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men” lectures addressed to a hall filled largely with women. Though modern
male lecturers may have changed their manners, the ideological conditions
which make English a popular university subject for women to read have not.

If English had its feminine aspect, however, it also acquired a masculine
one as the century drew on. The era of the academic establishment of English is
also the era of high imperialism in England. As British capitalism became
threatened and progressively outstripped by its younger German and Ameri-
can rivals, the squalid, undignified scramble of too much capital chasing too
few overseas territories, which was to culminate in 1914 in the first imperialist
world war, created the urgent need for a sense of national mission and identity.
What was at stake in English studies was less English literature than English lit-
erature: our great “national poets” Shakespeare and Milton, the sense of an “or-
ganic” national tradition and identity to which new recruits could be admitted
by the study of humane letters. The reports of educational bodies and official
enquiries into the teaching of English, in this period and in the early twentieth
century, are strewn with nostalgic back-references to the “organic” community
of Elizabethan England in which nobles and groundlings found a common
meeting-place in the Shakespearian theater, and which might still be reinvented
today. It is no accident that the author of one of the most influential government
reports in this area, The Teaching of English in England (1921), was none other
than Sir Henry Newbolt, minor jingoist poet and perpetrator of the immortal
line “Play up! play up! and play the game!” Chris Baldick has pointed to the
importance of the admission of English literature to the civil service examina-
tions in the Victorian period: armed with this conveniently packaged version of
their own cultural treasures, the servants of British imperialism could sally forth
overseas secure in a sense of their national identity, and able to display that
cultural superiority to their envying colonial peoples.”

It took rather longer for English, a subject fit for women, workers, and those
wishing to impress the natives, to penetrate the bastions of ruling-class power
in Oxford and Cambridge. English was an upstart, amateurish affair as aca-
demic subjects went, hardly able to compete on equal terms with the rigors of
Greats or philology; since every English gentleman read his own literature in
his spare time anyway, what was the point of submitting it to systematic study?
Fierce rearguard actions were fought by both ancient universities against this
distressingly dilettante subject: the definition of an academic subject was what
could be examined, and since English was no more than idle gossip about liter-
ary taste it was difficult to know how to make it unpleasant enough to qualify
as a proper academic pursuit. This, it might be said, is one of the few problems
associated with the study of English which have since been effectively resolved.
The frivolous contempt for his subject displayed by the first really “literary”
Oxford professor, Sir Walter Raleigh, has to be read to be believed."” Raleigh
held his post in the years leading up to the First World War; and his relief at the
outbreak of the war, an event which allowed him to abandon the feminine va-
garies of literature and put his pen to something more manly—war propa-
ganda—is palpable in his writing. The only way in which English seemed likely
to justify its existence in the ancient universities was by systematically mistak-
ing itself for the classics; but the classicists were hardly keen to have this pa-
thetic parody of themselves around.
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1f the first imperialist world war more or less put paid to Sir Walter Raleigh,
providing him with an heroic identity more comfortingly in line with that of his
Elizabethan namesake, it also signaled the final victory of English studies at Ox-
ford and Cambridge. One of the most strenuous antagonists of English—philol-
ogy—was closely bound up with Germanic influence; and since England
happened to be passing through a major war with Germany, it was possible to
smear classical philology as a form of ponderous Teutonic nonsense with which
no self-respecting Englishman should be caught associating."" England’s vic-
tory over Germany meant a renewal of national pride, an upsurge of patriotism
which could only aid English’s cause; but at the same time the deep trauma of
the war, its almost intolerable questioning of every previously held cultural as-
sumption, gave rise to a “spiritual hungering,” as one contemporary commen-
tator described it, for which poetry seemed to provide an answer. It is a
chastening thought that we owe the university study of English, in part at least,
to a meaningless massacre. The Great War, with its carnage of ruling-class rhet-
oric, put paid to some of the more strident forms of chauvinism on which En-
glish had previously thrived: there could be few more Walter Raleighs after
Wilfred Owen.* English Literature rode to power on the back of wartime nation-
alism; but it also represented a search for spiritual solutions on the part of an
English ruling class whose sense of identity had been profoundly shaken,
whose psyche was ineradicably scarred by the horrors it had endured. Litera-
ture would be at once solace and reaffirmation, a familiar ground on which En-
glishmen could regroup both to explore, and to find some alternative to, the
nightmare of history.

The architects of the new subject at Cambridge were on the whole individ-
uals who could be absolved from the crime and guilt of having led working-
class Englishmen over the top. F. R. Leavis had served as a medical orderly at
the front; Queenie Dorothy Roth, later Q. D. Leavis, was as a woman exempt
from such involvements, and was in any case still a child at the outbreak of war.
1. A. Richards entered the army after graduation; the renowned pupils of these
pioneers, William Empson and L. C. Knights, were also still children in 1914.
The champions of English, moreover, stemmed on the whole from an alterna-
tive social class to that which had led Britain into war. F. R. Leavis was the son
of a musical instruments dealer, Q. D. Roth the daughter of a draper and hosier,
L A. Richards the son of a works' manager in Cheshire. English was to be fash-
ioned not by the patrician dilettantes who occupied the early Chairs of Litera-
ture at the ancient universities, but by the offspring of the provincial petty
bourgeoisie. They were members of a social class entering the traditional uni-
versities for the first time, able to identify and challenge the social assumptions
which informed its literary judgments in a way that the devotees of Sir Arthur
Quiller Couch were not. None of them had suffered the crippling disadvantages
of a purely literary education of the Quiller Couch kind: F. R. Leavis had mi-
grated to English from history, his pupil Q. D. Roth drew in her work on psy-

*Wilfred Owen: British poet (1893-1918) killed during World War I whose works sati-
rized traditional patriotic themes.
works: factory.

49




WHY WE READ

chology and cultural anthropology. I. A. Richards had been trained in mental
and moral sciences.

In fashioning English into a serious discipline, these men and women
blasted apart the assumptions of the prewar upper-class generation. No subse-
quent movement within English studies has come near to recapturing the cour-
age and radicalism of their stand. In the early 1920s it was desperately unclear
why English was worth studying at all; by the early 1930s it had become a ques-
tion of why it was worth wasting your time on anything else. English was not
only a subject worth studying, but the supremely civilizing pursuit, the spiritual
essence of the social formation. Far from constituting some amateur or im-
pressionistic enterprise, English was an arena in which the most fundamental
questions of human existence—what it meant to be a person, to engage in signif-
icant relationship with others, to live from the vital center of the most essential
values—were thrown into vivid relief and made the object of the most intensive
scrutiny. Scrutiny was the title of the critical journal launched in 1932 by the
Leavises, which has yet to be surpassed in its tenacious devotion to the moral
centrality of English studies, their crucial relevance to the quality of social life as
a whole. Whatever the “failure” or “success” of Scrutiny, however one might
argue the toss between the anti-Leavisian prejudice of the literary establishment
and the waspishness of the Scrutiny movement itself, the fact remains that En-
glish students in England today are “Leavisites” whether they know it or not,
irremediably altered by that historic intervention. There is no more need to be a
card-carrying Leavisite today than there is to be a card-carrying Copernican:
that current has entered the bloodstream of English studies in England as Co-
pernicus reshaped our astronomical beliefs, has become a form of spontaneous
critical wisdom as deep-seated as our conviction that the earth moves round the
sun. That the “Leavis debate” is effectively dead is perhaps the ma]or sign of
Scrutiny’s victory.

What the Leavises saw was that if the Sir Arthur Quiller Couches were al-
lowed to win out, literary criticism would be shunted into an historical siding of
no more inherent significance than the question of whether one preferred pota-
toes to tomatoes. In the face of such whimsical “taste,” they stressed the centrality
of rigorous critical analysis, a disciplined attention to the “words on the page.”
They urged this not simply for technical or aesthetic reasons, but because it had
the closest relevance to the spiritual crisis of modern civilization. Literature was
important not only in itself, but because it encapsulated creative energies which
were everywhere on the defensive in modern “commercial” society. In litera-
ture, and perhaps in literature alone, a vital feel for the creative uses of language
was still manifest, in contrast to the philistine devaluing of language and tradi-
tional culture blatantly apparent in “mass society.” The quality of a society’s
language was the most telling index of the quality of its personal and social life:
a society which had ceased to value literature was one lethally closed to the
impulses which had created and sustained the best of human civilization. In the
civilized manners of eighteenth-century England, or in the “natural,” “organic”
agrarian society of the seventeenth century, one could discern a form of living
sensibility without which modern industrial society would atrophy and die.

To be a certain kind of English student in Cambridge in the late 1920s and
1930s was to be caught up in this buoyant, polemical onslaught against the most
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trivializing features of industrial capitalism. It was rewarding to know that
being an English student was not only valuable but the most important way of
life one could imagine—that one was contributing in one’s own modest way to
rolling back twentieth-century society in the direction of the “organic” commu-
nity of seventeenth-century England, the one moved at the most progressive tip
of civilization itself. Those who came up to Cambridge humbly expecting to
read a few poems and novels were quickly demystified: English was not just
one discipline among many but the most central subject of all, immeasurably
superior to law, science, politics, philosophy, or history. These subjects, Scrutiny
grudgingly conceded, had their place; but it was a place to be assessed by the
touchstone of literature, which was less an academic subject than a spiritual ex-
ploration coterminous with the fate of civilization itself. With breathtaking
boldness, Scrutiny redrew the map of English literature in ways from which crit-
icism has never quite recovered. The main thoroughfares on this map ran
through Chaucer, Shakespeare, Jonson, the Jacobeans and Metaphysicals, Bun-
yan, Pope, Samuel Johnson, Blake, Wordsworth, Keats, Austen, George Eliot,
Hopkins, Henry James, Joseph Conrad, T. S. Eliot, and D. H. Lawrence. This was
“English literature”: Spenser, Dryden, Restoration drama, Defoe, Fielding,
Richardson, Sterne, Shelley, Byron, Tennyson, Browning, most of the Victorian
novelists, Joyce, Woolf, and most writers after D. H. Lawrence constituted a net-
work of “B” roads* interspersed with a good few cul-de-sacs.” Dickens was first
out and then in; “English” included two and a half women, counting Emily
Bronté as a marginal case; almost all of its authors were conservatives.

Dismissive of mere “literary” values, Scrutiny insisted that how one evalu-
ated literary works was deeply bound up with deeper judgments about the na-
ture of history and society as a whole. Confronted with critical approaches
which saw the dissection of literary texts as somehow discourteous, an equiva-
Ient in the literary realm to grievous bodily harm, it promoted the most scrupu-
lous analysis of such sacrosanct objects. Appalled by the complacent
assumption that any work written in elegant English was more or less as good
as any other, it insisted on the most rigorous discrimination between different
literary qualities: some works “made for life,” while others most assuredly did
not. Restless with the cloistered aestheticism of conventional criticism, Leavis in
his early years saw the need to address social and political questions: he even at
one point guardedly entertained a form of economic communism. Scrutiny was
not just a journal, but the focus of a moral and cultural crusade: its adherents
would go out to the schools and universities to do battle there, nurturing
through the study of literature the kind of rich, complex, mature, discriminat-
ing, morally serious responses (all key Scrutiny terms) which would equip indi-
viduals to survive in a mechanized society of trashy romances, alienated labor,
banal advertisements, and vulgarizing mass media.

I say “survive,” because apart from Leavis's brief toying with “some form
of economic communism,” there was never any serious consideration of actu-
ally trying to change such a society. It was less a matter of seeking to transform
the mechanized society which gave birth to this withered culture than of seek-

:”B” roads: secondary or back roads.
cul-de-sacs: dead ends.
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ing to withstand it. In this sense, one might claim, Scrutiny had thrown in the
towel from the start. The only form of change it contemplated was education: by
implanting themselves in the educational institutions, the Scrutineers hoped to
develop a rich, organic sensibility in selected individuals here and there, who
might then transmit this sensibility to others. In this faith in education, Leavis
was the true inheritor of Matthew Arnold. But since such individuals were
bound to be few and far between, given the insidious effects of “mass civiliza-
tion,” the only real hope was that an embattled cultivated minority might keep
the torch of culture burning in the contemporary waste land and pass it on, via
their pupils, to posterity. There are real grounds for doubting that education has
the transformative power which Arnold and Leavis assigned to it. It is, after all,
part of society rather than a solution to it; and who, as Marx once asked, will
educate the educators? Scrutiny espoused this idealist “solution,” however, be-
cause it was loath to contemplate a political one. Spending your English lessons
alerting schoolchildren to the manipulativeness of advertisements or the lin-
guistic poverty of the popular press is an important task, and certainly more
important than getting them to memorize “The Charge of the Light Brigade.”
Scrutiny actually founded such “cultural studies” in England, as one of its most
enduring achievements. But it is also possible to point out to students that ad-
vertisements and the popular press only exist in their present form because of
the profit motive. “Mass” culture is not the inevitable product of “industrial”
society, but the offspring of a particular form of industrialism which organizes
production for profit rather than for use, which concerns itself with what will
sell rather than with what is valuable. There is no reason to assume that such a
social order is unchangeable; but the changes necessary would go far beyond
the sensitive reading of King Lear. The whole Scrutiny project was at once hair-
raisingly radical and really rather absurd. As one commentator has shrewdly
put it, the Decline of the West was felt to be avertible by close reading.’> Was it
really true that literature could roll back the deadening effects of industrial labor
and the philistinism of the media? It was doubtless comforting to feel that by
reading Henry James one belonged to the moral vanguard of civilization itself;
but what of all those people who did not read Henry James, who had never even
heard of James, and would no doubt go to their graves complacently ignorant
that he had been and gone? These people certainly composed the overwhelming
social majority; were they morally callous, humanly banal, and imaginatively
bankrupt? One was speaking perhaps of one’s own parents and friends here,
and so needed to be a little circumspect. Many of these people seemed morally
serious and sensitive enough: they showed no particular tendency to go around
murdering, looting, and plundering, and even if they did it seemed implausible
to attribute this to the fact that they had not read Henry James. The Scrutiny case
was inescapably elitist: it betrayed a profound ignorance and distrust of the ca-
pacities of those not fortunate enough to have read English at Downing Col-
lege.* “Ordinary” people seemed acceptable if they were seventeenth-century
cowherds or “vital” Australian bushmen.

But there was another problem, too, more or less the reverse of this. For if
not all of those who could not recognize an enjambement were nasty and brut-

*Downing College: where Leavis taught English at Cambridge.
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ish, not all of those who could were morally pure. Many people were indeed
deep in high culture, but it would transpire a decade or so after the birth of
Scrutiny that this had not prevented some of them from engaging in such activ-
ities as superintending the murder of Jews in central Europe. The strength of
Leavisian criticism was that it was able to provide an answer, as Sir Walter Ra-
leigh was not, to the question, why read literature? The answer, in a nutshell,
was that it made you a better person. Few reasons could have been more per-
suasive than that. When the Allied troops moved into the concentration camps
some years after the founding of Scrutiny, to arrest commandants who had
whiled away their leisure hours with a volume of Goethe, it appeared that
someone had some explaining to do. If reading literature did make you a better
person, then it was hardly in the direct ways that this case at its most euphoric
had imagined. It was possible to explore the “great tradition” of the English
novel and believe that in doing so you were addressing questions of fundamen-
tal value—questions which were of vital relevance to the lives of men and
women wasted in fruitless labor in the factories of industrial capitalism. But it
was also conceivable that you were destructively cutting yourself off from such
men and women, who might be a little slow to recognize how a poetic enjambe-
ment enacted a movement of physical balancing.

The lower-middle-class origins of the architects of English are perhaps rel-
evant here. Nonconformist, provincial, hard-working, and morally conscien-
tious, the Scrutineers had no difficulty in identifying for what it was the
frivolous amateurism of the upper-class English gentlemen who filled the early
Chairs of Literature at the ancient universities. These men were not their kind of
men: they were not what the son of a shopkeeper or daughter of a draper would
be especially inclined to respect, as a social elite who had excluded their own
people from the ancient universities. But if the lower middle class has a deep
animus against the effete aristocracy perched above it, it also works hard to dis-
criminate itself from the working class set below it, a class into whose ranks it is
always in danger of falling. Scrutiny arose out of this social ambivalence: radical
in respect of the literary-academic Establishment, coterie-minded with regard to
the mass of the people. Its fierce concern with “standards” challenged the patri-
cian dilettantes who felt that Walter Savage Landor was probably just as charm-
ing in his own way as John Milton, at the same time as it posed searching tests
for anyone trying to muscle in on the game. The gain was a resolute singleness
of purpose, uncontaminated by wine-tasting triviality on the one hand and
“mass” banality on the other. The loss was a profoundly ingrown isolationism:
Scrutiny became a defensive elite which, like the Romantics, viewed itself as
“central” while being in fact peripheral, believed itself to be the “real” Cam-
bridge while the real Cambridge was busy denying it academic posts, and per-
ceived itself as the vanguard of civilization while nostalgically lauding the
organic wholeness of exploited seventeenth-century farm laborers.

The only sure fact about the organic society, as Raymond Williams has
commented, is that it has always gone."” Organic societies are just convenient
myths for belaboring the mechanized life of modern industrial capitalism. Un-
able to present a political alternative to this social order, the Scrutineers offered
an “historical” one instead, as the Romantics had done before them. They in-
sisted, of course, that there was no literal returning to the golden age, as almost
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every English writer who has pressed the claims of some historical utopia has
been careful to do. Where the organic society lingered on for the Leavisites was
in certain uses of the English language. The language of commercial society was
abstract and anemic: it had lost touch with the living roots of sensuous experi-
ence. In really “English” writing, however, language “concretely enacted” such
felt experience: true English literature was verbally rich, complex, sensuous,
and particular, and the best poem, to caricature the case a little, was one which,
read aloud, sounded rather like chewing an apple. The “health” and “vitality”
of such language was the product of a “sane” civilization: it embodied a creative
wholeness which had been historically lost, and to read literature was thus to
regain vital touch with the roots of one’s own being. Literature was in a sense an
organic society all of its own: it was important because it was nothing less than
a whole social ideology.
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