into the class with their
choice of methods. As an extreme case, they are forced to argue and protect their
interpretations as correct or better.

In this critical essay, I will discuss the possibility of applying “rhetorical attitude” to
teaching literature. In the tradition of rhetorical studies, the meaning of the text or the
language itself have not been regarded as reliable media of communication. Thus, many
modern researchers, scholars, or teachers of rhetoric do not seek for ways to access true
meanings but rather for critical discourses so that we can always be aware that we are
dealing with things without absolute meanings. I strongly believe that this attitude can be

brought into literary education to avoid unnecessary arguments in class.
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