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FROM RHETORIC TO DECONSTRUCTION 

Lecture Two: English as an Academic Discipline
Eighteenth-century attitudes to English literature—Kames, Blair and Warton; key words: civility, taste, refinement, politeness, fine art, polite literature, cultivate, character and behaviour, humanity and goodness of heart, social virtue, public spirit, morality. 
The economic, social and cultural changes (capitalism, the rise of the middle classes, the shift to print culture) fuelling the aspirations marked by those words.
Note the blend of rhetorical, nationalist, ethical (pragmatic) considerations in these approaches to literature, as well as the historical paradigm employed in its treatment. The wider artistic context: Neoclassicism.
*
“The rise of English”—the emergence of the study of English literature as an academic discipline—took place in the 19th and early 20th centuries. A new dimension: the “religious,” inseparably from the aesthetic. The wider artistic context: Romanticism. 

Matthew Arnold (1822-88). The impulses behind Arnold’s work: (1) the creation of an industrial society and a large urban working class; (2) the declining appeal of religion; (3) the fear of society lapsing into anarchy unless new vehicle of spirituality is found to replace religion(literature to save society.

Culture and Anarchy (1869). Key concepts: “Hellenism” (spontaneity of consciousness) and “Hebraism” (strictness of conscience). The English middle class to be Hellenized by culture (cf. cultivation in the 18th c.). Arnold’s view of culture: the pursuit of beauty and intelligence (“sweetness and light”) for the harmonious expansion of human nature, which will enable us to see more than one side of a thing; the privileged classes should involve the underprivileged in their culture in order to achieve social harmony. Consider:

Thus in our eye, the very framework and exterior order of the State, whoever may administer the State, is sacred; and culture is the most resolute enemy of anarchy, because of the great hopes and designs for the State which culture teaches us to nourish. 

Literature (poetry) is given centre stage in culture: 

The future of poetry is immense, because in poetry, where it is worthy of its high destinies, our race, as time goes on, will find an ever surer and surer stay [support]. There is not a creed which is not shaken, not an accredited dogma which is not shown to be questionable, not a received tradition which does not threaten to dissolve (“The Study of Poetry” [1880]).

First Chairs (Departments) of English 

The example of major European countries acting as a stimulus:
Assuredly, it would be a most valuable result if anything like a real interest in English literature could be made general in England; and we cannot believe that English could not be studied in English Schools with the same care and with the same effect as French is in French schools and German in Prussian schools. (Taunton Commission Report [1868]).
A good deal of English Literature was taught outside the universities in the 1890s. University Extension Movement: it started in the 1860s, piecemeal, unofficially; in the 1870s it was put on an official basis; its aim: to extend educational opportunities for working men’s societies, women’s associations, etc. beyond the confines of Oxford, Cambridge and London. Yet there were no qualified q
teachers. The campaign for remedying the situation fought by John Churton Collins; arguments summed up in his The Study of English Literature: A Plea for Its Recognition and Organization at the Universities (1891). The conflict of Philology and Literature at the universities. English literature as an examination subject derided in the Oxford Magazine when tentatively tried in 1886: 
Now English Literature, as a subject of examination, has had its trial [...]. It was found to be, of all subjects, the most convenient to the crammer, the most useless as a test of ability or of knowledge.

· at University College, London (1828)—English language and literature combined with related subjects, such as history, philosophy, geography; 

· the idea of an English School approved at Oxford (1894); first Merton Professor of English Literature, Sir Walter Raleigh, appointed in 1904;

· Regius Chair of English Literature at Cambridge (1912), held by Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch; first English Tripos launched in 1917.

*

The situation in America: the place of literature occupied by classical authors and rhetoric, as in England. Reading and writing the English language a school subject, grammar and oratory given some attention in college, but no English requirement for entrance. 
Consider the fairly representative case of Brown University (Rhode Island): first mention in the catalogue of a Professor of Rhetoric and English Literature in 1851; knowledge of English literature an admission requirement in 1876 (the analysis and prosody of Act I of Julius Caesar); separate Department of English Literature and Language in 1891; first (associate) Professor of American Literature in 1895. Course offerings include: Shakespeare, Spenser, Bacon, Milton, Dryden, Burns, Keats, Victorian literature (M. Arnold), the nineteenth-century essay, American literature. 
Harvard University gave departmental status to English, along with German, French, Italian and Spanish, in 1872, which was followed four years later by the appointment of Francis James Child, an outstanding Chaucer and Spenser scholar, to its first professorship in English.

*

The academic study of English literature at first impressionistic—no methodology, no rigorously observed principles; individual sensibility and taste providing guidance for the critic. Philology rejected, a methodological paradigm found in historiography. 

Comprehensive literary histories: The Cambridge History of English Literature (fourteen volumes, 1907—1916) and The Cambridge History of American Literature (four volumes, 1917-21).

The “generalist” and the “scholar,” then the “scholar” and the “critic” opposed. The correlatives of the scholar / critic antithesis are fact, investigation and scientific specialization on the one hand, value, appreciation and general culture on the other. Criticism made “scientific” by the—mainly—American New Criticism of the 1920s and 30s and later: a poem, a story seen as a self-contained entity which has nothing to do with what lies outside it. The role of I. A. Richards (Principles of Literary Criticism[1924]; Science and Poetry [1926]), W. K. Wimsatt (The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry [1954]) and others. The role of F. R. Leavis in England—not a typical new critic, yet employs rigorous methodology: quality of language and moral seriousness to determine the value of a work of literature (The Great Tradition [1948]). Reconciliation of scholar and critic until the “explosion of theory” in the 1960s upsets the existing paradigm again. 

