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Summary


Theoreticians of literature and philosophers have argued successfully about the pluralistic nature of literature. In the twentieth century both economists and literary scholars tried to approach economic thought of the past through the works of great writers, such as Shakespeare, Cervantes, Goethe, and Stendhal. Sixteen-year-old students of Greek high schools are given the unique opportunity to read excerpts from works of European literature, including writers from countries that will soon be members of an enlarged Europe.


In order to show that the science of economics can be accessible to all students, we’ll use three examples from Greek high-school anthologies of literature: Jaroslav Hasek, Slavomir Mrozek, and Drago Jančar from the Czech Republic, Poland, and Slovenia respectively, all three countries being new members of Europe. Since these prose writers are representatives of the social discourse of their times, it will be our aim to decode the economic practices depicted in their fictional world. We will then attempt to propose imaginative and practical ways of teaching them, and thus hope to make economic thought a pleasant journey for teachers and students alike.
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Teaching economic concepts through literature may sound like a paradox. Yet, when theoreticians of literature and philosophers argued successfully about the pluralistic nature of literature, they opened a magic door to interdisciplinary studies. In the twentieth century both economists and literary scholars tried to approach economic thought of the past through the works of great writers, namely Shakespeare, Cervantes, Goethe, and Stendhal. Great classics became an excellent background for the study of economics. Such texts are required reading for sixteen-year-old pupils of Greek high schools, who are given the unique opportunity to read excerpts from works of European literature, including writers from countries that only recently became members of an enlarged Europe.


In order to show that, with the help of fiction, the science of economics can be accessible to all pupils, we’ll use three examples from Greek high-school anthologies of literature. We’ll focus on narratives by Jaroslav Hasek, Slavomir Mrozek, and Drago Jančar from the Czech Republic, Poland, and Slovenia respectively, all three countries being new members of the European Union. Since these prose writers are representatives of the social discourse of their times, it will be our aim to decode the economic practices depicted in their fictional world and show that these practices change in time but not necessarily in space. We will then attempt to propose ways of teaching economics, which are, we hope, both imaginative and practical, and thus we’ll try to make the acquisition of economic thought a pleasant journey for teachers and students alike.


Since we are not literary critics but economists, we run the risk of neglecting the esthetic value of literary texts and consequently provoking justified criticism from both creative writers and literary scholars. This is why we’ll have recourse to modern theory of literature. Many writers – economists, historians, philosophers – have used literary texts to teach economic awareness to the young ones and also to inquire into the social, economic, and political conditions that prevailed at the time the author was writing. For most researchers, literature – with its fictive framework and the uniqueness of each one of its products – can excite the curiosity of pupils and help them link economics with everyday life.


Undoubtedly, the best way to achieve high educational standards is to provoke and maintain the interest of students (Colander, 1991: 232). The question how people learn requires a very complex answer. It is clear, however, that the affective function is necessary in order to achieve proper use of cognitive skills (Saunders, 1990: 64). Ever since the work of Russian thinker Mikhail Bakhtin has been known in the West, it is generally accepted that literature – especially prose writing – is the product of the multilingual nature of society and therefore offers us the chance to study the cultural and economic environment of a narrative and learn both about literature and society. Literature has the inimitable power to incorporate into discourse the different voices of its time, which it projects in descriptions and dialogues. The author’s discourse is the resultant of a multitude of social dialects in action (Bakhtin, 1978).


Our research in international bibliography showed that the first link of economics and literature in scholarly research was made in 1931 by Henry Walcott Farnam. In his book entitled Shakespeare Economics, Farnam studies 36 of Shakespeare’s plays from the point of view of economics, as his title indicates, inquiring into the economic conditions existing at the time the great dramatist produced his plays on the Elizabethan stage. Farnam also pointed out the elements that create the economic stature of the characters, by presenting a complete picture of the social environment.


Shakespeare’s work is often the philosophic “passage” that helps researchers propose new theories. Such is the case of cultural materialism (Raymond Williams) and new historicism (Stephen Greenblatt). A recent book concerning the economic dimension of Shakespeare’s work is Shakespeare’s Twenty-First-Century Economics: The Morality of Love and Money, by Frederick Turner, which appeared in 1999. Through the projection of the cultural role of capitalism, the author reveals the positive side of the economic system he undertook to defend. Disagreeing with Marxist studies of literature, which use literature to present the disadvantages of the opposite economic system, Turner argues convincingly that literature can teach us the positive elements of all systems.


Donna M. Kish-Goodling published, in 1998 in the Journal of Economic Education, her article “Using The Merchant of Venice in teaching monetary economics”. She proposes different ways to use Shakespeare’s work in teaching economics, and demonstrates that literature offers us the possibility to comprehend how the science of economics acts on people.


Goethe and Cervantes are two other great writers that attracted the attention of literary scholars interested in the theme of economy. Hans Christoph Binswanger, in his book Money and Magic: A Critique of the Modern Economy in the Light of Goethe’s Faust (1994), undertakes a literary analysis of the central character and studies the content of the work, showing that it represents the economy of Goethe’s time. He argues that all ideas expressed in the work are the German poet’s personal opinions and that his economic theories are very close to those of the first economists, for instance Adam Smith.


Carroll B. Johnson, in her book Cervantes and the Material World, which appeared in 2000, studies the economic thought in Don Quixote. She pays special attention to the notions of wealth distribution, ownership of means of production, and the distinctive features of different economic systems.


Michael Watts and R. F. Smith are definitely among the pioneers of teaching economics through literature, for they published in 1989 in the Journal of Economic Education the article “Economics in literature and drama”. They examine 70 literary works that could make teaching of economics more interesting. Professor Watts will return to the same methodology in his contribution to Teaching Economics to Undergraduates: Alternatives to Chalk and Talk, 1998, and his article, «How Economists Use Literature and Drama». He quotes works that are interesting material for use in class; he also gives a list of economic concepts to be studied.

For Elementary School economics there are very few manuals, but they are all exceptionally useful. Published in 1986 in New York by The Joint Council on Economic Education, the fifth edition of Learning Economics through Children’s Stories consists of 12 categories of concepts and includes 273 works of children’s literature. The authors of the book give us precise instructions on how to teach economic thought through these stories.


In 1993 The Center of Economic Education of the University of Nebraska published Economics and Children’s Literature, an educational manual for economic teaching. It contains very interesting ideas for the teachers who are seeking new ways to teach economics.


But perhaps the most useful book on the subject is Teaching Economics Using Children’s Literature, published in 1997 by The National Council on Economic Education. The book uses a great number of economic notions, gives a brief summary of all literary works cited, and offers a rich variety of specific exercises.


In our opinion literary texts can help our task in three different ways:

1. Given their fictive and creative form, literary texts become an excellent starting point for any discussion on the meaning of economic concepts and the essence of economic education.

2. Since literature recreates the past, the student is given the opportunity to project himself into another space and another time, where social, economic, and political features are densely interwoven, thanks to literary style.

3. Discussion of economic thought through a fictive image of reality helps the student to acquire economic awareness. 

Jaroslav Hasek’s narrative “An Honest Woman” presents a story within a story.

In the first one the narrator tells us that he himself found a coin of ten heller; he returned it to the police, but demanded his legal reward, ten per cent, one heller, which he could only receive if the event were published in a daily newspaper. If the reader knows that a Czech koruna is divided into 100 heller, then he automatically realizes the absurdity of the demand: it will cost the police much more than the amount of the reward. The narrator is condemned for fraud to a fine of five koruny or 48 hours in prison. Since he doesn’t have any money, he chooses the latter. There is an ironic treatment of the subject, a situation resembling the theatre of the absurd, that can interest pupils and invite them to discuss, not only the quality of literary discourse, but also subjects of social and economic interest, such as the divisibility of money, the cost of a service – for instance an announcement in the papers –, the reward for a good action, and finally the observance of form at the expense of essence by the police that could lead pupils to a different discussion, such as the role of the police in a free society.

The heroine of the main story is Anna Bouklova, a cleaning woman, who found a wallet containing different types of papers, which she fails to understand, including a check for 7.866.000 koruny. Unable to comprehend what is happening to her, she refuses the reward – ten percent of the amount – although she lives in extreme poverty, her children wear rags, and her husband is a drunkard. But she is an honest woman, an ironic title, but not only at the expense of the poor woman. It links richness with dishonesty. The bureaucratic policemen mistreat the woman, the newspapers talk about her virtuous deed, her husband reads about it in the afternoon papers and beats her up when she returns home. In spite of its ironic connotations, the story is too sad to provoke much discussion except about the meaning and consequences of poverty and hard work. The short story begins with comments about lost objects in primitive societies and offers us a great opportunity to have a cross-thematic integration, bringing together culture, economics, and politics.


The heroes in Slavomir Mrozek’s short story “The Swan” are the swan and the guard. In the town where the story takes place, there is a lake; in the lake lives a swan. But suddenly tramps steal the swan. The City Council decides to hire a guard. However, it is cold, and the old man needs to go to the neighborhood restaurant to get warm. Since it is dangerous to leave the swan alone, he takes him along. He orders for himself meat and vodka. Then seeing how sad his companion is, he orders a slice of bread and a beer with a little sugar. He dunks the bread into the beer with sugar and feeds the swan. Later at the park, the swan dances and sings strangely. This same act is repeated every night. A month later they are both dismissed for improper conduct.

The fantastic aspect of the story turns it into a fairy tale and attracts the attention of the pupils. The ironic tone, especially in the use of the word tramp, helps them to keep a safe distance, so that they can discuss it without taking sides and point out all the different types of needs that are depicted:


First, acquired needs. The satisfaction of esthetic requirements leads them to purchase a new swan and hire a guard. Then, the productive need. It comes from hiring the “old man” to provide safety for the bird and enjoyment for the people. Collective needs are the attempts to improve cultural life and also provide security. Emotional needs are manifested when the principal characters feel lonely and need to enjoy themselves without following the rules.


The story is mainly a social satire, but the pupils can now rewrite it from an economic point of view. The increase of the population in cities creates new needs. The purchase of a swan has to be followed by the hiring of a guard. Low temperatures make the guard seek a friendly environment. His duty to his employers makes him take the swan with him. If it all turns into disaster, it is because both the guard and the bird, which is treated like a human by the narrator and the guard, do not belong to the same class as the town people; they don’t act according to their rules.


The scene of the short story “Incident in the Valley” by Drago Jančar is located in a university campus in the United States. The principal character is a refugee from East Europe, who studies to earn again the degree he had in his native country. After hard work he succeeds in becoming a teaching assistant. The encounter with a Latin American student, who is a communist, brings back to him memories from his incarceration as a political prisoner. He identifies the student who insists on giving him communist pamphlets, with his torturers. He hits the student, loses his position, moves once again, and ends up with an underpaying night job.


What interests us as economists is the fact that he works all his life with very bad results. In the communist regime he is imprisoned, for he insists on using his inalienable right to freedom of speech, poignantly symbolized by a torturing toothache. From this point of view, which is the result of specific experiences, things are not really different in a democratic country. The freedom accorded to communists exasperates the refugee.


In the background of the incident, the two opposite economic systems, capitalism and communism, are treated as equal and even identical. The protagonist is oppressed because of lack of freedom for himself or because of too much freedom for others.


All three stories project the tribulations of the poor in all countries. There may be an improvement as time goes by, but there is a universality of suffering that pupils should be invited to discuss.


While trying to discover, in class or in bibliography, imaginative ways to teach economics, we arrived at certain conclusions about the use of literature, with the help of specialists on the subject of economic education, especially the books Teaching Economics Using Children’s Literature by Harlan R. Day, MaryAnn Foltz, Kathy Heyse, Callie Marksbary, Mary Sturgeon, and Suellen Reed,  and Learning Economics through Children’s Stories by Robert H. Hendricks, Andrew T. Nappi, George G. Dawson, and Mindy M. Mattila, and the article «Using literature and drama in undergraduate economics courses» by Michael Watts, in Teaching Economics to Undergraduates: Alternatives to Chalk and Talk.

· Literature contains elements that invite children to acquire knowledge, which probably would not interest them if we chose to teach it in a traditional way. This is because literary texts seem to have a different influence on us than scientific texts, creating attitudes and models of conduct that determine students’ personal values and supporting their efforts for learning. Because of their fictive framework, stories function as a motive for learning and attract the attention of children more than a common economic analysis (Hendricks et alii, 1986: 2).   

· Children love to listen to stories, and this is why stories become useful teaching material. Students comprehend better their environment and become conscious of the fact that economics is a science of reality (Day et alii, 1997: i).

· If the pupil treats the text like a game and participates in it playing a role, he/she can assimilate more easily economic concepts that are depicted or developed in the text. Literature offers us the possibility to teach with a variety of ways, either according to school methods, or according to the perspectives of the text. Furthermore, the use of literary texts encourages more students to participate in the educational process, since children are more interested in fictional texts than in school manuals (Watts, 1998: 186-188).

· When reading literature, the student improves his/her knowledge of the language of the text, whether it is his mother tongue or a foreign one. And we should insist on the fact that good knowledge of a language contributes greatly to the creation of whole beings (Watts, 1998: 186-188). Although literary texts are not historical or social documents, they help personal growth. Beyond the information they contain about the economic conditions of the time they depict or the time they were written, they offer a rich vocabulary and generally a high level use of language. Furthermore, literature projects various social roles from everyday life, transforming knowledge into experience (Hendricks et alii, 1986: 2).

· Finally, since literature is generally written by people who have not studied economics, their point of view is unconsciously an interesting alternative to the study of economics, expressing common sense and not scientific thought (Watts, 1998: 186-188).

As Bakhtin argues, the literary text is the result of various social voices, a complete and diversified image of its time (1978). Literature constitutes a beginning for the investigation and the representation of the world (1984). Interdisciplinary studies have become a necessity in our schools. Economics – that is, the real world – and literature – that is, imagination – can work together to produce new and highly fertile methods of teaching.
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