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INTRODUCTION

alk the halls of almost any large university anthropology, English, or

history department and you will meet faculty and graduate students
who feel personally empowered by decades of innovative disciplinary and multi-
disciplinary work. Yet those same hallways may be peopled by adjunct and part-
time faculty who cobble together what is at best an uncertain, nearly impover-
ished existence on the margins of their disciplines. And those intellectually
ambitious graduate students, as they near completing their degrees and start
contemplating the disastrous job market, will begin to wonder if they have any
future in the field they have come to love. A graduate student who had just
completed defending his dissertation in the fall of 1996 turned to me and said,
“Now I can see the tunnel at the end of the light.” The tenured faculty rarely



think of such matters. Focused on their careers, they assume we all earn our
fates. The scholarship of the last half century has not, unfortunately, encouraged
many of these people to ask searching questions about academic culture. Mean-
while, if we have any doubts about the difficulties we face in healing ourselves,
we might recall that bond-rating services consider it a sign of financial health
and good management if universities make heavy use of adjuncts: it shows they
have a flexible (disposable) work force. This is a book about these contradictions.

It is also a book that sometimes offers radical solutions to the problems
confronting higher education as it approaches the next millennium. My title,
Manifesto of a Tenured Radical, is, however, both serious and ironic. The book
is very much a manifesto for a series of progressive cultural commitments within
academia. As the country has moved to the political Right, such commitments
have gradually been radicalized, and the notion of the tenured radical, first
popularized by Roger Kimball, has now established itself within popular com-
mon sense.! As far as the Right is concerned then, I am a tenured radical, a
status I must view somewhat whimsically, but which I am nonetheless willing to
claim as a provocation. Notably, no one seems to get equally upset about
untenured radicals, since it is the aura of permanence, invulnerability, and
cultural warrant around tenure that makes tenured radicals an affront. Of course
no contemporary “tenured radical” with a sense of history would put him- or
herself in the same company as beleaguered university radicals in the 1950s or
those radicals outside academia who risk everything in the causes they serve. My
field of operations is not the mountains of Mexico but the groves of academe.
But I believe in the importance of higher education as a field of work; Manifesto
of a Tenured Radical draws on some decades of left-wing pedagogy and research
to make a series of statements about what higher education must do to heal
itself.

Manifesto thus examines the dynamic interrelationship between the intellec-
tual and political present and future of the academy. Of course higher educa-
tion’s controversial commitments to research, its fractured sense of community,
its economic peril, its limited capacity to reflect on its disciplinary divisions, and
its troubled political and cultural image are already in conflict. What this book
seeks to do is to describe these realities clearly and convince readers to take their
interrelationships seriously.

I use my own discipline of English simultaneously as a representative case
and as an exaggerated instance of forces at work widely in the humanites
and throughout higher education. More narrowly, I also use my own period
specialization in modern American poetry repeatedly to show how a faculty
member’s teaching and historical research can have wider social implications and
can be positioned in relation to contemporary debates. More perhaps than any
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other discipline, literary studies has reformed and opened its intellectual life in
such a way as to fulfill a commitment to democratic values. Yet because English
departments often hire large numbers of graduate students or part-time faculty
to teach lower-division courses, the discipline also harbors some of the most
exploitive labor practices in the academy. In English, therefore, democracy is
fulfilled in scholarship and betrayed in the workplace. As in other disciplines,
some of those who have helped lead the field’s intellectual revolution are among
those most indifferent to the fate of their more vulnerable colleagues. When we
turn our attention to the workplace, part of the vanguard becomes a rearguard.
The discipline as a whole is in almost complete denial about these contradic-
tions. Yet they must be addressed. I have tried not only to say why that is the
case but also how the process of reform might begin.

English has also been at the forefront of the culture wars of the last decade.
That has puzzled some commentators, but on reflection the prominent position
of English seems unsurprising. First, its size makes its scholarship more visible.
Its widespread responsibility for freshman rhetoric or composition requirements
means that large numbers of students are exposed to English courses. The
discipline has also played a large role in formulating the theory revolution of the
last twenty-five years and demonstrating its relevance to textual interpretation.
And finally, more than any other disciplinary caretaker of high cultural objects,
literary studies is articulated to our sense of national identity. Far more members
of the general public feel they have access to (and a modest stake in interpreting)
novels than symphonies, paintings, or classic works of philosophy. National
literatures are often sites of struggle over cultural and political representation,
and the disciplinary organization of literature into national groupings frequently
serves myths of national exceptionalism and conflict over national identity.

So the debates over symbolic investments in the changes in English studies
have been singularly intense. And if some of those outside the university have
been willing to use developments in literary studies to delegitimate and defund
public education, many inside higher education have simply ignored the material
conditions in which they work.

Part of what is startling about faculty passivity and indifference is its blindness
to anything except short-term self-interest. Longer-term self-interest—even self-
interest focused on, say, a five-year plan—would suggest that some collective
action to secure individual options is now critical. Thus many scholars scramble
to publish their own books and essays, without troubling to notice that the
whole system of university press publishing is dying. If they did notice, they
would be ill-prepared to take collective action. Meanwhile, the cost of printing
scholarly books keeps increasing while the number of copies sold has declined
steadily for nearly two decades, in part because library budgets are falling farther
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and farther behind acquisition costs. A scholarly book that could easily sell
2,000 copies in 1970 now regularly sells but 500, and some sell even fewer
copies than that. All over the country English professors are doing research for
books they will not be able to publish. Nevertheless, the enterprise of writing
traditional literary criticism continues despite the fact that opportunities to
publish it will soon be nearly nonexistent.>

Whether this problem really matters is another issue. Publishing books that
virtually no one will read is perhaps not a national priority, but books that could
make a difference will likely be threatened as well. This is not, in any case, one
of the issues I take up here, but there are other crises that clearly do matter, and,
like the one in scholarly publishing, they can only be addressed by collective
action. One such crisis is the declining percentage of tenured or tenure-track
faculty among college and university teachers. These are the people with the
greatest protection for their free speech and, moreover, the people with the
greatest potential for commitment to the institutions in which they teach.’
Despite media and legislative assaults on tenure, its real crisis is one of gradual
diminution, as retiring faculty are increasingly replaced with part-timers, ad-
juncts, or graduate assistants. The precise pattern varies, with many private
institutions relying heavily on adjunct or part-time faculty and many public
universities employing graduate assistants, but the trend away from permanent,
full-time faculty appointments is nationwide.

Tenure will thus gradually disappear—not with a bang but a whimper.
There may never be an event or a critical decision that provokes a national
confrontation over the issue, though the 1996 effort by the University of
Minnesota Regents to eliminate almost all tenure guarantees will certainly test
faculty resolve. The Regents’ rules would make it easy to fire tenured faculty or
cut their salaries not only for programmatic but also for political reasons.
Meanwhile, some junior colleges now argue over whether every department
needs to include at least one full-time, tenure-track faculty member. The alterna-
tive is a faculty of part-timers who are given their marching orders by bureaucrats
with no disciplinary expertise and no intellectual commitments beyond cost
accounting. When tenure is gone, then anyone who questions corporate author-
ity can be summarily fired. Do any faculty members think such a system would
serve students well? Hardly. Yet disciplines like English continue to flood the
market with unemployable Ph.D.s and make such “innovations” easier and
easier to institute. We are repeatedly told that the job crisis, the focus of the
third part of Manifesto, is about to end.

For some years I have been puzzled by the good cheer of our high-profile
faculty in the face of the long-term collapse of the job market. The reality is that
the academic job crisis began in 1970 and 1971. We have had intermittent
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periods of relative improvement since then, but even the best years have left
many long-term candidates unemployed. In other words, over a quarter of a
century we have never been able to eliminate the backlog of Ph.D.s without full-
time tenure-track employment. There are now people who have spent their
whole professional lives—twenty or more years—on the margins of the acad-
emy, making do with part-time work, cobbling together courses at multiple
institutions, going on unemployment, covering their own health insurance when
they can. It is astonishing that the more privileged members of the profession
can declare “we’re all in this together,” when some of us are clearly so much
more equal than others. But most astonishing of all is the decades-long claim
that the job crisis is temporary. At the 1994 annual meeting of the Modern
Language Association, the main disciplinary organization in English, I ran into
glad-handers who declared “we’re back” and “the crisis is over” in response to a
miserable 2 percent increase in the number of jobs listed that fall. For them the
glass was apparently 2 percent full, not 98 percent empty. But the greatest
puzzle to me has remained the political and economic blindness of some of our
most distinguished scholars. In the spring of 1996 the MLA president again
declared the job crisis temporary. These delusions are not unique to English, of
course, but it is in English that the numbers are particularly staggering. It is
likely that no more than 25 percent of the English Ph.D.s produced in the
1990s will end up becoming tenured faculty members.

This interplay between English and the rest of academia runs through the
entire book. Manifesto opens with a critical review of the way a succession of
influential interpretive theories have accommodated themselves to disciplinarity.
English is the model, but the pattern is repeated throughout the humanities and
social sciences. The same is true of the role anthologies can play in imaging
social life, the subject of chapter 2, and the possibilities opened up by a
relativistic historiography, the focus of chapter 3. Chapter 4, a polemical account
of the Americanization of cultural studies, speaks directly to all the fields where
cultural studies has made inroads.

The book’s second section, “The Academy and the Culture Debates,” also
moves outward from English to the academy as a whole. Its opening chapter
uses modern American poetry to mount a plea for a historically grounded
progressive pedagogy, while the last chapter poses the challenge of left research
and teaching at a more abstract and general level. In between, Manifesto ad-
dresses the debates over the canon and hate speech regulation. In the latter case,
I try to make it clear that a progressive politics need not support restraints on
speech.

If Manifésto is unapologetically on the Left then, it is not programmatically or
conventionally so. In a number of areas—from its commitment to maintaining
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substantial portions of the traditional canon in the curriculum to its rejection of
hate speech ordinances— the book negotiates a principled passage through issues
the press usually treats as politically given and dichotomous. In its support for
teaching assistant unions, for example, Manifésto breaks with more traditional
campus liberals who find graduate student unions unacceptable. Indeed, I
criticize those who do progressive research but resist applying its lessons to
employment practices on their own campus. Far more than the media has
encouraged the public to believe, this kind of mix of positions is common
among progressive faculty. Perhaps Manifesto can make a small contribution to
dispelling public myths about unanimity of opinion on campus.

Finally, as I suggested above, the last section of the book uses English
departments and the Modern Language Association as key examples because
they display the problems of other disciplines writ large. “Lessons from the Job
Wars” also opens and closes with anecdotes and comments about the efforts to
unionize graduate teaching assistants in New Haven. The reactions of Yale
faculty and administrators to such efforts highlight the difficulties we face in
trying to make campus communities more equitable places to live.

Here and there the contradictions become rather stark. At Yale, after years of
organizing, cafeteria workers won the right to be assigned other duties in the
summer rather than be laid off and have to go on welfare. That also gave them
year-round benefits and some security for their families. But the Yale Corpora-
tion remained restless about its concessions. Other schools were more ruthless;
why should Yale waste money and decrease its profits? So in 1995 a Yale
spokesperson declared the university to be looking for a “humane” way to reduce
salaries and benefits. Step one: break the local union. Some faculty cared deeply;
others were indifferent to the nature of the community they worked in or the
values of the institution to which they were devoting their labor. After all, their
lives proceeded on a higher plane.

Institutions that mistreat whole classes of employees, we need to realize, have
little claim to public respect, let alone an exalted self-image. With higher
education under assault and under scrutiny, it is no longer so easy to maintain
public acceptance of the academy’s self-idealization, especially when higher
education’s labor practices too closely resemble those long associated with Cali-
fornia agriculture. “Health care for me but not for you” does not seem a
particularly saintly faculty slogan. Nor does “living wages for tenured faculty
only.”

Part of the problem is the increasing spread of the ideology of careerism
through the postwar academy. A faculty member who entered the profession in
the 1960s remarked to me that the first thing he did when he arrived at his first
job was join the American Association of University Professors, a group devoted
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to defining and promulgating general professional principles, not to individual
career advancement. Membership in the AAUP has declined by over half in two
decades.

One is tempted to conclude that some faculty members see the profession as
a whole primarily as an audience for their scholarship, an applause track in the
background of their lives celebrating their personal accomplishments. When
they wonder whether the job market will improve, they look for an answer to
the only evidence that signifies: their publications. A good job market would be
just one more confirmation of their own value. Given what they themselves have
produced, how can the country but reward them yet again? Careerism encour-
ages us to take everything personally; there is no other measure that counts.

For some time there was no large-scale institutional problem either with
faculty doggedly supporting their own rights and privileges while seeing no need
to grant anything comparable to anyone else on campus, or with faculty focusing
exclusively on their own careers and ignoring the common good. In the 1990s
it is another matter. There is a name for this ideology— capitalism—and it is
not so compatible with expectations of public largesse, let alone with passivity.

Meanwhile, the basic categories of university life are in doubt. A shakeout of
research universities is under way; many of them will not merit the designation
a decade from now. As it is, less than 10 percent of our institutions of higher
education devote a significant portion of their resources to research. Yet despite
their centrality to the effort to keep higher education current everywhere else,
including the majority of institutions whose faculty have neither time nor money
to do research, these schools lack public support for their mission. Tenure is
increasingly and falsely viewed as a “problem,” a source of excessive costs,
indifferent performance, and an undemocratic prestige of intellect. To a consid-
erable degree, views like these are installed as unquestioned common sense in
the media and public opinion. At the same time, the political Right wants only
cultural indoctrination, respect for authority, and either unfettered greed or
technical expertise from college graduates. Even those few academics who
glimpse these threats mostly express helplessness before them. “What can we
do?” they ask. Manifesto for a Tenured Radical tries to begin answering that
question.

Is there, then, any reason for hope in the picture I paint? First of all, the
intellectual life in many disciplines—including English—is at a higher level
than it has been in more than half a century. As always, there is no shortage of
mediocre work, but the sheer quantity and inventiveness of the best work is
remarkable. This scholarship has theoretical resources we have not yet used to
examine either ourselves or the social formations in which we as academics are
embedded. It is critical to do so collectively.
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Secondly, here and there are sources of inspiration. In September of 1995 I
had dinner with a group of graduate student union activists and their faculty
supporters in New Haven; in May of 1996 I had a similar meal with student
union leaders in San Diego. Both groups were rainbow coalitions of multiple
races, ethnicities, and economic backgrounds. They were working together,
sharing their varied pasts and their more parallel presents. The Yale and Univer-
sity of California administrations were gearing themselves up to threaten or fire
these people. The administrators were unable to realize they are an inspiration,
not only for New Haven and San Diego but also for America. Here was our
multicultural present and future in miniature, and it worked. They were engaged
in an alliance politics that extended from the classroom to the maintenance shop
and the cafeteria. Yale or California may break these unions for now, but each
one of these students has been turned into an agent of change. It is happening
all across the country.

Higher education almost certainly faces if not a kind of meltdown, at least a
future that is likely to be economically mean and brutish. It cannot be altogether
resisted, but it can be partly blocked, and we can create communities that are in
some important ways better than those we will lose. The difference between this
partial success and failure will be the difference between a form of higher
education that is and is not worth working in a decade from now.

For faculty members, higher education is a career that entails relearning your
discipline as it changes over time. Many faculty members in fact remake them-
selves repeatedly in the course of their careers. If higher education becomes like
high school, or like community college teaching, so thoroughly crammed with
scheduled responsibilities that it offers little time for independent intellectual
pursuit, then it will lose the difference that makes it what it is. In the false name
of a repressive efficiency, corporate-style administration would make higher
education pay people as little as possible and extract the maximum labor from
them. It will be done in the service of several narratives, including, ironically,
the need to compete in the global environment. Of course American higher
education already attracts students from all over the world. But if current trends
continue—such as the wholesale shift from tenure-track faculty to underpaid
part-timers and adjuncts— quality will decline and we will no longer compete
so effectively.

Meanwhile, higher education remains the only proven means of social mobil-
ity, the only antidote to poverty, and the only large-scale corrective for the
ravages of capitalism. It is in short the only workable solution to some of
America’s worst social problems. Yet many conservative politicians would drasti-
cally reduce its size and reduce student access to it at the same time. All these
forces must be resisted, but faculty members cannot do so without collectively
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looking outward at the world for the first time in decades. The process can only
succeed if we understand our disciplines in terms of their larger social meaning
and prove ourselves worthy, as communities, of the respect and support we ask
of the public. Using the discipline of English and my own historical specializa-
tion, modern poetry, as examples, Manifésto offers some prescriptions for how
we might begin. My aim is to help make the book’s predictive warnings untrue.

Manifesto has benefited from thoughtful and suggestive comments from several
readers, including Michael Bérubé, Karen Ford, Robert Parker, Matthew Hurt,
Carine Melkom-Mardorossian, John Carlos Rowe, Paula A. Treichler, Richard
Wheeler, and Eric Zinner. Earlier versions of portions of a number of the
chapters, now revised and updated, appeared in Academe, American Literature,
The Chronicle of Higher Education, College Literature, Illinois Law Review, Journal
of the Midwest Modern Language Association, Profession, Social Text, and Works
and Days, and in the collections Teaching Contemporary Theory to Undergraduates
(ed. Dianne F. Sadoff and William E. Cain) and Changing Classroom Practices:
Resources for Literary and Cultural Studies (ed. David Downing).
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THE POLITICS
OF ENGLISH






AGAINST ENGLISH
AS IT WAS

THEORY AND THE
POLITICS OF THE DISCIPLINE

Over the past century a series of cowbird eggs have been laid in the
capacious university nest. A cowbird puts its egg in the nest of some other
species. Being stronger and more aggressive than the other nestlings, the
young cowbirds get more of the worms, grow faster, and may shove the
other nestlings out of the nest or cause them to starve.

—David Perkins, “The Future of Keats Studies”

I n the literature curriculum, Perkins allows, the nestlings that have been
starving and are nearly dead are the canonical works of English literature.
In each new cowbird invasion, a body of theory has not only demanded space
for itself but also helped plant new and brutally opportunistic textual eggs in the
true nest. A series of nonnative species has filled our good English trees. First it
was modern philosophy and literature displacing classical studies; then in the
1930s Marxism helped clear the way for American literature. More recently,
feminism, multiculturalism, and gay studies have laid their eggs in the nest; now
John Keats is starving on the forest floor. The shorthand term for the force that
has done all this recent damage is “theory.” Has it actually undermined the
discipline, as Perkins believes, or has it kept it adaptable and enabled it to
survive?



There is no question that admitting new texts or theories into the discipline
has consequences. You admit Saussure or Freud, for example, and before too
long you’ve got Derrida and Lacan on your hands. In other words, new
admissions bring with them intellectual traditions that continue to develop or,
in the nestling metaphor, grow and take up more space. Yet the discipline’s
ability to adapt and to absorb new species has also kept it alive when other
fields, more resistant to cultural change, have seen themselves diminish in size
and influence. But disciplinary opportunism has not always led to admirable
introspection or to social responsibility. Theory’s role here has been more mixed.

I want to open Manifesto by asking how theory has helped bring us to where
we are in literary studies, and by suggesting that it has done both more and less
to fulfill its promise than we might have guessed thirty years ago at the start of
the theory revolution. While I cannot share Perkins’s nostalgia for a past that I
consider racist, sexist, reactionary, and substantially anti-intellectual, I will grant
the claim that provoked his search for avian infiltrators: Keats and the traditional
canon may not be headed for extinction but they do occupy a lot less of our
attention than they did a few decades ago.

If the brutally selective canon we studied then were merely a function of
concern for quality or value, as Perkins believes, then a pervasive sense of loss
might be justified. Yet I have no doubt whatsoever that this was not the case. As
a literature major from 1963 to 1967 —at Antioch College, arguably the most
progressive college in the country—1I read not a single work by an African
American writer in any course and only a few works by women. I can in fact
only remember being assigned Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf. A number of us
read other things on our own, but that was the extent of our assigned readings
by women and minorities. Antioch did have a highly successful Black Students
Association at the time, but its members focused on other issues. Even the black
students themselves knew so little about the Afro-American literary heritage that
they saw no reason to place any pressure on the literature curriculum. As for
feminism, the contemporary movement did not begin to have an impact on the
curriculum until the mid- to late 1970s.

My anecdotal evidence is supported by research Michael Bérubé reports in
his Marginal Forces / Cultural Centers (1992). Except for some presentations on
“Negro folk songs” delivered in the 1920s and 1930s, the Modern Language
Association’s annual convention offered no papers on African American writing
until one delivered in 1953; a decade passed before another such paper was
presented. Similarly, by 1950 the annual MLA bibliography listed only two
contemporary studies of African American writers, both being books on the poet
Paul Lawrence Dunbar (43—44). As late as the 1960s the mainstream anthologies
published by Norton gave virtually no space to African American writers. So it
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is not surprising that African American writers were not widely taught in white
institutions or that they received only narrow attention even in historically black
colleges. Indeed, the hostility toward their work voiced by some of the New
Critics, such as Cleanth Brooks’s dismissal of Langston Hughes in his 1939
Modern Poetry and the Tradition, reinforced widespread institutional racism. I
will have more to say about race and the curriculum both in this chapter and in
chapter 5. For now, suffice it to say that the past some reactionary critics evoke
nostalgically is not a past to which many Americans would eagerly return.

Yet the role of theory in provoking canonical expansion has actually been
somewhat limited. Certainly there are many more theory courses than there
were as recently as the 1970s, and feminist theory has successfully pressed
academics to read and teach much more widely in forgotten works by women.
Although political and social theory about racism has helped press the academy
to begin reforming itself, literary and interpretive theory cannot take much
credit for the gradual inclusion of works by minority writers in scholarship and
teaching. Indeed we did not really even see theoretically inflected studies of
minority writers until the 1980s, and American resistance to sophisticated
theoretical reflection about the social construction of race remains very strong in
the 1990s; our culture’s instinctive view of race remains essentialist. Further-
more, the rapid growth of the theory industry—which has dominated literary
scholarship for over twenty years—has produced numerous theoretical subfields
whose advocates no longer attempt to remain current across the whole spectrum
of theory. Thus many American theorists avoid reading the anti-essentialist race
theory that would teach them much about themselves and their country. That is
not, however, to offer anti-essentialism unqualified praise. Reading Derrida
alone will not fill the cultural need I am addressing. Americans might, for
example, read the anti-essentialist race theory growing out of the British cultural
studies tradition and then ask how it can be rearticulated to the specifities of
American history."

In an intellectual environment where different versions of feminism, Marxism,
psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, and cultural studies intersect and compete for
our commitment, therefore, does the unitary term “theory” have any meaning?
As a reactive way of collapsing the whole range of theoretical discourses into a
single (and thereby more avoidable) identity, the term may reasonably still be
regarded with a degree of exasperation. Yet at the same time, teachers and
scholars do continue to describe themselves as being “in theory,” thereby at
least situating themselves within a particular historical conjuncture, but it is
increasingly difficult thereby to evoke the possibility of identifying themselves
with a loose alliance of contemporary intellectual movements. Departments
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occasionally advertise for specialists in theory and talk of teaching courses in
theory, a conversation in which phenomenology, deconstruction, narratology,
postmodernism, and other bodies of theory all seem more or less interchange-
able, but in the 1990s the universal category has widely been abandoned
for more specific searches and courses. The collapsing of differences that was
characteristic of the seventies and to some degree of the eighties clearly blocked
the comprehension of theories on their own terms and made theory intellectually
imaginable to some only as a generalized other. But at the same time it prevented
the policing of theory by those uninterested in its specificity, leaving it altogether
up to those involved to decide the content of theory courses. However simplified
the global term may be, then, it has a historical existence and a certain practical
power in our lives.

Especially in the 1980s several of the multiple discourses or bodies of theory
have been strikingly in dialogue with one another and, as a result, have been
partly defined by the process of adapting to, incorporating, rejecting, or trans-
forming one another’s insights, assumptions, and challenges. Thus there is
arguably an implicit discursive field called theory, constantly in flux, that is
structured by these affirmations and disputations. No individual discourse can
realistically hope either to represent or wholly to occupy that field. Nor are the
boundaries of the discursive field universally agreed on. What counts as theoreti-
cal and what counts as theoretically important are very much open to dispute.
Some discourses may be acknowledged as theoretically inflected and informed
without being widely credited as contributing to the continuing articulation of
theoretical problematics. Some polemical and politically oppositional texts, on
the other hand, though not engaged with the discourses that count as theoretical
within the academy, nonetheless are implicitly theoretically grounded and cer-
tainly able to contribute to theoretical self-definition and critique. Some writers
in the 1980s spoke of high and low theory to differentiate between what they
considered more and less rhetorically sophisticated theoretical discourses or
even to differentiate between theoretical writing and self-consciously stylized,
deliberately chosen social practices, which might include the oppositional music,
literature, rhetoric, or dress styles of particular subcultures. Others would con-
sider such a distinction elitist or reactionary.

Are there, however, any characteristics common to all these theories and
intellectual processes? At other moments in history, a theory has been taken to
imply a finite set of logically related propositions. In the current historical
context, with its wide disputation even within individual bodies of theory and
its pervasive assumption that no theory can acquire permanent, ahistorical
truth content, theory has a rather different status. For us, in the wake of the
poststructuralist revolution, what probably most distinguishes theoretical from
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nontheoretical discourse is its tendency toward self-conscious and reflective
interpretive, methodological, and rhetorical practices. This tendency, of course,
is not unqualified. Self-reflection is not a condition that theory can decisively
enter into and maintain. It is an intermittent element of various discursive
practices, one made possible by particular historical pressures. Indeed, what is
recognized and credited as genuine self-reflection will itself change over time,
just as the available forms of self-reflection are themselves historically produced
and constrained. Nonetheless, theoretical writing now typically assumes that
meaning is not automatically given, that it must be consciously produced by a
critical writing practice, that methodological, epistemological, and political
choices and determinations are continually at issue in critical analysis.

From this perspective it is possible to see that a particular discursive tradi-
tion—say, New Criticism—could be genuinely theoretical at one point in its
history and not at another. When a body of theory ceases to be in crisis, when
it no longer has to struggle to define its enterprise and mark its similarities to
and differences from other theories, when it imagines itself potentially coexten-
sive with the discipline it addresses, when its assumptions come to seem not
merely preferable but inevitable and automatic, when it is taken to be a given
part of the natural world, when it can be entered into and applied almost
without conscious decision, then it no longer counts as theory. Of course, entire
bodies of theory do not usually change—develop or decay—all at once. Even
though particular theorists can produce founding or radically transforming
discourses, other individual practitioners may often seem either to lag behind
the development of the discourse as a whole or to succeed in applying a theory
in a largely uncritical and unreflective way, thereby perhaps anticipating the
general process of normalization. Indeed, part of the comedy or, if you will, the
charm of literary discourse in the academy is the survival of any number of
discredited interpretive practices alongside the most recent developments in the
humanities. Yet if this theoretical babel seems to evoke irresponsible disarray, it
also allows for provocatively reductive deflations of what might otherwise be
unchallenged claims to sophistication. Even apparently reactionary arguments
can keep alive interpretive problems that have not, despite confident claims to
the contrary, in fact been superseded by new theoretical moves.

After three decades of influential recent high theory in France and nearly that
many in Britain and the United States, it is also time to admit that not all
theory has been of the same quality and not all its practitioners have done
thoughtful or impressive work. The best work, to be sure, has left the humanities
and social sciences radically transformed and left many of us with distinctly
different views of the world than we had before. We have come to understand
the social construction of much, including gender, that we took as naturally
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given before. We have recognized the political character of cultural products
that we once thought were above historical processes. Our new notions of
language and meaning admit the reality of complex connotation in ways earlier
generations consistently resisted. Yet the rapid movement of the life of theory
has also produced a lemming-like effect, where opportunistic scholars rush after
every new development in hopes of making a name for themselves. If the
broader movements have not been faddish, some of their advocates have been.
We need to admit this despite the tendency to overreact in defending ourselves
against those who burlesque the theory revolution, from Walter Jackson Bate to
David Perkins.? It is time to ask what theory has and has not done for us,
indeed time to ask more of it than we have to date.

In 1970s English departments, questions about the usefulness of theory
typically devolved into demonstrations that different theoretical perspectives
could be productively adapted to the close reading of literary texts. But as theory
placed ever more pressure on the produced, consensual, libidinal, or political
nature of signification, texts themselves began to become increasingly indetermi-
nate phenomena. More traditional scholars were often anxious about this,
though others took pains to reassure them that the task of interpretation was in
no way jeopardized by its potentially infinite character. As Paul de Man was
fond of saying in the early days of deconstruction, when some thought such an
unstable or conflicted view of meaning would momentarily bring the sky down
over their heads, “but it does not block discourse.” In other words, far from
inhibiting interpretation—the universal business of the humanities—decon-
struction, like other bodies of theory, would actually open more opportunities
for interpretation. Thus, in what may seem a curious paradox to those in other
disciplines, academics in English have come to accept (in practice if not openly)
that the meaning of a literary text is, as it were, wholly up for grabs, while the
sacred character of the text itself is indisputable. In this dynamic, I would argue,
it has never been the sacredness of the text that has been at issue. The literary
text is defended so as to distract attention from the real object to be protected —
the profession of literary studies.

There is nothing necessarily illicit about the use of deconstruction (or most
other bodies of theory) for various kinds of immanent textual analysis. With the
rise of cultural studies, to be sure, as I shall suggest in chapter 4, immanent
textual analysis appropriately became suspect. Until then, the key problem with
the interpretation of individual texts arose when a depoliticized and radically
decontextualized version of immanent analysis became a transcendent moral
value, as often happens in English studies. When Derrida, for example, practices
close textual analysis, the status of the text as an object of veneration or doubt is
always open to question. Moreover, he generally reads individual texts to raise
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larger critical and social issues. Following Derrida, we may, then, analyze a
literary narrative so as to address the issue of the general social demand that we
narrate our subjectivity. However, under the leadership of what was once the
Yale school, deconstruction in America restored the text to a venerated position
and militantly dropped any consideration of larger social questions. Textual
contradictions became merely rhetorical occasions for ecstasy or despair.

In this respect, though, literary deconstruction was merely following the
pattern of other bodies of theory in the United States. Most bodies of theory, in
fact, have characteristically compromised their claims to self-reflection and social
or professional criticism in order to gain a place in the modern academic
establishment. In other words, the object of interpretation and the content of
interpretive discourse are considered appropriate subjects for discussion and
scrutiny, but the interests of the interpreter and the discipline and society he or
she serves are not. This restriction has produced a number of contradictory,
almost schizophrenic, theoretical practices: until recently, psychoanalytic critics
have typically been unable to examine either how their own interpretive activity
or the aims and assumptions of their academic disciplines are libidinally deter-
mined; Marxist critics have frequently been reluctant or unable to analyze how
their own projects are historically positioned and produced; and American
deconstructive critics rarely examine the logic of their disciplines with the same
rigor that they apply to constitutive contradictions in literary texts.

Lest this observation seem to score a distinctive blow against such contempo-
rary theory, let me state clearly that in this respect most theorists behave like
almost everyone else. They do not challenge the territorialization of university
intellectual activity or in any way risk undermining the status and core beliefs of
their fields. The difference, for theorists, is that this blindness or reluctance often
contradicts the intellectual imperatives of the very theories they espouse. Indeed,
only a theorized discipline can be an effective site for a general social critique—
that is, a discipline actively engaged in self-criticism, a discipline that is a locus
for struggle, a discipline that renews and revises its awareness of its history, a
discipline that inquires into its differential relations with other academic fields,
and a discipline that examines its place in the social formation and is willing to
adapt its writing practices to suit different social functions.

To make these claims, to be sure, is to recognize that the conditions blocking
this kind of inquiry are beginning to change. Indeed I would not be empowered
to see the institutionalized blindness of theory within academic departments if
the discipline of literary studies were not already somewhat open to this kind of
self-criticism. As a discipline, perhaps we should now call on the example of the
1960s, when we were at least willing to interrupt the transmission of the canon
of English literature to talk about the Vietnam War. If the general 1960s
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politicization of the university did not produce a real theorizing of academic
disciplines, it did place the university’s social responsibilities on the academic
agenda. Feminism has done so as well at moments, and Afro-American studies
has repeatedly attempted to do so against resistance.

Yet neither feminism nor Afro-American studies is now well positioned to
initiate a general critique of academia’s social mission. Both have been partly
isolated by being institutionalized within separate programs. But that is not an
insurmountable difficulty and indeed being outside traditional disciplines has an
advantage for critique. The more serious problems include some that are inter-
nal. In two versions, cultural feminism and Afro-centrism, these movements
have fallen under the spell of American exceptionalism and mounted fantasmatic
claims to unique redemptive powers. This has made them intolerant of differ-
ences of opinion within their own ranks and thus ill suited for dialogue with
other versions of feminism and Afro-American studies, let alone other bodies of
theory. For these and other reasons, some of which I will note shortly, both
bodies of theory have failed to realize their potential for a thoroughgoing analysis
of academia’s place in society.

Of course there have been ar least isolated instances of serious and theoreti-
cally grounded disciplinary critique for some time, beginning with Richard
Ohmann’s English in America: A Radical View of the Profession (1976), but the
more general phenomenon is more recent. Here one would begin by citing the
publications of GRIP (the Group for Research on the Institutionalization and
Professionalization of Literary Study) in this country and such British works as
Chris Baldick’s The Social Mission of English Criticism (1983); Terry Eagleton’s
The Function of Criticism (1984); and Janet Batsleer, Tony Davies, Rebecca
O’Rourke, and Chris Weedon’s Rewriting English: Cultural Politics of Gender
and Class (1985). More recently, Evan Watkins, Gerald Graff, Terry Caesar,
James Sosnoski, John Guillory, and others have begun to rethink the discipline’s
history and practices. This shift in emphasis, moreover, has real, not merely
imagined, risks for the existing infrastructure of universities, even for their
economy. As we shall see more specifically in the last four essays in Manifesto,
when theory casts its gaze on departments and universities as we know them,
they can be shown partly to inhibit intellectual work and even to function as
reactionary forces within the larger society.

It is apparent that both disciplinary critique and a larger critique of acade-
mia—enterprises that I believe to be the inescapable destiny of the logic of
theory, though not necessarily the inevitable direction of its social practice—
will produce both stress within departments and a certain backlash against
theory. That seems to be one underlying cause for statements like Stanley Fish’s
“theory’s day is dying,” a statement that may reflect Fish’s continuing resis-
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tance— from the 1980s through his 1995 Professional Correctness: Literary Stud-
ies and Political Change—to the more politically and socially self-critical turn to
recent theory and to the new willingness to view the profession of literary studies
with some distance. For Fish’s earlier work had largely emptied the text of any
intrinsic meaning and instead sacralized the profession of literary studies as the
guarantor of consensus and the source of a humanistic tradition. As the attention
of theory began at least marginally to shift from how to interpret literature to
how the discipline of literary studies is constituted and what its social effects are,
the discipline came under a distinctly different and more threatening kind of
intellectual pressure.

But literary studies for decades had used twin strategies for containing threats
to its core politics of interpretation. The first was to harness theory primarily to
immanent textual analysis. The second was to turn any body of theory with
broad and unsettling disciplinary implications into a subspecialization cut off
from any general dialogue with the discipline. A series of potentially revolution-
ary theories had been tamed in this way, and the analysis of disciplinarity itself
would prove no different. Soon it became a field, an isolated area of research, a
specialization with, paradoxically, no pressing claims on the discipline’s general
attention. Gerald Graff warns against the intellectual containment built into
mutually exclusive subspecializations. For all practical purposes his own warning,
however, has itself been contained, classified within the subspecialization of
disciplinary history.

Similar fates had befallen most of the radical skepticisms with potential to
throw the discipline into serious self-scrutiny. The first modern body of theory
to be contained in this way was psychoanalysis, which in the 1950s traded
disciplinary accommodation for any potential to challenge the false and unre-
flective rationality that still pervaded professionalized interpretation. In effect,
psychoanalytic critics agreed to act like experts in a specialized method with no
psychodynamic claims about how literary interpreters practiced their craft. They
gave up at once their theory’s inherent potential for self-analysis and for general
disciplinary analysis and critique. Many also found ways to accommodate no-
tions of unconscious motivation with sacralized models of the literary text.

Beginning in the previous decade and mounting with furor in the 1950s, the
other existing body of theory with similarly disruptive structural potential —
Marxism—was scandalized and largely cast out of the American university. But
it would eventually establish among its warring traditions its own ways to
revere literariness and thus accommodate much of its interpretive practice to
disciplinary norms. Its larger politics, however, would remain a threat, so
Marxism would be ruthlessly marginalized until the 1970s. As for its capacity
for self-reflection and self-critique, Marxism would have to abandon its fantas-
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matic claims to scientificity before serious self-scrutiny could become wide-
spread.

In the 1970s, however, another body of theory arrived with greater purchase
on the American academy. I refer of course to contemporary feminism, which
spread from the public sphere to academia in the mid- to late 1970s and became
massively influential in the 1980s. Out of necessity, feminism kept literary
studies and the institutions of academia at a distance in its first years. Its early
focus on exposing the patriarchal bias in canonical writers prevented it from
sacralizing literary texts. Meanwhile, discrimination against women meant that
feminists had to fight to find academic employment; that maintained disciplin-
ary critique as a high priority. But by the mid-1980s those patterns had begun
to change. Feminists had begun the long and immensely fruitful rediscovery and
reinterpretation of forgotten texts by women; that has been tremendously bene-
ficial to the discipline and the culture, but an unexpected side effect has been to
install in feminism its own version of literary reverence. Simultaneously, the
number of women gaining academic employment began to reach a critical mass
in many departments. Though not wholly co-opted, feminism by the early
1990s was securely institutionalized in many places, from departments to pub-
lishers’ lists. It was no longer a place to look for foundational critiques of
academic institutions that would extend beyond gender to the whole range of
their constitutive discourses and practices.

Meanwhile, through all these changes, traditional scholars had a place to
retreat to, a conceptual and methodological ground they could call their own in
the face of theory’s multiple onslaughts. That place was history, literary history
to be specific, and it was more or less what everyone else claimed to be doing
while theories multiplied and gained adherents. By the late 1980s, however, this
last redoubt began to crumble. History, long little more than an unreflective site
on which to stage period-based literary idealization, began to be theorized.
Unproblematic and generous in its rewards for decades, history began to be a
site for theoretical reflection. Those who resisted the theory revolution now had
no presentable territory to call their own, so they retreated into exceptionalist
platitudes about the transcendence of art.

The increasing theorizing of history was an overdetermined change. The
reverberations of the expanded canon— pressed by feminists, Afro-Americanists,
and scholars on the Left—had a cumulative effect on our confidence in a belief
that cultural memory could be disinterested and comprehensive. Textuality, a
nervous site of uncontainable meanings, began to encompass all sorts of purport-
edly nonliterary historical documents. Fresh enterprises like the New Histori-
cism, initially centered in Renaissance studies, came to have wider influence.
And the field of theory of history, contained by its own larger discipline in

AGAINST ENGLISH AS IT WAS



much the same way as literary studies contained its threatening subspecializa-
tions, slowly attracted readers in other departments. Meanwhile, fields like
anthropology and sociology were undergoing their own crises of confidence. For
all these reasons literary historiography could no longer protect itself from the
ravages of theory.

By the late 1980s, therefore, a new development in English studies had
coalesced enough to have a name—the return to history. Volatile and change-
able for two decades, the discipline—or at least a portion of it—was making
yet another foray into a new identity and set of commitments. This time,
however, the change was heralded by many as a return to an earlier preoccupa-
tion. And so the name stuck, at least for a time. I remember some of my older
colleagues remarking with satisfaction (and wary camaraderie) my own return to
history. No doubt similar conversations and moments of unexpected recognition
across a generational divide took place elsewhere in the country.

By the mid-1990s, however, history’s handshake could not so easily be
extended across the abandoned battlefields of the profession. In its new incarna-
tion, the older generation began to realize, history as they knew it was pretty
much spoiled. For years, history, not patriotism, had been the last refuge of the
discipline’s antitheoretical scoundrels. It was what they did, what they stood for,
the rich, material ground they invoked against the lemming-like rush from
theorist to theorist that seemed to mark the enthusiasms of the young.

There were counterclaims for history from theorists in those days, but they
remained atypical. “Always historicize,” cried Fredric Jameson in The Political
Unconscious in one of the 1980s’ most famous opening salvos. Oddly enough,
to the extent he believed in Marxism’s predictive powers, he partly meant to
invoke principles that a Catholic bishop might have welcomed—focus on
mankind’s ultimate destiny in interpreting a mutable world; ask where all of us
are (and should be) heading; what telos is hidden in the trials of local time? Of
course Jameson and the prelate would have different stories to tell about history’s
trends and ultimate meaning, but both would prove equally principled and
confident in their application. What Jameson did 7o# mean by asking us always
to historicize was to seek a contextualization so radical and relative that no
universal generalizations about human history could be made.

A decade later it was clear the return to history had gone back to the past with-
out any guarantees about its meaning. Now history was as slippery as textuality,
and that was not what traditional literary historians had in mind. “History”
indeed seemed yet one more phase in the shape-changing story of contemporary
theory. Of course it was more than that for many; its materiality was elaborately
recovered and treasured by many involved in the return to history. But that was
not enough to relieve the burden of a history without guarantees.
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One final turn of the wheel of theory delivered the possibility of an end to
literary studies as we knew it—the belated arrival of cultural studies on the
American scene. For cultural studies threatened to import into the English
curriculum a whole range of objects not only outside literariness but also outside
any plausible account of the aesthetic. The underlying basis of literary studies’
high cultural prestige might be lost. Moreover, that was not the only threat.
The whole notion of a discipline with consensual boundaries was in doubt.
Unrepresentable in their entirety in any single department, the range of new
objects attracting interpretive interest in cultural studies might simply over-
whelm the study of literary texts.

One interesting result of these two developments—the arrival of a self-
consciously theorized historiography and the rise of cultural studies in
America—was the appearance of reactionary professional organizations devoted
to traditional idealization. The Modern Language Association found itself under
attack for the only good thing it had done in thirty years—opening its closed
shop to a whole range of new interests and constituencies. Rather than throw
out the old and bring in the new, the MLA simply multiplied the sessions at its
annual conference and gave everyone programs matching their commitments.
But that was not enough to keep the literary Right in the fold. Simply having
Spenser and Amiri Baraka sessions in adjoining rooms made them furious. They
began to resign and form their own organizations where uncomfortable ques-
tions would not be asked.

One of the ironies of literary studies in the 1990s is that this conservative
fraction of the profession saw no alternative but to revive the aesthetic faith of
still earlier generations. That put this group of literary scholars—often liberals
according to their self-image—in an implicit alliance with the political Right in
the culture wars. English professors and conservative journalists alike could then
stand in front of the symbolic schoolhouse to defend the eternal verities of the
humanities. One-time English professor liberals were now for all practical pur-
poses in league with William Bennett. Not that these people had any fondness
for one another, but a political realignment had taken place in the humanities,
and it would begin to have consequences when the university faced challenging
questions about its mission and its employment practices.

Now the key question—still unanswered today— could be posed succinctly:
would literary studies, and the humanities in general, become more fully reflec-
tive, self-critical enterprises? Would they learn to examine their practices and
social effects with more than opportunistic self-interest? Meanwhile the potential
social costs of an unreflective discipline—housed in unreflective institutions
of higher education—began to mount. Theory had successfully opened the
problematics of literary meaning, but it had not put the discipline or the
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institutions of higher education under comparable scrutiny. As a result, as will
be clear in the final essays in the book, neither the disciplines nor the institutions
were prepared for the new economic pressures higher education faced in the
1990s and beyond.

To begin to theorize the discipline of English studies, I must emphasize, does
not mean that the notion of literariness as a separate cultural domain would
simply disappear. The notion of literariness has a history that needs to be
studied. But it also needs to be studied in relation to other cultural domains and
in closer relation to social and political history, things that English departments
are presently disinclined and often ill equipped to do. And the social function of
English as a discipline needs to be theorized and deeply rethought.

As T suggested above, the black studies movement of the 1960s had the
potential to force a radical reexamination of literary history, the hierarchizing
opposition between high culture and popular culture, the ideological construc-
tion of the notion of literariness, and the social effects of the English curriculum.
But the black studies protests did not produce an influential general critique of
the field, in part because a whole range of social and institutional forces helped
to protect most literature departments from any serious self-criticism. Black
studies programs argued for a separate role because freestanding programs gave
them their only guarantee of self-determination and because they wanted, in
effect, to emphasize black consciousness-raising. At the same time, traditional
disciplines were happy to locate the problem of race elsewhere. As a result,
nonblack students avoided courses in black culture and literary studies remained
largely unchanged. It is now possible to argue that the choice between separation
from and integration into the regular discipline and curriculum is a false one.
We need both opportunities for concentrated study of coherent individual
traditions and pervasive mainstreaming of those traditions into general pedagogy
and scholarship.

But the time has come—especially as some elements of the far Right become
entrenched in American society through the end of the century, the increasingly
conservative federal judiciary being a prime example—to begin to think and
theorize about the social meaning of a specialization in literary studies and to
extend that reflection to education more generally. Indeed, this kind of reference
to contemporary American society, which some may feel is irrelevant to literary
history, is itself therefore necessarily informed by theory. For I do not believe
that one writes or teaches or interprets or theorizes in relation only to the eternal
verities of the imagination, as literature departments have chosen to believe. We
work in our own time; the students we train will live in this historical moment.

Questions like this led me, in the mid-1980s, to begin reviewing anthologies
of American literature and course offerings in English departments to see how
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well writings by women and minorities were represented. By then women’s
poetry and fiction were being given broader representation in some anthologies,
but African American writing was present with but a few token texts. We could
ask, as I did, what kind of message the English curriculum of the previous
decades sent to students? When a curriculum requires a course in Shakespeare,
as virtually every English department did, but not a course in Afro-American
literature, as virtually no departments did, what message does it give students
about black people, what message about the cultural traditions that are valuable
and those that are expendable? Are the students we graduate from such programs
as likely to see racial justice in their own country as important? The confidence
that such values will be dependably if obliquely encouraged by the eternal truths
of the literature we do require is an evasive fiction. The point is that the way we
construct and communicate any academic discipline, including the study of
literature, has interpretable social meaning and possible real social consequences;
to pretend otherwise is merely to lie to ourselves.

There is no disputing that the United States is a substantially racist society.
In this historical context, therefore, it is potentially a powerful and dangerous
seduction to offer students literariness as something they can identify with, as a
subject position they can occupy, while constructing it as an ideology that
transcends such passing material trivialities as racial justice. In a fundamentally
racist society, choosing to marginalize or ignore the study of minority literature,
as English departments did throughout their history until the 1990s, articulates
literary study to racism.

To entice students into making a significant commitment to the study of
literature, we often display its place in our own lives, telling them, in effect, that
literature is one of the finer things on earth, that it exhibits at once a powerful
realism about the human condition and a visionary synthesis of its highest
ambitions. But what does it mean to attach this whole program for transcen-
dence to the experience of only one race, one sex, a restricted set of class
fractions within a few national cultures? What does it mean that the experiences
of most of the world’s peoples are obliterated in the “humanism” of the English
curriculum? As the authors of Rewriting English put it: “Beneath the disinterested
procedures of literary judgment and discrimination can be discerned the outlines
of other, harsher words: exclusion, subordination, dispossession” (Batsleer et al.,
30). These are not issues of coverage— this term, which apparently encapsulates
the whole thoughtfulness of our model of the English major, suggests a compari-
son between the depth of our disciplinary model and the claims of a brand of
paint— but rather issues of the social effects of disciplinary specialization.

By the mid-1990s anthologies had changed radically, with wide representa-
tion of women and minority writers. Here and there around the country a few

AGAINST ENGLISH AS IT WAS



instructors refuse to teach these texts. But it is now very difficult for an
undergraduate to take survey courses in literature and not encounter a far more
diverse canon than we have taught throughout our history. Yet the depth of
thoughtfulness attending this new pedagogy remains doubtful. Faculty members
are certainly persuaded that our meaningful literary history was far more diverse
than we believed for decades, but narrow issues of coverage and representation
still dominate discussions of the curriculum. As I will argue in the next chapter,
the work of conceptualizing and teaching anthologies involves wider political
and social issues and responsibilities than many in the discipline are comfortable
in acknowledging.

Just as students now encounter works by women and minorities regularly,
many of them also take courses in interpretive theory. But neither the students
nor the faculty who teach them feel much inclined to challenge the social
meaning of the discipline as a result. We need, for example, to recognize that
literary idealization is necessarily in dialogue with, and embedded in, all the
other idealizations by which our culture sustains and justifies itself. Studying
literature in a self-reflexive and culturally aware fashion entails asking how the
available forms of idealization feed into and relate to one another. These forms
are the idealized subject positions offered to us (and from which, to some degree,
we choose) —from the subject position of one who loves literature to the subject
position of one who loves his or her country, from the idealization of poetry to
the idealization of national power.

Many devotees of literature would assume they have no necessary common
ground with devotees of the nation state, but the record suggests otherwise.
First, the worldwide curricular and scholarly privileging of national literatures—
so deeply embedded in our assumptions that it seems a fact of nature—not only
disguises other ways of conceptualizing the field but also links literary studies to
every exceptionalist narrative of national destiny, grants institutional literary
study part of its social rationale, and underwrites the economic basis of the
profession. As recent materialist scholarship has shown, the teaching of Shake-
speare helps socialize people into their national identity.

However marginalized literary study may be in the United States, therefore,
it is nonetheless implicated in an overdetermined field of privileged social roles
and admired cultural domains. Indeed, there are differential relations of mutual
dependency between the various idealizations that structure and facilitate the
ideologies of our moment. Negotiations between and among those differential
relations make possible not only our academic specializations but also our
governmental policies. We need to draw a map of the relations between litera-
ture and our other valorized and devalued domains and discourses. We need to
inquire how and why certain concepts—like “literature” or “freedom” —have
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their inner contradictions precipitated out and become elevated to a transcen-
dent status within the social formation. For it is not the same to teach English
when our economy is impoverishing millions of our citizens. It is not irrelevant
to the study of literature that members of Congress are trying to reverse the civil
rights gains of the last thirty years. The connotative effects of the ideals of the
whole history of literature become quite different in such changing social
contexts. And the social function and impact of the classroom become quite
different as well.

A liberal reading of the curriculum presupposes that a universal decency,
fairness, and empathy are somehow encouraged by the values promoted within
a limited textual corpus.®> To press such matters further is to ask, with what
some may feel is an unseemly focus on current events rather than on the
transcendent values of the discipline, what an English professor’s role might be
in educating students to participate in a democracy. But the question of whether
the privileged forms of idealization in the West— privileged again in the disci-
pline of English studies—will necessarily produce either a national or an inter-
national sense of multiracial community has already been answered negatively.
The historically empowered configuration of the discourses of Western human-
ism has repeatedly failed. To see it as our job merely to praise that tradition in
its present form is to be certain to perpetuate that failure. This is not to say that
there are no resources in the tradition. I use those resources throughout this
book; its discourses about the rights of workers underwrites Manifesto’s whole
last section. It is rather to say that the tradition needs to be rethought, critically
theorized, significantly restructured, and realigned in relation to other discourses.

What I am calling for, therefore, is not merely a culturally expanded disci-
pline, something we have substantially achieved in the last decade, but a theoret-
ically self-critical and reflective one, something we still lack. If I am against
English as it was, then, I am far from an unqualified fan of English as it is, and
I have littde confidence in what English will be five or ten years from now.
Having recovered from an unbroken history of sexism and become barely aware
of our long night of racism, we are rapidly descending into a gulag labor
program. On the other hand, the theory revolution of the last three decades has
given us the intellectual resources we need to reform ourselves, to theorize our
disciplinary practices and our relations to the larger culture. It has given us the
terms, categories, vantage points, and modes of analysis we need to see ourselves
more clearly. That is the larger promise of the unitary term “theory,” and it is a
promise, as I hope to demonstrate in what follows, that we ignore at our certain
peril.

AGAINST ENGLISH AS IT WAS



MULTICULTURALISM
WITHOUT GUARANTEES

FROM ANTHOLOGIES
TO THE SOCIAL TEXT

The alien is the nation, nothing more or less. . . .
The alien is the nation. Nothing else.
— Genevieve Taggard, “Ode in Time of Crisis’

»

want to take up the question of multiculturalism by addressing the subject

of anthologies, not only because they are one of the major ways of bringing
together texts from a variety of cultural traditions but also because anthologies
that are explicitly multicultural—as anthologies of American literature are in-
creasingly tending to be—are also a means of constructing in miniature textual
versions of a larger multicultural society.! Anthologies are, in a significant way,
representations of the wider social text, figurations of the body politic; their
compilation and use is thus fraught with social and political meaning and
responsibility. What conservatives see as the illegitimate contamination of an-
thologies and the literature classroom with other (justly or unjustly) analogous
structures is neither hypothetical nor improbable. It is one of the immediate



effects of putting the anthology form to use and it may well be one of the few
effects to have a long, complex, and indirect life, a life that continues to
reverberate long after students may have forgotten many of the texts they
actually read in class.

Both here and in the second section of the book, therefore, I part company
with John Guillory’s often persuasive Cultural Capital. Unlike Guillory, I believe
the content of the curriculum matters a great deal and that changes in widely
used texts can have significant social impact. I also think it matters what kinds
of knowledge count as cultural capital and that when repressed or marginalized
traditions achieve that status other changes may open up as a result. While
canonical representation does not map directly onto social representation, the
two are complexly related, and the wider nets cast by comprehensive anthologies
can create powerful simulacra of social formations. That is not to diminish the
importance of who has access to education but rather to grant equal importance
to what they are taught. Here I take that issue up in relation to anthologies.

The anthology as a single bound book, of course, has parallels with a similar
structure that all college teachers assemble—the semester’s syllabus or reading
list. The book has higher visibility and a wider audience, but the same issues of
inclusion or exclusion obtain; in that sense, then, all teachers are anthologists.
In both cases the priority placed on multicultural representation in the classroom
helps persuade students about the priority of multicultural representation on the
faculty and in the student body. The admissions policy embodied in the
anthology makes an implicit comment on the admissions policy appropriate to
the institution as a whole. Nor is it much of a leap to make a connection with
the nation’s admission policy—its immigration statutes and their mixed and
still politically contentious history of openness and racism in the 1990s. The
problems of ethnic, racial, and gender representation in an anthology devoted to
a nation’s history or its literature—anthologies that are common not only in
the United States but in other countries as well—speak quite directly to
questions about representation in public debate and in legislative bodies. Anthol-
ogies empower students to make these connections, whether or not teachers
choose to make them explicit. As I began to argue in the previous chapter, these
effects are part of the cultural work anthologies and curricula do even if we
pretend they are not.

Inclusion in an anthology is not equivalent to wielding effective political
power, but neither are discursive and political representation in these different
domains wholly discontinuous cultural processes. Literary and historical anthol-
ogies are not, to be sure, appropriate mechanisms for detailed social engineering;
their use and impact is too unpredictable and their relation to detailed policy
questions in other arenas entirely too oblique.? But their role in promoting core
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values that are exclusionary or inclusive, in valuing or devaluing minority and
working-class cultures, in familiarizing readers with different traditions, and in
imaging a multicultural body politic can be significant. The fact that anthologies
and other educational practices cannot guarantee social change does not justify
ignoring their role in promoting or discouraging it.

The cultural power wielded by anthologies used by large numbers of second-
ary or college students should not, therefore, be underestimated. They succeed
to a significant degree in representing not only the kind of society we have been
but also the sort of society we are now and have the potential to become in the
future. There is no escaping those effects; the option of simply collecting texts
from the past in a neutral fashion does not exist. Every choice about what to
include or exclude not only grants or denies those individual texts wide visibility
but also puts each included text in a dialogue with the other texts in the
anthology, a dialogue that gives readers a chance to test possible class or
intercultural relations and a dialogue that would otherwise not take place.
Anthologies figure not only the material facts of history but also the active
process of remembering and reconstructing it. They offer a reading of past social
relationships and put forward opportunities for new social relations in the
future. Far more is at stake, therefore, than just the already significant power to
propel a poem, story, or historical document from obscurity to renown, though
that is obviously among an anthology’s powers as well, especially when a little-
known small press publication thereby suddenly gains a much larger audience.
But anthologies do not only have radical effects on texts. They also work to
recreate their readers by repositioning them in relation to a remembered past, a
lived present, and an imagined future. Anthologies are hardly the only force
acting in that capacity, but they are not trivial, and they will, once again, have
those effects whether their editors admit it or not.

Editing an anthology of American literature is thus not only an aesthetic but
also a social and political project. One must decide which racial, ethnic, and
social groups to include, how much space to grant them, and whether to mix
them up or group them together. A historical anthology can grant not only past
but also present agency to various constituencies and political parties. One has
to decide not only how such groups represent their own history but also how
they represent ozher races, ethnicities, and political groups and indeed how they
represent the nation’s various acts, ideals, and institutions. No past conversation
recreated over such issues can fail to speak to the present. And nothing but the
most benighted notion of evaluation would lead us to conclude that all these
matters would be settled by judgments of quality or historical importance
alone.? For notions of quality change when different styles and forms of literary
expression enter the picture, just as what counts as historically important changes
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when a focus on diplomatic, military, and dominant political history is broad-
ened to include dissident groups and everyday life. Nor does the recognition
that inclusion in anthologies can help to empower gendered, ethnic, racial, and
political groups settle the problem of which sorts of texts get in and which stay
out. The anthologist has to decide what sort of national history he or she wants
us to remember and how the relations between different groups of people have
helped shape that history. It is not merely a question of whether black or white
or red or yellow perspectives matter, but rather a question about what sort of
voices they will have within what is necessarily a very selective frame.

An anthologist working with modern American poems must, for example,
decide whether to limit the selection of Langston Hughes’s poems to his more
humanistic affirmations of black identity, as most anthologists do, or to include
his concise attacks on white racism and on Christian hypocrisy. Does one focus,
like most anthologists, on Claude McKay’s most abstract protest poems or
include the poems of explicit anguish about racial identity and rage at white
America? In anthologizing the contemporary Mesquakie poet Ray Young Bear,
do you include only his more affirmative poems focused on Native American
culture, like “The Personification of a Name,” or pick more overtly troubled
poems like “The Significance of a Water Animal” or “It Is the Fish-Faced Boy
Who Struggles,” or even his towering poem of protest and indictment, “In
Viewpoint: Poem for 14 Catfish and the Town of Tama, Iowa”? Does one
ignore the many powerful poems protesting racism written by white Americans,
instead anthologizing poems on less troubling topics? Does one include (or at
least cite) some of the racist poems by major and minor white poets to show
that poetry exemplified the same struggles typical of the rest of the culture or
instead, again like most anthologists, allow readers to believe poets remained
focused on more easily idealized subjects?

The dominant pattern for many years for general anthologies of American
literature has been to seek minority poems that can be read as affirming the
poet’s culture but not mounting major challenges to white readers. One of Ray
Young Bear’s most regularly anthologized poems, “Grandmother,” may seem
not even to have been written by a Native American when it is taken out of the
context of the rest of his work. It is also, to be sure, not just a question of the
nature of the poem at issue but of our reading practices, interests, and assump-
tions and what interpretations they are most likely to produce. But that is
something an anthologist can influence. Just how much of African American
history seems to be invoked by Hughes’s widely anthologized “The Negro
Speaks of Rivers” will depend in part on how much knowledge the reader brings
to the poem and how much of that knowledge is put in play and amplified by
the other poems in the anthology, especially other poems by Hughes himself.
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Simply placing “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” (“I've known rivers ancient as the
world and older than the flow of human veins”) next to Hughes’s “The Bitter
River” (“I've drunk of the bitter river . . . Mixed with the blood of the lynched
boys”) will increase the likelihood that the earlier poem, with its references to
Lincoln and the Mississippi, will carry more complex historical freight. Young
Bear’s remarkable “It Is the Fish-Faced Boy Who Struggles,” in which the
people come together at the end to observe ceremonies they had long forgotten,
will be more marked by the history of white repression if it is read along with
“In Viewpoint: Poem for 14 Catfish and the Town of Tama, Iowa.” The latter
poem, moreover, is about how the genocidal mentality of the frontier survives
today, so its challenge to contemporary readers is especially pointed. The poem
opens by asking “in whose world do we go on living?” and proceeds to detail
the ways white abuse of the Mesquakie permeates every element of daily life,
from the louts who dream of bludgeoning Native Americans on a weekend to
the town newspaper that dramatizes every Mesquakie offense and relegates every
positive story about the tribe to the back pages.

Once editors find the courage to include more antagonistic texts, as most do
not, the issues at stake become more complex and the works available richer and
more varied. An anthology that aims to present multicultural history relationally
and interactively, indeed, is not limited to literary works that divide easily into
affirmative and negative groups. One can, for example, include white poets
writing empathically, reflectively, or awkwardly about African American or
Native American culture. And an accurately representative record of multicul-
tural literary and historical relations will show that not only minority identities
but also the dominant white identities come under scrutiny. One answer to the
recurrent question of how to make whiteness visible in our history is simply to
reprint the works that seek to do just that. In the 1920s and the 1930s, a period
when writers from a variety of cultures regularly took up questions of race, that
would include some of the poems I assigned in the course I will describe in
chapter 5, such as Aqua Laluah’s “Lullaby,” Anne Spencer’s “White Things,”
Claude McKay’s “To the White Fiends,” and Kenneth Patchen’s “Nice Day for
a Lynching.”

“I'm looking for a house,” Hughes announces in a 1931 poem, “where white
shadows/ Will not fall.” “There is no such house,” he answers, “No such house
at all.”# What does it mean, modern poets repeatedly ask, to bear on one’s body
the sign of that history—white skin—the figure for a cultural dominance so
omnipresent it was, like a white shadow, as though invisible? It is a question
relatively few white Americans have felt impelled to ask in the eighties and
nineties, though it is a question anthologists may be able to help put in play
again, as Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps did in their important 1949
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anthology The Poetry of the Negro, which included a section of poems by white
poets. In her 1929 poem “Lullaby,” Laluah warns a black child not to wish for
whiteness, lest he become “a shade in human draperies,” out of touch with his
family and in love with death. Spencer’s 1923 “White Things” had put forward
similar notions, suggesting that agents of a valorized whiteness have taken a
multicolored world and “blanched [it] with their wand of power.” Lucia Trent’s
1929 poem “A White Woman Speaks” responds by declaring herself “ashamed
of being white,” but Kenneth Patchen instead claims “I know that one of my
hands / Is black, and one white.” What becomes clear in all these poems,
pethaps because of their very dichotomous figuration, is that racial difference is
relational, that its meanings are historically produced, and that one burden of
our mutual history is that we are bound together in any future we can imagine.
There is no way of being white in America except in relation to what it has
meant to be black, no way of being black in America, in turn, except in relation
to the history of whiteness.

The same year that Hughes published his poem expressing the impossible
wish to be free of the presence of white shadows, he also wrote and published
“Union,” in which he calls out to “the whole oppressed / Poor world, / White
and black,” and urges all to “put their hands with mine” to undermine false
beliefs and entrenched powers. Many have assumed “White Shadows” and
“Union” to represent opposing and irreconcilable points of view rather than
related (and perhaps equally necessary) perspectives growing out of the same
general history. Extended beyond white/black relations to the whole multicul-
tural field, this constructed notion of contradiction suggests that antagonism
and alliance are wholly incompatible and that a multicultural anthology or
society must choose one or the other. Conservative writers often argue that any
recognition of class, racial, or ethnic antagonism automatically increases their
power over the culture and decreases opportunities for resolution. In fact, these
views can coexist in individuals just as they do in the culture. Alliances can
recognize and distinguish between warranted and unwarranted antagonisms and
either work through them or build them into the terms of their negotiations. A
multicultural anthology can inhibit or facilitate this present and future process
by virtue of how fully it represents the historical record and how successfully it
facilitates comparison and contrast between different positions. Then we can
not only teach the conflicts, as Gerald Graff has helpfully argued, but also work
with our students to find grounds for negotiation and mutual accommodation.

Kenneth Warren has recently warned in “The Problem of Anthologies” that
anthologies foster the illusion that we can easily imagine a utopia where every
race and gender can amiably rub elbows together. That seems to me, however,
to be less a risk inherent in the anthology form than an effect of the kinds of
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anthologies cautiously liberal or politically conservative academic anthologists
have assembled in recent decades, which tend to suggest that mutual tolerance
is either a given or a readily achievable end. Anthologies that foreground the
social conflicts American writers have struggled with would leave quite a differ-
ent impression— that shared interests exist but that real differences and difficul-
ties which must be worked on stand in the way of any alliances we might want
to form. Such anthologies would also show that American poets and novelists
have been passionately involved in articulating those differences. Warren also
argues that newer, more racially diverse anthologies manage not so much to
suggest that the kingdom of heaven has been taken by storm but rather that the
meek have inherited the earth. That seems to me exactly right as a judgment
about mainstream academic culture, but again it is the result of the selection
academics usually make from minority and other writers. That selection, more-
over, is governed not only by liberal fear of social antagonism but also by a
desire to sustain a transcendentalizing version of literariness. It is more difficult
to confer an aura of timeless, uncontested, universal value on a collection of
works in obvious conflict with one another. Unfortunately, that means that the
transhistorical values put forward by texts making aggressive attacks on injustice
and urging revolutionary change get excluded from the ruling notions of literari-
ness.

For more than a decade now, moreover, from Ronald Reagan to George
Bush, from William Bennett to Lynne Cheney, from the increasingly conserva-
tive judiciary to the Republican Congress of the mid-nineties, the social imaging
anthologies can do has been either directly or implicitly entangled with a broad
spectrum of political issues and finally with state power itself. As our anthologies
have become more multicultural, the chairs of the National Endowment for the
Humanities during Republican presidencies have repeatedly insisted that there
is a right and a wrong way to do multiculturalism. The right way, from Lynne
Cheney’s perspective, for example, is very clear—happy family multiculturalism,
with selections celebrating cultural traditions but de-emphasizing an often an-
guished historical record, refraining from negative comments about other
groups, and avoiding attacks on the nation-state. Conservative multiculturalism,
then, would grant the impossibility of a melting pot and settle instead for a
cookbook of recipes for unchallenged coexistence. It is not easy to create a
multicultural literary or historical anthology that wholly honors that harmonious
ideal but it is possible to come surprisingly close to doing so. In the process, we
lose not only a sense of the real struggles that have shaped (and continue to
shape) our history but also the terrain that must be negotiated for relations in
the future.

We also lose the capacity to understand the relational nature of both past
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and present identities. Identity comes into existence relationally and sustains or
redefines itself the same way. When the subject positions that racial, ethnic,
gendered, or class identities offer us begin to change, they do not change simply
as a result of some exclusive, inner mutation; they change as part of continuing
renegotiation and competition with, appeals to and resistance against, incorpora-
tions of and rejections of, other identities and cultural forces. When Ray Young
Bear gave a poetry reading at the University of Illinois in 1991 and his wife
Stella joined him on stage to play the drum, he noted that her decision to do so
was somewhat controversial, since drum playing had traditionally been reserved
for the men in his tribe. This change is hardly purely internal to Native
American cultures; it takes place in response to contemporary American femi-
nism. What we are historically is partly a function of what we did and said and
what was done and said to and about us, along with how we responded to a
host of other cultural representations. Groups define themselves in relation to
other groups; their identity cannot be extricated from that comparative process.
When identity is reinforced by a sense of group solidarity, that too remains
relational. The textual history of a subculture typically embodies those negotia-
tions. The students in our classes embody the current state of those opportunities
and conflicts. There is little reason to hope we can change without acknowledg-
ing both that complex history and its current products.

One aim of happy family multiculturalism is, of course, to maintain the
status quo, to preserve as long as possible the present uneven distribution of
wealth, prestige, and power. Hiding past and present inequities, injustices, and
antagonisms decreases the chance that they will be redressed now or ever. That
is the obvious dark side of Cheney’s histrionic sermonizing. But the briefs for
happy family multiculturalism also speak to another kind of fear that is more
mutually warranted and thus shared by some of those who would anthologize
both multiculturalism’s inner triumphs and its outwardly directed antago-
nisms—the fear of a balkanized body politic. To bring forward either our
targeted anger or our phantasmatic misrepresentations, it is feared, would only
further polarize an already fragmented cultural terrain, making relations between
groups still more antagonistic.

Of course we have lived with intermittent cultural warfare across differently
constituted lines of class, race, gender, and ethnicity throughout our history.
And deep if still unstably articulated social antagonisms obviously remain with
us today. Allowing for some notable exceptions, however, most groups seek at
least temporary working alliances across battle lines when self-interest seems to
argue for them. And few broadly multicultural anthologists are likely to view
their enterprise as the first step in arming their constituencies for open warfare.
Indeed, in a democratic society most of us need some vision of possible grounds
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for improved social relations to justify our present work; except for the far Right,
few in a society not literally at war can adopt organized murder as a way of
dealing with diversity.

If we begin by taking a conflicted and substantially unjust present as a given,
then, the question is how we might move to something better and how, in a
minor way, an anthology might contribute to such a process. For the happy
family folks the answer is simple—repress past and present antagonisms imme-
diately. Indeed, they take such willed forgetfulness to be a condition for even
entering into negotiations, and they would enforce those conditions with all the
power available to them. Those groups that refuse to forget, say, a genocidal
history and a present, at the very least, of lived inequities, are to be cast out of
the social contract. Their family membership is canceled. In effect, the happy
family multiculturalists have in mind an exclusionary and repressive body politic,
despite their success at times in evoking a false and disingenuous liberalism
based on an ideologically restricted inclusiveness. We have seen that kind of
liberalism at work during the great purge of the Left in the 1950s and we know
something of the monolithic right-wing culture to which it too readily capitu-
lates. It is in fact not multiculturalism at all, but rather a monoculture in varied
dress.

Such confident solutions are not available to a multiculturalism that wishes
to maintain both more full historical knowledge and a greater frankness about
present tensions. Reading a multicultural anthology compiled with such aims
can involve powerful moments of epiphanic identification across cultural differ-
ences; it can also produce moments when difference is treasured for the sense of
partially irreducible variety that is one of its pleasures. A more fully multicultural
anthology will also provoke moments of self-interrogation and historical an-
guish. Yet such multicultural anthologies give us more still than recovered pain
and ecstasy within inviolable cultural boundaries. They give us workbooks of
discourses for rearticulation, texts for comparison, contrast, and realignment.
They give us a discursive space in which to compare histories and test possible
filiations and alliances. Properly assembled, multicultural anthologies mix uto-
pian longings with a historical review of the fate such longings have often met
in the past. They indicate some of the bases for strategic alliances across different
cultures in the future, while giving voice to the forces that will resist and
undermine those same alliances. They thus promote realism and vision in the
context of historical reflection, empowering progressive work without simply
reinforcing readers self-images.

There is no way of assuring that readers will put anthologies to use in that
fashion, just as there is no way of suturing a multicultural society in advance of
its emergence. Much like individual texts, anthologies acquire different meanings
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in different contexts. Competing constituencies will construe their intertextual
implications in diverse and contradictory ways. This is, to borrow a phrase
Stuart Hall has put to good use, a multiculturalism “without guarantees.”s That
is the most we can ask for now, and it is better than the alternatives— misery,
mayhem, and Republican right-wing extremism.

In moving from anthologies to political reflection on multiculturalism we
need to accept the fact that there can be no secure social text to hold in view, let
alone any renegotiated social space whose character can be guaranteed in ad-
vance. Despite what the Right wants to believe, the future cannot be guaranteed;
all we can do is to educate ourselves about our diverse cultural traditions and try
to maximize good will, while recognizing that even those ground rules will not
be universally valued. What can be guaranteed, however, is that multicultural
negotiations carried on in ignorance of one another’s history and traditions will
be permeated with bad faith. It is also probably inevitable that the social forms
that can structure such negotiations will themselves change under pressure from
competing and distinctive cultural traditions. While the Right has willfully
conflated culture and society, maliciously implying thereby that cultural diversity
necessarily threatens the existence of any consensually maintained social institu-
tions, there is reason to assume that cultural differences will prompt changes
that cut broadly across social life. Indeed, there is sound basis to conclude that
has always been the case. There is no part of social life which can be wholly
protected from cultural pressures. It may not be necessary, however, that the
center hold, nor even that the spaces of recognized social articulation be con-
ceived of as exclusively central, nor even that everyone suddenly be miraculously
invested in caring about our intercultural exchanges. There has not been univer-
sal, continuous engagement in public life in the past, and there is no reason to
suppose we can expect it in the future. Our “common” culture, moreover, has
never been common in the sense of meaning the same thing to every constitu-
ency and subculture. Nor have its elements penetrated every area of cultural life
nor penetrated it to the same degree. It may be sufficient to agree that there
need to be such spaces, including institutions in which power is shared, contracts
and meanings are negotiated, contact is maintained, and common enterprises
are agreed upon. Such spaces include our public schools and our legislatures.
Those are among the places capable of producing some level of multicultural
exchange; we do not need to be identical with one another and we do not need
to forget our history for those institutions to function. They may even function
better if we refuse to repress the past.
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RELATIVISM, POLITICS,
AND ETHICS

WRITING LITERARY HISTORY
IN THE SHADOW OF POSTSTRUCTURALISM

How else could we entitle that word “history,” now, except in speech-
marks, under the sign of vocative instability, outside any assumed consen-
sus? As perhaps the most over-employed item in the vocabulary of literary-
critical and cultural analysis, “history” may well also be the least decisive.
We return to history, work toward history, and espouse a historical
method, but few of us can say exactly what we mean by history, except in
the most gestural way. Those of us who worry about it at all find ourselves
necessarily mired in complex theoretical retractions and modifications,
bewildering enough to sponsor some fairly radical insecurities. Others,
sensing a probable dead end street, run for the cover of the kind of “new
historicism” that looks to history as to a safe and approved harbor, a place
where one may sleep peacefully, lulled by anecdotal stories, after tossing on
the stormy seas of deconstructive and theoretical Marxist uncertainty.
—David Simpson, “Raymond Williams”

The entire development of contemporary epistemology has established that
there is no fact that allows its meaning to be read transparently.
—Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,
“Post-Marxism without Guarantees”

I n the current critical climate one may easily find proclamations of a
“return to history” sharing disciplinary contemporaneity with declarations
that objective historical knowledge is impossible. Given the far-reaching and
apparently opposite nature of these claims, it is not surprising that many see
them not only as irreconcilable but also as competing moral, epistemological,
professional, and cultural agendas. They represent, or so we are often urged to
conclude, radically different ways of thinking about both historiography and the
world itself. I would not want to argue that it is possible to synthesize certainty
and doubt as they are embodied in these positions, but rather, as I will argue,
that there is reason to take up their relationship as a problematic.

Among the recent developments in literary studies to be most welcomed, I



believe, are some that make such a negotiation possible, especially the increas-
ingly close relationships between the discourses of theory and the discourses of
minority scholarship and canonical critique. Through the 1960s and 1970s
theory, or what was widely recognized as theory, largely stayed away from these
projects of cultural recovery and critique. As I suggested in the opening chapter,
what has in some quarters in recent years been variously hailed or mourned as
the death of theory in fact represents theory’s productive engagement with and
rearticulation to these material social projects. It may be, then, that theory
conceived as an abstract, transhistorical metadiscourse has died. If so, I am not
persuaded that its death is necessarily to be regretted. Theory that cannot be
pursued with an Olympian disdain for its social contexts and effects is in many
ways theory that can do more, rather than less, productive work both in
academic disciplines and in the public sphere. That this is not obvious to
English professors says more about the discipline than it says about the nature
of theory.

I am interested in addressing one particular terrain within this general
phenomenon— the mutual articulation of theory and the efforts to open up the
canon in literary studies. My focus will be on one of my own contributions to
this project, Repression and Recovery: Modern American Poetry and the Politics of
Cultural Memory, 1910—-1945 (1989). The effects research for this and subse-
quent books and essays had on my teaching will be the subject of my fifth
chapter, “Progressive Pedagogy without Apologies.” Here I want instead to focus
on the book’s general cultural aims, but I want to begin not so much by
reflecting on what I did and did not accomplish in that book but rather by
laying out some of the intersecting theoretical and practical forces that made the
book possible. I also hope thereby to disentangle some of the competing aims in
the book, the countervailing pressures that shaped numerous tactical decisions
made in the process of composition. Finally, by making those tactical decisions
more explicit here than I did in the book itself, I may be able to make both my
writing strategies and the broader issues that surround them more available to
other critics.

I came to this project with two strong commitments representing what had
until recently been quite divergent traditions. I was first of all committed to the
necessity of wide reading in the literary past and to the recovery of many
forgotten writers whose work I found of great power and interest. At the same
time | was also committed to a poststructuralist doubt about the possibility of
actually and literally recovering anything. Neither history itself nor the individual
text, I believed, had any meaning apart from the effort to reinterpret them
within contemporary historical, social, and intellectual contexts. In the current
critical scene it was beginning to be possible to experience these two commit-
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ments partly—but only partly—as enjoyably and productively competing,
rather than as merely impossibly contradictory. But that has not always been
the case.

Until recently, many people engaged in recovering forgotten authors might
easily see themselves as doing real, productive, material work that made high
theory seem hopelessly self-indulgent or useless. And theorists, in turn, might see
themselves as engaged in settling far more universal and intellectually ambitious
problems than literary historians were willing to consider. The project of open-
ing up the canon often seemed intellectually and methodologically unreflective
and largely untheorized. And indeed for the profession as a whole, to take a
simple but rather indicative example, it seemed impossible to imagine someone
interested in theory working in a rare book room or a literary archive. While
this kind of self-aggrandizing mutual disdain is not flattering to either position,
it does not follow that these two traditions could easily be placed in dialogue
with one another, let alone combined in any given project. For there were real
adjustments to be made and real losses to sustain in viewing either tradition
from the vantage point of the other.

Moreover, ingrained defenses and compensations let each tradition seem self-
sufficient to its practitioners. From the perspective of a 1960s feminism or a
classical Marxism, the project of opening up the canon might seem already
sufficiently theorized. The larger narrative into which individual projects might
fit was already written in the metanarratives of class or gender oppression.
Those narratives would become more persuasive by being proven in local
circumstances, and they would as well continue to produce more detailed new
accounts of local historical conditions, but neither their capacity to contain
further knowledge nor the validity of the narratives themselves were in doubt.
Continued elaborate theorizing was to some degree considered either irrelevant
or counterproductive. Conversely, high theory had its own convincing social
and material investments. It was engaged in rereading either literary or critical
texts (and thus disseminating its discourses) and in efforts to terrorize traditional
academic disciplines. Its real-world investments thus appeared to be as important
as any projects a polemical and self-assured feminism or Marxism could define.

Through the 1960s and 1970s, then, efforts to expand the canon could
continue without much interaction with the more abstract enterprise of pure
theory. This situation persisted despite the fact that sophisticated doubt about
the objectivity of both textual and historical knowledge was apparent in some
quarters as of the late 1960s. By the mid-1970s—as poststructuralism began to
replace structuralism; as linguistically experimental French feminism began to be
disseminated in the United States; as some British and American feminists began
to argue for more complex analyses of the social construction of gender; and as
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the new Marxism abandoned an unquestioning belief in the master narratives of
its predecessors— the certainty that earlier texts could be recovered with their
meaning intact became more difficult to sustain. People of course continued to
write as if these developments had not taken place, but only by either repressing
their responses to the current state of theory or by actively attacking the new
theory. There ensued, for example, the regrettable phenomenon of feminists or
Marxists committed to historical certainty attacking other feminists or Marxists
who were reflecting on the overdetermination of all knowledge.

The spread of a poststructuralist doubt throughout much of contemporary
theory should not, however, be taken as successfully superseding everything that
preceded it. Theory develops and changes through its own debates and in
response to a whole range of historical forces. But conscious or unconscious
allusion to a myth of progress in theory is best avoided, not so much because of
the truth or falsity of such a myth but because of its effects: its tendency to
block self-reflection and critique, to cover over patterns of difference and repres-
sion, and to encourage disinterest in the social consequences of theorizing. Other
narratives may also simplify but can also do progressive work. Some of the
more polemical feminisms of the 1960s and 1970s, including narratives of
victimization that effectively (if unintentionally) de-emphasized the need to read
women’s writing differentially and in detail, provided exactly what was politically
necessary at that moment in time; moreover, these critical works often remain
vital today. They are part of the necessary cultural underpinning to feminist
work of the 1980s and 1990s. The only serious problem arises when people try
to write now as though the last twenty years of intellectual history had not taken
place. It is not possible simply to b¢ a 1960s feminist, Marxist, or, for that
matter, a 1960s literary historian, without writing a partly reactive prose high-
lighted with signal resistances, silences, evasions, and anxieties. The certainties
of an earlier moment cannot simply be imitated today. Again, it is not that
theory has progressed in any straightforward way but rather that it has developed
out of its continuing internal dialogue and its negotiation with changing histori-
cal conditions. It has not ceased to be blind, but its blindness is differently
constituted and serves different strategic ends.

These in any case were some of the issues that seemed relevant to me as I
began a study of the modern poetry canon several years ago. The result,
paradoxically, is a book that insists on the mediated and constructed (rather
than preexisting) nature of all historical knowledge, while setting about on an
extensive project of recovering forgotten poems and magazines. Indeed, I was
concerned to recover as well a number of material features of the literature of
the first half of the century: book jackets and pamphlet covers, illustrated poems
from books and magazines, and covers to song sheets and magazines. I frequently
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urge people to think about what social uses poetry has served in earlier periods,
uses that are often different from those it serves in our own. And finally I
include seventy pages of footnotes, some devoted to continuing theoretical
reflection but many devoted to recovering forgotten information about the lives
and careers of the poets I discuss. The index lists about eighty entries devoted to
“bio-bibliographical notes.” In short, for a book that argues that texts have no
intrinsic meaning, that all history is reconstructed to meet contemporary needs,
and that interpretive certainty is unachievable, there seem to be quite a few facts
assembled for the reader. That no doubt explains why one reader described the
book as “at once postmodern and decidedly old-fashioned.”

Not every reader will recognize this situation as partly paradoxical. Some will
recognize no contradiction. Others will see the copresence of historical recovery
with poststructuralist doubt as thoroughly disabling, a kind of continual betrayal
of one impulse by the other.! It will not ameliorate but rather exacerbate the
problem to acknowledge (as I insist on doing) my own sense that I had to
struggle to keep these somewhat competing aims responsive to one another. For
the issue remains to decide what status the “facts” I assemble are finally to have.
That is not an issue I address directly in the book, though my answer is implicit
in my arguments about the interested construction of history and interpretation
of texts. I argue at one point that there is no possibility of access to an
uninterpreted level of textuality. We cannot jettison our cultural and disciplinary
assumptions and psychological needs to perceive some level of sheer uninter-
preted textual materiality. If we could do so, the text “in itself,” to echo Derrida,
would be nothing more than black marks on a white page. An uninterpreted
text would have no meaning at all. The same thing, as Hayden White’s work
suggests, is true of the facts historians sometimes see themselves as assembling.?

Facts, of course, are often embedded in interested narratives, but even the
decision to assemble a mere list of seemingly neutral facts about an author—
birth and death dates, lists of publications—embodies numerous assumptions
about how to organize information about the past, what is worth remembering,
and what cultural uses people are likely to find for these facts once they are
disseminated again. So such facts are in many ways already interpreted when we
first see them. The selection and presentation of facts typically embodies implicit
narratives about their cultural meaning and value. There are no innocent facts,
self-contained and awaiting collection. Facts are icons for cultural investment,
an index for what we consider important and worth remembering, a guide to
how we organize and categorize the past. They are thus already meaningful,
already embedded in relational structures. A sheer uninterpreted fact would have
no meaning at all; it is also, one might argue, a largely hypothetical entity.

I suppose that an author’s birth and death dates would represent something
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like the zero degree of facticity, an almost material facticity that seems outside
any interpretive practice. Yet the effort to retain those dates in current historiog-
raphy, the belief that a particular writer’s birth and death merits repeated
reciting, carries considerable baggage with it, a sense of why that writer’s work
mattered then and why it matters to us now. Yeats died in 1939, and for some
critics modern literature effectively came to an end at that moment as well.
Moreover, that was the year the Second World War began, so Yeats’s death can
also be dramatized by narrating it in company with other watershed moments
of historical change. (In this case, of course, the relationship between the dates
is merely coincidental and the linkage thereby purely symbolic. But it helps
suggest that we nced always to ask what criteria lead us to conclude that one
historical fact stands in an anchoring relation to another.) Similarly, to recite
T. S. Eliot’s birth and death dates is to commemorate one of the poets in whom
modernism (and our identification with modernism) is most fully invested.
Those dates evoke the pathos of that cultural and disciplinary investment. The
poet H. H. Lewis’s birth and death dates, on the other hand, suggest little more
than the irrelevant detritus of lived time to most modern poetry scholars. Those
dates do not matter in the same way; they do not resonate as T. S. Eliot’s do in
modern literary culture, though of course H. H. Lewis’s birth and death dates
do matter to me. He serves in Repression and Recovery as the most extreme case
of a political poet well known in his time but wholly outside any taste a New
Critical sensibility could underwrite.> On the other hand, the very difficulty of
establishing Melvin Tolson’s or Zora Neale Hurston’s birth dates resonates with
the exclusions of the canon and the pathos of their rediscovery. So if the abstract
notion of birth and death dates appears to suggest a realm of neutral data with
no complex semiotic effects, reflection on actual material dates suggests other-
wise. We encounter them variously embedded in and thus also variously consti-
tuted by webs of meaning or the denial of meaning. Thus we must overcome
the notion that the dates themselves are neutral but that our discursive opera-
tions convert them from facts into ideological constructs. Their material exis-
tence depends on the work of ideology.

Since this issue is so readily misunderstood, let me press it further. Yeats’s
birth and death dates may mean somewhat different things to an Irish nationalist
than they do to a literary critic. An Irish nationalist might well take 1916 as the
key modern date and see Yeats’s dates only in relation to it. Ezra Pound’s birth
and death dates signify rather differently within a literary paean to his lyrical
genius and a legal brief against his fascist radio broadcasts over Italian radio
during the Second World War. Of course our sense of history is generally
punctuated with dates whose importance is continually reinterpreted and recon-
structed. Assuming such dates are not in dispute, the argument, then, is not over
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whether such facts exist but over what they mean. Moreover, if they are only
available either in consciousness or within some discursive practice, then they do
not effectively exist apart from one or another interpretive framework, a frame-
work which even places in doubt the material boundary of a fact. Traditional
literary historians often throw up their hands in exasperation at poststructuralist
doubst, thinking that it denies the existence of historical fact. If poststructuralism
did make such claims, it could then, in effect, be employed by the sort of
pseudo-historians who imagine the Holocaust did not take place. What posts-
tructuralism places in doubt, however, is not the existence but the meaning of
the Holocaust. Pressed far enough, poststructuralism suggests that facts have no
inherent meaning and that they can never be extricated from systems of meaning
and apprehended on their own.

Extending this perspective to the problem of writing literary history, and
recognizing that there is no innocent information, at one point I actually
considered trying to write Repression and Recovery without authors’ names, since
I was interested in part in discursive patterns in the poetry of the period, and I
felt organizing poetry by author blocked recognition of verbal parallels that cut
across the categories in which we habitually place individual authors. Moreover,
there were numerous points in the modern period—including the Harlem
Renaissance and the Great Depression—when poetry was clearly being written
as part of a collective, partly dialogic cultural process, not as the wholly isolated
creative effort of individuals. At these times there was, in effect, a chorus of
overlapping and divergent voices that took up images, themes, slogans, argu-
ments, and forms in a continual registering of similarity and difference. Poetry
in the process became a different kind of social activity than it had been before.

I was prepared to read the poetry in this way by a number of theoretical
developments. Marxism had long struggled to define the social and economic
determination of art. Poststructuralism, on the other hand, had in other ways
broken the links between the image of an organically unified text and a compara-
bly coherent human subject; indeed, it gave us many reasons to stop thinking of
people as consistent and unified subjects at all. Postcolonial theory has since
taken our sense of the fragmented, conflicted nature of subjectivity still further.
Detaching poets’ names from poems helps us recognize as well that many of the
discursive elements of poems reflect and contribute to diverse cultural processes.
Linking poems with their authors, conversely, sustains a romanticized notion of
individual creativity that a wider sense of texts published in a given period tends
to undermine. More importantly, to be confronted with texts that are no longer
taken to be vehicles of self-expression is to be drawn to consider what other
cultural functions poetry may have served.

It is this effort to rethink the social meaning of poetry that required the most
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elaborate negotiation of multiple theoretical traditions. Combining in particular
the poststructuralism of Derrida and the Marxist cultural studies of critics like
Hall and Laclau and Moufe, I tried to work out a position that I think of as a
kind of politicized Saussurianism. From the poststructuralist radicalization of
Saussure I drew a semiotics that is differential but also mobile and partly unpre-
dictable. From Marxist cultural studies I drew the recognition that differences are
a site of political contestation, that various interests compete to gain power over
images and meanings and integrate them into a common persuasive enterprise.
The politicized Saussurianism that results is one in which meanings are recognized
to come not from inherent and essential identity but from a structured and differ-
ential field of struggle. A politicized Saussurianism recognizes the linguisticality of
the cultural field but tracks meaning as a discursive struggle involving the contin-
ual rearticulation of all discursive domains to one another. Literature, politics, reli-
gion, law, all struggle over the limits of a relative autonomy in which all these
discursive domains are defined in relation to one another and in which potential
social functions are both lost and recaptured. Not only the meaning of poems but
also the meaning and social functions of the notion of literariness and the genre of
poetry are constructed, I argue, by this sort of cultural process. Far from a book
that simply adds a number of poets to the ongoing conversation of the profession,
then, Repression and Recovery argues for a reconsideration of the shifting, unstable,
and contested meaning of poetry.

In the end, while pursuing that wider inquiry into the social meaning of
poetry, I decided to retain authors’ names and to present biographical informa-
tion about them. I did so in part because the sheer quantity of unfamiliar poets
cited in the book can, on its own, persuade people that the narrow story of
modern poetry we constructed and now repeatedly retell is wholly inadequate.
Moreover, the citation of this wide range of interesting modern poets suggests
that the slow process of reevaluating individual poets for possible recovery is
insufficient; we need as well a more thorough critique of our cultural memory
and of the role literary scholarship plays in constructing and maintaining it.
Finally, authors’ names remain one of the major ways we select and recover texts
of interest from the almost overwhelming number of texts actually published.
Tracking an author through journals, books, and archives was one of the major
ways I worked, so I preserved that structure for the reader. But that is not a
disinterested decision, and I still feel the project of writing about modern
poetry—and about literature in general—without authors’ names remains un-
finished.

How to realize that goal, however, remains quite another matter. I gave a
draft of the book that excluded poets’ names to a few friends to read, and all of
them found it intolerable to read large numbers of quotes unmoored to any
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writer’s identity. A year or so later I wrote an essay on 1930s political poetry
without any authors’ names linked to the quotes and had the same results. The
sense of literary discourse as inherently and necessarily authored is so strong now
that people are generally unwilling to process it in any other way. For a critic to
withhold a writer’s name is, in any case, clearly an affront, one for which I have
not yet found a way to gain a hearing.

Some other deliberate aims and strategies were probably more successful.
One of these was to make it clear that this historiography could never actually
contain or fully represent the history it engaged. The actual literary history of
the times would remain elsewhere, outside our grasp. I was not, therefore,
aiming to invoke the familiar claim that texts are primary and commentary
secondary. Neither in any historical reconstruction nor in the original poems
would we find the lived time of history. It is no longer available to us. Conven-
tional literary histories often aim for a confident sense that history is effectively
relived within their narratives. I wanted to make it clear that I consider that goal
impossible and that effect of narration either illicit or misleading.

One simple way to register the inadequacy of the presence of history in my
narratives, I decided, was to limit most of my quotations to fragments, rather
than complete poems. For the most part, the texts I discuss are always elsewhere,
sometimes in an elsewhere difficult to recover, since many of them are out of
print. That was frustrating to some readers, but it had partly the disabling effect
I wanted. My book would thus always display a certain lack.

Another deliberate strategy was to be inconsistent about what kinds of
information and what sort of prose I placed in the text and the notes. I once
read a reader’s report on someone else’s manuscript that expressed annoyance
that the text and notes were not devoted to different kinds of writing and
different categories of knowledge. A reader has a right to know, the report
argued, what to expect in the main body of the book versus what to expect in
the notes. I wanted to take that “right” away, to overturn the implicit hierarchi-
cal relation between text and notes. I did not want the sort of confident
relationship of mastery between these textual domains that prevails in most
academic writing. So while I did put most bibliographic information in the
notes I also deliberately saved some particularly enjoyable stories for the notes
and included in the text information about some authors that in other cases was
relegated to notes. Some reviewers have found this frustrating; others have
recognized what I was doing. One recognized that my decision to place one
illustration in the notes was a way of signaling my intentions about their status.
In any case, the overall aim was not to deny the presence of hierarchized
domains of knowledge but to put them into question in terms of both the
book’s argument and its structure.
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A more complex historiographical strategy was built into my decision not to
break the book into chapters and to mix chronology with a spatial presentation
of different texts and styles. In part this reflects my conclusions about the diverse
and often distinctly nonlinear nature of literary influence during the modern
period. Modern poetry, in other words, did not develop in a clear progressive
fashion. Some of its most radical innovations—notably in Gertrude Stein’s
poetry—came almost immediately and took decades to gain wide influence. All
its familiar traditions and styles overlapped and interpenetrated. There were,
moreover, recoveries of eatlier styles under new names and conservative count-
erreactions along with unexpected experiments. Dividing literary history into
chapters tends to segregate discursive impulses that should be seen relationally.
When the resulting categories—minority poetry, women’s poetry, imagism,
political poetry—become mutually exclusive, the effects are both political and
discriminatory. Eliminating chapters and mixing chronological narration with
cultural and stylistic groupings spanning several decades made all our descriptive
categories unstable and subject to contemporary critical intervention. Nothing
was to be taken as given to us unproblematically.

In some cases, I chose both to imitate and undermine standard critical
structures. The decision to have notes at all, while making them distinctly
textual, was one choice of that sort. Another was the choice to include an
introduction but let the separation between the introduction and the main body
of the text be somewhat arbitrary. Though physically divided, the introduction
and the main body of the text in fact flow together. None of these decisions,
however, carries with it a moral or political imprimatur for future work. These
may be exemplary strategies, but they are chosen within history and in response
to immediate professional and cultural needs. They have no inflexible warrant
over other peoples’ work or my own work in the future. I feel free to abandon
these strategies myself; while I hope other people find them suggestive, I do not
offer them as models to be imitated uncritically. The style and structure of the
book, I would hope, match the provisional nature of its interpretive claims.

So I do not, in summary, see the facts assembled about numerous writers in
the text and in the notes as neutral, innocent, or uninterpreted. A similar
recognition informs my readings of poems and poets throughout the book.
While I try to make persuasive claims about how we might read these poets and
why we might value their work, my readings make no pretense to be permanent
and decisive statements. From feminism, Marxism, and poststructuralism I
have learned that criticism is an interested, politically implicated, strategically
positioned, and historically specific activity. My readings are efforts to influence
how we might read these poets now; I am not interested in the fantasy of
commentary that pretends it may last for all time. From time to time I comment
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on how readings of particular poets have shifted to meet contemporary interests.
To avoid being tiresomely repetitive, I decided not to repeat that argument
continuously, so not all my analyses are framed in those terms. But the general
claim, I hope, will remain implicit throughout: When I make a strong assertion
about a poem, it is not a claim about the poem’s essential nature but rather an
urgent claim on the interests and commitments of contemporary readers.

Some would argue that poststructuralism’s insistence on the undecidability
of texts makes such strategically designed readings either impossible or fraudu-
lent. And it is true that one current in poststructuralism is an ecstatic assertion
that texts can mean anything, that texts are polymorphously inventive and
perverse. But the claim that texts can mean anything does not necessarily imply
that they can mean anything here and now. There are too many constraints on
how we see texts and too many constraints on how we can imagine using them
for an infinite range of meanings to be immediately available. This claim for
unlimited potential meaning is often balanced within poststructuralism by a
commitment to trying to understand the nature of the interpretive inducements
and constraints in both our own and other periods. It is that strain within
poststructuralism that I have adopted and tried to put to use. That sense of
variable but positioned and multiply determined meaning to some degree opens
up a potential to argue for interpretations that are designed for a contemporary
audience and that are responsible to the current social environment. Indeed, if a
text has no inherent, immutable meaning, then the struggle over what kinds of
meanings will be important is all that is left. To say that poststructuralism denies
that possibility is to collapse a series of positions disingenuously into a single
spectacle of excess.

That is not to say, however, that my belief in the undecidability of texts and
the ultimate impossibility of historical knowledge places no strain on a project
of recovering forgotten texts. When recovering texts that have clearly been
repressed or marginalized for political reasons or because of the culture’s history
of racism and sexism, there is a strong desire not only to disseminate the texts
again but also to come to understand the experience of their authors and even
to imagine that disseminating these texts gives their authors a voice in the
culture and an opportunity to communicate again. Thus, when people first
began to recover slave narratives, they wanted to believe the texts were reliably
representational, that they gave us secure access to the experiences of their
authors and the communities of which they were a part. In this commendable
desire to compensate for a century of cultural repression, the well-known unre-
liability of language’s mediations was forgotten. Forgotten too was the knowl-
edge that authors often have purposes other than straightforward cornmunica-
tion or representation when they write. And not so much forgotten as unthought
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was the still more knotty problem of our own historically determined interests
and perspectives, interests that can never be fully cast aside. These are interests,
moreover, that we cannot even expect entirely to recognize.

In the end we need to admit that we will never know for certain what it was
like to live in an earlier period. Of course we need the kind of empathy that
allows us to construct a simulacra of access, but the experience of gaining full
access to another author’s consciousness is a fantasy. And the histories we devise
are constructed in the service of our own needs, compulsions, plans, and
interests. That is not to say, however, that the desire to make repressed and
forgotten traditions visible again, or to give them special moral and ethical
claims on the present, is illicit. But the process of recovery is as much a process
of current cultural critique as it is one of restoration. And what we “recover” in
many ways will never have existed before. Nor is it inappropriate to try to
understand the dynamics of an eatlier period. It is merely that we will never
finally distinguish ourselves from them, and we will never have in hand a set of
unmediated facts that are clearly of the past and not of the present.

In writing Repression and Recovery 1 confronted these issues as a problematic,
as an arena of work rather than as a problem to be solved. A partly Marxist
recognition of my own social and economic positioning and the necessarily
historically determined nature of my own interests was frequently in tension
with an older and admirably passionate Marxism that aimed straightforwardly
to give voice to what our culture had repressed. A poststructuralist doubt about
what can be known was in conflict with a desire to know and often with a
sensation of having gained access to a past we had quite forgotten. Not infre-
quently I was dealing with letters and diaries and poems that were not only
unpublished but unread. At times an unpublished, unheard tape or record of an
author’s voice was available. As historians will agree, it is hard to imagine
circumstances in which a sense of recovering the past would be much stronger.
I did not try to resolve these conflicts but rather to play them off against one
another. At times, indeed, my book is a record of self-correction and theoretical
counterpointing, as these aims and recognitions reflect on one another. At other
times, succumbing to a certain will to power, to a wish to persuade and provoke
change, I write over the seams between doubt and certainty, in a prose of
advocacy and conviction.

This tonal instability seems to me to reflect the mix of relativism and
commitment appropriate to an informed and responsible engagement with
history. Once we realize that history’s meaning is always open to dispute, the
work of interpretation and persuasion becomes crucial, not irrelevant. The
situation is exactly parallel with relativism’s impact on moral and ethical stan-
dards, a subject continually exploited by the political Right over the last decade.
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The New Right’s attacks on relativism have made calm, serious discussion of
this important issue nearly impossible. When academics argue that the world
exists but is in some ways unknowable—a position with a credible history
dating back to Kant—conservatives counter that we are clowns who believe
there is no external reality. When poststructuralists point out that we have no
unmediated access to material reality—that all sensation is interpreted, medi-
ated, organized, and made meaningful by language— conservatives shout again
that we believe the world does not exist. When we warn that moral values are
not transcendent and guaranteed—that they must be continually rearticulated,
defended, and relearned in context—reactionary commentators wail that we
have opened the door to barbarism.

If we concede that there are no universally guaranteed human values— that
being human can mean anything at various times and places, as our century has
repeatedly proven—then the work of winning consent to certain judgments
about history and to certain standards of behavior becomes more, not less,
urgent. History shows us that human beings are capable of anything. Knowing
that does not empty values of meaning but rather grants them the only meaning
they have ever had— contingent meaning that is open to negotiation, transfor-
mation, and dispute.

We cannot plausibly argue for transhistorical values but we can argue on
behalf of the purchase particular values should have on our own time. That is
actually the only power we have ever had in such matters. Conservative critics
have claimed to the contrary that poststructuralism—and particularly its decon-
structive incarnation—makes all moral argument empty. And indeed American
deconstructive critics like Paul de Man were inclined to avoid larger moral
issues. But Jacques Derrida, the founder of deconstruction, has for years regu-
larly written cultural and political essays of clear moral urgency; he has written
about apartheid, nuclear war, racism, and the politics of academia. Recognizing
how fragile and contingent both moral and historical consensus is only increases
the need for advocacy and interpretation. The lesson is admittedly a painful one,
especially when we see how quickly historical events that matter to us can be
emptied of the meaning we thought was guaranteed. The interpretive claims
need to be made anew for each generation; the work never ends. False certainty
about the permanence or historically transcendent status of what are actually
vulnerable local assertions is no substitute for the work of rearticulating mean-
ings to new cultural contexts. Thus I argue for the purchase these forgotten
poems should have on our lives, indeed for the moral value inherent in recov-
ering repressed traditions, but I can do so only for my own time.
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ALWAYS ALREADY
CULTURAL STUDIES

ACADEMIC CONFERENCES
AND A MANIFESTO

he rapidly increasing visibility of cultural studies in the United States

over the past few years gives us an opportunity to see how an emerging
body of theory is realized politically and professionally, to reflect on its articula-
tion to existing institutions #n medias res, before those articulations are fixed for
any period of time. One of those institutions is the large academic conference,
two of which took place within a few months of each other, “Cultural Studies
Now and in the Future” at the University of Illinois in April of 1990, a
conference I helped to organize, and “Crossing the Disciplines: Cultural Studies
in the 1990s” at the University of Oklahoma in October of 1990, a conference
organized by Robert Con Davis and Ron Schlieffer where I presented an earlier



version of this chapter. Cultural studies has also recently been the subject of
special sessions at regional and national meetings of the Modern Language
Association, all of which events together give a fairly good indication of what
the future of cultural studies—especially in English—is likely to be. Though
cultural studies has a much longer and very different, if still contested, history
in U.S. Communications departments, it is on its very recent commodification
in English that I want to focus here.

I might begin by posing a single strategic question: what does it mean that
Robert Con Davis and Ron Schlieffer, in the papers they gave at the Oklahoma
conference quite properly felt it appropriate and necessary to refer to the work
of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Bir-
mingham in Britain and Hillis Miller, presenting the keynote talk at the opening
of the same conference, gave no evidence of knowing anything about it and yet
felt fully empowered to define both the history and future of cultural studies? I
suppose in the broadest sense it means that the spread of American power and
American culture across the globe has led some Americans to believe Disneyland
is the origin of the world. I have the uneasy feeling that if one told Miller he
ought to find out about the Birmingham tradition he’d reply that he didn’t
know such interesting work had gone on in Alabama.

At a regional MLA conference in 1988 I argued that people who claim to be
commenting on or “doing” cultural studies ought at least to familiarize them-
selves with the British cultural studies tradition, beginning with Raymond
Williams and Richard Hoggart and moving through Birmingham and beyond.
I must emphasize, however, that almost nothing in this tradition is simply
transferable to the United States. Williams was partly concerned with defining a
distinctly British heritage. The interdisciplinary work at Birmingham was often
deepl: »llaborative, a style that has little chance of succeeding in American
depart. s and little chance of surviving the American academic system of
rewards. But the struggle to shape the field in Britain has lessons we can learn
much from, and British cultural studies achieved theoretical advances that are
immensely useful in an American context. So that would be part of my answer
to the question Jonathan Culler posed, with an air of whimsical hopelessness, in
Oklahoma: “What is a professor of cultural studies supposed to know?” A
professor of cultural studies might, in other words, be expected to know the
history of the field. Professors of cultural studies need not agree with or emulate
all the imperatives of British cultural studies, but they do have a responsibility
to take a position on a tradition whose name they are borrowing. Moreover,
people with strong disciplinary training who are now feeling their way toward
cultural studies have something to gain from encounters with others who have
already made such journeys. Leaving open what it will mean to establish cultural
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studies in America, British cultural studies nonetheless illustrates some of what
is at stake in theorizing culture in any historical moment.

Immediately after my 1988 talk, my friend Vincent Leitch, who ought to
know better, stood up in the audience, waving his arms as he scaled some
Bunker Hill of the imagination, and declared that he “thought we had thrown
off the yoke of the British two hundred years ago.” At an Indiana University of
Pennsylvania conference on theory and pedagogy in September of 1990, I
heard James Berlin prophesy, with a solemnity nowhere cognizant that he was
predicting coals would be brought to Newcastle, that he was simply giving
critical theory a new name, that cultural studies would miraculously turn our
attention toward “textuality in all its forms.” The claim of course was hardly
new; indeed, this heralded revolution had already taken place under another
name. In November of 1990, a panel on cultural studies at the Pacific Coast
Philological Association unself-consciously offered two models of cultural stud-
ies: as an opportunistic umbrella for English professors who want to study film
or the graphic arts, and as a terrain of vague, metonymic sliding between all the
competing theories on the contemporary scene. Cultural studies in that context
was considered interchangeable with semiotics, the New Historicism, and other
recent bodies of theory. And at an October 1990 University of Illinois panel on
“The Frontiers of Eighteenth-Century Studies” John Richetti, preening himself
in the manner of a disciplinary cockatoo, announced with satisfaction that
“eighteenth-century people had been doing cultural studies all along.”

I could add other anecdotes. But these are enough to introduce the first
points I want to make: of all the intellectual movements that have swept the
humanities in America over the last twenty years, none will be taken up so
shallowly, so opportunistically, so unreflectively, and so ahistorically as cultural
studies. It is becoming the perfect paradigm for a people with no sense of
history—born yesterday and born on the make. A concept with a long history
of struggle over its definition, a concept born in class consciousness and in
critique of the academy, a concept with a skeptical relationship with its own
theoretical advances, is often for English in America little more than a way of
repackaging what we were already doing. Of course nothing can prevent the
term “cultural studies” from coming to mean something very different in
another time and place. But the casual dismissal of its history needs to be seen
for what it is—an interested effort to depoliticize a concept whose whole prior
history has been preeminently political and oppositional. The depoliticizing of
cultural studies will no doubt pay off, making it more palatable at once to
granting agencies and to conservative colleagues, administrators, and politicians,
but only at the cost of blocking cultural studies from having any critical purchase
on American social life.
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People interested in theory have often been universally accused by the Right
of facile opportunism. As I argued in the opening chapter, there is certainly
an element of thoughtless opportunism in the way people flock to the most
recent turns in theory, but the historical record actually suggests a very different
and much more difficult pattern of struggle and mutual transformation for
many of those committed to the major bodies of interpretive theory. Consider
the deep personal transformation, the institutional changes, the wholesale reori-
entation of social understanding that accompanied the feminist revolution and
its extension into the academy. Compare the various times this century when
taking up Marxism has meant a comparable reorientation of one’s whole under-
standing of society. Even a body of theory like psychoanalysis, which in its
academic incarnations has avoided many of its imperatives toward personal and
institutional change, has entailed a good deal more than adopting a special
vocabulary; even for academics, psychoanalysis has meant accepting a view of
human agency that isolates them from their traditionally rationalist colleagues.
In Britain and Australia taking up cultural studies has followed the more radical
pattern among these alternatives. But not for most disciplines in the United
States.

The conference in Oklahoma was part of that repackaging effort. Its joint
sponsorship by the Semiotic Society of America suggested as well that semiotics
could get new life by being recycled as cultural studies. One also hears graduate
students and faculty members talk frankly about repackaging themselves as
cultural studies people. The disastrous academic job market, to be sure, along
with most of the daily messages consumer capitalism sends us, encourages that
sort of anxious cynicism about how one markets oneself. The large number of
young people who presented papers at Oklahoma— many of them willing to pay
a $95 registration fee and endure the humiliation of potentially tiny audiences at
multiple sessions (there were seventeen simultaneous sessions on Sunday morn-
ing at 8:30)—testifies to the sense that putting a “Cultural Studies in the
1990s” label on your vita is worth an investment in exploitation and alienation.

I do not mean to belittle the impulse behind the willingness to cooperate
with that kind of structure. The unpredictable realities of the job market are
terrifying enough to more than explain graduate students and young faculty
members signing on for the odd honorific anonymity that being on a large
conference program entails. But I also think there’s good reason to bring these
realities into the open and subject them to critique.

Indeed, the job market in cultural studies—at least in English—gives a
pretty good indication of how the discipline is going to take up this new
paradigm. In 1989 a graduate student at Illinois—a specialist in feminist
cultural studies with a degree in communications—interviewed for cultural
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studies positions at MLA. It was quite clear that many departments hadn’t the
faintest idea what cultural studies was. It was a way to ask the dean for new
money by pointing out an area where they needed to catch up and a way for
interviewers to make a display of ignorance look like canny interrogation: “So
what is all this cultural studies stuff about anyway?” What better way to ask
uninformed questions than in the role of job interviewer? Who cares what
serious cultural studies job candidates might think? The search committee has
the power and the money. If the answers are confusing or slightly threatening,
the candidate will be out of the room in twenty minutes anyway. The commit-
tee, of course, has the only last word that counts— the authority to recommend
who gets offered the job. Some departments in effect conducted fake, explor-
atory cultural studies searches as a lazy way of finding out between cocktails a
little bit about what the young people are up to these days. As the Illinois
student found out, it all comes down to the final question: but can you fill in
when we need someone to do the Milton course?

Although the excruciating ironies of the job market will be the special focus
of the entire third section of Manifesto, it is important here to take note of the
special circumstances of cultural studies candidates. What is now permissible, at
least for many doctoral committees supervising graduate students, is very broad
indeed. But few English departments have faculty positions for people working
outside literature or film. The job market, not the dissertation committee or the
promotion committee, now serves as the discipline’s de facto arbiter of the
possible and the permissible. Indeed, whatever intellectual largesse underwrites
the regulation of dissertation topics is virtually rendered moot by the job market,
since a dissertation committee cannot effectively police entry into a discipline
that has no jobs. Hostility to new developments like cultural studies is thus
more likely to be mobilized at the critical point of entry into the discipline—
the hiring process.

In the publishing world, as it happens, boundaries are more fluid. For many
young cultural studies students, inspired by the more freewheeling world of
publishing, animated by what they read, the links between disciplines and their
traditional objects of study are increasingly irrelevant. The job market, especially
in an extended era of fiscal crisis, is another matter. For in a time of budget cuts
and retrenchment many departments look first to protect their more traditional
investments and object choices. It is hardly news that the leading edges of a
discipline are not necessarily replicated in the recidivist reaches of every reaction-
ary department. But the current situation in cultural studies, in which disciplin-
ary cultural studies degree recipients and departmental hiring committees march
to such different drummers, is distinctive and alarming. It presents young
intellectuals with impossible and equally hopeless alternatives—abandon your
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passions in order to become more palatable, or devote yourself to what matters
whatever the consequences.

If one rationale for young people paying to give talks at a cultural studies
conference is understandable, then, the lineup of senior speakers at plenary
sessions (the only times when no concurrent sessions were scheduled) at the
Oklahoma conference was less clear: J. Hillis Miller, Jonathan Culler, Robert
Scholes, and Gayatri Spivak. Since only Gayatri Spivak has a history of talking
about cultural studies, it is safe to conclude that seniority in the broader area of
theory in English controlled the choice of speakers. But even in America, Lynne
Cheney and company notwithstanding, theory in general and cultural studies
are not yet interchangeable.

I had an uneasy sense that the Oklahoma conference might as well have been
called “The 1980s: An MLA Reunion.” Perhaps that’s all right. Perhaps not.
But there were differences to be marked. They were especially clear in Hillis
Miller’s talk, which I will concentrate on for several reasons. Scholes addressed
cultural studies not at all, though it is possible he believes his sexist presentation
(“In the Brothel of Modernism: Picasso and Joyce”) was an example of cultural
analysis. Culler dealt with cultural studies only as part of a general survey of
contemporary theory, and Spivak, finally, gave an informal talk, not a coherent
paper. It was only Miller among the plenary speakers who made a full effort to
define the project of cultural studies.

As someone who respects and admires much of Hillis Miller’s early work,
especially his elegant phenomenological readings of literary texts, I must in this
context, however, nonetheless say that I just do not see its productive relation to
the cultural studies tradition. A concern with ethics on the other hand, central
in his recent publications, is not the same as the long cultural studies engage-
ment with Left politics. And the internationalization of technology, which was
at the center of his Oklahoma talk “The Work of Cultural Criticism in the Age
of Digital Reproduction,” in fact points to the importance of global politics and
economics, the global dissemination and subsequent localization of cultural
power, issues that Miller thinks will be swept aside in a McLuhanesque spread
of technology creating a common global culture. Indeed, it is only blindness to
economics and power and cultural differences that made it possible for Miller to
present as an argument his fantasy that everyone in the world will have a
personal computer within a few years. Had he no sense of what life is like in
South Central Los Angeles, let alone in Bangladesh or Somalia? I take this as the
limit case of false cultural studies—a warrant for privileged American academics
who are used to juggling theories to begin making claims about the material
world as well —without ever looking at it. Miller’s expected deadline has now
long passed, and his prediction remains unfulfilled.
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The effect of Miller’s appearance at the first plenary session at Oklahoma was
to give the program an opening benediction, a benediction warranting a human-
ized, “transnational,” confidently democratized version of cultural studies as the
new American world order. His key role in depoliticizing deconstruction was
apparently to be repeated for cultural studies. Indeed, the plenary sessions
deferred the centrally political mission of cultural studies until Gayatri Spivak
spoke in the final session. Despite their inclusion in many smaller sessions
throughout, race, class, and gender were all thus symbolically marginalized or
deferred, excluded from the sessions at which everyone was expected to be
present, until the end, the last instance that we reach but have no time to
discuss.

And in this regard I think it is worth recalling that Hillis Miller once
cosigned a letter in the MLA Newsletter warning that an official Modern
Language Association position against the undeclared Vietnam War might make
all thirty thousand MLA members liable to a charge of treason. I bring this up
not to question his position on a war long ended but because the letter insisted
on the separation between academic and political life, a separation that cultural
studies has sought to overcome. What is at stake here is a definition of the
nature and limits of cultural studies. Both in the letter and in his efforts to limit
deconstruction to a depoliticized version of textual analysis, he has more than
once had something to say about the cultural role of English studies. Those
views are very much at odds with the heritage of cultural studies. They may well
come to dominate the Americanization of cultural studies, but this is not a
process that should proceed unremarked.

Of course the definition and disciplinary mission of cultural studies are
precisely what is at stake here. As it happens, I was invited to speak at the
Oklahoma conference because I helped organize the Illinois cultural studies
conference a few months earlier. That conference gave high visibility to the
several strands of the British and Australian cultural studies traditions, along
with people whose work we thought could gain from being heard in the context
of those traditions. Although a number of people attended both conferences,
there was no overlap between the speakers at the two events. That alone is
remarkable. I don’t think it would be true of the other major bodies of theory
on the scene today. A large conference on Marxism, feminism, psychoanalysis,
or poststructuralism —a conference on gender, race, or class in the humanities—
a conference on New Historicism: all these would either have overlapping
speakers or at least draw from a pool of people with similar commitments or
traditions clearly in dialogue with each other.

Perhaps only in cultural studies as English professors conceive it could two
massive conferences have almost no points of correspondence. In this context I
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do not think an uncritical argument for liberal diversity has much value.
Welcoming the opening of the cultural studies field need not necessitate aban-
doning a debate about what enterprises do and do not deserve to use the cultural
studies name, about what commitments cultural studies entails, about what
cultural studies projects seem most productive and urgent in the current context.
That is not to say I think either the British or the Americans and Australians
and Canadians who have learned from them can police the field. In fact I
think the more open, generous, democratic—but less critical—shape of the
Oklahoma conference will likely win the day. This much more inclusive vision
probably 7s the future of cultural studies in America. I am merely trying to offer
a challenge to that enterprise, even if it is a challenge likely to be swept aside by
events.

At a paper presented at the annual MLA meeting in December of 1991,
Janice Radway argued that attempts to define cultural studies and police its
borders risk turning it into a “ghostly discipline.” I would argue that cultural
studies has always been exactly that—a ghostly discipline with shifting borders
and unstable contents—and that it needs to continue being so. It is an ongoing
set of traditions, a body of work whose contributors are in dialogue and debate
with one another. Attempts to define its aims and limits, regularly overthrown,
have been part of its history from the outset. It is also in significant ways
antidisciplinary; that is, it responds critically to the exclusive parceling out of
objects of study to individual disciplines, to the way academic disciplines divide
up the field of knowledge, and to the social impact of much academic work. To
some degree it puts forward its own contradisciplinary forms of knowledge. Yet
none of these stances comes into being in a universe free of disciplinary histories
and constraints. Cultural studies defines its enterprise in part by positioning
itself in relation to more traditional disciplines; in the process it becomes
something like a cluster of disciplines under erasure. Its own ghostly disciplinar-
ity unsettles all other humanities and social science disciplines; that ghostly
disciplinarity is thus a condition to be welcomed rather than feared.

Notably, most cultural sudies work is done by people in traditional disci-
plines, often with an ambivalent relation to the discipline but not necessarily in
full rejection of its historical commitments. Some want cultural studies to
transform their discipline. Others, as I argue in the introduction to Disciplinarity
and Dissent in Cultural Studies, have largely left disciplinarity behind. Yet most
remain housed in traditional departments nonetheless. Cultural studies itself has
shown relatively little drive to found its own degree-granting units. Better
economic times might have given us actual cultural studies departments by now,
but the anti-institutional tenor of cultural studies culture still leaves many wary
about departmental authority.
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Indeed, the resistance to any effort to define cultural studies—a resistance
unique to its Americanization—reflects a widespread and quite warranted dissat-
isfaction with the constraints of disciplinary knowledge. Especially for students
and faculty in reactionary departments, cultural studies seems to offer the
only realistic solution to a repressive work environment— literally overthrowing
disciplinary knowledge. For cultural studies then to occupy itself with defining
its boundaries and deciding which activities should and should not be included
under its umbrella seems a betrayal of the emotional needs cultural studies
was counted on to meet. Some people think of cultural studies as a kind of
polymorphously free zone for any and all intellectual investments. That some
individual or collaborative cultural studies work comes to be more widely
recognized or valued than others seems in that context a violation of the
undifferentiated zone of permission cultural studies was imagined to be. Indeed,
for some people to defend their particular practices passionately seems equally
suspect.

One can begin to see why some students were distressed at the presence of
cultural studies “stars” on stage at Illinois. It suggests a field hierarchized by
reputation and achievement in much the way traditional disciplines are. But is
there any alternative? Actually, there is, but only one: wholesale anti-intellectu-
alism. Some ordinarily canny cultural studies scholars are willing to appeal to
just that anti-intellectual strain in American cultural studies. Thus Gayatri
Spivak was cheered when she opened her Oklahoma talk by disingenuously
declaring how relieved she was to be presenting a lecture that was not destined
to be immortalized in a book. Would she be even more relieved to have that
state of affairs persist for a few years? Similarly, Radway met with applause when
she declared at MLA that the definition of cultural studies should be expanded
to include a whole range of political activities. Presumably one could be “in”
cultural studies by virtue of joining campus demonstrations. Obviously cultural
studies allies itself with and helps to theorize political action. Cultural studies
writers both inside and outside the academy are often involved in politics and
concerned with the contribution their work makes to political action. But
political action and cultural studies are not interchangeable. It should not be
necessary to say this, but apparently it is: cultural studies is a set of writing and
teaching practices; it is a discursive, analytic, interpretive tradition.

Meanwhile, as an intellectual enterprise cultural studies will inevitably have
some people of greater achievement and influence associated with it. Those who
would urge us to ignore such a hierarchy—based on accomplishment and
impact—are simply being foolish and irrational. Given the chance to hear
Stuart Hall or just about anybody else, I'll opt to hear Hall, as will virtually
anyone else in cultural studies. You leave a Hall talk feeling energized for
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perhaps the next month; it’s not easy to forgo such opportunities. And he is the
perfect example, because he has never given any indication that hierarchy or
personal achievement has any part in his self-image. They are features rather of
other people’s evaluation of his work. But some in cultural studies manage at
once to admire him and to resent, not him, but their own admiration. Cultural
studies for them is to be a place where no one is more equal than anyone else, a
leveling utopia of free inquiry, a status it can only maintain if no one attempts
to say what it is.

Though none of the above was acknowledged openly at Oklahoma, these
values churned under the surface. This helps explain the absence of references to
the history of cultural studies from more than a few of the talks, and it may also
explain the relative absence of well-known cultural studies scholars from the
program. Of course it is possible that those organizing the Oklahoma conference
invited scholars long associated with cultural studies— Stuart Hall, Dick Heb-
dige, Donna Haraway, or others—and that those people declined the invitation.
The Oklahoma conference in fact followed what is now the common practice in
academia and offered some of its plenary speakers expenses plus a $1,000
honorarium. But many people won’t come for the money. They’ll come if the
event has an intellectual and political shape and mission that seems important;
if it does, they’ll come without an honorarium. In fact, only one person refused
Illinois’ invitation to speak because of the lack of an honorarium.

Actually, the Oklahoma conference did have an implicit but unstated mis-
sion. Although some people were invited to participate, most of the papers were
given by people who answered an open invitation to submit topics. Essentially
everyone who volunteered to give a talk was placed on the program. The result
was about 350 papers given in 100 sessions over three days. So the conference,
in effect, said here’s a self-selected group of North Americans who declare
themselves to be doing cultural studies. Let’s see where they stand. That’s an
interesting and potentially important mission, though its value was limited by
being undeclared and thus never an explicit subject of discussion during the
conference itself.

Incidentally, by current standards Oklahoma’s honoraria are quite modest.
The annual conference on twentieth-century literature at the University of
Louisville gives honoraria of about $1,500 each to its two keynote speakers, and
a recent conference on poststructuralism and New Historicism at Texas A&M
University had sliding scales of honoraria up to $3,000. So Oklahoma can be
credited with resisting inflation. I am not, by the way, faulting people for
accepting honoraria. I've never demanded one when asked to speak at a confer-
ence, but I've certainly taken them when offered, and I have asked that my
expenses be covered. Since that was my status at Oklahoma—expenses paid but
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no honorarium—1I am implicated in the structure I now want to question. A
somewhat rude way of putting the issue would be to say that the contemporary
North American conference at which a few stars are paid large sums to create
the illusion that something is happening at a given campus risks being rather
empty. It has now become one standard model of the high-visibility conference
on campuses in the United States, and I think it deserves frank commentary.
People’s accomplishments inevitably bring them higher salaries and other bene-
fits. But I do not think the economic hierarchies of the profession need to be
maintained at conferences. If they are, we should acknowledge them openly,
which most conference organizers are reluctant to do. But it may be better to
take the time to conceive a meeting that some key people will feel they cannot
miss.

No matter how conferences are organized, they are expensive, and registration
fees often make some contribution to the cost. Most everyone would agree that
registration fees should be kept as low as possible. I would add that it is best not
to charge registration fees at all to people who are presenting papers. In collect-
ing nearly $30,000 in fees from people who were presenting papers Oklahoma
was, I believe, pushing the economics of large conferences in a regrettable
direction. I found myself quite uncomfortable with the idea that other people
presenting papers were, in effect, paying honoraria and expenses for a few high-
visibility speakers. Since most of the keynote speakers had little or no credibility
in cultural studies, I drew attention to this problem by making a rather subver-
sive suggestion: that those who had not yet paid their fee save the university
administrative staff a lot of bother by simply passing the money on somewhat
more directly. Perhaps, I suggested, they might take a trip to a local shopping
mall, purchase $95 worth of videos, CDs, T-shirts, or other examples of popular
culture and give them directly to whichever plenary speaker they thought most
needed them. He or she would then be better informed about cultural studies
next time around.

Unfortunately, the economics of academic conferences are more and more
commonly becoming exploitive, with any paper topic submitted being accepted
as long as the presenter can pay a registration fee. In the spring of 1996 one of
my graduate students received a call about a conference co-sponsored by two
Iowa campuses; he had submitted a proposal, which had been accepted, but they
had not heard back from him. Was he coming? The caller was fairly aggressive
in pushing the conference, and my student suddenly realized he was probably
not talking to a graduate student or faculty member but rather to some Iowa
conference telemarketer. Look, the caller argued, “if you want to come here just
to present your paper and then leave, we'll only charge you a $200 fee.” No
doubt some students are desperate enough to go ahead and effectively purchase
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a line on their vitas; my student declined. And people wonder why academia is
losing some of its luster. Cultural studies might want to turn its attention to
practices like these.

From my perspective, a good deal of what was presented at Oklahoma simply
did not qualify as cultural studies. But then the Oklahoma and Illinois confer-
ences represented substantially different views of the state of cultural studies in
America. The Oklahoma conference was organized to take advantage of an
intellectual and economic opportunity. The Illinois conference was organized
partly out of our sense that remarkable new cultural studies work was going on
both here and abroad. But we were also responding to a sense of the dissolution
and depoliticization of cultural studies in the United States.

Many people came to Illinois out of a need to share what might be left of
their common ground and debate the nature of the cultural studies enterprise.
Yet the level and nature of debate that resulted was quite different from that at
the Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture conference that I helped organize
at Illinois in 1983. Marxism then was perceived as simultaneously in crisis and
in a heyday of expansion, somewhat as cultural studies is now. But the lines for
Marxist criticism were more clearly drawn, and people’s allegiances were marked
in advance. Thus positions about what did and did not qualify as Marxism were
argued forcefully. Fred Jameson could thus announce that he felt like a dinosaur,
like the last true Marxist on earth, in arguing for a traditional revolutionary
teleology. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe on the other hand could argue
that one role for Marxism now was to call on democratic societies to realize the
full radical potential of the beliefs they supposedly espoused.

The situation of cultural studies is rather different; it is in a period of testing
the viability of potential alliances. People may hold strong beliefs about the
limits of cultural studies but are often cautious about expressing them. It is a
body of thought that now sometimes destabilizes and de-essentializes categories
of race, class, gender, and nationality while simultaneously keeping them at
the foreground of debate and definition. Moreover, cultural studies can forge
problematic allegiances that transgress and realign the subject positions histori-
cally produced in terms of those categories. In practical terms this meant that
people at the Illinois conference mapped out their models of cultural studies
affirmatively, frequently without overtly marking their differences with others
claiming title to its terrain until pressed to do so in the discussion periods.

Despite the uncertainties created by this reticence, the experience of the
Illinois conference—together with teaching seminars in cultural studies and
writing a book that tried to map out a cultural studies model of a literary
genre—leads me to believe some generalizations about the cultural studies
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enterprise can and must be put forward. I think it is important to try to say
both what cultural studies is and what it is not; keeping in mind the well-known
series of definitional articles throughout the history of cultural studies,' I would
like to do so in the form of a series of numbered points, one version of a cultural
studies manifesto:

1. Cultural studies is not simply the close analysis of objects other than
literary texts. Some English departments would like to believe that their
transportable methods of close reading can make them cultural studies
departments as soon as they expand the range of cultural objects they
habitually study. Indeed, cultural studies is usually sold to English depart-
ments as part of the manifest destiny of the discipline. Our skills at close
reading need to be extended to other cultural domains, it is often argued,
lest these domains be left to the dubious care of student subcultures or the
imprecise attention of lesser disciplines like speech communication. Simi-
larly, some scholars like the sense of theoretical prestige that an unspecified
cultural studies umbrella gives their close readings of nontraditional objects.
Indeed, cultural studies often arrives in English departments in the form of
an easy alliance between debased textuality and recent theory. But the
immanent formal, thematic, or semiotic analysis of films, paintings, songs,
romance novels, comic books, or clothing styles does not in itself constitute
cultural studies.

2. Cultural studies does not, as some people believe, require that every project
involve the study of artifacts of popular culture. On the other hand, people
with ingrained contempt for popular culture can never fully understand the
cultural studies project. In part that is because cultural studies has tradition-
ally been deeply concerned with how all cultural production is sustained
and determined by (and in turn influences) the broad terrain of popular
common sense. Thus no properly historicized cultural studies can cut itself
off from that sense of “the popular.”

3. Cultural studies also does not mean that we have to abandon the study of
what have been historically identified as the domains of high culture, though
it does challenge us to study them in radically new ways. Since every cultural
practice has a degree of relative autonomy, every cultural practice potentially
merits focused attention. But we need to recognize that autonomy is not a
function of intrinsic merit and it is never fixed and never more than relative.
The notion of relative autonomy, of course, makes it properly impossible to
repeat traditional claims that some cultural production transcends history.

4. Cultural studies is not simply the neutral study of semiotic systems, no
matter how mobile and flexible those systems are made to be. There can be
a semiotic component to cultural studies, but cultural studies and semiotics
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are not interchangeable. Cultural studies is not satisfied with mapping sign
systems. It is concerned with the struggles over meaning that reshape and
define the terrain of culture. It is devoted, among other things, to studying
the politics of signification.

. Cultural studies is committed to studying the production, reception, and
varied use of texts, not merely their internal characteristics. This is one of
the reasons why cultural studies work is more difficult in periods when the
historical record is either fragmentary or highly restrictive in class terms. So
long as the difficulties are foregrounded, however, limited but ambitious
and important cultural studies projects can be carried out for earlier periods
of history.

. Cultural studies conceives culture relationally. Thus the analysis of an
individual text, discourse, behavior, ritual, style, genre, or subculture does
not constitute cultural studies unless the thing analyzed is considered in
terms of its competitive, reinforcing, and determining relations with other
objects and cultural forces. This task is also, it should be noted, an impossi-
ble one to complete in any given instance. But unless the constitutive and
dissolving cultural relations are taken as a primary concern the work is not
properly considered cultural studies.

This relational understanding of culture was one of cultural studies’
earliest defining goals. Yet just what is meant by the relational study of
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