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I dimly remember that wonderful time before I was an English literature 
student. I would sprawl in the garden in summer or on the sofa in winter with a 
book always on the go, my constant entertainer and guide. Eagerly I followed 
every plot twist and obediently absorbed whatever lessons had been prepared 
for me while scattering the pages with biscuit crumbs. How long ago those 
days seem now, as I sit enclosed in my labyrinthine stacks of books, literary 
journals, print-outs and notes, armed only with my trusty highlighter. Before 
me the Text lies, taunting me with its apparent docility. Around me critics 
whisper in my ears, each suggesting a different tactical approach to beat it 
into submission. I begin to advance warily, but suddenly the looming, 
omnipotent figure of the Author appears with a whoosh and starts pushing me 
this way and that, waving contradictory notes in my face and laughing at my 
confusion. Struggling, I manage to shake free and frantically begin to write.  
Hours later I emerge, panting. My complexion is pasty, my clothing 
dishevelled and my lips sticky with Red Bull and chocolate, but none of this 
matters because before me lies the Essay: 3000 words of clear, logical insight 
and orderly analysis. With head held high and a small smile of satisfaction on 
my face I stand in line with the other sleep-deprived students, the combined 
smell of our unwashed bodies somehow suggestive of glorious battle. I hand 
in the Essay with proud nonchalance and retire to regain my strength. A week 
later the Essay comes back to me. ‘Not bad.’ The marker writes, ‘Although 
your focus on feminist critique has made you neglect some of the relevant 
contextual issues. Maybe next time you could spend longer on secondary 
reading. And planning.  And re-editing. But well done.’ Beside me, the Text 
sniggers quietly.  
It is after such struggles that the idea of English being a ‘soft option’ seems 
particularly ludicrous. As an English Literature student, reading is not a 
pleasant piece of escapism. Contrary to what fresh young first years may 
think (as I, too, once thought, before I had developed writing calluses on every 
finger and a disbelieving squint on encountering daylight) you cannot simply 
let the author take you by the hand and lead you on a little adventure, then 
write gushingly about what techniques they used to enthral and enrapture 
you. Unfortunately for us, English is not a subject with a simple set of rules 
that you can learn and then measure a book up to; there is nothing so simple 
as good and bad, right and wrong. Rather, you have to navigate through a 



 2 

mess of conflicting ideologies and approaches, somehow finding and, even 
more daunting, explaining the route you take. 
As such, reading becomes a means of engaging with the wider world. You are 
taught to examine not only the explicit messages of the text but also some of 
the implicit ideological assumptions it makes. In the course of my degree I 
have been repeatedly forced to reconsider some of my own and society’s 
unexamined beliefs on topics such as gender, religion, capitalism, colonialism 
and race while unpicking the attitudes towards them expressed by the texts.  
These subjects, so easily reduced to single catch-all words, open up into a 
vast and complicated living entanglement when examined in literature. For 
example, science fiction works such as Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed or 
George Orwell’s 1984 allow us to see fleshed out models of otherwise 
abstract philosophical or political ideas, as well as exploring the importance of 
language in shaping our thought. Comparative questions and themed 
modules encourage us not to look at these texts in isolation as definitive 
works, but to compare and analyse a wide range of approaches.  
The evaluative skills that we laboriously acquire over the course of many 
botched essays are undoubtedly useful. Albert Einstein said, ‘Any man who 
reads too much and uses his own brain too little falls into lazy habits of 
thinking.’ It seems to me that English Literature as a discipline teaches you 
never to use reading as a substitute for thought, but rather as a stimulus to it 
in ever more robust forms. Indeed, it might cheer the detractor of English to 
know that even the value of the subject itself is routinely scrutinised, both 
through theory and in the texts themselves. I am currently studying Nabokov’s 
Pale Fire in which critical analysis and the ‘reader’s interpretation’ are twisted 
to construct an entire novel through the deranged explanatory notes to a 999 
line poem, making analysing these notes a curiously self-aware and shaky 
process. As well as this constant analysis of the texts, literary theories and of 
one’s own methods, there remains the challenge of self-expression; 
presenting any insights attained in a way that is clear, thorough and 
persuasive. Thus you are forced to turn your developing critical faculty inward 
as well and constantly reappraise your own style. 
So what is left at the end of all this decidedly un-soft work? Hopefully, the 
years of effort and practice turn us into clear-sighted, open-minded thinkers 
whose skills would be welcome in most workplaces. But that is not all. 
Although this critical approach to literature may at times seem completely at 
odds with the simple ‘love of reading’ which we seek to instil in children and 
which can bring so much pleasure and comfort, I’ve found that studying 
English has brought other benefits. True, there have been a few favourite old 
books which I have flung to the floor, disillusioned at what I now see, but the 
amazing thing is that anything that remains, any fragment or voice or image 
that still speaks to me, or speaks now for the first time, is all the more valuable 
for doing so because it appeals to my brain and not just my heart. Those 
moments of revelation are worth the struggle. 
 


