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FROM RHETORIC TO DECONSTRUCTION 
Lecture One: Rhetoric and the Study of Literature
The study of literature at university is not new; what is relatively new is the study of literature in the “vernacular.” For centuries, such studies were confined to “the Classics” (Greek and Latin authors) in European higher education. The justification: “These literatures are complete; all the rules are known.” The objectives were largely practical (rhetorical and ethical): the teaching of style, the training of sensibility, taste and judgment. The study of the Classics also played a unifying role by providing a common frame of reference for the educated classes of European societies.

Cf. “all the rules are known”: much of the groundwork had been done by the philosophers and rhetoricians of antiquity, who had also been great teachers, such as, among others, Aristotle and Quintilian.
Aristotle (384-322 BC). Poetics: concerned with theory (literature broadly conceived; genres; language, ostensibly, but also contains bits of literary history; in its present form it is probably a series of lecture notes strung together by his students. Rhetoric: material to illustrate the effective uses of language often taken from literature. 

Quintilian (AD c.35-c.100). Institutio Oratoria (The Education of an Orator / Institutes of Oratory) looks upon literature (in addition to philosophy and historiography) as supplying the most useful material for an orator to study. Book X offers a veritable history of Greek and Roman literature. Cf. the emphasis on reading and what the orator should read in the following extracts: 
1. I know it is an ordinary subject of inquiry whether more is contributed by writing, reading, or speaking. [. . .] 2. But they are all so connected, so inseparably linked with one another that if any one of them is neglected, we labour in vain in the other two, for our speech will never become forcible and energetic unless it acquires strength from great practice in writing. The labour of writing, if left destitute of models from reading, passes away without effect, as having no director. 
General observations respecting ancient and modern writers, 43-45. Homer, 46-51. Hesiod, 52. Antimachus, 53. Panyasis, Apollonius Rhodius, 54. Aratus, Theocritus, 55. Pisander, Nicander, Tyrtaeus, and others, 56. Of the elegiac poets, Callimachus, Philetas, Archilochus, 57-60. Of the lyric poets; Pindar, 61. Stesichorus, 62. Alcaeus, 63. Simonides, 64. Of the old comedy, Aristophanes, Eupolis, Cratinus, 65. Of tragedy, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, 66-68. Menander, Philemon, 69-72. [. . .] Of the Roman poets, Virgil, Lucretius, Varro, Ennius, Ovid, and others, 85-90. Flattery of Domitian, 91, 92. Of Tibullus, Propertius, Ovid, Lucilius, Horace, Persius, Catullus, and others, 93-96. Latin writers of Tragedy, 97, 98. Of Comedy, 99, 100. (Emphases added)
Discovered during the Renaissance, these authors exercised an enormous influence. Rhetoric (accommodating literature) was part of the trivium.
*
English poetry and drama became objects of serious—but not yet academic—study in the 17th and18th centuries; some examples:

· the critical and theoretical writings of Ben Jonson (Timber, 1640); Dryden (An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, 1668). Neoclassical ideas upheld, yet English departures from it vindicated;

· editions of Shakespeare by Alexander Pope (1725), Lewis Theobald (1734), Samuel Johnson (1765); Johnson’s “Preface to Shakespeare” the final vindication; 
· biography and criticism in Johnson’s The Lives of the Poets (1779-81), intended for “the common reader” at the request of publishers.
The 18th c. saw itself as a great advancement in civilization. Behind it: the rise of the wealth-creating middle classes. The multiplication of printing offices and the transition from an oral culture to print culture. The importance of taste & manners in social intercourse. Politeness as the hallmark of personal worth. The pursuit of cultivation. Language-consciousness; the importance of style, spoken and written. Dictionaries and instruction in rhetoric in great demand.
Johnson. A Dictionary of the English Language (1755). Over a hundred thousand quotations from English writers (Sidney, Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, Pope, etc.) to provide context for forty thousand entry words. Literariness carried to excess; definition of measles: “a critical eruption in a fever well-known in the common practice”; example from Coriolanus: “. . . my lungs / Coin words till their decay, against those measles, / Which we disdain should tetter us, yet seek [sought] / The very way to catch them” (III.i. 77-80, emphasis added).
Classical Rhetoric replaced by New Rhetoric: the emphasis shifts from the oral to the written. Clarity/precision of writing indispensable: the loose sentence is replaced by the periodic sentence (attention is not allowed to wander before meaning is revealed). Compare the style of Defoe and Fielding. Much discussion of the nature and uses of literature. 

Henry Home (Lord Kames). Elements of Criticism (1762). “To promote the fine arts in Britain has become of greater importance than is generally imagined.” The reason: a flourishing commerce begets opulence (wealth); this creates an appetite for pleasure (luxury and sensual gratification), which in turn leads to selfishness and the extinction of the amor patriæ and public spirit. This tendency should be checked by expending the opulence upon the fine arts. Consider:
No occupation attaches a man more to his duty than that of cultivating a taste in the fine arts: a just relish of what is beautiful, proper, elegant, and ornamental, in writing or painting, in architecture or gardening, is a fine preparation for the same just relish of these qualities in character and behaviour.

Hugh Blair. Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (Edinburgh, 1759-60, publ.1784). Used as a standard textbook for many decades (still part of the Yale curriculum in 1823; trans. into Hungarian in 1838 by the poet János Kis). A strong literary dimension; under various headings (questions of style and genre) a sizeable part of English literature from Shakespeare to Richardson discussed; literature seen as a powerful civilizing agent: “How then shall these vacant spaces, those unemployed intervals, which, more or less, occur in the life of every one, be filled up?” “How can we contrive to dispose of them in any way that shall be more agreeable in itself, or more consonant to the dignity of the human mind, than in the entertainments of taste, and the study of polite literature?” The literature of Blair’s own time: romances and novels, assigned a significant role in this endeavour:
In this kind of writing we are, it must be confessed, in Great Britain, inferior to the French. We neither relate so agreeably, nor draw characters with so much delicacy; yet we are not without some performances which discover the strength of the British genius. No fiction, in any language, was ever better supported than the Adventures of Robinson Crusoe. While it is carried on with that appearance of truth and simplicity, which takes a strong hold of the imagination of all readers, it suggests, at the same time, very useful instruction; by shewing (sic) how much the native powers of man may be exerted for surmounting the difficulties of any external situation. Mr. Fielding’s novels are highly distinguished for their humour; a humour which, if not of the most refined and delicate kind, is original, and peculiar to himself. The characters which he draws are lively and natural, and marked with the strokes of a bold pencil. The general scope of his stories is favourable to humanity and goodness of heart; and in Tom Jones, his greatest work, the artful conduct of the fable, and the subserviency of all the incidents to the winding up of the whole, deserve much praise. The most moral of all our novel writers is Richardson, the author of Clarissa, a writer of excellent intentions, and of very considerable capacity and genius; did he not possess the unfortunate talent of spinning out pieces of amusement into an immeasurable length.
Thomas Warton. The History of English Poetry (3 vols, 1774-81). The first historical study of English literature. Literature (Langland to Shakespeare) seen in terms of “refinement”: as “the age advanced to the highest degree of refinement,” it is natural to “contemplate the progress of social life” and to trace “the transitions from barbarism to civility.” Anglo-Saxon poetry ignored because the history of the English race begins only with the Norman Conquest. Essays “On the Introduction of Learning into England” and on how the “English language begins to be cultivated” in the early part of the Renaissance are added. Pride in English achievements: such a History “teaches us to set a just estimation on our acquisitions; and encourages us to cherish that cultivation, which is so closely connected with the existence and exercise of every social virtue.”
