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ABSTRACT

When assembling or evaluating experimental progranms
in college English, the crucial fact to be remembered is that the
success of the undertaking depends more on the teachers than on the
program itself, for it is men, not programs, who fail in the constant
experiment with books. Teachers need to be adventurous, constantly
rereading, rethinking, and experimenting with literary works. They
should maintain a balance and simplicity that meets their pedagogical
responsibilities of liberating minds and not alliow or encourage
students to egotistically ignore works which strike them as
"jrrelevant." 2bove all, teachers must encourage their students to
uncover the questions inherent in literature, to raise their own
questions (particularly through writing), and to lead a self-examined
life. (MF)
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Experimental Programs and Programmatlc Experiments ,

The title of ny little talk may be annoyling. At least
4t has been to me, since submitting it over five menths ago
and having hed to 1ive with it, and to write to it, I am
more used tc dreaming up titles after the fact, or 1o
finding them in the text ready made. But I wanted something
that would turn the subject, Experimential Programs in College
English, upcn itself; a title that vwould force the question,
What do I mean by "experimental’ and what by ' program ?

And, of course, wh;t I do not méan. Ve all hear a great
deal of the word "experiment,” and we sometimes bag our
mixed feelings about vhat's hot and new with "experimental,”
#progranm” 1s broadly used, often glibly; programmatic" is
ihe word.in my title turned sour, There 18 one other word,
“and " g word with perhaps more potential than any other l1n
the language. I shall try 1t again, shortly.

| There is a bigger question. Vhat hgppens'when the two
words get together? Does one say, "ezgerimental program, ¥

L 4

or ”experimental grosram," or ”ex—per—i-men-tal pro-gram' ?

Or are all three possible? and one may place the stress
where and vhen one feels like it. I am reminded of two
other words, each really & noun phrase--"weekend" and

"Strangelove," (A great deal may be saié to hapéen when

they get together,) Vhy don't we also say, "Dr, Strange-
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ove'’s and, along with the British, why don't we remember
ﬁondey'e blahs and temper Friday's hopes with an occasional
"week end“? It is that sort of sober "end" I wish to stress:
the difference between an English program borne of the wisdonm
of constant human experiment with books-~-gnd-=-an experiment
with English, vhether gay or somber, based on pseudo-rational
- notions about men and books, about teachers and students,

and uniquely programmed to prove its own worth,

In a very real sense all 1life is experimentai, and every
given life an experiment., I am older today than I was
yesterday., Hovwever severe or slack my habits, tomorrow will
be not quite foday. In a year, a day, an hour, this 1it§1e
experiment of mine may be over, So, 1literature, NoO one’
book is quite like another. No two books by one man are
duite the same, A man's last book may be sillier than his
first; his unwritten book of life may be wlser than hils
published vorks. All this 1s to say, books and men are
experiments, and 1f vwe are to live and read, to think end
talk, to write, to kmow, to love, to ask, to die-~How awfully
gimple those words soundl!--we are bound to do so experimentally,

But a bridge 1s needed between books and men, between
what has been said and vwhat can or won't be lived with, for
most men have nelther the will nor the way to adequate self-
underatanding, Schools are established, and English
departments within schools, to helr growing men br;pg books
to the test of life-~i,e,, to become thinking men; Some men

also live to try the other half of Dr, Johnson's injunction:
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tc bring life to the test of books, 4nd a few, whose
1livelihood is bocks, spend most of thelr lives bringing
books to the test of books, They ars teachers, professors
of English, men who have learned some books through other
men, who have taught themselves some books, and who like
all men are btound by the limits of 1ndividual abllity,
knowledge, and experience--bound, finally, to the human
experiment.

-Now if we are all bound to experiment, and if most of
us require some schooiing in the understanding of the words
other men have tried and of our pwn attempts to live and
learn, we @re bound also to be unhappy. For unless ve are
blindly faithful to a religious or political promise of
the blest, or to one great embracing book, we find ourselves
unable to know enough of who we are and o: vhat we read and
hear about--and dissatisfled with’what little we can.control,
Morsover, we see around us men vho with 1little knowledge,
we suspect, can 4o more than<we-~or vho manage t0 do more,
or get away with more--and our life is made even more
insecure when we find that professors whose authority we
have ﬁever questioned, who teach books the truth of whlch
we have never doubted, have also a capaclty for the
incapable: suffer occasional paralysis of will; are
sometimes made cowards to consclence; are, agaln, bound to
humanity., That great eplgraph to the Eton College ode,
that Gray snatched frou Menander: "I am a mana-sﬁfficient

reason for being miserable,"
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’So we invent an English program: for the moment 1
mean a regular seqitence of English courses: a pattern of
learning and instruction which triéé to secure to many
minds and hearts . . & variety of books that no one man
can really bring to the test., 4nd we invlte trouble,
Patterns are not easily lived by. Man is a creature bub
cepable of reason,'not a nobly rational animal. The
emerging pattern of life in a student and the pattern cut
of a teacher seem trouble enough: "Christ! what are
patterns for?" Learning is heard, aﬁd teaching too, and
although variety is sald to be the spice of life, not all
teachers and students take %o the smoked fish sort of book,
or to the molasses sort, or to the garlic bread, sage .

dressing, sauce Robert, Indian curry soris, 4And no one,

be he weight~watcher or gourmand, cares to mix all condiment.
To make more trouble: an English program once defined
is hard to change, Some men beéin to mistake themselves |
for the program, the program for themsselves, and, vhen the
irrepressible Mew erupts, there seems to be no room in the
In-group, in the canon of writers and works, scholars and
critics; no place in the aging definltion of Program for
something fresh or unknown, something arch or disturbing,
even something mysterious., 4nd some men then begin to
spe;k of Tradition as if it veally exlsted, independent of
themselves; as 1f the dirty rag and bone shop of 1life had

nothing to do with Works of Art, Some men, 1 say;ﬁ Some men.
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If my neo-Augustan musings have some lmmediate polint,
it is simply that men~~not books--cease to live, to
experiment; that men-~not programs--fall in the constant
experiment with books. And it i1s foolish to believe taat
an act of will can program sugh expsriment, that an experiment
rationally programmed can restore humanity,

"But we have to," some say, "for the traditional
Ehsliéh program 1sn't'working= 1t's out of step with the
times, Students dm't read, or if they do they read only
vhat they.! .. went to read, what's relevant to them., They
hate surveys, they can't'stand lecture courses, they'll talk
but can®t wrife--unless grades depend on it, and grades can't
be depended on. Young iustructors don’ﬁ read, or if they do
they read only what they have to read, vhat®s relevant to
them. They hate teaching surveys, they can't stand
lecturing, they'll teach but not write--unless promotlon
depends on 1t, and that can't be depended or." Ifve
generalized the argument and made fun of it. 'But the notion
of rafs deserting 'a sinking ship is widely held and often
heard., 4nd it serves nicely az rationale for all kinds of
exper;mentation. .That is, for trapping the rats as they
hit the deck and for watching them perform ratwlse 1in
(quote) a %totally new environment (unquote),

Years ago, in Boston, & man sold many boxes to credulous
immigrants. When one put a plece of paper in the box and

turned the crank, a genuine new dollar blll came oute I
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needn't mention the difference between the cost of the box
and the number.of bills already in it. So, domputers.
There may be & sort of poetry in punched cards, but it's vhat's
fed into the machine that matters; énd novhere in the
educational system, it seems to me, is the vanity of human
w@shes mor; extreme than in programming-~in the so-called
rationale behind much social experiment--and particularly in
the reading of students® minds: what they are supposed to
want; what they can or will do., Students are becoming s0
thoroughly Yunderstood, ! and are so thoroughly conforming to
thelr own uﬁderstoodnesé--gggg students~-1t follows that

the only thing to do is to ackﬂowledge thelr state of belng
and to "input" them into an experiment of bringing 1ife to
the tesé of life. The rats sgaln,

I've so capitalized on Dr, Johnson's wisdom, I had
better balance the argument with some gold he distincily
disliked--Lycidas. Not long ago I llstened to a professor
of Ehslish‘oomplain that Lycidas is irrelevant to students
today. That all Milton is, for that matter, That this
particular Cambridge monody of feigned grief over the death
of a fellow student‘is, vith all 1ts pastoral conventions
and Christian references, useless, (This particular teacher
vas working out a new program in college Engllsh-~I1 mean,
he was programming an experiment--and part of his ratlonale
vas the programmatic denlal of all such learned 1literature,)

I wonder, I wonder how Lycidas had been taught in hias class, -
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I worry less about whether it 1s taught at all, for I have
no fear of a Lycidas losi to posterity. Nelther had Milton,
But as to what this professor had to say about the

relevance of the poem to his students-=and to his

colleagues' students, and to future students progranmed

into his experiment--I'll have to be nasty, brutish, and
short, and beg the question: "So, Lycidas is not relevant

to you, How relevant are you to 167" If students conslder
themselves, or if we conslder atudenis, relevant to literature
only as they happen to exlst, or coexist, they oughtn®t to

be considered students--of literature or of life, It's all

a sort of inverted Cartesianism: Sum, Ergo cogito. But I

inslst that this is not really the way students feel: it 18
the way some students have.been taught to feel, allowed to
feel, engineered to-feel. And it leads, finally, to a way
how not to feel, to the avenue of the inhuman, or anti-

human. I% 1s our vanity--I mean, literally, our giddy empty-

headednegs=~-that is partly responsible for such selfishness
of mind, such parchness of hand, such coldness of heart,

Part of the greatness of Lyclidas lles in its power-e
continual pover, 1f only we will read it-=-to raise great
questions, VWhat, after all, is the meaning of life? What
is fame--"That last infirmity of noble mind®? What ére
abllity, éoodness, and the promise of human eﬁdeavor worth?
What 1s 1mm§rta1? I submit that too few students are hearing
these questions ralsed; too few are having occasiég to ask
them of themselves, Great but simplq ldeas, penetrating

truths such as these, are not "naturally” known to any one,
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They have to be come upon, to be polnted out; they have to
be lived and expsrimeanted with, 4nd they cannot finally be
ansvered, 1 s&ggest that ﬁot enougﬁ of today's college
English is devoted to ralsing such questions as these--these
cannot be put down as "strictly academic questions”: - they
are mature questions tﬁap thinking men have always.had 10
know and gauge--and that too much teaching is given to
iowering ansvwers., A&nswers to questions of history and

biography, of psychology and pathology, of real and imagined

critical wars. Questionable answers--which are rarely vorth

remembering. T. S. Ellot once sald of In Memoriesm, snother
great questioniné poem in the pastoral tradition, that 1lis
quality of doubt made it memorable--not its quality of T
falth,

‘What are some memorable qualities of a college Engllsh
program--qualities of men bound by books to humanity?

First, constancy. 4 constant experiment with bdoks.
But a humane constancy. No teacher should be compelled to
teach a particular work or course every year. If a teacher
feels personally compelled to Go so--for his own sake, for
hie students' sake, for the sake of his author or subject
field--s0 be 1it! But not for the sake of a catalogue or an
imposed seqdencé. |

But if constancy 1s to be the teacher's trust, students
are owed more than the conatant trappings of outward show or

one professor®s magnificent obsession., Constant experiment,
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A rereading of the work @very year it is taught. A re-
.ahuffling of the bibllographical and critical pack, 4 re-
ordering of the syllabus, And--m@st important~-an attempt

to teach the work as if 1t were being taught for the first

ﬁime. Students, after all, are reading and stud&ing the

work for the first time. This is what I mean by "experimental:
the adventurously human, . .

Third, balance~--and gymmetry. Some poems can be used
for the purpose of demonstrating the_difference between the
structural princlple of syntax and the logic of metaphor.
Some, to show certain patterns of 1ﬁagery. Some poems, foﬁ
the qualitles of an age's sensibility. Some, for a poet's
prejudices, Some, as examples of bad poémé. But a survey
of English literaturs, Beowulf to Virginia Woolf, is not a
course in siructural principles of syntex, in patterns of
imegery, in prejudices, or in historically arrived at
sensiblilities, Balance, for aucﬁ a blg adventure--and the

| axgmetrx.that & teacher vwho 1s constant in his experiment
can achleve, and help his students perceive,

Fourth, pedagogmical responsibility., My, that's a
nouthful! If a professor is constant, 1f he is balanced in
point of view and presentation, hasn't he "got" pedagogical
responslbility? Perhaps. But he needs evér té remind
himself that he lmows more, has read more, and lives surer
of the worth of books and closer to the end of life's
experiment than his students, In the classroom he is not

pooh-poohing rivals; he has no reason to believe that in
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an undergraduate program he is teaching future colleagues,
inheritors of Wis unfulfilled renown, His responsibility

as a pedagogue, as a leader of youth, is to ;1berate~-not
entrap--minds. 4nd he cannot afford the vanlty of belleving
that his eloquence, so painstakingly arrived at, is automatic
in students, or "instamatic.,” Or negligible.

And last, Bimnlicitv. Art's most prized guality.
Life's most overwhelming lesson., The intricacles of books
and ideas can be programmatically discussed, and should be=-
profitably., But the simplicity of wise understanding aﬁd
of enduring patience 1s no simple-minded exerclse: 1t 1s
too vholliy human., Simplicity can nd be programmed; 1t
cannot be taughi., But 1t will be 1earned and known &and
felt, and 1t will prevall,

I have.not mentioned writing, or composition, in an
English program borne of the wisdom of human experiment
with books. Allow me a short footnote, "Writing" implies
readiag and thinking, and there 1is ng moré reliabie measure
of a man's understanding and willingness tc test and share
his mind than his attempts to turn insight and judgment into
vritten words, Any experiment with English that programn-
matically denles such attempts, or that minlumizes the
importance of written work, denles also, it sseas to me,
the rights of a student to--snd the responslbilitlies of a
student for--his feelings. If a student 1s programmed into

believing that he is what he 1s, that he feels ths way he




v
%
7
%
4]
2
f
-

-5
S,
3

+

Exper Prog & Prog Exper -11=- Robert Kent

feels, and that that's the way 1t is and there's nothing
more to be sald or done about it except, perhaps, to be:
$o talk, to "gas," to "aig," to "do ('ya know') his own
thing": 1is he not 11ving in a void of cloistcred virtue,
of seif—styled innocence and the un~self~-examined life?

Not asked to write, not asked to think outside himself and

" to define his feelings, 1s he likely to experience anything?

Or will life for him be &ll thoughtless sensations and
general impressions? 4&nd, since men grow older and count
more and more on thé mind, will he slt like some mock |
Buddha~-not anenlightened man but a miniature plaster model
that was poured into a pmould and ;hat;“set," exchanging
heat for permanent rigidity? A4nd willohé héve learned how

to feel nothing, nothing in particular, towards anyone or

anything: ﬁerhaps how not to care at all¥®




