16 Beginning theory

The last of these Cambridge pioneers was F. R. Lea\‘ri.s, pro'b—
ably the most influential figure in twentieth-century British crit-
icism. In 1929 he met and married Q. D. Roth, sube:quently
known as Q. D. Leavis. He had written his doctoral thesis on the
relationship between journalism and literature. She ha-d written
hers on popular fiction. These were revolutiona.ry topics, .and a
certain excitement and glamour attached to this couple in t'he
1930s. In 1932 they founded an important journal called Scrut.my
and produced it together for twenty-one years. As the title
implies, it extended the ‘close-reading’ method beyond poetry to
novels and other material.

Leavis’s faults as a critic are that his close readings Oftefl turn
out to contain lengthy quotations on which there is surprlsmg}y
little comment. The assumption is that the competent reader 'w111
see there what Leavis sees. As has been said of him, ht.t often gives
the impression that he is analysing the text whe:n he 1s re.ally just
paraphrasing it. Secondly, his approach to lltCI‘atl-er is over-
whelmingly moral; its purpose is to teach us about life, to trans-
mit humane values. His critical terms are never properl}f fieﬁned:
He famously refused the invitation offered by the «?rltfc Rene
Wellek in the 1930s that he should ‘spell out the principles on
which he operated in a more explicit way than hithe.rto’. The
result was one more degree of isolation for literary studies. In the
period of its growth just surveyed, it claimed independence fr.om

language studies, from historical considera.tions, and from ph}lo-
sophical questions. The consensus which held the subject
together from the 1930s to the 1960s rested upon the acceptance
of these demarcations. The ‘project’ of ‘theory’ from thc‘l9605
onwards is in essence to re-establish connections bereen literary
study and these three academic fields from which it had so res-

olutely separated itself.

Ten tenets of liberal humanism

The personal account on pp. 9-10 mainly responds to the Sfacond
and third of the four questions given earlier. 'm now going to
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expand on the implications of the fourth question, which asked
what it is, exactly, that we learn when we ‘do’ English in the tra-
ditional way. Of course, we learn things about specific books and
authors, but I mean here the more general values and attitudes
which we absorb from English, and which remain as a kind of
distilled essence of the subject when all these specific details have
been forgotten. These are not usually formulated and stated, but
they are, in a sense, all the more real for that, being simultane-
ously both pervasive and invisible. They can only be brought to
the surface by a conscious effort of will, of the kind we are now
trying to make. So what follows is a list of some of the elements
which seem to constitute this ‘distilled essence’ of the subject,
that is, the corpus of attitudes, assumptions, and ideas which we
pick up, probably unawares, as we do it. These seem to have
been what we were learning when we studied English — these

are the values and beliefs which formed the subject’s half-hidden
curriculum:

1. The first thing, naturally, is an attitude to literature itself;
good literature is of timeless significance; it somehow tran-
scends the limitations and peculiarities of the age it was writ-
ten in, and thereby speaks to what is constant in human
nature. Such writing is ‘not for an age, but for all time’ (as
Ben Jonson said of Shakespeare): it is ‘news which stays news’
(Ezra Pound’s definition of literature).

2. The second point is the logical consequence of the first. The
literary text contains its own meaning within itself. It doesn’t

require any elaborate process of placing it within a context,
whether this be:

(a) Socio-political — the context of a particular social ‘back-
ground’ or political situation, or

(b) Literary-historical — whereby the work could be seen as the
product of the literary influences of other writers, or as
shaped by the conventions of particular genres, or

(c) Autobiographical — that is, as determined by the personal

details of the author’s life and thought.

Of course, as scholars, most academics would assert the value
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of studying these contexts, but as critics their adherence to
the approach which insists upon the primacy and self-
sufficiency of the ‘words on the page’ commits them to the
process which has been called ‘on-sight close reading’. Essen-
tially, this removes the text from all these contexts and pre-
sents it ‘unseen’ for unaided explication by the trained mind.

3. To understand the text well it must be detached from these

contexts and studied in isolation. What is needed is the close
verbal analysis of the text without prior ideological assump-
tions, or political pre-conditions, or, indeed, specific expecta-
tions of any kind, since all these are likely to interfere fatally
with what the nineteenth-century critic Matthew Arnold said
was the true business of criticism, ‘to see the object as in itself

it really is’.

4. Human nature is essentially unchanging. The same passions,

emotions, and even situations are Sseen again and again
throughout human history. It follows that continuity in liter-
ature is more important and significant than innovation.
Thus, a well-known eighteenth-century definition of poetry
maintains that it is ‘what oft was thought but ne’er so well
expressed’. Likewise, Samuel Johnson famously denigrated

Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy on the grounds of its novelty,

that is, its originality.

5. Individuality is something securely possessed within each of

us as our unique ‘essence’. This transcends our environmen-
tal influences, and though individuality can change and
develop (as do characters in novels), it can’t be transformed —
hence our uneasiness with those scenes (quite common, for
instance, in Dickens) which involve a ‘change of heart’ in a
character, so that the whole personality is shifted into a new
dimension by force of circumstance — the miser is transformed
and changes his ways, or the good man or woman becomes
corrupted by wealth. Such scenes imply a malleability in the
essence of character which is at odds with this underlying
assumption of English studies. The discipline as a whole
believed in what is now called the ‘transcendent subject’,
which is the belief that the individual (‘the subject’) 1is
antecedent to, or transcends, the forces of society, experience,

Theory before ‘theory’ - liberal humanism 19

and language.

6. 1I“fhe purpose of literature is essentially the enhancement of
ife and the pr i ; 1

the p ogggalflon of humane values; but not in a pro-

grarnn'latlc way: if literature, and criticism, become overtly
and directly political they necessarily tend towards propa-
ganda. And as Keats said, ‘we distrust literature which has a
palpable design upon us’, that is, literature which too obvi-
ously wants to convert us or influence our views.

7. Form and content in literature must be fused in an organic

way, so that the one grows inevitably from the other. Liter-
ary form should not be like a decoration which is applied
externally to a completed structure. Imagery, for instance, or
any other poetic form which is detachable from the substa’nce
f)f the work in this way, rather than being integrated with it
is merely “fanciful’ and not truly ‘imaginative’ (the distinctior;
made by Coleridge in the Biographia Literaria).

8. This point about organic form applies above all to ‘sincerity’.

Sincerity (comprising truth-to-experience, honesty towards
Fhe self,l'fmd the capacity for human empathy and compassion)
?s & quality which resides within the language of lit re. |

isn’t a fact or an intention behind the vforli whicherci)ttllllr;.blé
gleaned by comparing, say, a poet’s view of an event with
other more ‘factual’ versions, or from discovering indepen-
dent, external information about an author’s history or con-
duct. Rather, sincerity is to be discovered within the text in
such matters as the avoidance of cliché, or of over-inflated
f(_)rms 'of expression; it shows in the use of first hand, indi-
Ylduahstic description, in the understated expression o,f feel-
ing, whereby (preferably) the emotion is allowed to emerge
implicitly from the presentation of an event. Moreover, when
the language achieves these qualities, then the truly ;incere
poet can transcend the sense of distance between language and
material, and can make the language seem to ‘enact’ what it

depicts, thus apparently abolishing the necessary distance
between words and things.

9. Again, the next idea follows from the previous one. What is

valued in literature is the ‘silent’ showing and demonstrating
of something, rather than the explaining, or saying, of it.
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Hence, ideas as such are worthless in literature until given the
concrete embodiment of tenactment’. Thus, several of the
explicit comments and formulations often cited in literary his-
tory contain specific denigrations of ideas as such and have a
distinct anti-intellectual flavour to them. Here we see the ele-
vation of the characteristic ‘Eng Lit’ idea of tactile enactment,
of sensuous immediacy, of the concrete representation of
thought, and so on. According to this idea (which is, of
course, itself an idea, in spite of the fact that the idea in ques-
tion is a professed distrust of ideas) words should mime, or
demonstrate, or act out, or sound out what they signify, rather
than just representing it in an abstract way. This idea is stated
with special fervency in the work of F. R. Leavis. (For a cri-
tique of the ‘enactment’ idea see “The Enactment Fallacy’, by
the present author, in Essays in Criticism, July 1980. For a
general discussion see James Gribble’s Literary Education: a
Revaluation, Cambridge University Press, 1983, Chapter 2).
The_job_of criticism is to interpret the text, to mediate
between it and the reader. A theoretical account of the nature
of reading, or of literature in general, isn’t useful in criticism,
and will simply, if attempted, encumber critics with ‘precon-
ceived ideas’ which will get between them and the text. Per-
haps in this phrase ‘preconceived ideas’ we get another
glimpse into the nature of this pervasive distrust of ideas
within liberal humanism, for there seems to be the notion that
somehow all ideas are ‘preconceived’, in the sense that they
will come between the reader and text if given half a chance.
There is, in fact, the clear mark here of what is called ‘Eng-
lish empiricism’, which can be defined as a determination to
trust only what is made evident to the senses or experienced
directly. Ultimately this attitude goes back at least to the phi-
losophy of John Locke (1632-1704), which gives 2 philosoph-
ical expression to it. His book Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1690) puts forward the view that ideas are
n direct sense impressions from the world are
ind then assembles these, so
nking. Locke rejected intro-
e of valid knowledge and

formed whe
imprinted on the mind. The m
giving rise to the process of thi
spective speculation as a sourc
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glflsted on Fh.e need for direct experience and evidence of
ings. Traditional English studies, we might say, has always
been Lockean in this sense. ’ ’

The abc.)\{e list contains a series of propositions which I think |
many traditional critics would, on the whole, subscribe to, if tlrlxn
were in the habit of making their assumptions explicit T(,) eth .
ideas like these, and the literary practice which went .withgth o
are now often referred to as ‘liberal humanism’. o

1 l
y

tSiznfsara goia;vEtE:::laps given the irnpre‘ss.ion that theoretical posi-
b o lealsltreirw;vegar ilt'naei:rler exgh:}lltly formulated by liberal
human , an at i i
implicit. Yet a widely current body of the((;::;i);:l;lrsirier;zl?eg
fro;n the‘ s?art within English studies, and references were oi‘t:n
?];; e Iio ’1t in books and essays. The average student or teacher of
Eng I 1t” up to the 1970s would probably have had a fairly lin
1t;cih direct -contact with this body of work, since the whole }t,hrl:;;
?akin;_ subject was away from this kind of generalised position-
has“il:;:; et(lllefr:),r cr(x)lx;stltuted th‘e body of the‘ory about literature that
h r many centurle.s as an available under-pinning for
e st1_1dy of literature, even if literary students seldom had
extensive first hand acquaintance with it? Well, the materiZI oot
back to Greek and Latin originals. Critical th::ory in fact lgoes
pre-dates the literary criticism of individual work; The e, l(')ng
?vork of theory was Aristotle’s Poetics, which, in Spl:te of itszl l;ilteltsat
:ise g:io:t thefnaturc of 'lltferamre its.elfz Aristotle offers famou;
1ons of tragedy, insists that literature is about characte

a'nd that chax_‘acter is revealed through action, and he tries to ide r,
tify the requ‘lred stages in the progress of a plot. Aristotle was aln_
t}.xe ﬁrsf critic to develop a ‘reader-centred’ approach to literat .
since h1§ consideration of drama tried to describe how it affe utrfi’
t}.xe audience. Tragedy, he said, should stimulate the emotioflcs . f
pity and fear, these being, roughly, sympathy for and empatlfy




