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Teaching Theory 

lhmry, "hale•..,.. io a;kluioo il may be. i$ anolbcr cechniquc of 
trooblc. adc•·ice tooclc trooble fo;rourselves. 

Tbcun:hcal boots are dilflculc 10 n'ad: they u~WUy ~me thac !heir 
n:ao.kn~knowlctlgcdl31fcwhav~"boha•-ere<.:c~vtdallad>lional 
htcrnrycdocation:theyottcnrequin:mass.i•·c~s.~nu;ufl:mguagc. 

meaning. and the work!: lhcy se.;m 10 draw tlK:ir life from wspc:ct 
br:Jncbesofntbcrdisciphncs:profCM.iooalphllowpbcrsuwallyavoid 
Dcnida: psychoonaly!.b dis.~"iu l'n:ud as IIII!Cicmific: Lacan was 
c~cornmunicatcd by lhc lntcmationall'oycho-Analytical AuocialiOIL. 

- MrclttMI Pa)'M allli 1/aro/d Sdr•mar 

hlseasy todisJ"11'3gclhcori..uforlx:ingin&mwttand60ta'ic.butlti1 
h:uUIDtbinkclanyliddfn:mCb:luc:crtof>ylldtoostudatb.alisOOI 
ing<"')Wilandt:ootcriocifv.cwedfromtllc: laypounof•·iew. ThtTIOS!Iay 
ot>.>cr.·ers.lhcdiffereoce bctw«n ihepllbliculonsofdeCOilS!niCtionisu 
and ofonhodoA llisl<lriCII ~bol:in andrxplir:aton wwld probably he: 
h:uUiydiM:I:mrblc 

-GtraldGriJjJ 



lToACl!!NG Tl!l;l)RY 

lnlhiss.hortposltlonpapcr l wamtodothrccthlngs: l)lookat thcway 
lnwtlichathoorycoursccanbetaugiUlnasmaiiEnglishdcpartmcntby 
mans or paralleling it to another problematical !;OIIrse; 2) look at a 
spccifictllflkultywhlchincvitahlyarlscsintheorycouTSCli;and 3)off~y 
lnolvcryhappymodl:lofthekindofmlndsctappropriatc tolhctcachlng 
and reading of theory. There may be points of contact among thc tllrre. 

At Acadia Univool!y, evcryo~. from tl~t: administration OOwn to 
lnstructorslntllffcrcnt<kpartmc"ts.acknowl~'d~;csthatcompo!iilionsiJlls 

.!houltlbctaughttohiCOmingSiudcnts:cveryonerccognizcsthesignifi
canceoflhcscskllls,butnoonecanagrceonthcbestwaytogoabout 
inculcating them, l'or various oomple~ reasons- philosophical, po.:d~g(lgl
cal, budgctary-lhc upshot of this agn.'Cmcntldlsagrccmcnt Is lh.at a single 
wmpositlon course. taught by the English 1)..-partmcnt, Ius lx:cn 
Instituted. And the rcsull is not \'CI"Y satisfactory. Taking one l'OUrsc 
devoted to writingsk.Jllsisablt likctaiJngapcniclllintablct fora5trcp 
Uvt:tal-notatallcffi!Cth·e. lnasensc,thcoourscllccomesunteach3ble 
becauseltcannotactllc'·eltsdcsire<lcffccts.(l rc:t.lizc l amovcrstatlng 
the case tk.YC.) Another problem. at lca.q hcrc, Is tlu.l 110 01"11! wants to 
teach the course and "'hen strong-armed Into doing so the antmymous no 
onegcncra\lyturnsitintoacloncofanirnroductorylitcraturccoorse. 

I have only touclled on the problems Involved in devising and 
teaching composition cuurscs, but l hope the <lrlft of my argument is 
becoming clear and can be somewhat anticip~tt:d. lt seems to me that 
tcactllng theorylnasm:t.l l un!wrsitylsvcrymuchllkcteachlngcomposl· 
tlon.Ewryonc(wcll.ncarlye\'l,:ryone .. ) agreesthatitshouldbctaugllt, 
\h:dstudcntsshouldbcexpost'dtotheurydoringtheyeanoflhcirmajor 
orhonon<k:grt.-c.Outifthisnposurctothcoryisrc<luccdtoas!nglc 
uppa-lc,·clcoursc.asitsooflcnis.thcnllfailsc'·cnbcforelthasbegun. 
ltislikcanisolatcdfint-yearcompositloncourse,"unteathablc." 

lnst!totingaslnglclheorycourscls,paradoxlcally.aformofrcslstancc 
to theory. Tile institutional act reitics lt.locale.<: it in the canon. and 
marginaliles it al l at once. Yet as the Quaker Oats ad Ius l\, it seems "the 
rlghtlhinctodo." JtalsoSctsop,orcansctup,aradlcaldisjunction 
between the theory course Itself and many. perhaps most. of the Other 
courscsoffercdbylhedepartmelll.olicnputtinllthe!i!udcnt"'·hotakesit 
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In an Illogical qu:tnd31')': Lhc studcm is cxpos.:d to new altitudes. Deu 
concep!s, new methodologies. new l.:nninologics (more about llJai later) 
but may be fl(!nalizcd ifllc or she uses them In Lhcory courses. (Fm 
lns!ancc.can hcorsl-.eallclllpltowritcap.:~pcrapplying.say. Uanl\CS's 
Five Codes to Chauccr or Sl~:~kcspcarc or Milton or Mllwn Acorn if the 
inslruclOrhas ncwrliC:.tdoftheFivcCod<:s7) Lftlt::studcmisal all 
pragmalicandwim<.-stosuysancalldgctlhcdcgrcc,thcnhcorsllcwliL 
also "do therightthlng": tile theory course will be separated out from 
othcrnlOICCOIWCnlional litcraturccooJSCsandbcregru-dcdhythcstlldcm 
as an anomaLous. C\'CII a ma\crkk course. lnslc3d of holistlcally 
lnfomtingthcstu!k!nt'sattltU.OCsandapproachmlitemture,tlletheory 
remains ~lnglc alld separate. i t is encapsulato!d Into a pill-to he swal· 
towed, digcst~'d and then. of course. eliminated. 

Now I wam w move on to my s.•cond poinl. and namine ilk: Idea of 
thooryaodrcststanccfroma<lif!ercntall(lmorcsp<X:ifkpcrspcclive.Last 
)C:lf l!aushl a half-course in tiK.>tiiJ liS an adjutiC\IIl a preceding half

'our:se in linguiSiicS. and !he te~t I usc.-d was IJavid Lodge's Modl'm 
Criticism tmd 11II'Of)'. f-or one p.mi,ular SCS!olon ]JIC In I he term iht! class 
was IISkcdlorcad an essay by a fcminhlcrltic. Julicl Mnchcll.ln his 
introductiontuMnchell'8cs.So:ly,Lo<1gcch:u-:~Cicrlzesit asclear,s:~ncand 

str:tightfof"·artl.citinglhccs.say's"app:alingdln.-ctncssandlucidily" 
(425). lllc class'~ re~ponsc to Milchcll was totally :11 odds with Lodge. 
Why1 Thl~ is an interesting and important question, OCcause finding an 
answer lo il will off~-r a partial explanatiOn for the n:sistafll:c 10 lht.'Ory 
"hichSiillp!.'fl':llkssmaLIOcpanmcnts.(l realizethal thcscn:marksmay 
be irrelevant ore,·cn tutaUy wrong for unii~Tsitics with larger dep:ut
mcms.) 11 is all tudo"·ithlanguageandcontext If, Likel)nltll..odjje. 

you h~~e a consldl..-rablc badgrourxl In UICOty then mu'h of what Jullct 
Mitchcllsa)"Srcallyisdcar.sancandstralGhlfor••ard;andllisarclicfto 
rcadathooriSiwiihhcrdarhyofmindandcxpression.IJul,lfyoutloroot 
spccillcally know somcthtng about l'rcud, La,an. Oakhtin. KrlslCva. 

St10waltcr, Cixous. and a few other feminist critks, then very llule of 
whal MilCIICJI says will be clc:tr, str.lightforwartlor c•·cn sane IO }'llu, 
whether you beunil<:rgratluate. gr:l<lu~tcortcadu. 
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Let's make a simple. sane and Slraig:hLforwanl analosy: Instructors 
wlio reGularly Leach Shakt:SpCarc will find hi~ language and world view 
for the most part untroublcsome, will slip eOISHy lmo Shakespcarc'5 
rcgisler ... m move amons !he possible meanings of the te~t so oomfun
ably that they will often fail to rcallzc lhc manifoi<J tlifficu1Lie5 e~pcri
enced bysLullcms. Dut if you takethescsamcinstructors,whoforthe 
purpusesofthlsanatosy.:u~not wcll-vcrscdlnUICory,andnposcthem 
to the wrtllnssof lakObS(In. Fouc:~ult. l..acan, O..'nida. C1 al. lhcy will 

surt:ly f•nd thcmscl•·es e~po:ricnclns the same kind of difflculti~ as Lhose 
Clperlenccdbylhcsccund-ycarSha~<cspcarc5tullcnt:tlleywillbe 

flummolcd by lhc lansua!l(! and feel adrlfl in a vacuum of cnn1~11. In tl\C 
cascoftho::...::oph)1t"''ando.:rinslnlhcthl<:kc1Softheory,IL/IinLthcscnsc 
of disorientation Is more profound bcl;:ausc Shake"'JCarC is ooc and 
lheorisLSIICm:tny;LhcrearctoomanycompctlnsandcnnnlctingUICoric.~. 

toomanyrcgiSles-sand.Jrcgrctwadmil.Loomuchwillfulobscurity. 
Thccrucialpointl~erc.lthlnk.lsLhallnord.."CtOtcachont:LIICor)' 

courscsucccssfullyrualllmryrowulhccnurscnL'\:dslobctauj;ht 
withlnl"'idcrooruclLOfnumcrousuPf'.'r·lewtt:n~;lishL'Ourscsinwhich 

lliCOT)' is Introduced and used on a regular. or allca~ a scmi-rcJ;ular. 
baSis. If we a.~ E1181ish L~ncl~t'CS do nnL r11~le an aH~Illl"' tu famitiarite the 
51udcm with a leas! some tinny in mo~t of o·ur courses then S<.~tlng up 
asinglcthoory course w'Cln'tdo much_ Weareb:Jek lolhe pilllloule. 
wlthontyoneplllinit 

I "ill qui<:kly mo•c tu my final poim: 11\C klod of mindsct ncn:ssary Lu 
avoidrcsistingthcory.lnl'~utDuwlcs'sstlangeno•·cln~LSIIL'iltrmgS/(y. 

wtlictL is set in North Africa jus! al\~r Lhc end of Wnrld War 1\o.·o, thcr~ 
arctllrceprotagonisLS: l'un. KiLandTunnt'f.l'nrt ba know.it-~11 solipsiSL 
wtxJlss:~LisfiOOonlyifhcuOO.:rsLanthc\,.l)'thingaboullllyl'!rsonor 

Jdca.Till:n.ofcuursc. he is nnc satisfi~"d- Failing tocomprchcndlh.:u life 
ll lncompn:hcns.iblc. l'on optS out and mon: or less commits suicide by 
willinghimsclfto<:atchtyphus(lw~uldlikclUbcahlcto say he look a 
p!tl). Kit,Port'swif~.isanovcr-c:motionalbcing"hoinacreptinJ;Oihcr 
people's readings of the w-orld ullimatdy ncg~tcs 1-.:rsclf. On the lasL p.JJ;c 
of the no•cl she wtllk!; behind a tram and s.impl} disarrcar.~. l'~'fh~ps ~he 
h.1sgonelolouk for Lhcpilt bottle. Thn&r,thconcsur•i•ing:prota~;onlst. 



ha!ibeenfascin:llcdbyrt.'tandKLtfmmthc:beginnlng.Quiteeartyon 
In UIC nowl we get this ch:U'actcrlr..alion of 'fUIUl(."r, offered by Ilowlcs 
with moreth:m awluffofcorxk!sccnslon: 

l'unua hinuclf was., I.'S>Cillially ~nl* indi\'Jdual im:s!Siibly illtrai-1C<J 

by ••ltale>'ef rtm;ul>Cd ju~ beyond hls lllldlcctual 1""'1'· Contenunc 
luJmclf.,llll..,.qoull:banclhk10iel;a:.,w.leo"""ababotiiC'b:od 
;;cquueoJJnildok:.'a'noc,and ~opcr.ottdlllhlm now"•lh.u.illgrt:all"r 
fortt.lfi!C'(OU!Il~tonall~llle$ofatboo&)lt.IIC'roadtaledlh:llit,.... 

aninfcriarlliiiO;tbelebadtobeaairtal;ttssiblep;lllolitforllisill~ 

tObclln)USCd.(62) 

Pori and Kit arc lnfinlldy more illk.'fCSlin& ch3racters Utan Thnncr, but all 
threearen:lcvanthcrc:tScxcmplarsofdiffercntundo:rgraduatcrcsponscs 
tolha.lry. Pro might standforthc[lhllosopher-kingsrudcnt"hodropsa 
thcoryoourscaJ"l;...,.thrcc9occk.snfrcadmgstuffhcorshcisDI)(II.ilhng 
toadmittocvcn ap;trtlal f;Utun:incumprchcllding. Kit. and lam aware 
of the g.:nclcr·bias l\(."1".: but~:annot think of a bcller trio of fictional 
cxcmplm. might stand for the sttdcnt who dnlflS the ooursc aner the 
Initial cnlhul;iasm fnr ·new· ideas has '''om oiT. Dut Thnncr is the 
chara.:ter most illwulnating. Jt scentS to me that orot:: canDI)( approach 
thcQry "ith either the imelkctual arrogance of 1 l'on or the emOt:ional 
cntllusiasm of a Klt. One lllUSI accept tiW\Iht:ory Is difficult stuiTand th:ll: 
repeatcdn:adings,.JUoftcnfailto)itk1fullcumprchcnsion.Alongwilh 
TUniiCT, ollC h;tS 10 be fascin~ted by half-gra.qx.'ll idcas--oc better, half· 
grasping idc.:ls 3nd hcing prepared tn "'.lit a kmg time fur them to 
gcrnllrutc.Onelw.likellim.tobcprepan:dcominuallytor;aJishonof 
con1rol!ing lan~;uagcandt~xt :mtlSI.ltl toremainf<~Selnaled. 

I ~m quite prepnrcd to acl"t'Jll myself as a Thnner :mtl c•·cn to 

reconnnend lhc TUIIIICfCSqoe frame of mind. but one thing troubles llll.'. 

l .\hooldh:l,·cmentioncdc:arlier.forthoseof)UUWhomayDI)(havere311 
lhenowl orso•cn Bcnoloc,i"sfiLmofit,thatTUnlll."risa n:alpill 

Bo,..l.._P ... l7JwSit<ll<rilofSky19ol9l'n<YIIftV"...,p.\9110 
l..odp. Do.-.J. Mr>dr"' Crl'"'""' tllld1Jwory: .1 R~<Mkr l.on<b>·. 1-""pwt. t988 


