Why should the UK taxpayer...

Richard Patient


“W

hy should the UK taxpayer support you for three years to read novels, write poems or play with words? Eh?” asked Josh, his triumphant enunciation a little premature, it must be said.

“There are many good reasons...” Ben started.

“Can’t think of any, can you?”

“No, it’s just that us literary types can be rather sensitive to such brutal interrogation, dontcha know. I am merely” he paused “collecting my thoughts.” He made an encircling sweep of his arms as he finished, suggestive, he thought, of a great mind at work. He sat looking ahead in silence, desperately collecting, conscious of Josh’s questioning gaze.

“Stop staring! I’m... I...” He couldn’t think of anything else to say, but, catching a whiff of the nearby flowerbeds and the sight of a gardener at work said “Did you know that Dr Johnson also defines ‘manure’ as a verb? As in ‘to manure the garden’. One meaning is ‘to cover with poo’, but another is ‘to cultivate by manual labour’.”

“And?” said Josh, a little worried, casting a sideways glance at the gardener. The gardener did not notice, or had the sense not to show that he had noticed. Good on him.

Ben continued. “Well, now you know what an eighteenth century person might have meant when they said ‘manure’. Or some country person.”

“I repeat: and?”

“Everyone has their own idea of what a word means, which is quite scary when our world is made up of words.”

“Yours may be; mine appears to be made up of buildings, and cars, and ducks, and grass. Lots of grass.”

“OK, think about grass then. What are you thinking about?”

“Grass.”

“Now tell me what you’re thinking about without using any form of language.”

“What does that prove?”

“That we can’t know anyone else without language. And I bet that when you thought of grass, you thought the word grass. You can’t even think straight without ‘playing with words’. Saussure said so.”

“Did... he?”

“Yes, he did. By ‘playing with words’,” he made the speech marks in the air, “we literaturists find out more about our language and its effects on the ordinary person. No offence.”

“None taken.”

“I also like the fact that you plumped for ‘he’. It’s interesting to see some confirmation of the suspicions I have held over the essentially androcentric nature of the English language.” He looked pleased with himself.

“Yes, I see. Not of much practical use, is it? I mean, three years to work that out.”

“But that’s not true and, more to the point, it misses the... point. It is of practical use: think of the role semantics plays in the law: people can be sentenced due to a definition or a tone of voice. Or in economics and politics and the media where the connotations of a word can convey so much and can create such panic: bird flu, crusade; just mention the word ‘toxic’ and watch the share prices tumble.

“But I don’t see why something has to be ‘practical’ anyway, because I am distrustful of what people mean by it. I think most people agree with the idea that there’s more to life than eating and sleeping, so that can’t be the meaning of it. Practical seems to mean earning as much money as possible. Is it just a vague, blanket term used to poo-poo anything creative? I don’t want to be part of that sort of practicality. If ‘English’ is a valid career path, which I am trying to prove it is, and I can make a living by it then is it not really practical? After all, why do people try to earn lots of money? To make themselves happy. And I think literature, as well as other things, of course, can give you that.”

“How?”

“By making you think of more than just yourself; I don’t see how anyone can be happy who isn’t thinking about much more than themselves and happiness. The pursuit of truth for yourself and other people is a great thing. Just the pursuit itself. The best literature attempts to convey reality. People don’t always get it right, or see things differently but even those differences highlight truth. I can enjoy Dickens’ overblown monsters or the relentlessly minute inner workings of Joyce’s prose. Dickens shows how we can’t resist labelling people. Joyce, meanwhile, gets us to question how much we want to know about people, in life and fiction. Somehow, one gets us to question how much life reflects art, whilst the other convinces us that art doesn’t, usually, reflect life.”

“Um, what?”

“I’m not sure. If I think I understand, then I probably don’t. I love people, fictional people admittedly, and that’s what I love about English. You get to find out whether the human race has changed very much and, when you read Chaucer, or Pepys, or Kazuo Ishiguro...”

“I’m sorry, Cashew who?”

“Shut up. When you read the aforementioned authors,” he continued tetchily, “then you realise that whilst we’re all different individually, and conform to contemporary norms, we haven’t really changed much: and we’ve all always been slightly different to each other and responded to fads of our times. I believe that ‘we are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars’ – Oscar Wilde.”

Josh couldn’t help laughing. “If I’d know you would go all geeky on me I wouldn’t have asked.”

“Ha ha. What you mean is: if you’d know that you were going to lose the argument, you wouldn’t have asked. Oh, yes, we’re also very good at arguing.”

“Very funny. And I knew that was Wilde; you made me watch the film, remember. I still have nightmares.”

“You scientists are such drama queens.”

They sat in silence for a while, both trying to think up new and convincing arguments. Josh looked up first, a hint of determination in his eye.

“‘Literaturist’ isn’t a word, you know.”

“It is now.”

“You’re a smug git, you know that, Ben?”

Ben turned his head and gazed imperiously at him. “No,” he corrected “I’m an English student.”

Josh grinned. “That’s what I said.”
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