
Offhand 
PHYSICAL COURAGE is to courage what 
dentistry is to medicine: a specialty, by 
no means the whole thing. People wield
ing opinions should be courageous in 
their opinions. If they escape into physi
cal prowess they are cowards. Gang
sters, too, are courageous, but their 
morals are weak and their brains 
microscopic. 

WHENEVER army standards are applied 
to civilians we have that sinister admix
ture of servility and aggressiveness 
known as the Nazi, Fascist, or Soviet 
state: all the same dirt. It is right for 
a soldier to have only the opinions of 
those with more brass on their hats than 
he has. His courage should be physical, 
he should regard the enemy as a beast, 
try to be one himself, if he can. But as 
the soldier must obey, so must the whole 
army containing him obey in complete 
silence and discipline, to be known as 
an army and not as a dangerous band. 
People don't think with their feet or 
their biceps, any more than they box 
with their brains. 
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IT IS NEVER the emergency that justifies 
the dictator, rather the other way round. 
Emergencies are short, like rape, light
ning, or earthquakes. When they begin 
to last too long, they are deserved, and 
can only be stopped by saying no. 

IN A DICTATORSHIP, no one is responsible 
to his superiors for the work of those 
under him, but these to him for his idle
ness. As one gets closer to the top of the 
pyramid: greater window displays, less 
serious work. The dictator himself is 
rightly identified with the state of emer
gency: namely the danger that, by do
ing anything at all, he might expose 
his ignorance, his uselessness, his fear. 
Safely wrapped in the national flag, he 
shields himself from all constructive pis
tol shots. 

NOTES FOR a political dictionary: Yes: 
affirmative for No. 
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NOTE THOSE holy causes that have un
holy effects. 

—NiccoLO Tucci. 
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An intimacy to share 
Her thoughts might influence yours, if you will come along with us, Realites Maga
zine, inside Europe. We'll take you into a World of new ventures, attitudes and 
dimensions... into a World that tourists seldom discover. 

Each month Realites takes you on an escapade with professional camera and pen 
down the many different avenues of life on the Continent: the arts, current events, 
fashion, food, philosophy, politics, travel—topics of great interest.., topics of delight, 
always the things that make European living all-enveloping. 

Be intellectually engrossed... be entertained by France's foremost commentators 
and journalists. Keep Realites within arm's reach to see, perhaps study, the valuable 
collection of paintings and photographs ingeniously reproduced on heavy varnished 
paper. You might even agree with the critics who call this "The Most Beautiful 
Magazine In The World." 

Mailed from Paris each month, Realites is available in English-language or French-
language editions. Treat yourself, and particular friends or relatives, to the thor
oughly fresh and rewarding experience of "living in Europe".. . for a year. 

Available by subscription only. Special rate, $12.50 a year. 

Realites 
REALITES in America, Dept 85 

301 Madison Ave., New York 17, N. Y. 
Please enter my subscription to REALITES: 

n English Edition 
• French Edition 

n 1 year (12 issues) $12.50 
n 2 years (24 issues) $24.00 

NAME:. 

ADDRESS:. 

CITY: 
n Payment enclosed. 

n Send gift announcement card. 

I 
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• Please bill me. | 
I 
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Saturday Review 
December 9, 19&1 

WHAT IS ENGLISH? 

By ARCHIBALD MacLEISH 

1D 0 not put this question to be 
impertinent. I put it because I 
should hke to know. I have been 

—ofBcially at least—a teacher of English 
for the past twelve vears and I have yet 
to hear myself defined. I will go further 
than that: I have yet to be told pre
cisely what I'm doing. 

The trouble in my case may be Har
vard. Certainly the trouble at the be
ginning was Harvard. When I was 
notified in the early summer of 1949 
that the President and Fellows of that 
University had approved my appoint
ment to the Boylston Profe?sorship of 
Rhetoric and Oratory I decided to drive 
down to Cambridge to find out what I 
was supposed to teach. It seemed like 
a good idea at the time: my last ten 
years or so had been in Washington 
and the years before that in journalism 
and my real profession throughout had 
been the writing of verse, not teaching. 
I say it seemed like a good idea. It 
didn't turn out that way. 

My first call, logically, was at the 
Department of English since it was a 
Committee of the Department of Eng
lish that had approached me—"ap
proach" in the technical sense—the year 
before. It was an agreeable call but 
brief. Chairmen of Harvard depart
ments, I was informed, do not tell their 
colleagues what to do: they merely cir
culate the memoranda. I was back on 
the wooden porch of Warren House in 
something under five minutes with the 
impression that Harvard would be an 
attractive place if one could get into it. 

My second call was on the only mem
ber of the English Department I knew 
at all well, a displaced Yale man like 
mvself. He listened, looked at the ceil-
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ing, and replied that I could teach his 
course in Shakespeare if I wanted. I 
left with the impression, later verified, 
that he was not entirely enthusiastic 
about my presence in Cambridge. 

There remained the Provost of the 
Universitv, the President being in 
Washington in those months. (By "the 
President" I mean, of course, the Presi
dent of Harvard.) The Provost, when I 
found his ofiice, was engaged but, being 
desperate, I decided to sit him out and 
that fetched him. He popped out of 
his office, listened mildly while I stated 
my business, and popped back in again 
with the remark, delivered over his 
shoulder as the door closed, that when 
Harvard appointed a man to a full 
professorship, to sav nothing of the 
Boylston Professorship, it expected him 
to knovo what he wanted to teach. 

It was an enlightening afternoon. I 
had been told in three different ways 
that freedom to teach at Harvard is 
literally freedom—with all the penalties 
attached. But it was not an instructive 
afternoon. I know no more about my 
duties on the way back to the Franklin 
County Hills than I had known on the 
way down, and twelve X'cars later I 
still know little more than I knew then. 
I have taught the advanced writing 
course which all Boylston Professors 
since Barrett Wendell have offered and 
I have invented and annually reinvented 
a course in the nature of poetry; but 
though I take, or sometimes take, a 
proprietary satisfaction in both of them 
I am not at all sure that either is the 
course I should have taught or would 
have taught had I known what "Eng
lish" is. It is not always English that 
turns up in the novels and poems and 
plays of the advanced writing course, 
nor does the course in poetry confine 

itself to poems in the English tongue. 
It can't very well since poetry recog
nizes no such limitation. 

In those early days—my young days 
as a teacher of English when I was still 
in my late fifties—I used to assume that 
I was the onlv member of the profession 
who did not know what he was doing, 
but as time has passed I have begun to 
wonder. We have, at Harvard, an in
stitution called the Visiting Committee, 
one to each department, which descends 
annually upon the appropriate class
rooms to observe the progress of educa
tion. Our particular Visiting Committee 
in the Department of English ends its 
investigations, or always did when John 
Marquand was chairman, by offering a 
dinner to the permanent appointments. 
And the dinner always includes, or al
ways included, a question which seems 
to stir the Departmental subconscious; 
Why are the graduates of Harvard 
University incapable of composing sim
ple declarative sentences? Under ordin
ary circumstances a question such as 
this might be expected to serve as the 
gambit to a livelv exchange involving, 
among other things, the truth of the 
fact asserted, but under the circum
stances of our dinner, when the ques
tioner is a distinguished alumnus who 
is also a member of the Committee to 
Visit the English Department, and when 
the effectiveness of the English Depart
ment in performing its duties is the 
subject of the Visitation, the innocent 
words take on a different aspect. They 
become charged with implications, the 
most challenging of which is the impli
cation that if graduates of Harvard 
University are incapable of composing 
simple declarative sentences the De
partment of English is to blame. Which, 
in turn, implies that the teaching of 
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