Northrop Frye
THE STUDY OF ENGLISH IN CANADA

1 suppose the most obvious reason for forming a society of Canadian
English teachers is the need of keeping up with new techniques in literary
criticism.* The variety of these, and the speed with which they develop,
make it extremely likely thata sdmlzr no matter how central his situation,

toestablish. Ithink, as a useful analogy, of the English !nmtutt. founded
at the beginning of the war and still meeting annually in mb« at
Columbia Umvem\:y This is a group of about a e ey
scholars, most of them primarily concerned with English, who m::t to
discuss, not research in progress, but techniques of crificism as applied to
research. Nobody gets or Tm a job as a result of going to the Institute:
its members meet for the uainting themselves with what
is going on in such fi eldusedmng. L\ngumum. the history of ideas, analyti-
phy, explication de texte, the study of myths and arche
soon. My own experience of the Institute, the amount I have learned
from it and the friends I have made at it, convince me of the value of a
parallel organization in Canada.

We step intoa different world when we pick up, s2y, a volume of the
Elcthh ition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, published in 1910.
Here we find Edmund Gosse writing on the seventeenth century, Austin
Dobson on the eighteenth, while for such Romantics as, say, Landor or
VmH , after some dull hack has looked up the mere brute facts,
arles Swinburne can cut loose wuh a ic on the ncy}z

Tbc d:vm Britannica is an _ extraordinaril; rc%yur;we work,
Tam far from belittling it: I say only that no sc::nc: that was in cxu!znc:
at all in 1910 has developed er, or changed its techniques more

drastically, than literary criticism has done. Such developments are,
common to the whole critical field, but English studies are clmly
now what Classical studies used to be, the clnnng house of the humanities,
and scholars concerned with other languages have much the same need to
keep up with advances in English criticism that English scholars bave

ves.

in Ottaws an June 19, 1957, It wan propone to organise this e ot 3 eamed scity 0 cet. iy
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These new developments are rapidly covering the field of literature
itself, and I imagine that the next few decades will see an increasing interest
in the relations of criticism to other verbal disciplines, such as history,
philosophy, and the social sciences. It is becoming mare obvious that
we do not teach or learn literature, in universities or elsewhere, and that
only the criticism of literature can be directly taught and learned. This
fact is more important than it sounds, for lmmmu. like the other arts,
does not improve or progress: it produces the classic or model, the

‘masterpieces that literature has now will always hold t.lmr resent rank,
however splendid those still to be written may be. But while the arts do
not evolve or improve, the sciences do, and there is a scientific element in
criticism that Wlﬁ it expanding its range and consolidating its finding.
The extent to whnch ‘philosophical problems are rhetorical ones, and hence
the concern of criticism; the role of metaphor in conceptual thought; the
social and political uses of poetic myth; the relation of symbolism an
imagery to faith and conduct, are a few of the questions that are likely to
engross us in the near future.

The old notion of criticism as a ucmdary iterary activity, followmg
che creative writer at a respectful distance and distributing his largesse

the crowd, is no longer with us, Critics are beginning to understand

dn: literature, like everything else, has a theory and a practice, of equal

importance, and that their own place in modern culture is no longer a

subordinate one, but ranks with those of the philosopher, the scientist, the

!ummn. and the poet. And as criticism is being faced, as it has never

been faced before, with the r_hal.lmge to take a major place in contemporary

maug,h:. cholars may be seen dividing mw two groups. Onz

motm is “Why should n"“ that of the other, wgr shouldn’

£ 1t ‘would clearly bedxucmdyuupcbatwouldbemmudm
the kind of association now proposed.

What English does :hz humanities do, and the humanities are the
index to the umvemty Apart from new dzvelapmenu in the criticism of
Enghuh the umv:tslty asa whole is rapidly changing its relation to society,

our role as teachers and scholars is affected by the change. I think
it is arguable that the day of the great scholar is ovcr. and that he is being
seplaced by a type o orguniation man that would bette be described as
an intellectual, whose social reference is closer to Newman’s gentleman,
nrevznmCunglmnu coumu.d:an :hczrudlm‘pwdlg;unfnxty
yearsago. Th respects
Imhadmmum:fcthuawn,hltwlﬂtheac:uallyhuumadmmum'
tive desk job, often a nineto-six desk job, the intervals of which he must
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fill up with such scholarly work as he can. He is not protected, as the

eat scholar was protected, from the exhausting versatility that con-
tinuous contact with modern life demands. His intellectual role has an
immediate social importance, sometimes a political importance. An
American intellectual, for instance, may be summoned at any time to get
into a plane and go off to exphin American culbure to.the Jupanese: “Toe
public is at present in a somewhat repentant mood over their underesti-
mating of intellectuals in the past: this shows their awareness of the
changes taking place, and foreshadows the much greater social demands
that will be made on our eggheads in the future.

OF late years the development of professional and graduaté schools
has overshadowed the undergraduate core of the university, but it is
possible that even now social influences are setting in which will cuunterr
act this tendency. Already centres of pure scholarship, like
research libraries and the Institute of Adp anced Studies in Prmcemn are
beginning to separate from the university proper. We may be moving
back again to the Newman conception of the undergraduate university as
less intellectual than, in the highest sensz. social, less concerned with
research as an end in itself than with a definite social aim, an aim that
might be described as realizing the idea of a free society. Similar tendencies
are at work in the university itself, not least in English studies. At
present the advance of critical techniques seems to be increasing the pro-
fessionalizing of literary study, and thereby widening the gap between the
critic and the plain reader. T think that this is a temporary result of
rapid growth, and that we shall soon see the gap beginning to close again,
as criticism becomes more coherent and more aware of its own unity.

Liberal knowledge of course was never quite its own end: it was
always to some extent the vocational training of responsnble cmzens
And as the university becomes less of a fortress and more of a et place,
it might be well to recast our conception of it along the w;der lmzs indi-
cated by Arnold’s conception of el e Ml tariosption of an ares
af free discussion. No one concerned with the Church would confine

of the Church to th of buildings called churches,

znd xt is equally a fallacy to identify the true University in the modern
ld with the aggregate of degree-granting institutions. Wherever two

or three are discussing a subject in complete freedom, with regard only
to the truth of the argument; wherever a group is united by a common
interest in music or drama or the study of rocks or plants; wherever con-
versation moves from news and gossip to serious issues and principles,
there the University, in the wider sense, is at workin society. The
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andou: and liberality of a society's cultural life indicates the social
effectiveness of its universities.

Undergraduates in arts and sciences are being trained to form an
educated public, an amateur rather than a professional goal. Such uni-
versity training thus comes in between the specialized r r-harpnr
fessional training centre, and the teaching institution or school. Uni
graduates usually speak of the university as “school,” and expect to hc
taught, but it is pm of :hg function of a university to disappoint them,
to insist on treating them as adults. It is an axiom of university life that
teaching takes care of itself, that lectures (to use an admirable distinction
of Mill's) should be overheard rather than heard. A scholar who cannot
teach by virtue of being a scholar must have either a cleft palate or a split
personality; it is hard to see how one can master the world' a most d.\fﬁcult
technique of communication and still be unable to comm:
have been such scholars, but their frequency dmpaunumthgmoda'n
world is easy to overestimate,

‘As education is not itself an academic subject, its introduction into
university life makes for confusion, :nggemung the difficulty of tadung
at that level, and

iy 34 1 schonls,

students.
hmckrhmulvuuuttrymgwheum conscious zvu'yd:mgdlﬁr
professors will revise their
whether putting B before A instead of after it might not uvulunamze theu
students' comprehension of the whole subject. But “teaching methods,
howtvcr lmpwrtznf. in dealing with children, achieve in university class-
only a dreary and phony magic.
ts of science who are any guudangxwdnfd:: impersonality
nfd:u‘x subject: their self-respect is increased by its demand for mdmu
that cannot be faked or mani ulated for facts that have nothing to do
with individual przfumlzada 'he humanities are of course more directly

concerned with with emotional and even subjective factors.
Vevertheless it may bea mistake toty to popular S tn ok

toneglect the very large d hori theh

0 less than the sciences, carry with them. University teachers of Ensl;ah

are certainly not being fah: to their wbﬂm if they suggest to the stu
that he does not jud%etgrm wur of literature, but is. mgzd by
that while he should d to
and M:lm the statements will be about himself and not about them.
Whatever changes of fashion in literature may come or go. the difference
between an informed and responsible taste and a whimscal or erratic one
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remains constant. The English teacher's ideal is the exact opposite of
“effective communication,” or learning to become audible in the market
place. What he has to teach is the verbal expression of truth, beauty and
wisdom: in short, the disinterested use of words.

A student cannot call himself a student without acknowledging the
prior authority of the university and of its courses of study. Joe Doakes
at college is not necessarily a student, nor is a degree-granting institution
necessarily a university. It is a university if it trains its students to think
freely, but thinking, as distinct from musing or speculating, is a power of
decision based on habit. Reason is but g, Milton says, but to
choose is to eliminate the other choices: the greater the freedom of thought,
the less the freedom of choice. The process of education is a patient
cultivating of habit: its principle is continuity and its agent memory, not
mbe memory but practice memory. The university is doing its proper job

it presents the student with a coherent area of knowledge and en-
abhs him to progress within it. Universities with depmmmmm
curricula that allow him to leave an instructor in the middle of a sentence
in order to pick up a credit somewhere else are not enfranchising him;
they are merely cheating him. Such pseudo-educational procedures are an
assault on the memory; they undermine the habits of continuity and

£ ion_ang
attention, between knuwludge and m{nrmmon between education itself
and instruction, nd on such habits. Thmkmg itself is not a natural
process like eating, but an acquired skill like playing the piano: how well
one will think at any given time will depend primarily on how much of it
one has already done.

Itis be:auu education is rooted in habit that its technological basis
is the book. The book is a model of patience, for it always presents the
same words no matter how often one opens it; it is continuous and
p’unv:.formzbwklacbmanodm zndxtdanandatb:physmzlha

concentration. Popular and mass media are discontinuous: their
usanml function is to bring news, and to reﬂ:ct a constantly changing
and dissolving present. It is often urged that these media have a revolution-
ary role to play in education, but Iizv:n:v:rumanyevxdmufor this
that I felt was worth a second glance. The arts of phant can
only stimulate a passive mind: they cannot, so far as I can see, build up
e bits of learning. The university informs the world, and is not informed
y it

One of the superstitions that beset the teaching of English is the
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notion that the student should not be directly confronted with the h:nng:
of the past, but should sidle into it cautiously from the present,
his first year on the Atlantic Monthly or some collection of topis cmys.
but gradually learning about the history of literature from what is quoted
in Eliot. It is hard to see how any university that is apologetic about the
lit ition can do much to develop writers. For not only is tradition
itself a creative force in writing, but the auucmm! principles of literature
do not exist outside literature. As faras jue are concerned,
Sosias can syt matle S0 o SHob rome, Aeoels oot A rels
Hence however much a new writer may have to say, his ability to say it
can only be developed out of his reading: in other words it will depend
on his uchulanhxp.
fiction this fact is partly concealed by the importance of content,

whn:h is normally contemporary and derived from experiences outside
literature. But we notice that in contemporary painting there seems to be
less interest in realism and documentation, and more emphasis on the
&gjm] or structural nnuplu which are lzroughl out in abstract or non-

jective painting. painting are qi
in literature they are myth amI ‘metaphor. And in literature too, at least

in Canada among the younger writers, one notes a decline of interest in
ﬁcuou and an increase of it in poetry, especially mythopoeic and symbolic

poetry. this is 2 good or a bad thing, it is a trend toward forms
of expression that are inextricably involved with the academic study of
literature, and hence is something on which our help might reasonably
be called for.

1 think it probable that writing in Canada in the near future will
become more academic, in the sense of being preoccupied with the formal
principles of writing, with myth, mnphnr. symbol and archetype. This
does not mean that it will become less_popular, for these have always been
the popular and primitive elemmts of literature. It is much easier for me
to imagine Dylan Thomas popular than to imagine some documentary and
naturalistic novelist like Dreiser popular, We have always had a crucial
m;onmhxhty for the quality of writing in Canada, and we have always

a good deal of unpcrscm! and professional influence on it, but that
fact seems to me likely to become increasingly obvious, to ourselves, to
the writers, and to the public, as time goes on.

Ac the same time we cannot forget that there are different (ypu uf

iginality, and that while we may encourage some toward
ap R b e foctine, aikery way, Hots o5 trayel s Tonelis, Lot ¢
, hostility, even of persecution. This is alsoz century in which
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Fmt novels have been seized and burned in custom houses, in which a
righteningly I lxnofwmmhnvebmdnvmmmadnmor:nkur
suicide. Not all Muses are soft cuddly nudes: some are obscene
that aoop el teh s ety ofF 40 et Wit R ol S ehik we
can do little but undmnnd what s bappening and sympathize wich b
plight. For our function, like his, may not be always a socially approved
one: it may make the greatest demands on our integrity, may force us to
withstand hysteria and the pressure to conform, may call not simply for
mzlh ce but for a rare courage. If so, it will surely
thztthuemammmtyo{’un.znpged in the same work and
wnwnnimmnnmnr.h:m of standards, not merely filling
similar positions in different places - supporting a common cause.



