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Higher Education Academy Essay Competition 2006:
How does your experience of the course compare with any expectations you may have had?
Runner-up in the English Subject Centre Competition
Michael Aicken, Open University
Tackling Coleridge

I remember, at school, reading Coleridge’s classification of readers and the division he made between those he classed as ‘Strain-bags, who retain merely the dregs of what they read’ and those fortunate few, the ‘Mogul diamonds, equally rare and valuable, who profit by what they read, and enable others to profit by it also.’  My reading and listening reinforced my own feeling of inferiority.  Reviewers and critics seemed able to pass judgement, with unerring conviction, on books, plays and films.  I lacked that confidence, and my expectation on studying literature at degree level was that I would be able to discuss texts with authority.  I wanted to be able to declare War and Peace the greatest novel ever written and to state categorically exactly what a literary work is about.  If Frankenstein is a novel about the dangers of unchecked scientific research, then I wanted to say so.  My quest to become a Mogul diamond had, as Coleridge implies, a moral dimension.  I wanted to ‘profit’ from literature and to find myself, at the end of my studies, a different, better person.

These were certainly great expectations, and my experience of studying literature has not been to find these expectations unfulfilled but, like the wishes granted in a fairytale, to find them satisfied in unexpected ways.  I have, for example, come to treat sceptically any judgement made about a literary text’s ‘worth’.  To compare two texts, and then pronounce one as the ‘better’, is an exercise of such subjectivity that it seems likely that the judgement will reveal more about the judge than the texts.   The ‘worth’ of a literary text is a judgement that is not fixed in time, and I have enjoyed the aspects of my course that have helped to place literary texts in their historical context.   In particular, a recent unit on Romantic writings had a well-chosen end-of-unit assignment, which required a comparison of poems by Byron and Joanna Baillie.   This aided an exploration of how the work of female poets of the Romantic period, once popular, came to be lost from the conventional canon of Romantic poetry through a complexity of influences, including Victorian anthologists’ opinions about the value of women’s role in society.  My expectations have changed as a consequence.  I am now learning to understand why a particular text is, or is no longer, valued, and to argue why I find certain texts personally valuable.  

I have also come to the reassurance that texts are remarkably resistant to authoritative treatment.  My course has introduced a variety of ways in which a text can be ‘read’: a reminder that it is not possible to categorically state what a text is about.  My selection, as a twenty-first century reader, of what is important in a text will not necessarily match that of a past or future reader.  In particular, there has been a strong emphasis on gender issues, and I have enjoyed reading texts with issues of gender representation in mind.  This has been most successful when the assignments have been comparative, and allowed for a study of how different writers, at different times, and even writing in different genres have explored similar themes.  In particular, when the texts chosen have been widely different, a more interesting contrast can be shown. One memorable assignment from last year required the comparison of the representation of femininity in Pygmalion, George Bernard Shaw’s 1914 play, with its representation in Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys’s 1966 novel. 

However, as all assignment titles are published in a booklet at the start of a course, I have found that my reading of a text has tended to be limited by the necessity of gathering essay material.  Thus, while I feel confident with their representations of femininity, I have little knowledge of, say, how Wide Sargasso Sea, set in Dominica in the early nineteenth century, functions as a post-colonial novel, or how Pygmalion, with Henry Higgins as a professor of phonetics, fits with other representations of scientists in the theatre.  I feel that the prescriptive nature of the assignments leaves only limited scope for the identification and exploration of the themes that I find are the most important in a given text.  And, while I would not welcome this freedom in every assignment, I believe that at least one assignment per semester (or part-time equivalent) should have this greater element of choice.  Of the seven assignments in my present course, only two have an element of choice and in each case that has only been in the choice of text (from a very limited list) to use in discussion of a prescribed theme.  

My final expectation – that of somehow becoming a ‘better’ person – has already been refined by my course’s emphasis on relativism.  What I mean by ‘better’ is inevitably tied to my own political, historical and cultural context.  In the language and values of modern corporate Britain, I have usefully gained such ‘transferable’ skills such as ‘problem-solving’ and ‘communication’.  I have also gained confidence.  My opinions count and are valued, with each assignment I write contributing towards my final mark for the course.   I have learned not to accept the unjustified judgements of others, but to question how they came to such judgements.  This even applies when that other is as eminent as the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge.  His classification of readers is now, in my opinion, unacceptably elitist.  After all, almost everyone who uses reading in their everyday life, from a call centre worker to a newspaper reader, can ‘profit by what they read’ and they ‘enable others to profit by it also’.  We certainly are not, as Coleridge would have us believe, as ‘rare’ as Mogul diamonds.  In spite of Coleridge and, to a certain extent, in spite of the strictures of my university assignments, I am learning to approach my reading with as open a mind as possible.   In so doing, I am less inclined to come to quick, or simple judgements.  I have taken to repeating the mantra (adapted from another poet, Derek Mahon): ‘I who know nothing go to read’, and I feel a better person for it.    

