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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
READING AS DISTINCT FROM
TALKING OR WRITING ABOUT BOOKS

Understanding is silent, interpretation extremely garrulous.
(E. D. Hirsch)

It is generally assumed that there is what has been called an art -
some would say a science ~ of reading that can be acquired over
many years of training in schools and universities and is exemplified
in good criticism. Reading, of course, in a restricted sense. It is
something more highly developed than the elementary skills of
literacy, yet, at the same time, no one would claim that it is a matter
of interpreting any piece of writing with expertise. The good critic,
it is acknowledged, may be a poor linguist and capable of reading
fewer foreign languages and understanding them less well than a
professional interpreter, an air hostess or a German politician. Nor
will he be expected to understand a manual of electronics or even a
piece of ordinary technical philosophy. His skill will be apparent in
what he says or writes about poetry, fiction, drama and those works
of history or philosophy which call for no specialised knowledge and
no other kind of skill for their interpretation. It may be apparent too,
according to those who have been influenced by the writings of
F. R. Leavis and Denys Thompson in England or Roland Barthes in
France, in his reading of newspapers, advertisements, politicians’
rhetoric and the catch-phrases of popular culture.

It would be absurd to deny that such a skill could exist or that
different people might possess it in varying degrees. But what is
difficult, on any level of sophistication, is to answer the question:
how do you know it is being exercised and that a particular reading
of the words on the page is correct, especially if by ‘the words on the
page’ we mean the words understood as the author intended them
to be? It is true that disagreements as to how one should read them
are often resolved to the satisfaction of all concerned, and one may
be grateful to a teacher, a friend or the work of a critic for having
opened one’s eyes to what one now sees as the true or full meaning
of a poem. But it is unlikely that anyone who has enjoyed this

3



4 STRUCTURALISM OR CRITICISM?

experience will be able to say what general principle or rule he
happened to violate when he misread the poem in the first place,
and how he might avoid making such a mistake again. This is prob-
ably why, though many attempts have been made to formulate such
rules and principles, there is none, apart from simple caveats such as
Plutarch’s reminder that poets tell deliberate lies, which has com-
manded for long any general assent.*

Something else that is difficult - in fact, practically impossible - is
to know whether the academic study of literature has proved, on
balance, a blessing or a curse.? A blessing of course, it would be said
by many of the academics themselves and by those who assume that
people in their position must know what they’re talking about. Yet
is there any way in which this is obvious? At least, it might be said,
it has ensured that the great poets and novelists of the past continue
to be read, just as the schools of the Greek and Roman grammatikoi
helped to preserve the reputation of a canon of poets, dramatists,
orators and historians. Possibly. But the reputation of Shakespeare in
England spread and became established centuries before he became
the object of ‘commentary’ and ‘appreciation’ in universities and
schools. That of Dickens was made by his unschooled readers, and it
was not to university or adult education audiences that he delivered
his public readings.® The idea of a canon of literary classics is, in any
case, becoming increasingly unfashionable in schools and universities
themselves. Literature is coming more and more to be regarded as
a branch of sociology or linguistics. Writings of avowedly ephemeral
interest are coming to dominate the syllabus, to the point where in
America, according to E. D. Hirsch (The aims of interpretation,
p- 136), ‘little remains that the underground can call its own’. In
some universities, it is now possible for a student to take a good
degree in French without having read either Racine or Flaubert.
Even among those who profess to take the idea of the literary classic
seriously, there is an understandable tendency to question established
reputations or to want to add to the list, and it would be outrageous
to wish that things should be otherwise. As a result, the list of
‘major authors’ now far exceeds any possible syllabus, and the idea
of the ‘well-read’ man or woman comes to seem increasingly unreal
as the years go by. It may be impossible to revive the customs and
pieties of antiquity, but there was a purely practical advantage in
the creation of a canon which included only ten works in every
genre. It ensured, if nothing else, the existence of a common culture
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among the literate classes of the Hellenistic and Roman worlds and
one extending over many generations.

The question whether the so-called teaching of literature has been
of general benefit to humanity is, of course, impossible to answer.
There is no conceivable form of investigation that would enable us
to weigh the cost against the advantages and only a biased or un-
questioning mind will reply unhesitatingly in the negative or — dare
I say? - affirmative. Someone may ask, of course, ‘What harm can
it do?” And the question needs to be asked, but if anyone doubts
that it can do harm, he ought perhaps to read John Newton’s article
in The Cambridge Quarterly, ‘Literary criticism, universities, mur-
der’. Newton points out, with copious illustrations, how much better,
from any point of view, a first-year undergraduate can write on the
poetry of Donne than his or her elders and betters, reputed academic
critics for whom the prolonged study of literature seems to have
become only a conventional chore. Matthew Arnold says somewhere
that one can read too much poetry, and anyone who believes that
enforced exposure to literature is, at the worst, harmless should con-
sider how often intelligent young people are dismayed by its apparent
effect on the minds of those who have been exposed to it for years;
also how often a normally sensitive boy or girl has been made to hate
poetry by being made to write or talk about it in words which have
then been held up for kindly or unkind ridicule. The love of poetry
can be an intensely private affair.* Glibness is not the guarantee of
either insight or sensitivity.

However, it is not with the possible consequences of the universal
and compulsory study of literature during the last hundred years
that this book is concerned, valuable though it might be to know
more than we do of the history of that particular educational reform.
My purpose is rather to suggest what, by the nature of things and at
any tme, reading and critical discussion is able and unable to
achieve.

Among the objects which critical discussion is unable to achieve,
we are often told, is the communication to someone else of anything
resembling a fact or a precept; that is, an addition to knowledge to
be taken on trust. This has been said with some firmness by, for
example, Roland Barthes, in his Legon inaugurale prononcée au
College de France; F. R. Leavis, who happened for this reason to
dislike even referring to himself as a ‘teacher” and John Newton in
the article I have already mentioned. Newton writes:
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Poetry can be studied, but the study of it can’t be tanght. So it had better zoz
be taught. Some people would say that in that case it has no place in a univer-
sity. I'm inclined to say that, on the contrary, it is therefore an ideal study for
a university. The idea of a university that is being taken for granted by those
people who think the opposite is a widespread one but seems to me bar-
baric. .. (‘Literary criticism, universities, murder’, p. 348)

That ‘study’, one may agree, involves constant discussion and ex-
change. Otherwise, the university would only be what it often is in
reality, a university merely in name. Yet is discussion and exchange
of what one has seen and understood indispensable to understand-
ing? Newton doesn’t assume this, nor can I think of any reason why
one should.

Jane Austen or John Clare would not have needed to be told that
the ability to read well has nothing necessarily to do with anything
one writes or says or anything else one does, apart from reading. If
this is not always obvious in our age of compulsory literary apprecia-
tion, it is because of the tenacity of the view I am questioning: that
the study of literature in schools and universities is, Zpso facto, worth-
while in that it consists in something more than mere solitary read-
ing. A student of chemistry, it is assumed, can only become proficient
by performing experiments, a mathematician by solving mathe-
matical problems and a student of literature by writing critical
commentaries and essays.

Yet for the student of literature, the equivalent - if one can talk
of an equivalent at all - of solving the problem is the act of reading
itself. As E. D. Hirsch has argued (cf. pp. 27-8 below), there is a
sense in which the often effortless deciphering of the words on the
page entails the solving of problems, even if these are solved
instantaneously and unselfconsciously. We hear a great deal,
especially in the rubric of examination papers, about something
called literary ‘analysis’. But analysis here is something very different
from analysis in other academic disciplines and the reason seems to
lie in what Roland Barthes has spoken of (‘Ecrivains, intellectuels,
professeurs’, p. 9) as a characteristic of the human as distinct from
the physical sciences: the impossibility of a ‘method’ to which one
could attribute a ‘result’. Barthes slightly over-simplifies the matter
and seems to forget that there are such things as statistical surveys
and word-counts. These, however, can only be used to answer cer-
tain types of question, questions of characteristic usage and author-
ship notably. Where the analysis of a text does not involve counting,



INTRODUCTION 7

the answer to any question one asks about it is a matter of simple
confirmation or otherwise — yes, there is ambiguity here; no, this
reading is syntactically impossible — and this seems to be true of
literary analysis even at its most searching and subtle. In F. R.
Leavis’s commentary on Thomas Hardy’s ‘After a journey’, for
example (The living principle, pp. 127-34 and pp. 174-5 below),
we are shown how all the elements in the poem combine to give
reality to an experience of a remarkable kind, the remarkableness
lying in the effective presence of the intelligence and character of a
man reliving his past. I know of no piece of criticism which shows
with such precision the complexity and coherence of effect which
characterise the reading of a major poem. When I deny that criti-
cism of this kind resembles in any way the performance of an experi-
ment, I am not trying to say that Leavis merely tells us what he
happened, without search or reflection, to notice when he was read-
ing Hardy’s poem. He himself reminds us constantly how much
discussion and exchange are part of ‘what we call analysis’ (e.g.
English literature in our time and the university, p. 48) and those
who knew him may agree that his best thoughts seemed to come to
him when he was thinking and reading aloud in discussion with a
congenial audience. I have sometimes been asked to explain the
Leavisian ‘method’, but Leavis himself never claimed that his way
of expounding something, with its constant implicit appeal for confir-
mation, even if ‘deliberate’ and sustained by a concern for what he
called ‘relevance’, was either methodical or systematic.

There are, of course, other kinds of literary ‘analysis’. It may be a
matter of pedagogic drill, a way of ensuring that no one in the class-
room is left behind, as in the reading of a passage in a Greek or
Roman school, calling for the establishment and correction of a
common written text; the recitation of the passage; the exegesis or
explanation of etymologies, learned and technical allusions and the
genealogies of gods and heroes; the krisis or drawing of a moral
from the tale. Something similar has survived into our own lifetimes
in the French explication de texte, again a schoolroom exercise whose
continued practice in the university can be partly explained by the
fact that the conclusion of a student’s university career is the oral
examination of the agrégation, in which his examiners include school
inspectors and he is judged for his pedagogic as well as intellectual
gifts. Analysis here too is (explicitly) a matter of explanation rather
than discovery and the rules of the exercise a matter of convention.
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It would be absurd to pretend that they are any more than conven-
tions and as absurd to object to them as such as to quarrel with
the conventions of polite behaviour that enable strangers to know
where they are with one another, to feel at ease and communicate
freely.

It is, however, with reading that may or may not give rise to
critical discussion that the reflections which follow are concerned.
I prefer to leave open the question whether or how the ability to read
can be taught and I do not presume to offer any method of criticism.
I hope simply that what I am saying will help to clear away some of
the current misconceptions surrounding the uniquely human gift for
communicating over space and time.

It may be noticed that I have avoided using the word ‘literature’
in the title of this book, though the reading of novels, poetry and
drama is what I mainly discuss and though it will interest mainly
those who like myself are students of literature. The word is in-
dispensable. We all know, broadly speaking, what it means in its
various contexts, including that of the last lines of Verlaine’s Ars
poétique. And misunderstanding only arises when we try to define
it more precisely than anyone else: when we try to discover some
necessary and sufficient condition which is met by, say, Shelley’s
‘Masque of Anarchy’ or Gorki’s autobiography and not by the
national anthem or the memoirs of Sir Harold Wilson.

It is debatable whether, strictly speaking — that is from the point
of view of philosophy — literature exists. It certainly has not existed
for some of the greatest philosophers. This is why attempts to delimit
rigorously a realm of what has been described as ‘literary under-
standing’ or ‘literary communication” have generally failed to carry
conviction, command general assent or achieve anything comparable
to a breakthrough in molecular biology. How we understand what
we read is the concern of philosophy but it is a matter here of what
we understand in general. I shall not be arguing therefore as if I
thought that the study of literature gave rise to philosophical prob-
lems not encountered when considering other, non-literary, kinds of
writing or utterance; just as I shall not be assuming that the study
of literature is a specialised study calling for specialised skills. The
belief that it is such a study and that the ability to understand and
appreciate one author — say Racine — necessarily implies an ability to
read others — say Shakespeare — has been, as we know, in the past,
one of the main causes of blindness and pedantry. This can be seen



