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ABSTRACT: The purpose of  this paper is to examine 
PW_�0MQLQ�4��5��2IKWJ[¼�5WTTa�WN �\PM�5ITT"�4Q\MZIZa�
4I[[�IVL�8]Z^MaWZ�WN �.QVM�.WW\_MIZ�LMXTWa[�5WTTa�
MacGregor’s experience within the academy as a 
critique of  the constraints that literary merit standards 
place on scholarly work. First, I analyze how Jacobs 
manifests this argument through Molly’s professors, 
who criticize and penalize her for straying from the tra-
ditional essay format in her written assignments. Next, 
I look at how Molly’s struggle to reconcile her identity 
as a Canadian writer functions as a commentary on the 
IKILMUQK�XZM[]XXW[Q\QWV�\PI\�I]\PWZ[�KIV�WVTa�IKPQM^M�
^IT]IJTM�KWV\MV\�\PZW]OP�\PM�ZMXZWL]K\QWV�WN �KIVWVQKIT�
literary modes. Furthermore, I consider how Jacobs 
challenges the concept of  literary merit by positing that 
written works that do not meet this standard can still 
PI^M�[KPWTIZTa�^IT]M��0W_M^MZ��1�IZO]M�\PI\��JMKI][M�
\PM�VW^MT�KMV\MZ[�IZW]VL�I�_PQ\M��PM\MZWVWZUI\Q^M��IKI-
LMUQKITTa�QVKTQVML�XZW\IOWVQ[\��Q\[�QV^M[\QOI\QWV�QV\W�\PM�
constraints of  literary merit may be limited. I conclude 
\PI\�5WTTa�WN �\PM�5ITT�TMI^M[�ZMILMZ[�\W�Y]M[\QWV�_PI\�
Q\�UMIV[�\PI\�M^MV�I�KPIZIK\MZ�_Q\P�I�XZQ^QTMOML�ZMTI-
tionship to the academy encounters these constraints.
_______________________________________
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1V�PMZ�VW^MT�5WTTa�WN �\PM�5ITT"�4Q\MZIZa�4I[[�IVL�
8]Z^MaWZ�WN �.QVM�.WW\_MIZ��0MQLQ�4��5��2IKWJ[�M`XTWZM[�
\PM�KWV[\ZIQVQVO�MٺMK\[�WN �TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\�[\IVLIZL[�
within her protagonist, Molly MacGregor’s, academic 
LQ[KQXTQVM��.QZ[\��_PMV�5WTTa¼[�XZWNM[[WZ[�LQ[IXXZW^M�WN �
her departure from the formalities of  scholarly writing, 
Jacobs criticizes the academy’s insistence that following 
a particular format is required for a piece of  writing 
to be considered meritorious. Molly also struggles 
to reconcile her Canadian identity with her writing 
aspirations due to the scholarly presumption that 
WVTa�\M`\[�\PI\�ZMXZWL]KM�KIVWVQKIT�VIZZI\Q^M[�KIV�JM�
included in the literary tradition. Furthermore, through 
Molly’s attempt to restore James McIntyre’s poetry to 
the Canadian canon, Jacobs posits that literary merit, 
I[�Q\�Q[�LMÅVML�Ja�\PM�IKILMUa��UIa�VW\�JM�\PM�WVTa�
^IT]IJTM�[\IVLIZL�\W�_PQKP�_ZQ\\MV�_WZS�[PW]TL�JM�
PMTL��6M^MZ\PMTM[[��\PM�VW^MT¼[�QV^M[\QOI\QWV�QV\W�\PM�
KWV[\ZIQV\[�WN �TQ\MZIZa�^IT]M�UIa�JM�TQUQ\ML�JMKI][M�Q\�
WVTa�M`XTWZM[�\PM[M�TQUQ\I\QWV[�NZWU�\PM�XMZ[XMK\Q^M�WN �
I�_PQ\M��PM\MZWVWZUI\Q^M�KPIZIK\MZ�_PW�KIV�VI^QOI\M�
IKILMUQK�[XIKM[�_Q\P�ZMTI\Q^M�MI[M��<PMZMNWZM��1�IZO]M�
that through Molly’s relationship to her studies and 
MV^QZWVUMV\��2IKWJ[�Q[�IJTM�\W�M`IUQVM�\PM�TQUQ\[�WN �
TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\�IVL�\PMQZ�KWV[MY]MVKM[#�PW_M^MZ��I[�I�ZM-
[]T\�WN �5WTTa¼[�XZQ^QTMOML�XMZ[XMK\Q^M��\PQ[�M`IUQVI\QWV�
remains incomplete.
         
In my analysis, I will use the term ‘literary merit’ to re-
fer to texts that meet particular standards of  excellence 
I[�LM\MZUQVML�Ja�[KPWTIZ[�QV�\PM�IKILMUa��;XMKQÅKITTa��
QV�PMZ�JWWS��<PM�=Ta[[M[�,MT][QWV��+MKQTQI�3WVKPIZ�
.IZZ�[]OOM[\[�\PI\�[KPWTIZ[�PI^M�M[\IJTQ[PML�¹\ZILQ-
tional standards of  aesthetic merit,” to which writing 
U][\�ILPMZM�QV�WZLMZ�\W�JM�OZIV\ML�TQ\MZIZa�^IT]M���!���
Additionally, she explains that academics only identify 
^IT]M�QV�\M`\[�Ja�¹»[MZQW][�TQ\MZIZa�IZ\Q[\[¼�_PW�\MVL�\W�
resemble the great writers who came before them” 
������1V�MٺMK\��TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\�Q[�QV\ZQV[QKITTa�ZMTI\ML�\W�
both the academy and the reproduction of  traditional 
literary models. I will, therefore, use the term ‘literary 
\ZILQ\QWV¼�\W�ZMNMZ�\W�\PM�[M\�WN �\M`\[�\PI\�IKILMUQK[�PI^M�
PQ[\WZQKITTa�LMMUML�^IT]IJTM��
         
<PZW]OP�5WTTa¼[�]VKWV^MV\QWVIT�IXXZWIKP�\W�PMZ�
assignments, Jacobs highlights the constraints liter-
ary merit standards impose on academic work. For 
instance, when Molly completes assignments that 
do not conform to the traditional essay format, her 
XZWNM[[WZ[�Y]M[\QWV�\PM�TQ\MZIZa�^IT]M�WN �PMZ�QLMI[��<PQ[�
[KZ]\QVa�Q[�UW[\�IXXIZMV\�_PMV�5WTTa�[]JUQ\[�¹8ZQLM�
IVL�8ZMR]LQKM"�<PM�5Q`\IXM�8IXMZ�º�QV�\PM�XTIKM�WN �I�
NWZUIT�M[[Ia��2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº�������1V�ZM[XWV[M��5WTTa¼[�
professor admits that she is “uncertain how to mark 

this assignment” because it does not adhere to the 
prescribed format and should, therefore, “undoubtedly 
LM[MZ^M�IV�.º��2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº�������0W_M^MZ��[PM�
notes Molly’s “keen insights into Austen’s work,” and 
calls her ideas “masterful” and “pioneering” (Jacobs, 
¹5WTTaº�������)ZO]IJTa��\PM�Y]ITQ\a�WN �5WTTa¼[�QLMI[�
[PW]TL�PI^M�MIZVML�PMZ�I�XMZNMK\�OZILM��J]\�\PM�XZWNM[-
[WZ�OQ^M[�PMZ�I�*�I[�I�X]VQ[PUMV\�NWZ�[\ZIaQVO�NZWU�\PM�
IKILMUQK�UWLMT��2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº�������0MZM��2IKWJ[�
LMUWV[\ZI\M[�PW_�\PM�]VQ^MZ[Q\a�M`XMK\[�5WTTa�\W�JW\P�
ILPMZM�\W�\PM�NWZUITQ\QM[�WN �[KPWTIZTa�_ZQ\QVO�IVL�ZMRMK\�
QLMI[�KWV^MaML�QV�IT\MZVI\Q^M�NWZUI\[��\PMZMJa�M`XW[QVO�
a constraint within her academic discipline. Nancy 
,I.WM�ZMQVNWZKM[�2IKWJ[¼�KZQ\QY]M�_PMV��QV�\PM�QV\ZWL]K-
\QWV�\W�PMZ�JWWS��*ZMISQVO�7XMV�\PM�*W`��[PM�[]OOM[\[�
\PI\�KZMI\Q^M�\MKPVQY]M[�TMIL�[\]LMV\[�¹\W�LQ^MZOMV\�
\PQVSQVO�CIVLE�\W�IVITabM�QV�_Ia[�\PI\�UQOP\�VW\�PI^M�
been considered prior to the writing process” (xxi). 
<PQ[�XWQV\�N]Z\PMZ�[]XXWZ\[�2IKWJ[¼�KTIQU�\PI\�KZMI\Q^M�
_ZQ\QVO�[\aTM[��TQSM�\PW[M�MUXTWaML�Ja�5WTTa��KIV�JMVMÅ\�
scholarly work and therefore should not be disregarded 
by the academic institution. So, while academia insists 
that scholarly language and format are prerequisites 
NWZ�IKPQM^QVO�TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\��2IKWJ[�IZO]M[�\PI\�\PQ[�
QV[Q[\MVKM�PQVLMZ[�[\]LMV\[¼�KZMI\Q^Q\a��I[�_MTT�I[�\PMQZ�
opportunities for success.
         
2IKWJ[¼�VW^MT�IT[W�M`XW[M[�\PM�_Ia[�QV�_PQKP�TQ\MZIZa�
UMZQ\�[\IVLIZL[�M`KT]LM�VIZZI\Q^M[�\PI\�LW�VW\�KWVNWZU�
to canonical writing models. It makes this argument 
particularly clear through Molly’s attempt to mar-
ry her identity as an Edmontonian with her writing 
I[XQZI\QWV[��1V�PMZ�IZ\QKTM�¹<ITSQVO�*IKS�\W�I�<W\M�
*IO"�7Z��0W_�I�<W\M�*IO�QV[XQZML�5WTTa�WN �\PM�5ITT"�
4Q\MZIZa�4I[[�IVL�8]Z^MaWZ�WN �.QVM�.WW\_MIZ�º�2IKWJ[�
explains that Molly “assumes Edmonton is not worthy 
WN �TQ\MZIZa�LMXQK\QWV�JMKI][M�[PM�VM^MZ�C_Q\VM[[M[E�
IVa\PQVO�TQSM�Q\�QV�\PM�TQ\MZI\]ZM�[PM�ZMIL[º������8]\�
LQٺMZMV\Ta��5WTTa�[\Z]OOTM[�\W�QUIOQVM�PW_�I�\M`\�[M\�QV�
-LUWV\WV�KW]TL�IKPQM^M�TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\�JMKI][M�PMZ�KQ\a�
LQٺMZ[�[QOVQÅKIV\Ta�NZWU�\PW[M�LMXQK\ML�QV�KIVWVQKIT�
VW^MT[��1V[\MIL��[PM�QUXW[M[�M`Q[\QVO�TQ\MZIZa�UWLMT[�
onto Edmonton in an attempt to “remedy [its] literary 
QV^Q[QJQTQ\aº��2IKWJ[��¹<ITSQVO�*IKSº�����;PM�LMXTWa[�
\PQ[�[\ZI\MOa�_PMV�[PM�ZM_ZQ\M[�¹AM�*IVS[�IVL�*ZIM[�
W¼*WVVQM�,WWVº��2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº��!��Ja�:WJMZ\�*]ZV[�
in order to feature Edmonton’s neighbourhood of  the 
[IUM�VIUM��2IKWJ[��¹<ITSQVO�*IKSº�����<PZW]OP�\PQ[�
example, Jacobs suggests that literary merit standards 
depend on the reproduction of  existing writing models 
and consequently fail to make space for new ones. As 
a result, she asserts that literary merit standards are 
limiting because they exclude texts that neglect and 
challenge these standards from the academic canon.
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UITM�LWUQVI\ML�MV^QZWVUMV\��0W_M^MZ��[PM�]T\QUI\MTa�
PI[�\PM�\WWT[�\W�VI^QOI\M�\PM[M�[XIKM[��]VTQSM�XMWXTM�
_PW�IZM�IK\Q^MTa�M`KT]LML�NZWU�\PMU��.WZ�M`IUXTM��QV�
PMZ�IZ\QKTM�¹6W\M[�WV�4M[TQM�5IZUWV�;QTSW¼[�»4]TTIJa¼"�
Socially Responsible Criticism,” Jo-Ann Episkenew 
states that, as a result of  colonization and the ongoing 
MٺMK\[�WN �ZM[QLMV\QIT�[KPWWT[��MIZTa�1VLQOMVW][�_ZQ\MZ[�
“could not be expected to be familiar with the language 
WN �IKILMUQIº��������-XQ[SMVM_�N]Z\PMZ�M`XTIQV[�\PI\�
_PQTM�1VLQOMVW][�_ZQ\MZ[�PI^M�JMKWUM�UWZM�^MZ[ML�QV�
academic language, they continue to write intentionally 
in a way that ensures that “their works are accessible 
\W�I�^IZQM\a�WN �ML]KI\QWVIT�TM^MT[�IVL�VW\�[WTMTa�NWZ�IV�
IKILMUQK�I]LQMVKMº��������)[�I�ZM[]T\��1VLQOMVW][�I]-
thors are often excluded from academic study and the 
+IVILQIV�TQ\MZIZa�\ZILQ\QWV��-XQ[SMVM_�������*I[ML�WV�
Episkenew’s argument, it seems that Jacobs’ critique of  
TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\�Q[�QVKWUXTM\M�JMKI][M�Q\�NIQT[�\W�M^IT]I\M�
\PQ[�[\IVLIZL¼[�KWV[\ZIQV\[�WV�\PW[M�_PW�LW�VW\�PI^M�
XZQ^QTMOML�IKKM[[�\W�\PM�TQ\MZIZa�_WZTL�
1�PI^M�IZO]ML�\PI\��_PQTM�2IKWJ[¼�VW^MT�N]VK\QWV[�I[�
an exploration of  the limits of  literary merit through 
5WTTa¼[�]VKWV^MV\QWVIT�IXXZWIKP�\W�IKILMUQI�IVL�PMZ�
ZMTI\QWV[PQX�\W�PMZ�MV^QZWVUMV\��\PM[M�TQUQ\[�IZM�WVTa�
\M[\ML�NZWU�I�XW[Q\QWV�WN �XZQ^QTMOM��;XMKQÅKITTa��2IKWJ[�
claims that academic work should not need to conform 
\W�I�XIZ\QK]TIZ�NWZUI\�QV�WZLMZ�\W�IKPQM^M�TQ\MZIZa�UMZQ\��
;QUQTIZTa��\PM�VW^MT�[]OOM[\[�\PI\�\PMZM�[PW]TL�JM�[XIKM�
QV�\PM�TQ\MZIZa�\ZILQ\QWV�NWZ�LQٺMZMV\�SQVL[�WN �VIZZI\Q^M[�
and that these scholarly standards are not the only 
important factor to consider when including a text in 
IKILMUQK�LQ[KW]Z[M��0W_M^MZ��JMKI][M�WN �PMZ�XZW\IO-
WVQ[\¼[�QLMV\Q\a�I[�I�_PQ\M��PM\MZWVWZUI\Q^M�IKILMUQK��
Jacobs can only explore the constraints of  literary merit 
\PZW]OP�I�XZQ^QTMOML�TMV[��<PMZMNWZM��5WTTa�WN �\PM�5ITT�
may encourage us to consider what it means that Molly 
encounters these constraints in spite of  her scholarly 
IVL�[WKQIT�IL^IV\IOM[��?PI\�LWM[�PMZ�[\Z]OOTM�UMIV�NWZ�
\PW[M�_PW�LW�VW\�JMVMÅ\�NZWU�I�[QUQTIZ�XZQ^QTMOM'

)N\MZ�MUXPI[QbQVO�\PM�ZM[\ZQK\Q^M�MٺMK\[�WN �TQ\MZIZa�
merit standards, Jacobs disputes the presumption that 
texts must meet certain requirements in order to be 
granted access to academic discourse. This challenge is 
UW[\�M^QLMV\�QV�5WTTa¼[�¹)LWX\�)�+IVILQIV�8WM\º��2I-
cobs, “Molly” 199) assignment, for which she chooses 
the poet James McIntyre with a desire to restore “his 
place of  glory within the Canadian literary tradition” 
�2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº�������<PM�VIZZI\Q^M�MUXPI[QbM[�\PI\�
KZQ\QK[�PI^M�M`KT]LML�5K1V\aZM�NZWU�\PQ[�\ZILQ\QWV�
because they consider his poetry to be cheesy, poorly 
written, and focused on the “local, the mundane, and 
\PM�UQV]\Mº��¹5WTTaº�������6W\IJTa��5WTTa¼[�XIZMV\[�
IVL�PMZ�XZWNM[[WZ��_PW�IZM�ITT�KWVVMK\ML�\W�\PM�]VQ^MZ-
[Q\a��LQ[IXXZW^M�WN �5WTTa¼[�ILWX\QWV�WN �5K1V\aZM��<PMQZ�
LQ[IXXZW^IT�Q[�ZMÆMK\Q^M�WN �IKILMUQI¼[�LMKQLQVO�QVÆ]-
ence on which texts are considered to possess literary 
^IT]M��0W_M^MZ��QV�PMZ�I[[QOVUMV\��5WTTa�KTIQU[�\PI\�
McIntyre’s role in this tradition is “not his aesthetic im-
portance, but his insistence upon writing the Canadian 
M`XMZQMVKM�I[�PM�[I_�Q\º��2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº�������.]Z\PMZ-
more, she posits that while “‘literary merit’ is not what 
we should be seeking in McIntyre’s poetry,” it is still 
important to “include [his] work within discussions of  
\PM�+IVILQIV�TQ\MZIZa�\ZILQ\QWVº��2IKWJ[��¹5WTTaº�������
1V�W\PMZ�_WZL[��2IKWJ[¼�VW^MT�QV[Q[\[�\PI\�\PM�TQ\MZIZa�\ZI-
LQ\QWV�[]ٺMZ[�I�TW[[�L]M�\W�Q\[�M`KT][QWVIZa�VI\]ZM�IVL�
goes as far as to claim that literary merit is not the only 
important metric by which to assess written work. Farr 
[QUQTIZTa�IZO]M[�\PI\�\M`\[�¹IZMV¼\�WVTa°XZWL]K\[�WN �
OMVQ][�º�IVL�\PI\�\PMQZ�^IT]M�TIa[�QV�\PMQZ�IJQTQ\a�\W�JM�
¹JW\P�IKKM[[QJTM�IVL�[SQTTMLº�IVL�JZQLOM�¹\PM�M^MZaLIa�
IVL�\PM�IZ\Q[\QKº�������<PM[M�XWQV\[�ZMQVNWZKM�2IKWJ[¼�
problematization of  literary merit standards, particular-
Ta�\PI\�I�\M`\�[PW]TL�VW\�PI^M�\W�UMM\�\PQ[�[\IVLIZL�QV�
order to be considered worthy of  academic study.
         
5WTTa¼[�XZQ^QTMOML�XW[Q\QWV�ZMTI\Q^M�\W�\PM�IKILMUa�UIa�
TQUQ\�\PM�VW^MT¼[�QV^M[\QOI\QWV�QV\W�\PM�KWV[\ZIQVQVO�MN-
fects of  literary merit standards. Notably, Molly comes 
NZWU�IV�IKILMUQK�NIUQTa�IVL�PI[�JMMV�^MZ[ML�QV�[KPWT-
arly discourse and the literary canon since childhood. 
0MZ�M`XMZQMVKM[�IVL�QLMI[�IZM�IT[W�QVNWZUML�Ja�PMZ�
position as a white, heterosexual intellectual. There-
fore, while the ways in which Molly presents her ideas 
challenge the academic system, they originate from and 
MٺMK\Q^MTa�ZMQVNWZKM�\PQ[�[a[\MU��<PQ[�ZMQVNWZKMUMV\�Q[�
UW[\�M^QLMV\�QV�5WTTa¼[�I\\MUX\�\W�ZM[\WZM�5K1V\aZM�\W�
the Canadian literary canon. While her work contests 
literary merit as a concept, the restoration of  a white 
male poet does not challenge the canon’s existing 
[\Z]K\]ZM�WZ��UWZM�[XMKQÅKITTa��Q\[�TIKS�WN �LQ^MZ[Q\a��
)LUQ\\MLTa��5WTTa�NIKM[�KMZ\IQV�JIZZQMZ[�\W�IKPQM^QVO�
success in the academic sphere, as she is a woman in a 
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