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PREFACE 

I love literature . I  reall y do . An d howeve r muc h i t migh t shoc k m y 
colleagues, I  believ e tha t som e book s ar e bette r tha n others , too . 

Yet thi s belie f of mine complicate s m y love : I  like some book s an d som e 
writers a  grea t deal , wherea s ther e ar e othe r book s an d othe r writer s I 
don't car e fo r a t all . S o no w tha t I  thin k o f it , I  gues s i t make s abou t a s 
much sens e t o sa y " I lov e literature " a s t o sa y "I' m fon d o f food. " I t 
looks a s if I'm goin g t o hav e to star t thi s preface al l over again , thi s tim e 
from a  coherent premise . 

Then again , perhap s th e incoherenc e o f th e premis e shoul d b e m y 
premise: ho w ha s i t com e t o pas s tha t i n th e professio n o f academi c 
literary study , professor s o f Englis h ca n publicl y profes s thei r lov e o f 
"literature" (al l o f it , presumably ) a s i f the y wer e sayin g somethin g 



meaningful? An d lovin g literatur e a s they do , renowne d critic s renounc e 
criticism: som e complai n tha t academi c criticis m i s to o esoteric ; som e 
complain tha t contemporary  academic criticis m i s to o politicized ; som e 
complain tha t any  kin d o f criticis m inevitabl y position s itsel f a s "supe -
rior" t o it s object, an d i s suspect o n tha t basi s alone. English department s 
throw themselve s (an d th e ver y nation ) int o turmoi l ove r whethe r t o 
introduce a  required "theory " cours e fo r graduat e students—o r whethe r 
to jettison th e Chaucer-Milton-Shakespeare requiremen t fo r undergradu -
ates. Conferences , colloquia , career s ar e devote d t o askin g whether liter -
ary criticis m ca n hav e an y productiv e politica l rol e i n th e world ; confer -
ences, colloquia , career s ar e devote d t o askin g whethe r literar y criticis m 
loves literature . Traditiona l defense s o f the humanitie s n o longe r compe l 
assent fro m students , trustees , o r legislator s (eac h fo r thei r ow n reason s 
more concerne d wit h retur n o n investmen t tha n wit h Remembrance  of 
Things Past), and, accordingly , traditiona l defense s o f the humanitie s ar e 
no longe r attempte d b y junio r facult y o r graduat e students . An d yea r 
after year , thousand s o f ne w Ph.D. s i n th e field find  tha t ami d th e 
myriad debate s ove r th e practice s an d prospect s o f th e profession , ther e 
are n o teachin g job s fo r them , regardles s o f wha t the y thin k o f th e 
function o f criticism a t the presen t time . 

What doe s th e futur e loo k lik e fo r department s o f Englis h literature ? 
Does academi c literary study even have  a future—or shoul d it ? 

This boo k i s about th e intellectua l an d economi c statu s o f the professio n 
of literary stud y a t a  time when "employment " an d "English " ar e tw o o f 
the mos t volatil e an d conteste d term s i n th e business . Som e o f th e 
chapters tha t follo w addres s th e curren t employmen t condition s i n En -
glish departments , b y analyzin g th e professiona l tension s create d b y a 
substantially shrunke n jo b market ; othe r chapter s addres s th e socia l 
functions o f literar y stud y an d interpretiv e theory , i n Englis h depart -
ments an d i n th e broade r culture . Al l o f the m wer e writte n i n respons e 
to, an d ar e informe d by , th e profession' s competin g (and , i n som e 
respects, mutuall y defining ) fiscal  an d intellectua l imperatives—th e in -
tersection o f which , I  argue , bot h constitute s an d mystifie s th e crisi s o f 
reproduction i n the modern languages . The  Employment of  English is thus 
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divided, a s it s structur e suggests , betwee n attentio n t o "employmen t in 
English" an d th e tas k o f "employin g English " (o r th e knowledge s pro -
duced i n English ) outsid e th e academy . I  d o no t sugges t an y eas y o r 
predictable connectio n betwee n thes e tw o sense s o f "employment" : I  d o 
not argu e tha t th e job marke t wil l reviv e i n Englis h i f ever y membe r o f 
the MI A agree s t o prefac e hi s o r he r boo k wit h th e cred o " I lov e 
literature, I  reall y do, " no r d o I  argu e tha t th e surviva l (o r demise ) o f 
literary stud y depend s o n th e utilit y o f cultura l studie s t o th e profes -
sional-managerial class . Bu t I  d o thin k literar y an d cultura l studie s ca n 
serve usefu l an d eve n politicall y progressiv e ends , an d I  d o thin k thei r 
ability t o serv e thos e end s i s predicate d i n par t o n th e economi c an d 
intellectual healt h o f th e profession . If  th e essay s i n thi s boo k prov e 
moderately convincing , then , I  hope tha t the y will cal l readers t o rethin k 
how English—and Englis h teachers—ca n bes t be employed . 

Janet Lyo n i s m y coautho r i n chapte r 8 , but , o f course , Jane t Lyo n i s 
coauthor o f everythin g I  do ; thi s tim e we'r e simpl y makin g i t official . 
(Janet an d I  als o nee d t o than k audience s a t th e Universit y o f Chicag o 
and th e Universit y o f Virgini a fo r thei r question s an d suggestion s i n 
response t o ou r tag-tea m argumen t i n thi s chapter. ) I  ow e man y thank s 
also t o Car y Nelson , Rober t Dal e Parker , Nin a Baym , Clair e Chantell , 
Lori Newcomb , Geral d Graff , Stephe n Watt , Laur a Kipnis , Jay Dobrut -
sky, Charle s Harris , Curti s White , Michae l Sprinker , Jeffre y Williams , 
Phyllis Franklin , Michae l Vazquez , M . Mark , Eri c Lott , Michae l Den -
ning, Car y Wolfe , Iri s Smith , Ralp h Cohen , Alle n Carey-Webb , Do n 
Hedrick, an d Jo e Tabb i fo r soliciting , reading , editing , improving , o r 
just gainsayin g variou s portion s o f thi s manuscript . I  hav e relie d tim e 
and agai n o n th e advice , support , an d intelligenc e o f a  pai r o f goo d 
friends an d truste d counselors , the truly cosmopolitan Amanda Anderso n 
and Bruc e Robbins . Nik o Pfun d an d Eri c Zinne r hav e manage d t o 
exceed thei r reputatio n a s terrifi c editors ; Richar d Power s an d Mar k 
Rykoff hav e bee n intercontinenta l pillar s o f strength—th e on e i n Ur -
bana, th e othe r i n Moscow . Thank s als o t o th e Humanitie s Researc h 
Board o f th e Universit y o f Illinoi s a t Urbana-Champaig n fo r givin g m e 
the tim e t o wor k o n thi s book , an d t o th e Caf e Kop i i n downtow n 
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Champaign fo r bein g such a  wonderful plac e to work when you'v e go t a 
whole da y t o yourself . Las t bu t first,  Nichola s an d James , th e tw o mos t 
astonishing an d wonderfu l childre n I  know , hav e kep t m e goin g an d 
buoyed m y spirit s i n innumerabl e way s I  ca n neithe r tall y no r repay . 
This boo k i s dedicated t o them , an d t o ou r Boys ' Summe r o f '96 , wit h 
all my love. 

Portions o f thi s boo k hav e bee n previousl y published . A  sectio n o f 
chapter 1  previousl y appeare d a s "Aesthetic s an d th e Litera l Imagina -
tion," Clio  26.4 (1996) : 439-53 ; chapte r 2  appeare d i n Social  Text  4 9 
(1996): 75-95 ; a  shorter version o f chapter 3  appeared i n th e Centennial 
Review 40. 2 (1996) : 223-40 . Chapte r 4 , wit h som e modifications , ap -
peared i n th e minnesota  review  43-4 4 (1996) : 131-44 ; a  versio n o f 
chapter 5 , withou t th e epilogu e o r introduction , appeare d i n Critique: 
Studies in  Contemporary  Fiction  37. 3 (1996) : 188-204 . Chapte r 7  i s a 
revised versio n o f a n essa y first  publishe d i n Advocacy  in  the  Classroom: 
Problems and  Possibilities,  ed. Patrici a Meye r Spack s (Ne w York : St . 
Martin's, 1996) : 186-97 . Chapte r 9  appeare d i n Transition  6 9 (1996) : 
90-98, an d chapte r 1 0 was published on-lin e i n th e secon d issu e o f ebry 

the electroni c boo k review , a t http://www.altx.com/ebr  (1996) . I  a m 
grateful t o thes e journals , publishers , an d website s fo r permissio n t o 
reprint, refine , improve , an d redac t m y work here . 

Champaign, Illinoi s 
April 199 7 
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CULTURAL STUDIE S AND 
CULTURAL CAPITA L 

The desire called Cultural Studies is perhaps best approached politi -
cally an d socially , a s th e projec t t o constitut e a  "histori c bloc, " 
rather than theoretically , a s the floor plan fo r a  new discipline. 

—Fredric Jameson, "On Cultura l Studies " 

I n the past decade, cultural studies has named a desire, a desire Fredric 
Jameson rightl y link s t o th e aspiration s o f populis t intellectual s an d 

the Utopian hopes of the Left. Ye t cultural studie s has also been presente d 
more "theoretically " (o r prosaically)  precisel y a s the floor  pla n fo r a  ne w 
discipline—a transdisciplinary or antidisciplinary discipline that promise s 
to remak e th e humanitie s an d redra w o r eras e the traditiona l boundarie s 
between academic fields. What i s arguably the most striking feature o f cul-
tural studie s i n th e contemporar y landscape , however , i s th e rol e i t ha s 
played in the collective disciplinary imaginary of literary studies: in the lat-
ter half of the 1990s , the project calle d cultura l studies has come to nam e 
not only a desire but also , and to the same extent, a pervasive fear . 

i 



The fea r i s a  fea r o f dissolution , dissolutio n o f th e boundaries , th e 
identity, th e quidditas  o f literar y study . Afte r all , cultura l studies , ac -
cording t o it s ow n mos t commo n self-representations , ha s neithe r a 
methodology no r a n objec t t o cal l it s own . I t i s quit e possible , then , t o 
understand th e adven t o f cultura l studie s i n literar y studie s a s the amor -
phous outcom e o f three decade s o f intellectual debat e i n th e field:  a s th e 
discipline's notio n o f "text " expande d t o cove r a  variet y o f material s 
formerly considere d nonliterar y o r extraliterary , an d a s th e discipline' s 
methodologies increase d i n th e numbe r an d variet y o f wha t onc e wer e 
called "extrinsic " approache s t o literature , Englis h department s hav e be -
come places where a  great variety of cultural text s are studied with a  host 
of intellectual tool s borrowed an d modifie d fro m neighborin g discipline s 
like history , philosophy , an d anthropology . It s border s permeabl e o n al l 
sides, Englis h ha s becom e a n intellectua l locu s wher e peopl e ca n stud y 
the text of Sir  Gawain  and  the  Green Knight from a  Christian perspective , 
the tex t o f the O . J . tria l fro m a  Foucauldian perspective , an d th e tex t o f 
the Treat y o f Versaille s fro m a  Marxis t perspective . Appropriatel y 
enough, whil e cultura l studie s i s hailed i n som e quarter s a s the mean s b y 
which literar y stud y ca n interven e i n th e socia l worl d o f power , hege -
mony, an d huma n affairs , cultura l studie s i s decried i n othe r quarter s a s 
the means by which a  new generation o f scholars will eventually eradicat e 
whatever remain s distinctiv e an d "literary " abou t literar y study . 

In th e page s tha t follow , I  will  no t tr y t o determine , onc e an d fo r all , 
the correct formula b y which Englis h department s ca n blend the intrinsi c 
with th e extrinsic , the literary with th e nonliterary , t o greates t advantage . 
But I  think it is a mistake to treat the prospect of cultural studies as a zero-
sum game, as if scholars and students canno t spen d thei r time and energ y 
analyzing the social ramifications o f a text unless they agree to neglec t th e 
text's forma l an d generi c properties . The exten t t o which Englis h depart -
ments incorporat e th e concern s o f cultura l studie s will  b e th e exten t t o 
which Englis h department s institutionaliz e a  mod e o f readin g tha t ask s 
after th e production , reception , an d socia l effectivity o f texts ; but th e ex -
tent t o which cultura l studies becomes a  mode o f reading in literary stud y 
(as oppose d to , say , a  mod e o f readin g i n mas s medi a an d communica -
tions) will , conversely, be the extent to which cultura l studies foreground s 
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the rhetorical operations of literature. It is entirely possible, in other words, 
to have your literature and your cultura l studie s too , i f your literary stud y 
is cultural enough and your cultural studies is literary enough . 

Those o f m y colleague s wh o fea r tha t cultura l studie s wil l replac e 
rather tha n enric h literary study, b y contrast, ar e skeptical about precisel y 
this point . A s Willia m Cai n ha s recentl y charged , th e arriva l o f ne w 
methodologies inevitabl y entails intellectua l trade-offs , suc h tha t what we 
gain i n th e study o f "culture" we mus t los e in th e study of "literature" : 

The Moder n Languag e Associatio n keep s insistin g tha t th e 
swerve toward cultura l studies has not led to the displacement o f 
this kind o f close reading. Bu t i f you talk to teachers , i t becomes 
evident that , i n orde r t o keep up with trend s i n cultura l studies , 
they are cutting back on the time given to writers and books tha t 
students should be discovering and learning how to read. (B4) 

Cain's formulatio n contain s it s conclusions , o f course : o n th e on e hand , 
we hav e writer s an d book s student s shoul d lear n t o read , an d o n th e 
other han d w e have "trends " i n cultura l studies . To th e firs t w e mus t d o 
justice; with th e secon d w e ar e merel y "keepin g up. " Thi s prett y muc h 
closes ou t th e possibilit y tha t Stuar t Hall , Eri c Lott , o r Janic e Radwa y 
might qualif y unde r both  headings, a s theorist s i n cultura l studie s who m 
students shoul d discove r an d lear n ho w to read . Bu t a s we shall see , Cain 
is far fro m alon e i n understandin g th e field  i n thi s way; and becaus e ou r 
field i s mad e up , i n part , precisel y by  understandings o f ou r field,  w e 
cannot char t th e presen t an d futur e o f literary stud y unles s we attend t o 
why i t i s that cultura l studie s name s bot h a  desire and a  fear . 

Disciplines i n th e moder n languages , i n m y view , shoul d alway s b e 
home t o a  variety o f methodologie s tha t as k what  text s mea n a s wel l a s 
how text s mean. 1 I  a m happiest , a s a  criti c an d a s a  reader , whe n I  a m 
learning ho w thes e tw o concern s ar e mutuall y illuminating—ho w th e 
formal propertie s o f a  tex t ar e par t o f th e wor k tha t tex t doe s i n th e 
world, an d ho w it s work i n th e worl d i s enable d o r conditione d b y ou r 
understanding o f its properties. Bu t I  am no t narrowl y prescriptive whe n 
it come s t o askin g wha t kin d o f wor k English  departments  themselves 
might d o i n th e world . I  believ e ther e ar e an y numbe r o f way s t o 
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introduce student s t o th e demand s an d delight s o f clos e textua l study , 
and i t i s o f littl e concer n t o m e whethe r ou r student s star t b y readin g 
Wordsworth an d wor k thei r wa y t o deconstruction s o f contemporar y 
representations o f race , o r star t b y analyzin g Madonn a video s an d wor k 
their wa y t o a n understandin g o f th e Romanti c crisi s lyric . Accordingly , 
I d o no t los e much slee p worrying abou t whethe r m y student s (graduat e 
or undergraduate ) will  carr y o n th e wor k o f literar y stud y i n th e wa y I 
like mos t t o se e tha t wor k done . Nonetheless , i t i s clea r t o m e tha t ou r 
disciplinary desire s an d fear s ar e drive n a s muc h b y ou r projection s o f 
the futur e a s b y ou r assessment s o f th e present . Th e controvers y ove r 
cultural studie s i s thu s par t o f a  mor e genera l crisi s o f reproductio n i n 
the moder n languages— a crisi s whos e occasio n i s th e questio n o f 
whether ther e i s any usefu l socia l purpos e serve d either  by literary study , 
narrowly conceived , o r by cultural studies , broadly conceived . 

A crisi s o f reproduction ? Doesn' t tha t soun d awfull y melodramatic ? 
Perhaps thing s ar e at bottom muc h simple r tha n that ; perhaps it' s merel y 
that man y o f ou r field's  majo r theorists , fro m Fran k Lentricchi a t o 
Wendy Steine r t o Edwar d Said , hav e rightly dissociate d themselve s fro m 
the excesse s o f "politicized " literar y stud y an d turne d ou r attentio n onc e 
again t o art , t o beauty , t o th e purposiv e purposelessnes s o f th e pla y o f 
forms. I s ther e reall y an y reaso n t o cal l thi s th e occasio n o f ye t anothe r 
"crisis," particularl y i n a  field  tha t always  thinks o f itsel f i n term s o f 
crises? 

I believe there is ; I think there' s more goin g on her e than jus t a  retur n 
to art , an d I  thin k w e ca n begi n t o understan d wha t i t i s i f we atten d t o 
a certai n generationa l anxiet y tha t define s contemporar y fear s o f cultura l 
studies. Th e figure  t o whic h I  wan t t o cal l attentio n (an d o n who m I 
hope t o kee p your attentio n fo r th e remainde r o f this book ) i s the figure 
of th e graduat e student : here , th e figure  o f the graduat e studen t wh o n o 
longer knows—or , worse , n o longe r desire s t o know—wha t migh t b e 
"literary" abou t literar y study . 

William Cain' s accoun t o f the field depends heavily on just thi s figure: 

Part o f th e proble m i s tha t th e graduat e student s wh o becom e 
our facult y member s ar e no t prepare d t o teac h clos e reading . 
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They have not learned the skills as undergraduates and , unfortu -
nately, n o one in graduate schoo l has encouraged the m t o mak e 
up fo r thei r lack . I  sca n hundred s o f transcripts whe n w e mak e 
faculty appointments , an d they  revea l a  numbin g non-literar y 
sameness—a compilatio n o f graduat e literatur e course s tha t ar e 
really courses i n sociology , media , postcolonia l politics,  an d th e 
like. Course s o n sexualit y ar e everywhere . Bu t I  rarel y detec t 
courses o n th e literar y subject s tha t graduat e student s migh t 
eventually teach in classes of their own. (B4 ) 

And his conclusion i s as sweeping as it is stark: "When a  graduate studen t 
leaves th e universit y wit h a  Ph.D. , h e o r sh e ha s littl e ide a o f wha t i t 
means t o rea d a  tex t carefull y o r ho w t o conve y t o student s th e skill s 
needed t o perfor m thi s activity . No r i s h e o r sh e prepare d t o mak e th e 
choices require d whe n designin g course s an d curricul a fo r undergradu -
ates" (B4-B5) . 

It i s tempting t o surmis e tha t Cain' s departmen t o f English a t Welles-
ley Colleg e mus t hav e don e som e trul y unfortunat e hirin g i n th e pas t 
few years, but simila r report s u p an d dow n bot h coast s convince m e tha t 
the phenomeno n i s no t confine d t o Wellesley . Fro m on e prestigious , 
public easter n universit y come s th e repor t tha t graduat e student s no w 
study quee r theor y mor e tha n an y othe r departmen t "specialization" ; 
from anothe r prestigious , publi c western universit y come s th e repor t o f a 
department rive n betwee n peopl e wh o wan t t o jettiso n literatur e fro m 
the curriculum an d peopl e who want t o jettison everythin g but  literature. 
And fro m th e University of Washington come s the following repor t fro m 
Ross Posnock : 

My wor k an d teachin g blen d literar y criticis m an d intellectua l 
history i n a n Englis h departmen t wher e th e ideolog y of cultura l 
studies, a s described b y Jameson, clearl y has enthralle d th e ma -
jority o f graduat e students . I n Englis h department s th e embar -
rassed, defensiv e statu s o f the intellectua l i s matched b y the lo w 
repute o f literatur e (indee d o f th e aestheti c itself ) an d o f thos e 
who dar e constru e thei r jo b a s primarily devote d t o it s interna l 
explication an d externa l contextualization . 

In th e postmodern regim e o f English studie s th e intellectual , 
literature, th e aesthetic , intellectua l histor y ar e al l hel d unde r 
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suspicion o n ground s o f complicity  wit h th e enemy , whic h in -
cludes various instrument s o f white mal e power—universalism , 
cosmopolitanism, elitism . (18-19 ) 

It woul d seem , then , tha t th e student s invoke d b y Posnoc k ar e precisel y 
the graduat e student s wh o appl y fo r tenure-trac k job s a t Wellesley : 
disdaining literatur e an d thos e wh o teac h it , the y nonetheles s see k job s 
in department s o f Englis h precisel y i n orde r t o liberat e Englis h fro m 
literature, an d t o offe r ill-conceive d an d poorl y designe d course s o n 
cross-dressing, Chicana/ o graffiti , Disne y World, an d th e politic s o f post -
colonial poststructuralism . 

I d o no t den y tha t literar y studies ar e in nee d o f defense, an d I  do no t 
deny tha t ther e ar e som e department s o f Englis h tha t hous e an d foste r 
all th e sin s Posnoc k an d Cai n enumerate . Bu t I  d o wan t t o loo k mor e 
closely a t what thes e defense s o f literary stud y ar e i n fac t defending ; a s I 
will sho w when I  discus s th e introductio n t o Georg e Levine' s importan t 
edited collection , Aesthetics  and Ideology,  there remain s a  profoun d am -
bivalence, eve n amon g defender s o f th e literar y an d th e aesthetic , a s t o 
whether "th e aesthetic " i s importan t becaus e o f th e use s i t serve s i n 
legitimating a  domai n fo r literar y criticism , o r becaus e i t serve s n o us e 
whatsoever. Befor e I  discuss Levine' s introductio n t o Aesthetics and Ideol-
ogy, though , I' d first  lik e to file a  contrary loca l repor t o n th e stat e of th e 
discipline, just fo r th e record . 

At th e Universit y o f Illinoi s a t Urbana-Champaign , w e hav e don e a 
fair amoun t o f hirin g afte r a  fe w year s o f sever e budgetar y constraints ; 
we hav e hire d Ph.D. s fro m a  wid e variet y o f institutions , i n a  wid e 
variety o f fields  fro m medieva l literatur e t o quee r theory . I  hop e I  wil l 
not flatter  m y junior colleague s undul y i f I  insist , contra  Cain, tha t ever y 
single on e o f ou r recen t hire s know s ho w t o rea d a  tex t carefully , an d 
almost ever y singl e on e o f thos e hire s ha s bee n extremel y successfu l i n 
the classroom ; ever y semester , th e Illinoi s studen t newspape r publishe s 
the name s o f facult y an d graduat e student s wh o receiv e particularl y 
strong cours e evaluations , an d sinc e 199 0 th e lis t fro m Englis h ha s 
included almos t ever y junior facult y membe r we'v e hired . The y mus t b e 
doing something  right , surely—an d becaus e ou r junio r facult y ar e re -
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viewed b y thei r senio r peer s ever y year , I  happe n t o kno w tha t they'r e 
quite capabl e o f designing course s and curricul a o n thei r own . I  mentio n 
this no t t o bra g abou t ou r goo d fortune , however ; I  mentio n i t becaus e 
even thoug h ou r departmen t ha s fared ver y well in hirin g smar t theorist s 
who ar e als o goo d teachers , som e o f m y senio r colleague s nevertheless 
perceive a  disjunction betwee n theor y an d pedagogy , an d worr y accord -
ingly tha t th e recen t "drift " o f th e departmen t ha s no t bee n goo d fo r 
undergraduate education . If  Willia m Cain' s departmen t i s haunte d b y 
fears tha t i t i s no longe r possible t o hir e a  Ph.D. i n Englis h who's a  good 
reader, then , i n a  muc h milde r manner , s o i s mine—eve n thoug h w e 
have no younger facult y who would actuall y justify thi s fear . 

In m y department , i n othe r words , thi s fea r canno t b e gauge d b y 
measuring th e leve l o f happines s o r disconten t wit h regar d t o actuall y 
existing junior faculty ; i t i s too nebulou s t o b e focused o n an y individua l 
person—until w e com e acros s tha t on e job candidat e wh o read s poetr y 
for th e "cultura l text " bu t doesn' t kno w muc h abou t prosody , tha t on e 
post-something theoris t whos e campus-visi t presentatio n wa s difficul t t o 
understand. Then  th e discussio n begins , an d peopl e wonde r wha t othe r 
Ph.D. program s mus t b e thinking  thes e days , an d how  will  ou r under -
graduates eve r be able to learn fro m thes e incomprehensible youn g turks , 
and wha t will  becom e o f literar y stud y onc e w e titan s n o longe r roa m 
the eart h .  . . And afte r a  while /  begi n t o wonder, ho w long have peopl e 
harbored thes e fears , waitin g fo r the m t o find  a n object ? Fo r te n year s 
the departmen t hire s on e goo d undergraduat e teache r afte r another , an d 
most o f the m compos e syllab i ful l o f works o f literatur e (a s oppose d to , 
say, video s o f th e O . J . trial) , whic h the y trai n undergraduate s t o rea d 
closely, an d now  we have a n and-theor y backlash ? Apparently a  very fe w 
of m y colleague s ha d bee n waitin g a  long tim e t o ven t thei r fear s abou t 
the horribl e thing s tha t ar e happenin g t o th e profession , bu t hadn' t ye t 
found th e chance . 

Usually thes e fear s circulat e aroun d hirin g an d tenure , an d the y ar e 
tied as well to the question o f whether ne w hires, in a  research university , 
should b e drive n b y th e need s o f th e undergraduat e curriculu m ( a 
Miltonist hire d fo r a  Miltonis t retired ) o r b y th e researc h development s 
in theor y an d criticis m ( a quee r theoris t hire d fo r a n Augusta n schola r 
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retired). But on one occasion in the spring of 1994 , when the departmen t 
was charge d wit h rewritin g it s bylaw s ( a job I  regarded , a t th e time , a s 
the intellectua l equivalen t o f cleanin g ou t th e basement) , w e suddenly -
found ourselve s i n th e mids t o f a  substantive discussio n ove r th e conten t 
of ou r self-description : wa s i t fair , w e wondered, t o describ e ourselve s a s 
offering instructio n i n Englis h an d American literature , o r shoul d we say 
"literature i n English, " eve n thoug h w e offe r s o fe w course s outsid e th e 
Anglo-American specsrum ? Shoul d w e sa y "literatur e an d criticism " o r 
"literature, criticism , an d interpretiv e theory" ? Ho w shoul d w e describ e 
our offering s i n film?  An d las t bu t first,  shoul d w e amen d "literar y 
studies" t o "literar y an d cultura l studies, " an d i f so , ho w shoul d w e 
recognize cultura l studie s i n th e curriculum ? 

These questions become al l the more urgen t when we turn t o graduat e 
study, where , indeed , Illinoi s ha s see n a  goo d dea l o f variet y i n recen t 
dissertations, an d a  grea t dea l o f speculatio n abou t th e relatio n betwee n 
dissertation topic s an d jobs . A s I'l l explai n i n mor e detai l i n chapte r 4 , 
the jo b marke t i s suc h tha t graduat e student s fee l compelle d t o writ e 
extremely specialized dissertation s even a s they will likely be asked, i f and 
when the y get  a  job , t o teac h fairl y general , unspecialize d courses . Bu t 
even amon g ou r graduat e student s whos e wor k i s mos t specialize d and / 
or mos t inflecte d b y critica l theory , Illinoi s dissertation s hav e bee n (lik e 
the popula r T-shirts ) largel y literary . On e o f ou r mos t talente d student s 
did writ e a  dissertatio n o n Britis h musi c hall s an d th e emergen t dis -
courses o f professionalis m an d propriet y a t th e tur n o f th e century , an d 
got a  jo b onl y afte r a  numbe r o f frustratin g year s o f searching ; tw o o f 
our othe r student s whos e wor k migh t fal l unde r th e cultura l studie s 
heading woun d u p writin g o n contemporar y ga y an d lesbia n literature , 
in one case, and contemporar y anthologie s o f erotica marketed t o women 
of various ethni c groups , i n th e othe r case . The vas t majorit y o f the res t 
of ou r student s hav e bee n writin g mor e o r les s traditiona l dissertation s 
on novels , poetry , an d dram a o f various periods ; som e ar e influence d b y 
new historicism , som e b y feminism , som e b y Marxism , som e b y recep -
tion theory . None , s o fa r a s I  know , ar e incline d t o suspec t literatur e o f 
complicity wit h th e enemy . An d a s fo r ou r ne w departmenta l self -
description, i t no w read s lik e this : "Th e Departmen t o f Englis h i s orga -
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nized t o provid e instructio n i n literature s i n English , literar y theor y an d 
criticism, th e Englis h language , expositor y an d creativ e writing , writin g 
studies, Englis h Education , film,  cultura l studies , an d closel y relate d 
fields." Thos e las t fou r word s represen t al l th e mino r compromise s lef t 
over afte r th e departmen t ha d hashe d ou t (i n man y committe e session s 
and then i n a  full facult y meeting ) th e relative place of linguistics, teache r 
training, theory , creativ e writing , busines s an d technica l writing , film, 
and (o h yes ) literar y an d cultura l studies ; bu t th e mos t controversia l 
items, which no t coincidentall y ar e th e focu s o f my attentio n here , were 
"literatures i n English " an d "cultura l studies. " 

So muc h fo r m y contrar y loca l report . Fo r wha t it' s worth , i t ma y serv e 
as evidenc e tha t man y department s o f Englis h ma y b e trouble d i n on e 
way o r another , bu t ar e no t quit e a s absurd a s Cain o r Posnoc k suggest . 
And ye t i t canno t b e denie d tha t th e disciplin e ha s bee n indelibl y 
changed b y th e pas t te n year s alone , eve r sinc e deconstructio n move d 
from th e avant-gard e o f the field  t o th e lingu a franc a o f the culture , eve r 
since Foucaul t an d Gramsc i (vi a ne w historicism , quee r theory , an d 
cultural studies ) becam e th e majo r discursiv e option s fo r theoreticall y 
inflected cultura l analysis . Th e discipline' s critic s ar e no t entirel y wron g 
to sugges t tha t i n th e presen t regime , one' s theoretica l allegiance s ca n 
determine one' s critica l conclusions : eithe r yo u believ e i n th e force s o f 
containment an d recuperation , i n whic h cas e i t become s you r jo b t o 
show ho w th e seemingl y "liberatory " o r "progressive " aspect s o f th e 
culture ultimatel y serve the conservative purpos e o f perpetuating a  politi-
cal orde r i n whic h "freedom " i s bu t a  nam e fo r a  particularly deceptiv e 
form o f self-policing , or  yo u believ e i n hegemon y an d resistance , i n 
which cas e i t become s you r jo b t o sho w ho w th e seemingl y "repressive " 
or "reactionary " aspect s o f th e cultur e ultimatel y ca n b e mad e t o serv e 
surprisingly (ye t reassuringly) liberator y o r progressive ends . 

In thi s dispensation i t should come as no surpris e tha t literary texts are 
commonly treate d a s pieces of cultural evidenc e rather tha n a s artifacts t o 
be explicate d o n thei r ow n term s (howeve r thei r "ow n terms " ma y b e 
construed). I n an d o f itself , ther e i s nothing wrong with treatin g literar y 
texts i n thi s way : the y undoubtedl y are,  among othe r things , importan t 

C U L T U R A L S T U D I E S A N D C U L T U R A L C A P I T A L 
11 



pieces o f evidenc e abou t th e culture(s ) fro m an d t o whic h the y speak , 
and an y reasonabl e historicist , feminist , reader-response , o r psychoana -
lytic criti c will  sa y so . (Eve n myt h critics , i f ther e ar e an y lef t o n th e 
planet, will  agree. ) O n th e othe r hand , ther e ma y indee d b e somethin g 
wrong wit h form s o f cultura l analysi s tha t see m t o dictat e thei r conclu -
sions i n advanc e o f thei r evidence , an d ther e ma y indee d b e somethin g 
wrong with analytica l procedure s tha t fai l t o atten d t o th e specifi c detail s 
of wha t kind  o f evidenc e i s place d o n th e table . I t ma y b e foll y t o 
claim tha t Englis h department s ar e place s wher e graduat e student s hol d 
literature unde r suspicion , an d wher e jejun e junio r facult y ar e incapabl e 
of constructin g a  literatur e syllabus . Nevertheless , i t i s possibl e t o as k a 
skeptical questio n abou t Englis h i n a  differen t register : i s th e disciplin e 
dominated b y reading practice s tha t s o determinedly overloo k th e speci -
ficity of textual genre s (b e they novels , verse satires, Hollywood screwbal l 
comedies, sonnets, epistles, mystery plays, manifestos, billboards , o r laws) 
that, fo r th e purpose s o f thos e readin g practices , professor s o f Englis h 
could just a s well be reading anything a t all? 

George Levine's edited collectio n Aesthetics and Ideology  speaks directly 
to thi s question ; on e migh t eve n sa y tha t th e boo k i s itself , lik e th e 
formation o f th e Association o f Literar y Critic s an d Scholar s i n 1994 , a 
major announcemen t o f a  majo r scholar' s dissatisfactio n wit h curren t 
practices i n literar y studies . Bu t Levin e himsel f i s n o nostalgi c belletrist , 
and h e ha s littl e sympath y wit h th e ALC S theor y tha t Englis h depart -
ments have been taken ove r by rabid ideologues who hat e great literature . 
How then , h e ask s i n hi s introductio n t o th e volume , "Reclaimin g th e 
Aesthetic," can he call his colleagues to a renewed examinatio n o f aesthet-
ics without bein g mistaken fo r a  reactionary and a n enemy of the people ? 
How migh t h e bes t fram e hi s misgiving s abou t contemporar y criticis m 
while retainin g hi s politica l allegiance s t o feminism , multiculturalism , 
deconstruction, ne w historicism , ga y an d lesbia n studies , an d al l thei r 
friends? "Thi s book, " writes Levine , 

and thi s introduction, hav e required tha t I  face directly my own 
anxieties abou t wha t m y passio n fo r literatur e wil l see m lik e t o 
the critica l cultur e wit h whic h I  wan t t o clai m alliance . . . . 
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Beginning thi s boo k wit h th e languag e o f th e affective , th e 
sublime, th e aesthetic , I  hope d t o rescu e fro m th e wreckag e o f 
the mystified idea l o f the beautifu l th e qualitie s tha t allowe d fo r 
such ric h ambivalences . Elio t i s anti-Semitic an d worse . Arnold 
is bot h statis t an d snob . I  wouldn' t b e withou t th e writing s o f 
either o f them. That , I  recognize , put s m e and thi s boo k unde r 
suspicion. (11 ) 

Levine occasionall y get s quit e dramati c o n thi s score : th e "anxieties " 
Levine faces see m t o deriv e principally from th e fea r o f losing face befor e 
one's valued colleagues , an d on e would think , fro m readin g Levine , tha t 
one's value d colleague s ar e onl y al l to o read y t o pounc e o n whoeve r 
starts talkin g abou t anapest s an d pastora l elegie s instea d o f gende r an d 
hegemony. As Levine writes towar d th e clos e of his essay , 

I am happy to see politics as an inescapable element of al l huma n 
creation an d t o rea d ever y tex t int o it s politica l moment . Bu t I 
ask, breathlessly an d nervously , fo r th e opportunity not , a s I  try 
to come to terms with th e specific form s o f literature, t o use my 
understandings o f thes e text s i n a  politica l progra m tha t turn s 
them int o instrument s an d destroy s tha t ver y smal l breathin g 
space o f fre e pla y an d disinteres t lef t t o thos e wh o ris k finding 
value even in the literature tha t seems to despise them. (21 ) 

Breathless an d nervous , Levin e appear s t o b e unde r eve n heavie r assaul t 
than ar e Ros s Posnoc k an d Willia m Cain . Al l yo u hav e t o d o i n a n 
American Englis h department , i t appears, is to profess alou d your abidin g 
love of literature, an d th e roo m will  fal l strangel y silent ; within day s yo u 
will b e labele d a  revanchist ; b y th e en d o f th e ter m you'l l hav e bee n 
booted ou t o f th e fanc y critica l clubs , an d com e Decembe r yo u ca n jus t 
forget abou t gettin g tha t tabl e b y th e windo w a t th e MLA' s annua l 
Banquet o f Critical Eminence . 

There are , o f course , a  fe w seriou s question s burie d i n m y somewha t 
facetious respons e t o Levine' s somewha t theatrica l "staging " o f his book : 
does th e politicizatio n o f criticis m require  a devaluatio n o f aesthetics ? I s 
it necessar y t o overloo k th e specifi c propertie s o f literatur e i n orde r t o 
read literar y work s i n term s o f thei r relation s t o large r cultura l forma -
tions? 
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Any assessmen t o f the profession—any assessmen t o f the function s o f 
criticism a t th e presen t time—wil l tur n o n ho w thos e question s ar e 
answered. Roughl y hal f th e profession' s accuser s see m willin g t o indic t 
any and al l "political" criticism, on th e grounds tha t "politics " is precisely 
that whic h i s brackete d o r transcende d b y th e monument s o f timeles s 
aesthetic excellence . Th e othe r hal f o f th e profession' s accuser s mak e a 
more carefu l case , i n whic h th e politicizatio n o f literar y stud y i s a 
problem o f degree rather than o f kind: literature and criticis m ar e inevita-
bly entangle d i n social , historical , an d ideologica l commitments , bu t 
contemporary literar y criticism simpl y stresses this aspect o f literature to o 
strongly, jus t a s a n earlie r generatio n o f critic s faile d t o stres s i t strongl y 
enough. Th e first  o f these positions , i n m y view , i s either contentles s o r 
intellectually bankrupt , an d no t eve n the ideologues of the Right , who s o 
often us e th e aestheti c a s a  stick with whic h t o bea t "politicall y correct " 
literary criticism , believ e a  word o f it . Th e secon d positio n seem s t o m e 
quite plausible . And i t i s this position , apparently , t o which Levine  wants 
to clai m allegianc e a s h e trie s t o straddl e aestheticis m an d historicism , 
formalism an d feminism , th e pleasur e o f th e tex t an d th e epistemolog y 
of the closet . Unfortunately , hi s discussion o f the rol e of aesthetics serve s 
only t o blu r th e distinctio n betwee n positio n on e an d positio n two , an d 
thus t o invite , fro m politicall y minde d theorists , th e ver y kin d o f dis -
missal o r condemnatio n i t mos t fears . 

By my count , ther e ar e a t leas t hal f a  dozen formulation s o f "aesthet -
ics" i n Levine' s introduction , an d hal f a  doze n correspondin g diagnose s 
of what's wrong with th e profession. Thi s i n itsel f i s no t a  bad thing , bu t 
it doe s indicat e ho w difficul t i t i s t o devis e a  firm  disciplinar y basi s fo r 
the protea n thin g calle d literar y criticism . I n hi s very first  paragraph , fo r 
instance, Levin e remark s tha t h e "conceive d thi s boo k i n respons e t o th e 
radical transformatio n o f literary stud y tha t ha s take n plac e ove r th e las t 
decade," i n par t becaus e tha t transformatio n mark s " a change tha t migh t 
challenge th e ver y existenc e o f department s o f literature i n universities. " 
The paragrap h close s wit h thre e question s tha t flow  fro m thi s concern : 
"Can, i n fact , a  category , literature , b e meaningfull y constituted ? I f so , 
once constituted , i s i t wort h muc h attention ? I s not , afte r all , th e rea l 
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subject o f literar y stud y ideology , th e rea l purpos e politica l transforma -
tion?" (1) . Th e first  tw o o f thes e ar e ver y goo d question s indeed ; a s I 
hope t o hav e mad e clea r thu s far , I  woul d lik e t o inhabi t a  professio n 
that ask s the m i n th e mos t rigorou s possibl e manner . Bu t th e thir d 
question i s a strict no n sequitur ; i t even contains a  non sequitu r withi n a 
non sequitur . Fo r i f i n fac t i t i s no t possibl e t o constitut e literatur e a s a 
distinct categor y o f writing (an d man y mind s finer  tha n min e hav e trie d 
to d o jus t this) , ther e i s n o reaso n t o assum e tha t th e subjec t o f literar y 
study i s therefor e ideolog y (whateve r "ideology " migh t mea n i n thi s 
context); an d eve n i f th e subjec t o f literar y stud y were  ideology, ther e 
would b e n o warran t fo r elidin g th e stud y o f ideolog y wit h th e goa l o f 
political transformation . Man y professors i n histor y and politica l science , 
I believe , manag e t o stud y ideolog y withou t demandin g t o se e thei r 
students' voting record s a t th e en d o f the semester . I n th e cours e o f onl y 
a fe w lines , then , Levin e ha s move d fro m askin g fundamenta l an d 
indispensable question s abou t th e donnee  of the disciplin e t o caricaturin g 
politically committe d criticis m i n term s a s reductive an d (mis ) leading a s 
New Criterion  boilerplate. 

Levine the n move s t o mor e specifi c targets , namin g Fredri c Jameson , 
Edward Said , Stephe n Greenblatt , an d Ev e Kosofsk y Sedgwic k a s exam -
ples o f politicall y committe d readers . Bu t a s Levin e immediatel y adds , 
his quarre l i s no t wit h thes e people , who m h e credit s wit h havin g 
"wonderfully enriche d th e possibilities o f literary criticism"; hi s quarre l i s 
with "thei r followers " wh o "reduc e critica l practic e t o exercise s i n politi -
cal posturing" (2) . Here agai n i s that distinctiv e generationa l anxiety , th e 
impulse t o scor n th e sor t no w growin g up , al l ou t o f shap e fro m to e t o 
top: thei r parent s ha d som e redeemin g qualities , bu t evidentl y thos e 
qualities wer e recessive , fo r th e childre n displa y onl y th e vice s o f thei r 
elders i n exaggerate d form . Ye t thre e page s later , i t turn s ou t tha t Levin e 
does have a  quarrel with Sedgwic k afte r all . Calling he r work " a rich an d 
illuminating criticis m tha t make s literatur e more , no t les s interesting, " 
he nonetheles s register s a  complaint abou t it s purpose: "lik e much o f th e 
best criticis m today , i t is , however, usin g literatur e primaril y a s a  mean s 
to broa d cultura l conclusions " (5) . Thi s i s s o vaguel y worde d a s t o b e 
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self-defeating: i t encompasse s no t onl y Sedgwic k bu t Kermode , Frye , 
Trilling, Auerbach , Leavis , Eliot , an d Arnold , al l o f who m sa w "broa d 
cultural conclusions " a s a  crucia l elemen t no t onl y o f literar y criticis m 
but o f literatur e itself . Mimesis,  afte r all , i s a  magnificentl y capaciou s 
term. S o unles s on e want s t o indic t critic s fo r drawin g broa d cultura l 
conclusions fro m Blake , Stevens , Lawrence , o r th e metaphysicals , on e 
will have to rewrit e the indictmen t an d submi t i t anew . 

As i t happens , that' s prett y muc h wha t Levin e doe s i n th e remainde r 
of hi s introduction . First , h e move s bac k ont o firmer  ground , askin g 
about th e value o f literary text s a s evidence fo r cultura l conclusions : "m y 
remarks ar e not t o questio n Sedgwick' s analysi s of homosocial desire , bu t 
to requir e attentio n t o ho w th e overal l argumen t o f [Between  Men] .  .  . 
implies ver y complicate d argument s abou t th e wa y literatur e work s i n 
culture" (6) . I n othe r words , i f a  goo d clos e readin g ca n tel l u s a  lo t 
about a  text' s rhetorica l an d ideologica l operations , wha t migh t w e 
legitimately infe r abou t ho w thos e operation s migh t hav e refracted , re -
sisted, o r affecte d th e culture(s ) i n whic h th e tex t wa s written an d read ? 
"The questio n o f wha t sor t o f evidenc e abou t cultur e 'literary ' text s 
provide ha s b y n o mean s bee n resolved, " write s Levin e (6-7).  What , 
then, i s th e difference—i f ther e i s one , o r onl y one—betwee n readin g 
treaties an d treatises , an d readin g Defoe' s Robinson  Crusoe,  a s text s con -
cerned with th e Englis h slav e trade? 

Had Levin e stoppe d here , hi s introductio n woul d hav e se t u s th e 
worthy tas k o f determinin g th e cultura l an d evidentiar y statu s o f litera -
ture—a tas k sometime s neglecte d b y cultura l studies , partl y becaus e 
cultural studie s to o ofte n attempt s a n analysi s o f "reception " withou t a n 
explicit theor y o f receptio n aesthetic s (th e roa d no t take n i n America n 
criticism thu s far ) o r a  theory o f genre ( a road neglecte d sinc e Frye , wit h 
two majo r exceptions—Fredri c Jameson' s neglecte d revisio n o f Fry e i n 
The Political  Unconscious,  an d th e dissimilarl y neglecte d wor k o f Ralp h 
Cohen). Bu t Levin e doe s no t sto p here ; instead , h e goe s o n t o as k 
whether it' s worth readin g literature a t al l "i f what we want t o kno w ca n 
be discovere d throug h othe r materials, " an d the n t o ask , apropo s o f 
D. A . Miller' s The  Novel and  the  Police,  why w e shoul d bothe r readin g 
literature i f we find  i t complici t with thing s we don' t like : 
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Miller's answer , a s I  understan d it , i s that [th e Victorian novel ] 
enables reader s t o se e how thi s bourgeoisifyin g projec t i s carried 
on in other , contemporary , forms . I n effect , th e point o f reading 
literature sensitivel y is to warn reader s agains t readin g literature . 
If on e object s t o th e ide a o f th e "libera l subject " an d t o th e 
political regime s tha t rel y o n it , wh y furthe r propagat e text s 
enlisted on the side of the enemy? (9) 

This i s anothe r se t o f question s altogether . It' s on e thin g t o as k 
whether an d ho w literar y text s ca n provid e u s th e materia l fo r "broa d 
cultural conclusions" ; it' s quit e anothe r thin g t o as k literature t o provid e 
us wit h a  uniqu e kin d o f informationa l conten t tha t ca n b e foun d 
nowhere els e in th e world . And the n it' s anothe r thin g t o as k whether i t 
makes sens e t o rea d influentia l text s an d author s whos e influenc e on e 
may regre t o r wis h t o contest . An d the n it' s ye t another  thing t o ask , a s 
Levine does two pages later, whether th e "aesthetic " might b e a discursive 
realm o f relative autonomy fro m purposiveness : 

Does literatur e hav e an y standin g tha t might , eve n fo r a  mo -
ment, exemp t i t fro m th e practica l an d politica l critique s t o 
which al l other artifact s o f culture ar e apparently subject ? Whe n 
art seems , directl y o r indirectly , intentionall y o r inadvertently , 
openly o r surreptitiously , t o sustain , create , justify , o r forwar d 
politically o r sociall y objectionabl e end s (fro m whos e perspec -
tive?), are there any grounds for giving it the privilege disallowed 
to other enemies of the good, the true, and the just? (11 ) 

Here too , there' s a  trenchant questio n burie d i n a n infelicitou s formula -
tion: what doe s Levin e mea n b y "exempt, " an d wha t doe s i t mea n t o b e 
exempt for  a  moment?  Surel y n o workin g critic , no t eve n th e mos t 
besotted follower o f Jameson, Said , e t al. , is so foolish a s to cal l the polic e 
when Macbet h murder s Duncan . S o literatur e i s probabl y exemp t fro m 
the demand s o f quotidia n practicalit y i n tha t sense . Bu t wha t kin d o f 
momentary exemptio n shoul d w e gran t Ezr a Poun d whe n h e writes , i n 
his Pisan  Cantos,  that th e goyi m ar e shee p an d ar e le d t o slaughte r i n 
great number s b y internationa l Jewry ? Are we t o forswea r ou r "practica l 
and political " response s t o thi s kin d o f profoun d obscenity , a s di d th e 
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1948 Bollinge n Committee , o n th e ground s tha t Pound' s work , a s po -
etry, should b e considered "exempt " fro m suc h concerns ? 

At thi s point we're no t yet halfway throug h Levine' s introduction , an d 
perhaps w e will  b e forgive n i f w e confes s t o confusion : wha t exactl y i s 
wrong wit h contemporar y criticism ? Let' s revie w what w e hav e thu s far . 
Does i t neglec t t o as k whether literatur e i s a  meaningful category ? Doe s 
it attemp t politica l indoctrinatio n a s a  result ? I s i t to o cavalie r abou t 
deriving broa d cultura l conclusion s fro m relativel y littl e documentar y 
evidence? I s it inattentive t o th e possibility tha t it s informational conten t 
might b e unique? Doe s i t attend t o majo r writer s merely to unmas k thei r 
complicity i n evil , and i s it heedless of the dangers o f further propagatin g 
the enemy' s texts ? Or , havin g faile d t o as k th e first  o f thes e questions , i s 
criticism blin d t o th e possibilit y tha t literatur e migh t indee d hav e a 
"special" statu s tha t exempt s i t fro m "practica l an d politica l critiques" ? 
These questions , I  shoul d note , ar e no t mutuall y exclusive : on e ca n 
certainly sa y al l thes e thing s abou t contemporar y literar y criticism , an d 
one ca n eve n add , i f on e ha s a  mind , tha t it' s poorl y written , carelessl y 
footnoted, inelegantl y punctuated , shoddil y bound , callousl y marketed , 
shamefully reviewed , an d brutall y expensive , too . Bu t no t al l o f thes e 
objections—Levine's rea l ones , o r m y pett y hypothetica l ones—consti -
tute o r eve n license  a  close examination o f the aesthetic . 

Our confusion i s real; it is, in many ways, the occasion for this book. Why, 
indeed, shoul d th e aestheti c b e a  critica l componen t o f th e disciplinar y 
definition o f literature, a s distinct fro m music , dance , o r th e plasti c arts , 
where form i s easier to distinguish from propositionality ? Mor e curiously , 
why should an aesthetic definition o f literature be a critical component o f 
the franchise o f the English department? After all , we do not live in a world 
where universit y trustees , legislators , parents , an d journalist s ris e u p i n 
arms whenever Englis h professors fai l to do justice to the sublime and th e 
beautiful; a s I'll point out again in chapter 3 , public furor ove r the mission 
of Englis h rarel y addresse s anythin g othe r tha n basi c writin g courses — 
with th e occasiona l exceptio n o f you r standard-issu e right-win g medi a 
campaign tha t alerts Americans to the shocking fact tha t Shakespeare is no 
longer taught in literature classes. What, finally, is the relation between th e 
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subject matte r of literary-slash-cultural studie s and the public legitimatio n 
of the discipline known as English? What i s the relation between the field's 
internal self-definition an d it s external constituencies ? 

We (I ) cannot answer these questions directly, because they admit of no 
definitive answer ; bu t w e (I ) ca n describ e thei r parameter s an d sugges t 
what's a t stake in trying to grapple with them . Fortunately , th e reason th e 
questions are not directly answerable is intimately tied to those parameters: 
the potentia l constituencie s o f the field  depend largel y on what th e disci -
pline o f Englis h mean s institutionally y a s a  subjec t i n colleg e an d hig h 
school courses , an d wha t Englis h mean s institutionall y i s dependen t i n 
turn o n a  congerie s o f socia l an d economi c movement s wel l beyon d th e 
control o f any one professor, department , o r syllabus. 

To gras p th e relatio n betwee n th e subjec t matte r o f th e field  an d it s 
public legitimation , then , w e nee d t o inquir e int o th e statu s o f literatur e 
as cultura l capital , a s John Guillor y ha s don e i n hi s landmar k Cultural 
Capital: The  Problem of  Literary Canon  Formation.  Guillor y say s almos t 
nothing abou t cultura l studie s in  nomine,  bu t hi s boo k doe s theoriz e th e 
relative "decline " o f literar y studie s s o provocativel y a s t o affor d u s a n 
explanation o f why cultura l studie s migh t hav e become, fo r muc h o f th e 
discipline, th e idea l self-descriptio n du  jour. Fo r Guillory , th e statu s o f 
literary stud y i s inseparabl e fro m th e large r socia l condition s tha t mak e 
literary study eithe r valuable o r superfluous a s cultural capital : 

It ha s proven t o b e much easie r t o quarre l abou t th e conten t o f 
the curriculu m tha n t o confron t th e implication s o f a  full y 
emergent professional-manageria l clas s which n o longe r require s 
the ol d cultura l capita l o f th e bourgeoisie . Th e declin e o f th e 
humanities wa s neve r th e resul t o f newe r noncanonica l course s 
or texts , bu t o f a  large-scal e "capita l flight"  i n th e domai n o f 
culture. .  . . The professional-manageria l clas s has made th e cor -
rect assessmen t that , s o fa r a s it s futur e profi t i s concerned, th e 
reading of great works is not worth th e investment o f very much 
time o r money . Th e perceive d devaluatio n o f th e humanitie s 
curriculum i s in reality a decline in its market  value. If the liberal 
arts curriculu m stil l survive s a s the preferre d cours e o f study i n 
some elit e institutions , thi s fac t ha s everythin g t o d o wit h th e 
class constituency of those institutions. (45-46 ) 

CULTURAL S T U D I E S AN D C U L T U R A L C A P I T A L 
3 



Let m e flesh  ou t Guillory' s analysi s wit h a  brie f anecdote , mediate d 
by way of Richard Ohmann' s observation , i n Politics  of Letters, that 

for Wesleyan students (and for those at Yale, Stanford, Wellesley , 
etc.) ther e i s still  n o penalt y fo r pursuin g th e human e an d 
pleasant activity of reading good books and trying to understan d 
the world. These students have a reserved place waiting for the m 
in th e professional-manageria l clas s or th e rulin g class , some b y 
virtue o f having made i t int o a n elit e college, most b y birth an d 
nurture. (12 ) 

When I  first went "o n th e market" a t the 198 8 MLA convention i n Ne w 
Orleans, I  interviewe d fo r job s a t a  wide arra y o f schools , an d nothin g 
made th e stratification o f the profession s o palpable t o m e a s the answer s 
I go t whe n I  asked  m y interviewer s abou t th e numbe r o f thei r Englis h 
majors relativ e t o th e tota l numbe r o f undergraduate s a t thei r institu -
tions. O n on e fine  Decembe r mornin g I  manage d t o g o fro m a n inter -
view a t William s College , wit h mor e tha n 25 0 Englis h major s amon g 
1500 upper-divisio n students , t o Auburn Universit y i n Alabama, with a n 
undergraduate enrollmen t o f 21,00 0 an d 120  Englis h majors . Thos e 
numbers alone , i t shoul d b e noted , determin e muc h o f th e workin g 
conditions o f facult y i n Englis h a t bot h institutions : facult y a t William s 
are invited an d expecte d t o teach in the area of their "specialization, " an d 
though thei r schoo l generall y values  thei r teachin g mor e highl y tha n 
their research , th e numbe r o f Englis h major s enable s th e colleg e t o 
institutionalize a  divers e arra y o f advance d course s i n English , whethe r 
these b e course s i n Restoratio n drama , film  noir , o r postcolonia l theory . 
At Auburn , b y contrast , th e rang e o f advance d course s i s limited no t b y 
the researc h interest s o f the facult y bu t b y the cultura l capita l o f Englis h 
at Auburn , an d facult y accordingl y teac h mor e course s tha n thei r coun -
terparts a t Williams—an d many  mor e introductor y courses , includin g 
courses in basic writing. Even a t individual institutions , then , the conten t 
of th e curriculu m i s determine d largel y b y th e statu s o f Englis h a s 
cultural capital—or , mor e accurately , cultura l capita l i s realized  an d 
invested as  cultural capita l precisel y b y mean s o f individua l institution s 
operating dynamicall y within large r institutions . 
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On on e hand , th e implication s o f thi s poin t ar e trivial , an d everyon e 
in Englis h knows abou t them—jus t a s everyone knows tha t th e teachin g 
load a t William s differ s fro m th e teachin g loa d a t Auburn . On e migh t 
say, fo r instance , tha t Cain , Posnock , an d Levin e ar e worrie d abou t 
something tha t ca n b e a n issu e onl y a t relativel y "elite " institutions , 
where cultura l studie s appear s a s a  curricula r optio n unavailabl e t o col -
leges whose Englis h curriculu m i s weighted heavil y towar d introductor y 
courses, an d wher e th e questio n i s no t "ho w ca n w e ge t ou r student s t o 
stop reverencin g literatur e an d star t payin g attentio n t o th e socia l text, " 
but "ho w ca n w e get  ou r student s t o pa y attentio n t o literatur e i n th e 
first place? " Bu t o n th e othe r han d th e poin t i s fundamenta l t o th e rol e 
of cultura l studie s i n English , insofa r a s cultural studie s doe s not  have t o 
be confined t o elit e institutions , an d ca n b e a s central t o a n introductor y 
curriculum a s t o a n advance d cours e o f study ; similarly , th e poin t i s 
fundamental t o th e constitutio n o f Englis h department s i n th e Unite d 
States, insofa r a s th e franchis e o f Englis h depend s o n th e institutional 
capital o f English i n specifi c institutiona l locations . 

I will return t o these issues in th e chapter s tha t follow , a s I turn t o th e 
employment o f Englis h i n specifi c institutiona l locations . Fo r now , 
though, I  want briefl y t o addres s th e statu s o f cultura l studie s a s cultura l 
capital. Guillory' s analysi s take s fo r grante d on e o f th e premise s o f th e 
New Righ t a s articulated mos t clearl y in William Bennett' s To  Reclaim a 
Legacy, namely , tha t th e humanities ar e in decline. Guillory rightly argues 
that thi s allege d declin e o f th e humanitie s ha s nothin g t o d o wit h 
the introductio n o f noncanonica l work s t o th e literatur e syllabus , an d 
everything to do with th e cultura l capita l o f literary study and it s relatio n 
to productiv e capita l (tha t is , money ) fo r colleg e students . Henc e Guil -
lory's attribution t o the aspiring professional-managerial clas s of the sense 
that "th e readin g o f grea t work s i s no t wort h th e investmen t o f ver y 
much tim e o r money. " Bu t wha t happen s i f we contes t th e narrativ e o f 
decline a t the outset , an d tr y to accoun t fo r th e resurgenc e o f undergrad -
uate interes t i n th e Englis h majo r i n th e 1980 s an d 1990s? 2 Surel y i t 
would b e temptin g bu t wron g (i n Guillory' s term s an d i n mine ) t o 
attribute tha t resurgenc e solel y o r chiefl y t o th e newe r multicultura l 
curricula i n English. 3 Perhap s instea d w e migh t poin t t o tw o genera l 
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economic factor s tha t ma y hav e swelle d enrollment s i n Englis h i n th e 
past te n years—first , th e widesprea d (bu t ultimatel y mistaken ) belie f 
that ther e would b e a  "faculty shortage " i n th e 1990s , such tha t employ -
ment i n college s (o f grea t concer n fo r graduat e study ) an d secondar y 
schools (o f grea t concer n fo r undergraduat e study ) woul d b e a  likel y 
prospect eve n fo r peopl e wh o receive d degree s i n th e humanities ; an d 
second, th e widesprea d (an d ultimatel y wel l founded ) belie f tha t th e 
global econom y was producing jobs tha t were less stable, less secure tha n 
the job s o f fort y year s ago , suc h tha t fo r som e area s o f nonacademi c 
employment, a  genera l libera l art s degre e migh t b e see n b y prospectiv e 
employers a s more attractiv e tha n a  degree tha t signifie d a  college career 
of technical-vocational training . 

Let m e ad d t o thes e observation s th e followin g questions : who , ex -
actly, wa s "credentialed " b y universitie s bac k i n th e day s whe n th e 
humanities wer e no t i n crisis ? Fo r who m wa s literar y stud y a  for m o f 
cultural capital ? Might i t not be the case, as Francis Oakley has suggested , 
that th e ris e i n professional-vocationa l course s o f trainin g sinc e 197 0 
(and th e relativ e "decline " o f th e humanities ) coincide s wit h th e arriva l 
at universitie s o f vastl y mor e divers e studen t population s (particularl y 
more divers e wit h regar d t o clas s origins ) beginnin g i n th e lat e 1960s ? 
My hop e i n raisin g thes e question s i s not t o clai m tha t we'r e just fine  i n 
the humanitie s thes e days , thank you , despit e everythin g you've heard t o 
the contrary . Rather , m y hop e i s t o rais e question s abou t Guillory' s 
account o f th e relatio n betwee n literar y studie s an d cultura l capita l jus t 
as Guillor y ha s raise d question s abou t th e relatio n betwee n cultura l 
capital an d th e canon . I f i t i s true , a s Guillor y claim s (a s I  would clai m 
as well) , tha t th e statu s o f literar y studie s a s cultura l capita l doe s no t 
depend, solel y o r chiefly , o n th e curricula r conten t o f literar y studies , i t 
may als o b e tru e tha t ther e i s some degre e o f independenc e betwee n th e 
status o f literar y studie s a s cultura l capita l an d th e employabilit y o f a 
degree i n English . I t i s possible , I  a m claiming , tha t "literature " ma y 
indeed have declined i n cultural authority but "English " remains a  poten-
tially valuable career asset . To pu t thi s in more colloquial terms : whatever 
the statu s o f "literature " a s a n inde x o f cultivatio n an d clas s status , 
degrees i n Englis h ma y stil l b e convertibl e int o gainfu l employment — 
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not becaus e the y mar k thei r recipient s a s literate , well-rounde d youn g 
men an d wome n wh o ca n allud e t o Shakespear e i n busines s memos , bu t 
because the y mar k thei r recipient s a s people wh o ca n potentiall y negoti -
ate a  wid e rang e o f intellectua l task s an d handl e (i n variou s ways ) 
disparate kinds o f "textual" material , from memos , legal briefs , and whit e 
papers t o a d campaigns , databases , an d electroni c newsmagazines . 

And i f w e wan t t o gaug e th e relativ e statu s (a s cultura l capital ) o f 
literature an d cultura l studies , we should hav e yet on e mor e questio n fo r 
Guillory's accoun t o f th e field.  If , a s Cultural  Capital  claims , th e ne w 
professional-managerial clas s n o longe r require s th e ol d cultura l capita l 
of the bourgeoisie , then i t is not clea r whether all  kinds of cultural capita l 
are no w utterl y superfluou s t o th e accumulatio n an d distributio n o f 
productive capita l (a s Bill Readings emphaticall y argues in The  University 
in Ruins),  or , b y contrast , whethe r a  redesigne d curriculu m i n th e hu -
manities migh t actuall y b e o f greate r us e t o th e credentializatio n o f th e 
professional-managerial class . In forwardin g th e latte r suggestio n (sinc e I 
disagree strongl y wit h th e former) , I  d o no t wan t t o b e understoo d a s 
saying anything so simpleminded a s "we must substitut e Toni Morrison' s 
Beloved for Milton' s Lycidas  because thi s is what th e new global econom y 
requires"; t o dat e I  hav e hear d o f onl y on e employe r wh o ask s suc h 
things o f hi s job applicants : Milto n Rosenber g o f Chicago , wh o quizze s 
prospective colleg e intern s fo r hi s radi o progra m a s to whethe r the y ca n 
name thre e nineteenth-centur y Britis h novelists . (Whe n I  asked  hi m 
whether i t migh t no t b e mor e pertinen t t o a  jo b i n mas s medi a tha t 
students b e abl e t o nam e thre e contemporar y non-America n novelist s 
writing i n English , I  was dismissed i n somewha t predictabl e terms , bu t I 
do no t generaliz e fro m thi s tha t Willia m Thackera y an d Elizabet h Glas -
pell ar e necessaril y mor e conduciv e t o mas s medi a employmen t tha n 
Margaret Atwoo d an d Chinu a Achebe. ) Rather , I  wan t t o as k whethe r 
the adven t o f cultura l studie s ca n b e understoo d a s a  respons e t o th e 
market valu e o f literar y study . Thi s i s no t simpl y a  questio n o f whethe r 
English professor s ar e offering course s on musi c video i n orde r t o remai n 
somehow "relevant " t o the cultura l live s of their student s (thoug h i t doe s 
participate i n tha t questio n t o som e extent) ; mor e fundamentally , i t i s a 
question o f whethe r th e distributio n o f cultura l capita l serve s a  purel y 
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discriminating function , t o naturaliz e an d legitimat e socioeconomi c in -
equality, o r whether th e conten t o f cultural capita l migh t matte r i n som e 
substantive wa y t o th e traditiona l liberal-progressiv e projec t o f "critica l 
thinking." 

Bruce Robbins raise s precisely thi s questio n i n hi s trenchan t revie w of 
Guillory's book : does the conten t o f the curriculum signify  in a  meaning-
ful sociopolitica l sense , or is the curriculum primaril y a means of marking 
and enforcin g distinction s amon g ou r student s regardles s o f whethe r 
those distinction s ar e buil t o n Shakespear e o r o n Madonna ? Robbin s 
writes, 

[E]ven i f we believe tha t knowledg e o f Latin an d Gree k was n o 
more tha n a n empt y diacritica l mar k differentiatin g ruler s fro m 
ruled, i t doe s no t follo w tha t eithe r vernacula r literatur e ove r 
the pas t seventy-fiv e year s o r th e conten t o f today' s fa r mor e 
democratically accessibl e curriculu m i s equall y irrelevant , tha t 
these too could serve only to differentiate. An d if they are indeed 
functional, the n i t would als o seem, for example , that the abilit y 
to ge t one' s ow n experienc e re-classifie d a s part o f cultural capi -
tal—which i s on e descriptio n o f wha t multiculturalis m i s 
about—should als o b e classifie d a s a  genuin e i f no t necessaril y 
momentous redistributio n o f power . Fro m th e momen t whe n 
knowledge of rap music or rape statistics or the genealogy of the 
word "homosexual " i s measure d o n examination s an d count s 
toward a  degree, there has been som e change , pace Bourdieu, i n 
access to credentials. (373 ) 

Note tha t neithe r Robbin s no r Guillor y i s makin g th e obviou s (and , 
by now , quit e tired ) argumen t abou t curriculu m change—th e demo -
graphic argument , whic h say s tha t ne w studen t population s requir e ne w 
course offerings . Bot h ar e rightl y skeptica l o f tha t "representational " 
logic. Instead , the y ask , a s I  a m asking , whethe r th e conten t o f th e 
curriculum i n th e humanitie s migh t hav e an y importan t relatio n t o th e 
social standin g o f th e humanitie s (and , a s a  result , t o th e healt h o f th e 
humanities i n term s o f enrollments , jo b placement , facult y lines , an d 
cultural authority) . Ca n w e sa y that o n som e level , th e professio n some -
how knows,  structurally , tha t it s prestig e i s no t wha t i t onc e wa s (fo r 
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whatever reasons) , an d i s tryin g t o recou p som e o f it s los t authorit y b y 
redefining it s object—no t a s th e stud y o f grea t works , bu t a s th e en -
hancement o f rhetorica l technique s o f interpretation tha t ca n b e applie d 
to a  vas t variet y o f cultura l "texts" ? Davi d Simpson , i n hi s recen t boo k 
The Academic Postmodern  and  the  Rule  of  Literature,  argue s tha t thi s i s 
exactly what' s goin g o n whe n Englis h department s star t includin g "cul -
tural studies " in thei r self-descriptions : 

Both i n Britai n an d th e Unite d States , humanitie s intellectual s 
are particularly vulnerable, becaus e of our associatio n with thos e 
very qualitie s [Thorstein ] Veble n attribute d t o us , qualitie s o f 
the occul t an d th e liminal . Thi s share d anxiet y mus t b e par t o f 
any comprehensiv e explanatio n o f ou r curren t tur n t o cultura l 
criticism, whic h paradoxicall y provide s u s wit h a  rhetori c o f 
referentiality, a  posture o f speaking abou t th e world, eve n a s we 
admit tha t th e worl d i s mad e u p largel y o f representations . 
Cultural studies , a s we now se e it , i s a form o f survivalism, an d 
those wh o deplor e it s incursio n int o th e universitie s woul d d o 
well t o reflec t upo n th e degre e t o whic h i t ensure s thei r ow n 
continued existence . (7) 

Cultural studies  as survivalism: that , i n a  nutshell , i s both th e desir e an d 
the fea r drivin g th e debate s abou t cultura l studies , a s fa r a s th e nea r 
future o f Englis h i s concerned . I n thi s corner , Davi d Simpson , cau -
tioning u s t o thin k tha t cultura l studie s migh t actuall y b e proppin g u s 
up; i n th e fa r corner , Georg e Levine , cautionin g u s t o thin k tha t th e 
prop migh t jus t depriv e u s o f ou r publi c legitimac y a s steward s o f th e 
aesthetic. 

Interestingly, thi s polarize d scenari o come s i n othe r versions ; mor e 
interestingly still , the y al l lea d t o th e sam e dystopia n conclusion , a s I'l l 
show in a  moment. Fro m th e Left , especiall y the British Lef t mos t closel y 
identified wit h cultura l studies , ther e i s th e well-founde d fea r tha t i n 
American universities , "cultura l studies " wil l eventuall y com e t o b e un -
derstood a s a  roug h synony m fo r "th e humanities. " Th e fac t tha t th e 
term ha s bee n appropriate d b y Englis h departments , anthropolog y de -
partments, communication s an d speec h departments , an d th e foreig n 
languages (wher e i t i s often see n a s very much a  survival mechanism tha t 
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might compensat e fo r th e dro p i n enrollment s fo r advance d languag e 
study) i s ample evidence , to thi s wing of the academic Left , tha t th e ter m 
"cultural studies " has los t it s critica l forc e an d ha s become anothe r nam e 
for busines s a s usua l o n th e leaf y sid e o f th e quad . Conservative s hav e a 
similar stor y t o tell . Fro m Alvi n Kernan' s boo k The  Death  of  Literature 
to th e proclamation s o f the ALCS, the messag e i s pretty muc h th e same : 
the kid s jus t aren' t readin g anymore . The y com e t o college , thei r head s 
brimming wit h Beavi s an d Butt-Hea d bu t withou t th e faintes t notio n 
who Chauce r is ; an d th e professors , desertin g thei r post s a s educators , 
have give n u p tryin g t o offe r student s th e grea t book s o f th e ages , eithe r 
because the y n o longe r believ e i n th e concep t o f grea t books , o r (mor e 
cynically) becaus e the y no longe r believ e they can sustai n enrollment s b y 
professing th e fait h o f th e grea t books . Accordingly , department s o f 
English ar e gradually becomin g place s tha t offe r course s o n Barbi e dolls , 
rock stars , and th e Disne y empire , while seekers of truth pin e desperatel y 
for th e course s i n Milto n an d Wordswort h th e departmen t n o longe r 
offers. 

At least in thi s one respect , both th e left an d righ t wings of the cultur e 
wars ca n loo k a t th e American academy , hol d thei r head s i n thei r hands , 
and bewai l what cultura l studie s hath wrought . 

The reaso n Guillory' s theor y o f cultura l capita l i s s o german e t o th e 
future o f literar y study , then , i s no t tha t i t clarifie s matter s bu t tha t i t 
helps t o explai n wh y matter s ar e a s cloud y a s the y are . Dependin g o n 
how on e draw s th e connection s amon g literar y study , cultura l capital , 
and meaningfu l employment , on e can lamen t th e turn t o cultura l studie s 
and cal l fo r th e restoratio n o f literatur e t o th e centra l plac e i n th e 
curriculum, o n th e grounds tha t thi s will a t once preserve the intellectua l 
legitimacy o f Englis h an d reviv e th e discipline' s leve l o f publi c support , 
or one can applaud th e turn t o cultura l studie s as that which will preserve 
the intellectua l legitimac y o f Englis h an d reviv e th e discipline' s leve l o f 
public support . And , i n turn , eac h o f thes e option s ca n b e cas t quit e 
differently, a s a blueprint no t fo r th e revival of English bu t fo r it s demise. 

In The  Western  Canon y fo r instance , Harol d Bloo m ha s muse d tha t 
departments o f English will gradually be pruned o f their faculty who lov e 
literature unti l the y ar e compose d o f smal l handful s o f clos e readers , 
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whereupon the y will  hav e roughl y th e siz e an d influenc e o f department s 
of classics—which the y will resemble in many other antiquarian respects . 
At the same time, critics of cultural studies who combine Georg e Levine' s 
sense o f the franchis e o f English with a  healthy distrus t o f contemporar y 
cost-cutting measure s i n academ e clai m tha t i f literar y stud y eventuall y 
becomes synonymou s wit h cultura l study , th e departmen t o f Englis h 
will b e amalgamate d wit h an y numbe r o f cognat e department s i n th e 
humanities, fro m anthropolog y an d film  t o communications , rhetoric , 
and medi a studies . And the n alon g will  com e som e enterprisin g dea n o r 
provost wh o will  loo k a t al l thi s "duplication, " al l thi s mes s o f facult y 
purportedly studyin g th e sam e thin g calle d "culture, " an d w e wil l find 
our number s cu t i n hal f a s th e universit y move s t o eliminat e o r reduc e 
some o f it s nonrevenue-producin g activitie s lik e offerin g degree s i n th e 
humanities. Ye t alternatively , i f literary stud y follow s th e Bloo m model , 
remaining literary  study an d refusin g t o cav e i n t o th e blandishment s 
and temptation s o f cultura l studies , department s o f literatur e will  find 
themselves becomin g small , ineffectua l sid e offering s i n th e genera l uni -
versity market . Thei r facult y will  b e fe w an d powerless , bu t prou d an d 
noble. 

How ca n i t b e tha t bot h scenario s en d i n th e destructio n o r eviscera -
tion o f literary study and the humanities? I f English departments embrac e 
cultural studie s i n a n attemp t t o appea l t o th e cultura l need s o f th e 
professional-managerial class , they may be seen as duplicating th e knowl -
edges produce d i n othe r departments , an d downsize d o r eliminate d 
accordingly. An d i f Englis h department s abjur e cultura l studies , the y 
may b e see n a s irrelevan t t o th e cultura l need s o f th e professional -
managerial class , an d downsize d o r eliminate d accordingly . Ou r futur e 
begins t o soun d lik e th e openin g o f Woody Allen' s parodi c commence -
ment speech , i n whic h h e write s tha t mankin d face s a  crossroads : on e 
path lead s t o despai r an d utte r hopelessness , an d th e othe r lead s t o tota l 
extinction. Le t u s pray we have the wisdom t o choos e correctly . 

Actually th e choice s before  u s ar e no t tw o bu t four : cultura l studie s an d 
eventual doom-by-duplication ; literar y studie s an d eventua l doom-by -
irrelevance; cultura l studie s an d prosperit y with th e nascen t professional -
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managerial class ; literary studies an d prosperit y with everyon e who want s 
to stud y th e aestheti c use s o f language . And th e wa y t o decid e which o f 
these future s i s most likel y for literar y stud y i s simple: just figure  ou t th e 
exact relation s amon g literary-slash-cultura l study , cultura l capital , stu -
dent enrollments , an d productiv e capital , an d devis e th e curriculu m 
accordingly. 

I want t o clos e thi s chapte r b y making a  modest proposal , which , lik e 
all modes t proposals , i s muc h to o radica l fo r realization . I t ma y b e 
possible fo r Englis h department s t o foregroun d "literature " i n th e re -
stricted belles-lettre s sens e in which th e ter m ha s been understoo d i n thi s 
century at  the  same  time  tha t literar y stud y incorporate s som e o f th e 
concerns o f cultura l studies . I t ma y b e possibl e fo r Englis h department s 
to mak e som e clai m o n th e interest s o f th e professional-manageria l clas s 
even as  the need s o f tha t clas s mov e furthe r an d furthe r awa y fro m th e 
Beowulf-to-Virginia Wool f cano n o f Englis h literature . I t ma y eve n b e 
possible fo r Englis h department s t o expan d thei r concer n wit h th e En -
glish language while becoming les s .  . .  well, English  in th e process . 

Notice i f yo u will  th e od d fac t tha t i n debate s ove r th e plac e o f 
cultural studies , critic s rarel y inquir e int o th e plac e o f contemporar y 
writing i n English . Eve n m y own department' s bylaws , as I  noted above , 
consider "literature s i n English" a  thing apar t fro m "cultura l studies. " All 
too often , whe n contemporar y writin g i n Englis h i s taugh t (i f i t i s 
taught a t all ) i n literatur e departments , i t come s unde r th e headin g o f 
Postcolonial Literatures , Worl d Lit , o r (stil l worse ) Thir d Worl d Lit . I n 
my ow n department , i t i s fa r an d awa y th e mos t underrepresente d 
arena o f writing ; on e o f th e strange r moment s i n ou r departmenta l 
deliberations, i n fact , cam e jus t afte r som e o f m y colleague s wer e finally 
convinced tha t "cultura l studies " wa s a  fai r descriptio n o f what som e o f 
us ar e doin g a t Illinois—whe n w e then  realize d tha t w e ha d advertise d 
ourselves a s offerin g "literature s i n English " bu t onl y ha d tw o facult y 
members wh o ha d eve r offere d course s i n literature s neithe r Englis h no r 
American. 

Reed Wa y Dasenbroc k originall y mad e thi s suggestio n som e year s 
ago, befor e "cultura l studies " had becom e a  name fo r a  fear an d a  desire, 
and I  want t o updat e hi s proposa l an d tos s i t ont o th e tabl e just i n tim e 
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for th e millennium . I n Dasenbrock' s terms , th e literatur e curriculu m i s 
currently organize d aroun d a  "centripetal " cano n centere d firml y i n th e 
British Isles—th e cano n bequeathe d u s largel y b y F . R . Leavi s an d 
Scrutiny, "fro m which, " a s Terr y Eagleto n ha s famousl y written , "criti -
cism ha s neve r quit e recovered " (28) . Thi s cano n contain s man y o f th e 
greatest writer s eve r t o inhabi t an d expan d th e Englis h language , o f 
course, bu t i t als o doe s doubl e dut y a s a n agen t o f Anglo-America n 
national affiliation : jus t a s th e Ne w Righ t like s t o preten d tha t th e 
United State s ha s som e dee p geneti c connectio n wit h Periclea n Athens , 
so to o d o th e Anglophil e supporter s o f th e centripeta l cano n lik e t o 
pretend tha t yo u canno t understan d "literature s i n English " unles s yo u 
have first  complete d th e "coverage " requirement s tha t wil l acquain t yo u 
with Gawain , th e Miller' s Tale , an d MacFlecknoe—no t t o mentio n th e 
three nineteenth-centur y Britis h novelist s wh o will  secur e you r employ -
ment b y Milto n Rosenber g a t WG N i n Chicago . Ye t i t i s no t entirel y 
clear, a t th e ver y least , tha t th e Britis h cano n before  179 0 (exclusiv e o f 
Shakespeare, o f course, who no t onl y is our language' s greates t writer bu t 
also canno t b e challenge d i n th e slightes t withou t provokin g a  nationa l 
scandal) i s quit e a s deservin g o f th e curricula r plac e i t no w occupie s i n 
the Unite d States ; an d i t i s no t entirel y clea r why , i f w e no w spen d s o 
much disciplinar y time o n Britis h literature , we could no t just a s well (i n 
some futur e incarnation ) devot e mor e o f ou r tim e an d energie s t o Afri -
can, Indian , Caribbean , Australian , an d Canadia n writin g i n English . 

One signa l advantag e o f Dasenbrock' s formulatio n i s that i t reshuffle s 
but doe s no t entirel y jettiso n th e centripeta l cano n wit h whic h w e no w 
work: 

In place of the centripetal cano n oriented towar d the England of 
Pope, Fielding , Richardson , an d Johnson , a  centrifuga l cano n 
might focu s o n Swift , Defoe , Smollett , an d Boswell . Thi s i s a 
slight change , perhaps , a s al l thes e figures  ar e recognize d t o b e 
important an d ar e place d i n th e cano n somewhere . Bu t a s on e 
moves close r an d close r t o th e present , a  centripetal , England -
centered cano n capture s fewe r an d fewe r o f th e importan t fig-
ures, wherea s a  centrifuga l cano n focuse d o n th e totalit y o f 
writing i n Englis h ha s n o difficult y a t al l i n representin g th e 
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panorama o f worl d writin g i n English . .  . . Onl y a  centrifuga l 
conception o f literature i n English tha t embrace s [George ] Lam -
ming and [J . MJ Coetze e as well as Shakespeare and Defo e ca n 
place all these works in the juxtapositions the y deserve. (73-74 ) 

Yet eve n a s I  cit e thes e word s I  ca n hea r th e crie s o f m y Augustan , 
Restoration, Renaissance/Earl y Modern , an d medievalis t colleagues , al l 
of who m wil l insis t tha t m y modes t proposa l will  marginaliz e thei r 
enterprises stil l further—a t a  tim e whe n mos t student s ar e filing  int o 
their classe s onl y because o f thei r department' s requiremen t tha t Englis h 
majors tak e x  numbe r o f credit s i n course s prio r t o 180 0 exclusiv e o f 
Shakespeare. Thei r concern s ar e entirel y justified . Interestingly , som e 
years ago when I  taught Dasenbrock' s essa y as part o f a graduate semina r 
on "canonicit y and institutiona l criticism, " my students almost uniforml y 
dismissed Dasenbroc k a s to o timidl y reformist : hi s centrifuga l cano n 
would shuffl e th e dec k a  littl e bit , the y allowed , bu t wouldn' t alte r th e 
curriculum significantl y enoug h t o b e calle d a  stron g for m o f cano n 
revision. Politel y bu t firmly, I  pointe d ou t t o m y student s tha t ou r 
department containe d almos t n o facult y qualifie d t o teac h contemporar y 
world writers in English, and tha t Dasenbrock' s proposa l would therefor e 
have the trul y radica l effec t o f compelling Illinoi s (an d no t Illinoi s alone ) 
to alte r completel y it s hirin g policie s i n th e future . It' s on e (relativel y 
easy) thin g t o shuffl e th e canon , I  suggeste d t o m y students ; it' s quit e 
another (muc h harder ) thin g t o shuffl e th e professoriate . Th e objectio n 
that th e centrifuga l cano n woul d mak e th e Englis h departmen t mor e 
"presentist," then , seem s t o m e a  valid poin t o f concern—no t leas t fo r 
those faculty who specializ e in earl y periods o f British literature . 

To thos e facult y I  ca n respon d onl y b y appealin g t o history , b y wa y 
of John Guillory , wh o note s correctl y tha t cano n revisio n is—an d ha s 
been fo r som e time—a for m o f disciplinary "modernization" : 

The objective of canonical revision entails in practice shifting th e 
weight o f the syllabu s fro m olde r works t o modern  works, sinc e 
what i s i n questio n fo r u s ar e new  socia l identitie s an d ne w 
writers. In fact , th e history o f the literary curriculum ha s always 
been characterize d b y a  tendenc y t o moderniz e th e syllabu s a t 
the expense of older works. (15) 
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And i f th e histor y o f th e literar y curriculu m i s i n par t a  histor y o f th e 
relation betwee n literar y stud y an d th e distributio n o f cultura l capital , 
well, then , i f Buch i Emecheta , Salma n Rushdie , Nadin e Gordimer , an d 
Michael Ondaatj e wil l soo n b e displacin g Pop e an d Dryde n th e wa y 
Faulkner an d Fitzgeral d di d fifty years ago, perhaps ou r disciplin e will b e 
all the healthie r fo r it . 

There i s another plausibl e objectio n t o thi s modes t proposal ; thi s on e 
comes no t fro m facult y i n Britis h literatur e befor e 180 0 bu t fro m facult y 
who no w teac h worl d literature . A  "literature s i n English " paradigm , 
some migh t claim , represent s on e mor e attemp t o n th e par t o f th e so -
called Firs t World t o shor e u p it s economy b y drawin g o n th e resource s 
of th e so-calle d Third . I n th e cas e o f literatures i n English , th e situatio n 
might aris e tha t U.S . universitie s woul d b e trainin g American citizen s t o 
teach Africa n literature , thereb y maintainin g on e branc h o f th e profes -
sional-managerial clas s (th e professoriate ) b y providin g the m wit h ra w 
material importe d fro m "developing " nations . Certainly , a  curriculu m 
with expande d offering s i n Canadian , Irish , Caribbean , African , o r Aus-
tralian literatur e woul d necessaril y rais e th e questio n o f whethe r U.S . 
colleges woul d hir e a  give n numbe r o f Canadian , Irish , Caribbean , 
African, o r Australia n scholar s a s teachers . A t th e ver y least , suc h a 
curriculum woul d provok e th e questio n o f ho w an d wh y literature s ca n 
travel acros s nationa l boundarie s mor e easil y tha n ca n som e literar y 
critics. Bu t thi s potentia l proble m fo r th e curriculu m ca n als o b e a 
potential sourc e o f strength : wherea s th e origina l institutionalizatio n o f 
the literature curriculum , i n th e Unite d Kingdo m an d th e Unite d States , 
had clearl y served th e purposes o f nationalism an d particularism , a  "liter -
atures i n English " curriculu m explicitl y present s nationalis m no t a s a n 
assumption bu t a s an objec t o f interrogation—whether Joa n Didio n an d 
Ngugi w a Thiong' o ar e meditatin g o n th e fat e o f nationa l identit y o r 
James Joyce and Georg e Lamming ar e exploring the politic s o f exile. I t is 
all bu t impossible , I  suggest , t o mak e "literature s i n English " int o a n 
instrument o f nationa l solidarit y an d self-definition , an d th e cosmopoli -
tanism o f suc h a  curriculum , lik e it s presentism , ma y b e mor e o f a 
benefit tha n i t now appears. 5 

Yet th e relatio n betwee n "worl d literatur e i n English " an d "transna -
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tional cultura l studies " i s no t straightforward , an d I  d o no t mea n t o 
introduce Emechet a e t al . t o th e Englis h curriculu m simpl y i n orde r t o 
smuggle i n som e versio n o f postcolonia l cultura l studie s o n th e sly . N o 
doubt i t i s possibl e t o construc t a  curriculu m o f worl d literatur e i n 
English aroun d th e airline-magazin e propositio n tha t becaus e th e plane t 
is getting smaller ever y year, th e enterprisin g professional-manage r o f th e 
future wil l have t o b e acquainted wit h divers e globa l culture s i f s/he i s to 
open crucia l ne w oversea s markets . (Ou r intr o cours e i n th e work s o f 
Amos Tutuol a an d Bessi e Hea d will  acquain t yo u wit h loca l Africa n 
customs tha t will be invaluable fo r negotiatin g cultura l differenc e t o you r 
advantage!) Nevertheless , i t i s har d t o den y tha t a  curriculu m centere d 
around worl d literatur e i n Englis h woul d necessaril y bum p u p agains t 
some o f th e concern s o f cultura l studies , an d i t i s entirel y possibl e tha t 
cultural studie s coul d b e realized  (in a n institutiona l sense ) al l th e mor e 
readily b y a n Englis h departmen t tha t i s determinedl y transnationa l i n 
scope, attune d t o an d critica l o f th e geopolitica l imbalance s o f powe r 
that hav e mad e "worl d literature s i n English " a  subjec t availabl e fo r 
literary stud y i n th e first  place . I f literar y stud y want s t o becom e mor e 
cultural, an d cultura l studie s need s t o becom e mor e literary , i t i s hard t o 
imagine a  mor e fitting  institutiona l negotiatio n o f thes e desire s tha n a n 
English departmen t whos e curriculu m center s no t o n th e Britis h Isle s 
but o n th e globa l ramification s o f th e worl d travel s o f th e languag e first 
spoken o n th e Britis h Isles . 

There are many reasons I  find this revised literary-slash-cultural studie s 
curriculum t o b e compelling , bu t on e stand s ou t abov e all—th e prag -
matic one . A t present , th e professio n doe s no t hav e muc h o f a  publi c 
rationale fo r itself ; tha t lac k o f a rationale, i n turn , i s both th e conditio n 
and th e produc t o f th e debat e ove r th e statu s o f cultura l studies . Wha t 
rationale we have usuall y relie s on ou r function s a s teachers o f writing— 
which i s on e reaso n th e disciplin e o f literar y stud y ca n b e sai d t o b e 
parasitic on th e discipline o f writing instruction , a s composition theorist s 
and writin g studie s facult y hav e bee n pointin g ou t fo r som e time . Th e 
writing-instruction rational e work s no t onl y becaus e i t i s plausibl e (En -
glish departments d o try to guarantee a  certain kind of access to advance d 
literacy) bu t also , crucially , becaus e i t i s politicall y reversible:  i t ca n b e 
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used t o justif y Englis h a s a  discipline tha t foster s critica l thinkin g a t th e 
same tim e i t ca n b e use d t o justif y Englis h a s a  disciplin e tha t foster s 
employability, busines s competence , an d mayb e eve n long-term financial 
security. A s I'l l argu e i n greate r detai l i n chapte r 6 , th e disciplin e ha s 
always required a  rationale tha t has precisely this kind o f political "revers -
ibility"; and a s much a s I might hate to admit i t as a progressive educator , 
and howeve r muc h i t migh t pai n th e liberal s an d conservative s t o m y 
right an d th e Marxist s t o m y left , th e rhetori c o f publi c justificatio n fo r 
intellectual wor k i s necessaril y a  rhetori c o f negotiatio n an d double -
voicedness—which i s no t a t al l th e sam e thing , I  hope , a s a  rhetori c o f 
accommodation an d double-talk . 

But i n th e comin g years , th e writing-instructio n rational e ma y ver y 
well leav e Englis h hig h an d dr y withou t a  bas e o f suppor t fo r eithe r 
literary studie s or  cultura l studies . Th e reaso n i s RCM , whic h i n thi s 
context stand s no t fo r Roya l Canadia n Mountie s bu t fo r Responsibility -
Centered Management . RCM , apparentl y th e lates t successo r t o Tota l 
Quality Management , Theor y Z , PQP , an d myria d othe r busines s schoo l 
budget-management technique s o f th e 1980 s an d 1990s , happen s t o b e 
sweeping throug h th e Bi g Ten universitie s o f late , an d th e Universit y o f 
Illinois i s in th e proces s o f converting t o i t a s I  write. I n on e way, RC M 
is an improvemen t ove r the opaqu e bureaucrati c mode l no w in place , fo r 
it ha s allowe d u s t o discove r tha t th e budge t o f th e Colleg e o f Libera l 
Arts an d Science s contain s fa r les s tha n it s shar e o f stat e money , an d 
that, conversely , agricultura l enterprise s a t Illinoi s ar e major beneficiarie s 
of th e mone y LA S i s no t getting . Bu t i n anothe r way , RC M put s th e 
humanities permanentl y o n th e defensive : ever y college , ever y depart -
ment, i s allowe d a  kind o f bloc k gran t th e amoun t o f which i s fixed  b y 
formula, an d th e colleg e o r departmen t ca n spen d tha t mone y a s i t sees 
fit—for a  new faculty membe r o r fo r a  new photocopier o r fo r extende d 
building hour s (sinc e everythin g pertainin g t o instruction , includin g th e 
costs of the physical plant , i s now th e responsibilit y o f the departmen t o r 
college). A department ca n generat e revenu e i n one of four ways : federal / 
state support , franchis e fees , private grants , or tuition . Sinc e the humani -
ties ar e no t ofte n o n th e receivin g en d o f majo r publi c o r privat e gran t 
funds, an d since the humanities , unlike the footbal l team , sel l no T-shirt s 
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or logo-ridde n outerwear , department s lik e Englis h o r Frenc h will  hav e 
to depen d almos t entirel y o n enrollmen t number s fo r thei r financial 
support. And i n English , thos e enrollment numbers—whic h wil l i n tur n 
generate th e fund s necessar y fo r facult y an d graduat e students—wil l 
consist disproportionatel y o f the warm freshma n bodie s processed b y th e 
university's require d writing course . 

In othe r words , i n th e er a o f RC M every  English course , fro m Shake -
speare's Great Tragedies and Romance s to Que(e)rying the Beat : Gender , 
Sexuality, an d Transgressio n i n Postwa r "Hip " Culture , wil l depen d fo r 
its existence o n th e substrat e o f Intro Writin g tha t keep s th e departmen t 
solvent. Insofa r a s the existenc e o f English will  be enrollment-driven , th e 
debate ove r literary and cultura l studie s will  inevitably tur n int o a  debate 
over whether Englis h i s "surviving" o r "cavin g in " b y offerin g course s i n 
contemporary culture . Bu t i t will  b e ultimatel y irrelevan t t o th e real 
conditions o f English, i n whic h bot h traditiona l an d untraditiona l form s 
of textua l stud y wil l b e just tw o kind s o f dessert , mor e lik e tha n unlike , 
made availabl e onl y s o lon g a s Intr o Writin g i s offerin g a  sufficien t 
number o f undergraduate s th e mea t an d potatoe s o f English—th e onl y 
courses with enoug h statu s a s cultural capita l t o induc e larg e numbers o f 
students an d taxpayer s t o believ e tha t the y migh t jus t b e wort h th e 
investment o f some time an d money . 

It i s i n thi s context , finally,  tha t w e nee d t o find a  rhetori c o f 
justification fo r literar y stud y tha t incorporate s som e o f th e concern s o f 
cultural studie s and  refrain s fro m relyin g o n introductor y compositio n 
for publi c support . I  do no t believ e tha t "contemporar y worl d writin g i n 
English" answer s al l thes e concerns ; surely , i f John Guillor y i s right , th e 
category o f "literature " will  no t regai n it s prestige an d cultura l authorit y 
simply b y addin g exoti c ne w writer s t o it s lineup . Al l th e same , I  a m 
surprised tha t s o fe w o f m y colleagues—aside , obviously , fro m Ree d 
Way Dasenbrock—hav e considere d "literature s i n English " a s a possible 
organizational rubric , particularl y sinc e th e literary-slash-cultura l studie s 
debate s o ofte n make s i t soun d a s i f we mus t ro b Pete r t o pa y Paul : th e 
more culture , th e les s literature , an d vic e versa . "Worl d writin g i n En -
glish," I  think , a t leas t hold s ou t th e appropriat e prospec t o f makin g 
literary study mor e cultural , an d cultura l studie s mor e literary , regardles s 
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of how man y warm bodie s ar e processed b y Composition nex t semester . 
To entertai n thi s conclusio n i s t o understan d tha t i n th e universit y 

setting, disciplinar y disputes , eve n o f the mos t rarifie d kinds , ar e inevita -
bly als o dispute s abou t relation s o f intellectua l production . Wha t w e 
teach, an d wher e we teach , affect s ho w we hire ; how we hire (intellectu -
ally a s wel l a s economically , fro m endowe d chair s i n cultura l studie s t o 
adjuncts i n introductor y courses ) profoundl y affect s wha t w e teach . I n 
the chapter s tha t follow , then , I  wan t t o kee p a  dua l focu s o n th e 
employment o f English—lookin g no t onl y a t ho w Englis h ca n b e em -
ployed (whic h will  tak e u p th e bul k o f the secon d hal f o f thi s book ) bu t 
also a t th e condition s o f employmen t in  English . And i f we want t o get 
a sens e o f th e contemporar y crisi s i n those  conditions, w e coul d no t d o 
better, a t the presen t time , tha n t o tur n awa y from th e competin g claim s 
of literatur e an d cultur e fo r a  moment—wit h th e provis o tha t w e will 
return t o the m shortly , bu t onl y after w e have visited Yale. 

NOTES 
1. A s Pete r Brook s ha s sai d i n hi s importan t essay , "Aesthetic s an d 

Ideology—What Happene d t o Poetics?" 

Students ar e onl y to o willin g t o short-circui t th e aesthetic , an d t o 
perform an y kin d o f reading , includin g th e ideological , tha t yo u 
indicate to them. What i s more difficult fo r them—and henc e more 
necessary—is t o slow up th e work o f interpretation, th e attemp t t o 
turn th e tex t int o some  other  discourse o r system , an d t o conside r i t 
as a manifestation o f the conventions, constraints and possibilities of 
literature. .  . . Students nee d i n th e work o n literatur e t o encounte r 
a momen t o f poetics— a momen t i n whic h they  ar e force d t o as k 
not onl y what  the tex t means , bu t a s wel l how  i t means , wha t it s 
grounds a s a  meaning-makin g sig n syste m are , an d ho w w e a s 
readers, throug h th e competenc e w e hav e gaine d b y readin g othe r 
texts, activat e an d deplo y system s tha t allo w u s t o detec t o r creat e 
meaning. (I n Levine 160-61 ) 

2. On e of the reasons it is useful t o contest the narrative of decline is that 
the Righ t ha s jerry-rigge d an d publicize d tha t narrativ e fo r it s ow n 
purposes, an d i n s o doing has distorte d o r suppresse d everythin g tha t 
doesn't fit  th e narrative . Fo r instance , th e well-publicize d Nationa l 
Association o f Scholars ' stud y o f "cor e courses, " release d i n 1996 , 
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claimed tha t American universitie s ha d precipitously "declined " sinc e 
1964 i n tha t fewe r college s require d Wester n Civilizatio n course s o f 
their undergraduates . Wha t th e NAS study deliberatel y hides , how -
ever, i s that althoug h th e number o f universities offerin g cor e course s 
has declined sinc e 1964 , that numbe r ha s increased in the past decad e 
and a half; the reason the NAS chose 196 4 as the basis of comparison, 
of course , i s that i t allow s th e NAS to blam e th e "decline" o f higher 
education o n thei r all-purpos e scapegoat , th e sixties . Pa t Robertso n 
and th e Christia n Coalition , i n weavin g thei r narrativ e o f declin e 
about primar y publi c schools , lik e t o focu s o n 1962 , the yea r th e 
Supreme Cour t banne d praye r fro m th e classroom; th e NAS chooses 
1964 presumably becaus e once the Free Speech Movemen t had taken 
hold a t Berkeley, the chant o f "hey hey, ho ho, Western culture' s got 
to go" was merely inevitable. 

3. Fo r discussio n o f th e ris e i n graduat e enrollments , b y contrast , se e 
Berube and Nelson 18-20 . 

4. Fo r a more detaile d version o f my analysis of Readings, Guillory , and 
cultural capital , see my review essay , "The Abuses o f the University," 
forthcoming i n American Literary History. 

5. Fo r a  discussio n o f "critica l cosmopolitanism, " se e Robbins , Secular 
Vocations; for the relation betwee n nationalis m an d canons, see Con-
nor, Postmodernist  Culture;  Eagleton, Literary  Theory; Graff, Professing 
Literature; and Shumway, Creating  American Civilization;  for "nation -
alist" literature s an d thei r relatio n t o postcolonialism, se e Ahmad, Ln 
Theory. 
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2 

THE BLESSE D O F THE EARTH 

I n th e fal l o f 1995 , not lon g after graduat e student s a t the Universit y 
of Kansa s vote d t o unionize , affiliatin g themselve s wit h th e Ameri -

can Federatio n o f Teachers , I  wa s invite d t o spea k a t Kansa s o n th e 
future o f graduat e stud y i n th e humanities . I n th e cours e o f m y talk , I 
not onl y endorse d th e unionizatio n o f graduat e student s a t K U an d 
elsewhere, bu t als o referred , i n passing , t o wha t I  calle d th e "ba d faith " 
attempt o f administrator s an d facult y a t Yal e Universit y t o clai m tha t 
their graduat e student s wer e simpl y student s an d no t als o "employees. " 
As long a s people ar e working a s instructors o r a s teaching assistant s an d 
being pai d fo r thei r work , I  thought , i t make s sens e t o conside r the m 
"employed," t o conside r thei r wor k "employment, " an d t o admit , there -



fore, tha t the y ar e i n som e sens e "employees. " And i f administrators an d 
faculty a t Yal e o r elsewher e wan t t o clai m tha t thei r graduat e students ' 
wages ar e no t "wages " becaus e thei r teachin g (whic h i s no t strictl y 
"teaching") i s merel y par t o f thei r professiona l trainin g a s apprentic e 
professors, the n i t make s sens e t o cal l th e bluff : tak e graduat e student s 
out o f th e classroom s i n whic h the y wor k a s graders , assistants , an d 
instructors; maintai n thei r stipen d suppor t a t it s curren t levels ; and giv e 
them professiona l developmen t an d trainin g tha t doe s no t involv e th e 
direct supervisio n o f undergraduates . Then  we'll se e how lon g Yale Uni -
versity ca n surviv e without th e labo r (whic h i s not strictl y "labor" ) o f it s 
graduate studen t teachin g assistants . 

At th e time , I  though t m y support fo r graduat e studen t unions—i n a 
speech delivere d to , amon g othe r people , unionize d graduat e students — 
amounted t o endorsin g candidate s afte r they' d wo n thei r elections . T o 
my surprise, however, I  learned late r tha t th e graduate student s were very 
pleased wit h m y speech , an d tha t som e eve n considere d i t "courageous. " 
It seem s tha t I  ha d denounce d a s ridiculou s Yal e administrators ' claim s 
that graduat e student s wer e no t employee s i n fron t o f a  numbe r o f 
Kansas administrator s wh o ha d claime d tha t graduat e student s wer e no t 
employees. ( I tol d th e student s I  ha d ha d n o ide a tha t m y audienc e 
included actua l bad faith negotiators , and tha t m y "courage" in denounc -
ing the m wa s therefor e attributabl e t o simpl e ignorance. ) I  asked  the m 
what othe r kind s o f oppositio n th e unio n ha d met ; the y tol d m e o f 
faculty i n departmen t afte r departmen t wh o ha d insiste d tha t th e union -
ization o f graduat e student s woul d disrup t "morale " an d destro y th e 
delicate, collegia l relationshi p s o characteristi c of , an d necessar y to , 
healthy interaction s betwee n graduat e student s an d faculty . Whe n I 
asked thes e student s whethe r thei r facult y ha d entertaine d th e possibilit y 
that delicate , collegia l relationship s don' t normall y involv e on e part y 
dictating th e othe r party' s interest s an d threatenin g punishmen t i f part y 
number tw o faile d t o ac t i n wha t part y numbe r on e ha d determine d 
those interest s t o be , I  wa s me t wit h bitte r laughter . I t woul d b e on e 
thing, I  wa s told , i f th e faculty' s relatio n t o graduat e student s wer e 
simply paterna l rathe r tha n collegial ; tha t woul d b e undesirabl e bu t 
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understandable. "Bu t Michael, " sai d on e unio n leader , "hal f th e facult y 
who spok e t o u s abou t th e importanc e o f faculty-studen t collegialit y 
didn't eve n know ou r names" 

Nothing, I  suggest , coul d mak e mor e palpabl e th e vas t difference s be -
tween Yal e an d Kansas . I f there' s on e goo d thin g w e ca n sa y o f th e 
faculty wh o brok e th e graduat e studen t strik e a t Yal e University , i t i s 
this: the y kne w thei r students ' names . Indeed , ha d the y not  known thei r 
students' names , the y would no t hav e bee n abl e t o preserv e th e delicate , 
collegial faculty-studen t relationshi p a t Yale by submitting thei r students ' 
names t o Yale' s administratio n fo r disciplinar y hearing s an d possibl e 
expulsion. A s Yale presiden t Richar d Levin  pu t i t i n a  Novembe r 199 4 
letter t o th e chai r o f Yale's Graduat e Employee s an d Student s Organiza -
tion (GESO) , unionizatio n o f graduat e student s woul d inevitabl y "chill , 
rigidify, an d diminish " th e relationshi p betwee n graduat e student s an d 
their mentor s an d advisor s o n th e facult y (qtd . i n Youn g 180) . Accord -
ingly, fro m tha t poin t on , Yal e graduat e student s wh o wer e no t satisfie d 
with thei r warm , flexible,  an d capaciou s relation s wit h facult y member s 
would hav e to be punished harshl y and swiftly . 

I will  no t attemp t her e t o retel l th e histor y o f graduat e studen t 
organization a t Yale , o r th e Yale Corporation' s lon g an d sorr y history o f 
union bustin g and unfai r labo r practices (fo r information o n thos e histor -
ies, se e Young , "O n Strik e a t Yale, " o r contac t Gordo n Lafer , researc h 
director o f th e Federatio n o f Universit y Employees , th e unio n wit h 
which GES O ha d vote d t o affiliate). 1 Instead , I  want t o examin e a  mor e 
narrowly professionalis t issue—th e rol e playe d b y Yal e facult y durin g 
the event s leadin g u p t o th e short-live d grad e strik e o f 1995-96 — 
and it s implication s fo r professiona l self-governanc e i n America n highe r 
education. I  believ e th e action s o f th e facult y a t Yal e hav e potentiall y 
grave consequence s fo r th e futur e o f graduat e stud y i n th e humanitie s 
and socia l sciences , jus t a s the y provid e (les s importantl y bu t mor e 
poignantly) a n objec t lesso n i n jus t ho w politicall y obtuse , shortsighted , 
and self-servin g a  university facult y ca n be. 2 

This i s not t o sa y that GES O ha s been alway s and everywher e beyon d 
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criticism, o r tha t i t i s impossibl e fo r a  well-informe d perso n t o lodg e 
reasonable objection s t o th e grad e strik e tha t precipitate d th e faculty' s 
collective decisio n t o crus h GESO . Tha t grad e strik e di d indee d pi t 
GESO agains t th e interest s o f undergraduate s an d facult y alike , thu s 
isolating th e unio n politicall y an d earnin g GES O hars h criticis m fro m 
the Yale Daily  News y the studen t newspaper . Moreover , i t seeme d a t first 
to strai n th e meanin g o f "academi c freedom " GES O ha d hope d woul d 
protect graduat e student s involve d i n job actions : to wit , GES O claime d 
that it s member s shoul d b e fre e fro m "academi c reprisals , includin g 
letters of recommendation, disciplinar y letters, academic probation, firing 
of teachers , denia l o f promise d teachin g jobs , o r expulsion " (i n th e 
language o f th e resolutio n submitte d b y GES O t o th e MLA ) an d tha t 
any suc h actio n take n b y Yal e administratio n o r facult y constitute d a 
violation o f academic freedom; bu t facult y responde d tha t their  academic 
freedom woul d b e violate d i f the y coul d no t conside r thei r students ' 
participation i n th e grad e strik e a s a  facto r i n writin g letter s o f recom -
mendation o r awardin g teachin g positions . I t wa s no t unti l Novembe r 
1996 tha t a  ruling by the Nationa l Labo r Relation s Boar d finally  demol -
ished th e facult y positio n o n thei r students ' unio n activities : unambigu -
ously, th e NLR B hel d tha t Yal e facult y wh o i n an y wa y penalize d 
students fo r thei r involvement i n GESO were in violation o f federal law. 3 

In th e meantime , durin g th e winte r o f 1995-9 6 whe n th e Yal e strik e 
became nationa l news , i t wa s officiall y a n unsettle d questio n a s t o 
whether GESO' s jo b action s wer e matter s o f labo r relation s o r o f aca -
demic protocol : i f the y wer e th e former , the n Yal e was clearl y involve d 
in illega l unio n busting ; i f the latter , the n strikin g GES O member s wer e 
clearly abrogatin g on e o f thei r primar y obligation s a s undergraduat e 
instructors b y failing t o tur n i n thei r grades . 

Of course , the grad e strik e mad e a  crucial politica l point , a  point tha t 
Yale's administratio n denie d an d incredibl y continues  to deny , namely , 
that a  great dea l o f basic undergraduat e instructio n a t Yale i s carried ou t 
by graduat e students . What' s more , Yal e student s hav e convincingl y 
argued tha t th e strik e was a  measure o f last resort ; ever y prior attemp t t o 
meet an d negotiat e wit h Yal e ha d bee n rebuffed . A s Cynthi a Youn g 
reports, by November 1995 , 

EO 
THE BLESSE D O F T H E EART H 



the grade strike was the onl y effective action—shor t o f a teach-
ing strike—lef t t o GESO . Demonstrations , petitions , a  one -
week strike, a union election , and corporation visits had al l failed 
to convinc e th e Yale administration tha t graduat e teacher s were 
indeed seriou s abou t winnin g a  collective bargainin g agreement . 
It wa s thi s blea k recognitio n tha t mobilize d GES O organizer s 
with barel y thre e weeks lef t i n th e semeste r t o begi n organizin g 
graduate teacher s t o withhold thei r grades . A grade strike would 
not onl y reinforce th e centra l impor t o f graduate teachers ' labo r 
at the university, but i t would also undercut th e Yale administra-
tion's attempt s t o depic t GES O a s dependen t upo n th e othe r 
two local s t o secur e a  contract . A  grad e strik e barel y a  wee k 
before final  exam s had th e capacit y t o spur  undergraduate s an d 
faculty t o pressur e th e administratio n t o negotiat e wit h GESO . 
It was certainly no t intende d a s a  strategy t o har m undergradu -
ates; in fact , strikin g teachers expressed thei r willingness t o write 
letters to graduate and professional school s evaluating the student 
and explainin g the reasons fo r th e grade strike . In an y case , i t is 
unlikely that an y school would have disqualified Yal e candidates 
because o f thei r incomplet e transcripts . A grade strik e i s far les s 
disruptive o f undergraduat e educatio n tha n a n indefinit e teach -
ing strike , a  possibilit y tha t seeme d t o loo m o n th e sprin g 
horizon. Weighin g thes e various considerations , graduat e teach -
ers voted t o withhol d thei r fal l semeste r grade s unti l Yal e com -
mitted t o negotiatin g a  writte n an d bindin g agreemen t wit h 
GESO's negotiating committee . (188 ) 

Even whe n considere d i n th e ligh t o f thes e variou s justifications , how -
ever, the grade strike seems to have made two tactica l error s in a  Machia-
vellian sense . First , i t underestimate d th e possibilit y tha t suc h a n actio n 
would i n fac t spu r undergraduate s an d facult y t o pressure the administra -
tion t o mov e forcefull y agains t GESO . Second , an d n o les s crucial , i t 
regrettably allowe d Yal e facult y t o pretend , afte r th e fact , tha t the y ha d 
been sympatheti c t o GESO , o r generall y supportiv e o f graduat e studen t 
grievances, o r eve n oppose d t o GES O bu t i n favo r o f collectiv e studen t 
organization—until tha t deplorabl e grad e strik e cam e alon g an d ruine d 
everything. 

The leve l o f facult y vindictivenes s an d double-tal k o n thi s issu e ha s 
been simply astounding. At various times , Yale faculty an d administrator s 
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have claimed tha t the y are opposed onl y to GES O an d no t t o the ide a of 
graduate studen t unionization ; o r tha t the y ar e oppose d t o studen t 
unions a t Yal e bu t no t othe r form s o f collectiv e (an d nonbinding ) 
student representation ; o r tha t the y ar e oppose d t o unionizatio n a t Yal e 
but no t elsewhere , a t othe r schools . I t shoul d no t escap e notic e tha t 
each on e o f these rhetorica l escape-maneuver s beg s th e origina l questio n 
concerning th e sanctit y o f faculty-studen t relations . Perhap s i t i s plausi -
ble, fo r instance , tha t GES O woul d disrup t th e delicate , collegia l rela -
tions betwee n graduat e student s an d faculty , bu t anothe r unio n woul d 
not. O r perhap s i t i s plausible tha t faculty would look kindly on graduat e 
student representatio n tha t too k som e shap e othe r tha n tha t o f a  union , 
as Pete r Brook s ha s claimed. 4 O r finally,  perhap s i t i s plausibl e tha t 
unionization alway s disrupts th e faculty-studen t relationship , bu t doe s so 
in ways that ca n b e tolerated a t plebeian, inferio r school s like the Univer -
sities o f Kansas , Oregon , Michigan , Wisconsin-Madison , Wisconsin -
Milwaukee, Massachusetts-Amherst , Massachusetts-Lowell , Florida , an d 
South Florida , o r a t Rutgers , SUNY , an d Berkele y (al l o f them hom e t o 
recognized graduat e studen t unions) , bu t no t a t a n institutio n s o presti -
gious as Yale University, where talk of "unionization" i s not onl y harmfu l 
to moral e bu t also , and mor e vexingly, bad  form. 

What's remarkabl e i s no t tha t differen t Yal e facult y hav e appeale d t o 
these various , contradictor y rationale s fo r unio n busting ; what' s remark -
able i s tha t individual  facult y member s hav e franticall y appeale d t o eac h 
of them i n turn , desperatel y trying t o justify no t onl y thei r oppositio n t o 
the grad e strik e bu t als o thei r intransigenc e durin g al l GESO' s attempt s 
to negotiat e prio r t o th e strike . Fo r a  vivid illustratio n o f thi s bran d o f 
double-talk I  nee d onl y tur n t o m y mailbox . O n Januar y 24 , 1996 , 
Annabel Patterson , Kar l Youn g Professo r o f Englis h a t Yale , wrot e a 
letter t o Phylli s Franklin , th e MLA' s executiv e director , protestin g th e 
MLA Delegate Assembly's passage of the resolution censurin g Yale for it s 
handling o f GESO . Patterson' s letter , togethe r wit h thre e othe r letter s 
from Yal e facult y an d administrators , wa s circulate d t o th e entir e ML A 
membership i n Februar y 1996 . Ther e i s muc h t o remar k upo n bot h i n 
Patterson's lette r an d i n th e manne r o f it s distribution , bu t fo r no w I 
want simpl y to focu s o n on e crucia l paragraph—th e paragrap h i n whic h 
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Patterson addresse s wha t sh e call s "th e natur e o f th e 'union ' "  (nowher e 
in Patterson' s lette r doe s sh e emplo y th e term s "union " o r "strike " 
without scar e quotes) . Th e reaso n th e paragrap h i s valuable , fo r m y 
purposes, i s that i t voices almost every single rhetorical escape-maneuve r I 
enumerated above ; when rea d togethe r wit h Margare t Homans' s equall y 
evasive letter , als o distribute d b y th e MLA , i t provide s u s wit h a  usefu l 
introduction t o facult y psycholog y a t Yale. 

Patterson writes , 

The universit y administration , whos e leaders are all Yale faculty , 
has consistentl y refuse d t o recogniz e [GESO ] a s a  union , no t 
only becaus e i t doe s no t believ e thi s t o b e a n appropriat e rela -
tionship betwee n student s an d facult y i n a  non-profi t organiza -
tion, bu t als o becaus e GES O ha s alway s bee n a  wing o f Local s 
34 an d 3 5 o f th e Hote l Employee s an d Restauran t Employee s 
International Union , who dra w thei r membershi p fro m th e din -
ing worker s i n th e college s an d othe r suppor t staff . Yal e i s no t 
prepared t o negotiat e academi c policy , suc h a s th e structur e o f 
the teachin g progra m o r clas s size , wit h th e Hote l Employee s 
and Restaurant Employees International Union . Yale administra-
tors have made i t perfectl y clea r tha t they  have no objection s t o 
working wit h a n electe d graduat e studen t organizatio n othe r 
than GESO , one that i s not tie d to the non-academic union s o n 
campus. (6) 

According t o Patterson , Yal e ha s properl y refuse d t o recogniz e GES O 
because th e graduat e studen t "union " i s affiliate d wit h th e smell y hote l 
and restauran t workers , wh o don' t kno w ho w a  universit y works . Bu t 
wait a  minute : loo k a t th e closin g an d openin g passage s o f Patterson' s 
paragraph. Apparently , Yal e has n o aversio n t o "workin g with a n electe d 
graduate student organizatio n othe r tha n GESO " so long as the organiza -
tion i s no t tie d t o Local s 3 4 an d 35 . Doe s thi s mea n tha t Yal e woul d 
have bee n happ y t o recogniz e GES O i f onl y GES O ha d ha d th e goo d 
taste t o affiliat e wit h th e AFT ? Th e earlie r passag e ha d seeme d t o clos e 
off thi s possibility , declarin g tha t Yal e has refuse d t o recogniz e GES O a s 
a union becaus e "i t does not believ e this to be an appropriat e relationshi p 
between student s an d facult y i n a  non-profi t organization. " S o wha t i s 
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one to conclude from this ? If only GESO hadn' t affiliate d wit h a  nonaca-
demic unio n . . . i f only GES O ha d bee n somethin g othe r tha n a  unio n 
. .  . and (b y the bye ) i f only th e Yale Corporatio n wer e somethin g othe r 
than a  nonprofi t institutio n .  . . then,  obviously , Patterso n implies , we' d 
have had n o objectio n a t al l to dealin g with thes e student s i n goo d faith . 

Margaret Homan s the n add s tw o mor e "if " clause s t o thi s alread y 
impressively obfuscator y lis t when sh e writes, i n he r January 1 4 lette r t o 
the MLA , 

Quite possibly , i t would b e appropriate fo r student s t o unioniz e 
at thos e school s wher e teachin g load s ar e muc h highe r tha n a t 
Yale an d wher e relianc e o n graduat e teachin g i s muc h greater . 
Part-time an d adjunc t facult y with Ph.D. s present an even mor e 
legitimate motiv e t o unionize , althoug h they  are no t par t o f the 
union movemen t a t Yale. (11) 

If only they were worse off , lik e those students a t second-rate schools like 
Berkeley . . . i f only the y wer e amon g th e truly  exploited, lik e part-tim e 
and adjunc t facult y .  . .  why, o f course  we would brea k brea d wit h thes e 
students. Not e her e tha t Homans' s admissio n tha t graduat e studen t 
unionization i s sometime s appropriat e (a t lesse r schools ) make s has h o f 
the clai m tha t faculty-studen t relation s ar e destroye d b y unions . Ye t 
Homans's attemp t t o pla y on e underpai d constituenc y of f another—i n 
this case , juxtaposin g graduat e student s t o adjuncts—present s a n od d 
mixture o f fuzzy thinkin g an d ba d faith : fuzz y thinking , becaus e adjunc t 
faculty alread y hav e th e righ t t o unioniz e (precisel y th e righ t denie d t o 
Yale's graduat e students) , an d ba d faith , becaus e th e nation' s larges t 
union o f colleg e faculty , th e AAUP , ha d alread y dispose d o f thi s ques -
tion, whe n it s Collectiv e Bargainin g Congres s passe d a  resolutio n o n 
December 2 , 1995 , strongly endorsin g th e righ t o f ^//graduat e teachin g 
assistants t o engag e i n unio n activities , fro m collectiv e bargainin g t o 
grade strikes. 

It i s possibl e tha t somewher e dee p i n th e recesse s o f it s politica l 
unconscious, Homans' s tex t alway s alread y acknowledge s it s bad fait h i n 
adjudicating an d rankin g th e right s claim s o f graduat e student s an d 
adjunct faculty ; fo r n o soone r doe s Homan s mentio n th e exploitatio n o f 
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adjuncts tha n sh e move s o n t o threate n Yal e student s wit h th e exploita -
tion o f adjuncts . "Th e student s wh o introduce d th e resolution, " sh e 
writes, referring t o th e MLA Delegat e Assembly's resolutio n t o censure , 

captured an d capitalize d o n a  legitimate anxiety , widesprea d i n 
the profession , abou t th e exploitatio n o f non-ladder instructors . 
But graduat e student s a t Yal e ar e "paid " mor e (i n som e case s 
twice a s much ) fo r runnin g a  weekl y discussio n sectio n o f a 
lecture course (ofte n wit h a s few as fifteen students) tha n Ph.D. s 
are pai d fo r teachin g thei r ow n independen t course s a t are a 
schools. . .. I f the y wer e pai d th e loca l rat e fo r part-tim e aca -
demic work, they  would receive a good deal less. (11) 

What i s th e implicatio n o f thi s las t sentence ? Tak e that,  yo u pampered , 
sheltered students ! You peopl e haven' t ye t seen  what w e coul d d o t o yo u 
if w e reall y wanted t o exploit  you! I f Patterson's lette r was notable fo r th e 
extent o f it s author' s identificatio n wit h th e Yal e administration—"Yal e 
is not prepare d t o negotiat e academi c policy .  . .  with th e Hote l Employ -
ees and Restauran t Employee s Internationa l Union"—the n Homans' s i s 
notable fo r it s author' s willingnes s t o begi n th e unio n bustin g herself . 
For wh y els e woul d Homan s remin d Yal e graduat e student s (a s i f the y 
needed t o b e reminded) tha t Ph.D. s ar e working fo r eve n lowe r wages a t 
the Universit y o f Bridgepor t o r Souther n Connecticu t State ? (Thoug h 
Homans doe s no t acknowledg e a s much , rumo r ha s i t tha t th e endow -
ments an d budget s o f Bridgepor t an d Souther n ar e somewha t smalle r 
than Yale's. ) I s GESO , then , suppose d t o b e gratefu l tha t thei r master s 
and overseer s a t Yal e ar e a t leas t treatin g the m bette r tha n th e freewa y 
fliers a t th e colleg e dow n th e road ? "Well, " on e imagine s a  Yal e AB D 
replying, "we'r e pai d $2,00 0 les s tha n Yale' s ow n cost-of-livin g estimat e 
for Ne w Haven , an d Yal e require s tha t w e liv e her e s o tha t w e canno t 
seek higher-payin g part-tim e employmen t elsewher e whil e pursuin g ou r 
degree; bu t golly , it' s grea t tha t we'r e doin g s o wel l compare d t o th e 
part-time schlep s an d loser s a t Ne w Haven' s ow n Albertu s Magnu s 
College, a  nearl y penniles s institution . Than k goodnes s Professo r Ho -
mans straightened u s out o n tha t one. " 

Despite th e passage s I'v e cite d above , Homans' s lette r i s no t unawar e 
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that unethica l labo r practice s migh t i n fac t b e unethical . Thoug h Ho -
mans i s no t sh y abou t suggestin g tha t graduat e student s b e pai d "th e 
local rate " fo r discussio n section s i n whic h the y d o al l th e gradin g (s o 
that peopl e lik e Homan s don' t hav e to) , sh e i s appropriatel y uneas y 
about th e charg e tha t Yal e migh t hav e ha d plan s t o hir e "replacemen t 
workers" t o tak e o n th e teachin g responsibilitie s o f strikin g graduat e 
students whe n classe s resume d i n th e sprin g o f 1996 . The aur a o f hirin g 
"replacement workers " i s apparentl y mor e unsavor y tha n th e aur a o f 
breaking union s an d depressin g wage scales, and thu s Homan s writes , 

The mos t basic standards of evidence were not adhered t o in the 
formulation o f the resolution , which complain s (fo r example ) o f 
faculty bein g asked t o "serv e as replacement worker s fo r strikin g 
graduate studen t staff. " Facult y teachin g lectur e course s ar e i n 
fact responsibl e fo r al l grades ; form s fo r reportin g grade s ar e 
mailed onl y t o th e facult y i n charg e an d no t t o th e Teachin g 
Assistants, wh o ar e exactl y that—assistants . W e can' t b e de -
scribed a s replacement worker s i f w e tur n i n grades for ou r ow n 
courses. (10) 

One ha s t o admir e th e facult y membe r wh o ca n writ e thi s withou t fea r 
of exposur e o r contradiction . Faculty  are  responsible  for all  grades:  the 
wording suggest s tha t Yal e facult y ar e actuall y readin g th e paper s an d 
evaluating th e writte n an d ora l wor k o f al l thei r undergraduates , when , 
in fact , teachin g assistant s i n lectur e course s ar e hired precisel y t o releas e 
faculty fro m muc h o f th e labo r associate d wit h thos e tasks . (Henc e th e 
rationale fo r th e grad e strike. ) On e wonder s ho w man y ML A members , 
many o f whom ar e actuall y colleg e facult y themselves , coul d possibl y b e 
fooled b y Homans' s reasonin g here : the  grade forms are  mailed to  us  and 
not to the "assistants,  "so obviously we're the ones doing the grading! 

Delectable als o i s the "we " in Homans' s declaratio n tha t "w e can' t b e 
described a s replacemen t worker s i f w e tur n i n grade s fo r ou r ow n 
courses." For on e thing , th e fea r a t Yale was no t tha t Professor s Homan s 
and Patterso n woul d ste p i n an d teac h extr a classes ; th e fea r wa s tha t 
junior faculty —who yo u mean , "we"?—woul d b e "asked " t o teac h i n 
place o f graduate students , or , stil l mor e outrageously , t o d o th e gradin g 
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for th e lectur e course s o f senio r facult y (som e report s indicat e tha t thi s 
latter reques t wa s i n fac t mad e b y th e senio r facult y o f th e Englis h 
department). An d fo r anothe r thing , Homans' s lette r i s i n thi s respec t 
directly contradicte d b y Patterson , wh o admit s freel y tha t "som e classe s 
had bee n reassigne d t o facult y members " (5) . (Personally , I  a m gla d tha t 
Yale facult y hav e s o littl e practic e i n conductin g disinformatio n cam -
paigns. Were the y mor e practice d a t th e ar t the y would neve r hav e le t a 
major sli p lik e thi s ge t int o a  mas s mailing. ) Homans , o f course , woul d 
countercharge tha t facult y ca n neve r b e considere d "replacemen t work -
ers." Again , though , on e wonder s wh o migh t b e foole d b y this . Eve n i f 
faculty tur n i n al l the grade s "fo r thei r ow n courses " (onc e thei r teachin g 
assistants have collected them , tha t is) , that doesn' t mea n tha t facult y ar e 
not bein g use d a s replacemen t worker s whe n the y ar e asked  t o tur n i n 
the grade s fo r other  people's courses, particularly when thos e othe r peopl e 
are ou t o n strike . A  facult y membe r wh o i s asked  t o teac h a  cours e o r 
lead a  discussion sectio n fo r a  striking graduat e studen t i s being asked t o 
cross a  picke t line , an d thu s t o serv e a s a  replacemen t worker . Tha t 
should b e clea r enough . An d whe n th e facult y membe r i n questio n i s 
untenured, the n suc h a  reques t broache s seriou s ethica l an d professiona l 
issues tha t neithe r Homan s no r Patterso n attend s to . That , too , shoul d 
be clear enough . 

Yet wh y i s i t not  clea r enoug h t o mos t o f th e senio r facult y mos t 
immediately involved ? I  want t o sugges t tha t somethin g strang e i s goin g 
on here . When a  professor  o f English begin s soundin g lik e a n employe r 
of migrant citru s worker s (at  least  you're being  paid here —at Sunkist  they 
give their  workers only an orange  a day), or when th e possessor o f a named 
chair a t on e o f th e world' s wealthies t universitie s insist s tha t $9,75 0 i s 
more tha n adequat e compensatio n fo r graduat e teachin g assistant s (se e 
Patterson 6) , the n clearl y som e o f th e protocol s o f th e professio n hav e 
gone haywire . Fo r th e respons e o f th e Yal e facult y t o GES O i s b y n o 
means confine d t o th e rhetorica l circumlocution s o f Homan s an d Pat -
terson; o n th e contrary , a s Patterso n hersel f notes , a  specia l late-Decem -
ber meetin g o f Yal e faculty , attende d b y 17 0 persons , indicate d "over-
whelming suppor t fo r Presiden t Levin' s polic y o f refusin g t o recogniz e 
GESO, wit h perhap s hal f a  doze n voice s agains t it " (7 ; emphasi s i n 
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original)—and Michae l Denning , on e o f thos e hal f doze n voices , doe s 
not disput e th e numbers . Davi d Brio n Davis , professo r o f history , wen t 
a good dea l furthe r tha n Homan s o r Patterson , an d submitte d th e nam e 
of on e o f hi s students , Dian a Paton , t o th e offic e o f th e dea n fo r 
disciplinary hearings , a s di d Sar a Suleri-Goodyear , postcolonia l criti c 
extraordinaire (i n th e cas e o f Cynthi a Young); 5 meanwhile , Thoma s 
Carew, chai r o f the Department o f Psychology, calle d one of his student s 
in Indi a durin g th e winte r break , "falsel y informin g he r tha t everyon e 
else i n th e departmen t ha d droppe d ou t o f th e grad e strike " (qtd . i n 
Gage 11) . Some faculty , i t appears , were trul y eage r t o g o th e extr a mil e 
to brea k the strike and punis h th e student s the y "mentor. " 

But th e ful l exten t o f th e grou p psychosi s involve d i n thes e facult y 
responses t o GES O doesn' t begi n t o com e clear , I  think , unti l yo u ste p 
back an d realiz e tha t fo r al l thei r bellowin g an d blustering , Yale  faculty 
had no  direct  stake  in  the  prospect of  unionization.  GES O wa s no t de -
manding t o have thei r salaries augmented b y stripping Annabel Patterso n 
of the Kar l Young chair ; a t no time did GES O deman d tha t Davi d Brio n 
Davis b e personall y prevente d fro m dictatin g universit y polic y regardin g 
class siz e an d healt h car e fo r graduat e teachin g assistants . Nevertheless , 
many Yale faculty insiste d tha t graduat e studen t unionizatio n woul d tak e 
fundamental issue s concernin g graduat e employmen t ou t o f thei r hands , 
apparently oblivious t o the fac t tha t mos t o f the issue s GESO ha d place d 
on th e table—fro m salarie s t o healt h care—wer e alway s alread y ou t o f 
their hands . Facult y resistanc e t o GESO , then , wa s almos t entirel y a 
matter o f imaginar y relation s t o rea l conditions , a s Pete r Brook s ampl y 
demonstrated whe n h e claime d tha t " a unio n jus t seem s t o militat e 
against cor e values" (qtd . i n Eaki n 58) . 

No commentato r o n th e Yal e strik e ha s ye t mad e thi s mos t obviou s 
point: unti l th e grad e strike , Yale faculty ha d nothin g importan t t o los e 
in recognizin g GESO . B y contrast, onc e th e grad e strik e was unde r way , 
then Yale faculty mos t certainl y had somethin g materia l a t stake , namely , 
public recognitio n o f th e fac t tha t graduat e student s d o mor e hands-o n 
teaching an d evaluatin g o f undergraduate s tha n facult y do. 6 On e woul d 
think tha t an y sane , calculatin g universit y facult y member s wh o ar e 
interested i n maintaining thei r privileges and hierarchies—and fe w facul -
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ties, clearly , ar e s o intereste d i n thi s a s ar e Yale' s faculty—woul d hav e 
foreseen th e potentiall y explosiv e politica l ramification s o f well-publi -
cized jo b action s b y graduat e students , an d move d t o palliat e GES O 
with band-aid , stopga p measure s whil e th e facult y stil l ha d nothin g a t 
stake i n th e dispute . The fac t tha t th e facult y di d no t d o s o suggests tha t 
we shoul d no t loo k fo r "real " explanation s o f th e Yal e dispute—w e 
should loo k instead t o th e real m o f the Imaginary . 

By thei r ow n report , antiunio n facult y a t Yal e wer e stunne d b y th e 
volume o f GESO's sympatheti c suppor t amon g faculty member s a t othe r 
institutions; hence thei r obsessive insistence o n thei r ow n nea r unanimit y 
in opposin g th e grad e strike , an d thei r willingnes s t o accus e GES O o f 
lying i n orde r t o manipulat e publi c opinion . A s Annabel Patterso n put s 
it, whe n Yal e received ove r thre e hundre d letter s fro m facult y protestin g 
Yale's refusal t o recognize GESO , "w e observed tha t man y of [th e letters ] 
were fro m peopl e consciou s tha t the y wer e hearin g onl y on e sid e o f th e 
story" (7) . I n othe r words , GESO' s externa l supporter s (includin g my -
self) wer e reall y rathe r tentative , becaus e the y kne w the y ha d no t ye t 
taken int o accoun t th e weight (an d th e prestige) o f the opinions o f Yale's 
senior faculty . Th e leve l o f arrogance her e i s audible . Bu t i f you wan t t o 
get a  vivid sens e o f jus t ho w insula r an d blinkere d Yale' s senio r facult y 
have been with regar d t o th e broade r issue s at stak e i n th e recognitio n o f 
GESO, Patterson' s lette r i s insufficien t o n it s own ; yo u nee d t o hea r 
another sid e o f the story . You need , a t th e very least , t o rea d a n accoun t 
of th e Yal e strik e writte n b y peopl e fo r who m th e legitimatio n crisi s o f 
American highe r educatio n i s always foremost o n th e agenda : 

There ca n b e littl e doub t tha t graduat e student s a t Yale , lik e 
graduate student s almos t everywhere , ar e exploite d a s cheap la -
bor. Teaching assistantships ar e notoriously poorly paid, an d th e 
rationale tha t the y shoul d provid e a  welcome "apprenticeship " 
for futur e colleg e professor s look s mor e an d mor e shabb y a s 
universities increasingl y rel y o n thes e cadre s o f relativel y un -
trained teacher s to supplement thei r regula r professoria l rank s a t 
discount prices . I n fact , Yal e has bee n bette r tha n mos t institu -
tions a t requirin g it s "bi g name " professor s actuall y t o teac h 
undergraduates. Bu t even at Yale, the  habit of fobbing off  the ever 
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more expensive education  of  undergraduates on teaching assistants is 
a scandal waiting to be exploded. Fo r graduat e students , teachin g 
has more and more become simply a form o f financial aid instead 
of a  genuin e apprenticeship ; fo r universities , graduat e student s 
have become more and mor e like a pool o f migrant workers . (3; 
my emphasis) 

There isn' t a  false not e i n thi s passage , bu t you'l l searc h i n vai n fo r thi s 
succinct, scathin g analysi s o f American universities ' labo r relation s i n th e 
pages o f th e MLA  Newsletter.  I t appeared , instead , i n tha t stalwar t voic e 
of trade unionis t activism , th e New  Criterion. 

Of course , the folks a t the New Criterion  have only a limited sympath y 
with GESO , an d th e unsigne d editoria l goe s o n t o inveig h agains t th e 
existence o f any  university-base d unions , no t onl y amon g graduat e stu -
dents bu t als o amon g faculty , claimin g incoherentl y tha t "th e ide a tha t 
students o f an y descriptio n shoul d see k t o organiz e themselve s int o a 
union i s preposterous . Th e spectacl e o f graduat e student s doin g s o i s 
only marginall y les s ludicrou s tha n th e prospec t o f undergraduate s o r 
high-school student s doin g s o would be " (3) . Somewher e betwee n para -
graphs, surely , th e New  Criterion  editor s forgo t tha t graduat e student s 
teach classe s whereas undergraduate s an d hig h schoo l student s generall y 
do not ; an d yo u woul d thin k Roge r Kimball , managin g edito r o f th e 
New Criterion,  woul d hav e goo d reaso n no t t o forge t this , sinc e h e 
himself taugh t undergraduate s a t Yale when h e was a graduate studen t i n 
the Englis h departmen t a t th e tur n o f the eightie s (suc h was th e basi s o f 
the clai m o n th e bac k o f his famous book , Tenured  Radicals,  that h e ha d 
once taugh t a t Yale) . Bu t whateve r th e sourc e o f th e New  Criterion  s 
schizophrenia concernin g graduat e teachin g assistants , one thin g i s indis-
putable: when th e editor s o f the New  Criterion  have a  vastly bette r sens e 
of what' s a t stak e a t Yal e tha n th e facult y a t Yale , it' s tim e fo r som e 
serious perestroik a i n th e grove s o f academe . Yal e officiall y insists , o f 
course, tha t al l it s "teachin g fellows " ar e guide d an d supervise d b y a 
faculty member , bu t thi s clai m i s emphatically contradicte d eve n b y on e 
of GESO' s stronges t critics , Camill e Ibbotson , wh o tol d Lingua  Franca 
not onl y tha t "n o facult y membe r ha s eve r visited m y clas s o r expresse d 
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an interes t i n what I  was doing" bu t als o tha t "ther e i s no forma l teache r 
training i n m y department" (qtd . i n Eaki n 60) . 

Surely, par t o f thi s debacl e i s attributabl e specificall y t o pathologie s 
endemic t o Yal e an d Yal e alone . Th e Yal e corporatio n ha s lon g ha d a 
history o f toxi c aversio n t o unionizatio n o f an y kind , b e i t amon g 
graduate student s o r clerica l workers , an d th e vas t majorit y o f Yal e 
faculty, apparentl y full y interpellate d a s member s o f th e Corporation , 
seem t o hav e suc h a n enormou s investmen t i n thei r ow n prestig e tha t 
the very idea of unionization threaten s thei r sense of privilege, their sens e 
of distinction  from mer e public universities like Kansas and Berkeley . Th e 
weight o f "prestige " i n th e collectiv e facult y imaginar y shoul d no t b e 
underestimated here . Th e New  Criterion  casts Yal e graduat e student s a s 
"exploited chea p labor" ; Pete r Brook s insist s tha t "the y reall y are amon g 
the blesse d o f th e earth " (qtd . i n Eaki n 56) . The y ar e not , afte r all,  jus t 
any garden-variety chea p labor ; the y are cheap labor at  Yale.  What make s 
Brooks's insistenc e al l th e mor e interestin g i s tha t Brook s i s reportedl y 
one of the few anti-union Yal e faculty who freel y admi t tha t TA teachin g 
loads (i n contac t hours ) hav e risen ove r the past twenty years while wages 
(per hour , adjuste d fo r inflation ) hav e fallen . Tha t profil e sound s mor e 
like th e pligh t o f post-Fordis t America n worker s i n general—highe r 
productivity, lowe r wages—tha n a  descriptio n o f th e blesse d o f th e 
earth. Doe s Brook s kno w a  secre t th e New  Criterion  and th e AAU P d o 
not know ? O r i s Brook s revealin g somethin g abou t th e assumption s 
undergirding graduat e instructio n a t Yale? 

Let m e propos e th e latter , an d le t m e furthe r propos e tha t i f I  a m 
right, the n man y Yal e facult y ma y hav e bee n no t merel y offende d bu t 
positively hurt,  emotionall y an d professionally , b y th e existence—an d 
the persistence—o f GESO . Whe n Yal e graduat e student s poin t t o th e 
job marke t a s evidenc e tha t humanitie s Ph.D. s ar e no t automaticall y t o 
be classe d amon g th e blesse d o f th e earth , wha t mus t thi s argumen t 
signify t o Yale faculty? Th e ver y premise o f the schoo l i s that ther e i s n o 
need t o pa y graduat e student s a  "livin g wage, " sinc e th e Yal e degre e 
assures the m o f lucrative academi c employmen t a t th e en d o f thei r ter m 
as "apprentices. " Whe n Yal e student s repl y t o thi s premis e b y pointin g 
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out thei r school' s abysma l placemen t recor d i n th e humanities , wha t ar e 
they saying ? They'r e sayin g tha t Yal e i s no t exemp t fro m th e res t o f th e 
economy i n American highe r education . They'r e sayin g tha t they'r e no t 
the blesse d o f th e earth , an y mor e tha n ar e th e graduat e teachin g assis -
tants a t th e Universit y o f Kansas . An d that  mean s tha t Yal e facult y ar e 
no longe r s o uniformly powerfu l a s to gran t thei r Ph.D . student s exemp -
tion fro m th e grea t depressio n i n th e academi c job market . 

Recall tha t Yal e ha s mor e t o los e tha n mos t school s i n thi s respect , 
particularly wit h regar d t o th e self-regar d o f it s facult y i n th e moder n 
languages. I t wa s no t lon g ag o tha t Yal e was no t merel y a  schoo l bu t a 
School, wher e protege s an d epigone s coul d b e produce d i n th e hig h 
European manner , carryin g forwar d th e wor k o f th e Yal e master s i n 
learned journal s an d eve n (sometimes ) i n th e interio r o f th e continent . 
Back when Roge r Kimbal l was stil l working away at his dissertation, Yale 
dominated th e Englis h chart s i n th e manne r o f th e earl y Beatles , an d 
Paul, J . Hillis , Geoff , an d Harol d "Ringo " Bloo m mad e thei r insight s 
and influenc e fel t eve n a s they redefined "influence " an d "insight. " Late r 
came th e breakup , th e sol o efforts , th e persisten t rumor s tha t Pau l wa s 
dead. Bu t al l tha t di d no t matter , becaus e th e imprimatu r o f th e Yal e 
degree wa s stil l a  sur e thing , academe' s versio n o f a  vintag e Lennon / 
McCartney single . I f GES O ha s don e nothin g else , th e unio n ha s pu t 
Yale faculty o n notic e tha t thi s i s no longe r th e case . And th e revelatio n 
is s o painful , i t seems , tha t th e vas t majorit y o f affecte d facult y ca n 
respond onl y b y lashin g ou t a t th e student s wh o woul d dar e t o ac t o n 
the recognition , pace Homans an d Brooks , tha t graduat e studen t labo r a t 
Yale i s not , i n th e end , significantl y different—eve n afte r th e Ph.D . ha s 
been grante d an d th e year s o f "apprenticeship " ostensibl y ended—fro m 
graduate studen t labo r a t Kansas . 

In on e sense , then , Yal e i s a n objec t lesso n onl y fo r Yale . Bu t i n 
another, mor e importan t sense , Yal e i s no t a  specia l cas e a t all ; o n th e 
contrary, th e event s a t Yale in 1995-9 6 migh t very well signal a  new da y 
in highe r educatio n throughou t th e Unite d States . Towar d th e en d o f 
her lette r t o th e MLA , Margare t Homan s name s th e proble m precisely , 
arguing fo r Yale' s exemptio n fro m th e academi c econom y i n term s tha t 
make clea r wh y Yal e i s no t exemp t fro m th e academi c economy : " I 
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believe th e delegate s [wh o vote d t o censur e Yale ] confuse d legitimat e 
problems i n academi c labo r relation s wit h issue s quit e specifi c t o th e 
situation a t Yale, issues of which the y seemed content t o remain ignorant . 
. .  . Th e exploitatio n o f academi c professionals— a nationa l problem — 
is being trivialize d fo r th e sak e o f winning a  small , elit e grou p a  fleeting 
PR victory " (11) . I n a  dazzlin g displa y o f looking-glas s logic , Homan s 
has derive d exactl y th e wron g lesso n fro m th e jo b action s a t Yale : he r 
argument i s no t onl y (onc e again ) tha t ther e ar e rea l problem s elsewhere 
that hav e n o bearin g o n th e blesse d graduat e student s o f Yale; now , he r 
argument i s tha t GESO , b y highlightin g th e "nationa l problem " o f 
exploited academi c professionals , b y puttin g th e issu e i n th e page s o f 
major America n newspaper s u p an d dow n th e Easter n seaboard , ha s 
somehow trivialized  th e problem . Than k goodnes s th e New  Criterion 
knows better : th e exploitatio n o f academi c professional s i s indee d a 
national problem , an d Yale is but th e leading edge of a national scandal . 

Think o f Yal e thi s way : th e university' s endowmen t i s alread y wel l 
over $ 4 billion , an d recentl y ha s bee n growin g faste r tha n th e nationa l 
debt. Accordin g t o a  documen t release d ove r th e Interne t b y Michae l 
Denning, "Th e University' s investment s manage r recentl y reveale d tha t 
Yale's endowmen t i s havin g it s bes t yea r i n a  decade . I n 1995-96 , th e 
endowment wil l ear n roughl y $ 1 billion—afte r accountin g fo r al l ex -
penses, Yal e i s earnin g almos t $ 2 millio n a  day , ever y da y o f th e year. " 
Moreover, whateve r th e limitation s o f it s humanitie s faculty , th e schoo l 
remains relativel y wel l respecte d an d muc h i n deman d amon g hig h 
school graduate s (thoug h on e presume s tha t aspirin g graduat e student s 
in th e moder n languages , i f the y hav e som e sens e o f self-preservation , 
will wan t t o appl y elsewher e i n th e future) . Give n Yale' s extremel y 
fortunate positio n i n America n academe , then , i t shoul d no t hav e bee n 
hard fo r Yal e facult y t o hav e adopte d somethin g lik e th e followin g 
reasoning: if  Yale  University  can't  pay  graduate  students  a  living  wage, 
complete with free health  care,  then who  can? 

The reaso n s o few Yale faculty hav e adopte d thi s reasoning , I  suggest , 
is precisely tha t the y canno t se e any structura l relatio n betwee n Yal e an d 
the vas t legion s o f lesse r America n schools . Th e idea , fo r instance , tha t 
destroying GES O a t Yale might jus t hav e deleterious effect s fo r graduat e 
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student union s elsewher e (eve n a t school s wher e suc h thing s migh t 
conceivably b e necessary ) seem s neve r t o hav e occurred t o Homan s o r t o 
her colleagues i n arms . Likewise, none o f GESO's opponent s o n th e Yale 
faculty seem s even t o hav e entertained th e possibilit y tha t othe r universi -
ties migh t loo k t o Yal e an d say , "I f a  school s o incredibl y ric h ca n far m 
out s o muc h o f it s undergraduat e instructio n t o adjunct s an d graduat e 
students, surel y we hav e al l the mor e reaso n t o rel y on part-tim e labor. " 
Nothing, I  submit , coul d b e more painfull y indicativ e o f academe's idiot 
savant culture tha n th e spectacl e o f dozen s o f bright , articulat e scholars , 
skilled a t readin g mediations , overdeterminations , an d cultura l text s ga -
lore bu t incapabl e o f understandin g tha t thei r relation s t o graduat e 
students a t thei r ow n universit y migh t jus t hav e repercussion s fo r labo r 
relations a t othe r universities . 

As i f thi s spectacl e weren' t depressin g enough , there' s th e furthe r ques -
tion o f GESO' s relatio n t o Local s 3 4 an d 3 5 o f th e Hote l Employee s 
and Restauran t Employee s Internationa l Union . Her e I  mus t she d th e 
temperate languag e I  hav e use d t o thi s point , an d spea k bluntl y fo r a 
change: i n lat e 199 5 an y damn fool , eve n a  distinguished Yal e professor , 
could hav e see n tha t th e Yal e administration' s attemp t t o crus h GES O 
was but th e prelude t o it s full-scale attemp t t o crus h Local s 34 an d 3 5 i n 
the sprin g o f 1996 . Yal e facult y ma y hav e bee n offende d tha t thei r 
doctoral student s ha d chose n t o consor t wit h menia l laborers , bu t Yal e 
administrators ha d a  much bette r reaso n t o oppos e th e affiliation : recog -
nition o f GES O woul d hav e complicated—perhap s eve n short-cir -
cuited—their plan s t o devastat e th e working condition s o f Yale employ-
ees across the board . 

Here, i n a  nutshell , i s what thos e plan s loo k like . On e o f th e world' s 
wealthiest universitie s propose s t o cu t futur e workers ' wage s b y 4 0 per -
cent an d redefin e the m a s ten-mont h worker s s o a s no t t o pa y the m 
benefits. Again , thi s i s at a  school that' s clearin g a  cool $ 2 millio n a  day . 
As Denning' s Interne t communiqu e noted , "Sinc e Yal e i s realizin g thi s 
level o f profit unde r th e curren t labo r contracts , i t canno t b e tha t drasti c 
cuts ar e required fo r th e university' s fiscal health." The Yal e labor poo l i s 
(of course ) overwhelmingl y nonwhit e an d draw n fro m Ne w Haven , th e 
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seventh poores t cit y i n th e Unite d States ; Yale i s by far th e city' s bigges t 
employer, accountin g fo r roughl y on e i n seve n cit y jobs . Accordin g t o 
Gordon Lafe r o f FUE, when Local s 34 and 3 5 went ou t on strike , durin g 
one o f Ne w Haven' s coldes t winter s o n record , th e universit y trie d t o 
ban worker s fro m keepin g fire s i n oi l can s fo r warmt h o n th e ground s 
that th e fume s woul d violat e campu s ai r qualit y standards ; whe n a  loca l 
bakery offere d it s day-ol d brea d t o strikin g workers , Yal e threatene d t o 
cut of f al l futur e contract s wit h th e baker y unles s th e brea d wa s throw n 
out. Yale' s ne w policie s fo r it s servic e staf f ar e s o draconia n an d mean -
spirited, i n fact , tha t I  do no t kno w whether t o cal l them post-Fordis t o r 
pre-Fordist. S o let's simply cal l them obscene . 

Annabel Patterson' s lette r t o th e MLA , a s I  hav e noted , remark s tha t 
the leader s o f th e Yal e administratio n "ar e al l Yale faculty" ; presumabl y 
Patterson mad e thi s poin t i n orde r t o sugges t tha t sh e and he r colleague s 
were professionall y boun d t o stan d b y thei r me n i n thei r oppositio n t o 
GESO. The questio n fo r Patterso n an d he r colleagues , then , i s this: does 
that logi c als o dictat e tha t Yal e facult y shoul d suppor t thei r administra -
tion's Dickensia n assault s o n th e worker s i n Local s 3 4 an d 35 ? Finan -
cially ther e i s absolutel y n o justificatio n fo r Yale' s lates t effor t a t unio n 
busting: th e universit y i s rich an d gettin g richer , a n enviabl e positio n fo r 
a nonprofi t institution . On e woul d think , therefore , tha t Yale' s senio r 
faculty, bein g th e humane , decen t peopl e the y are , woul d oppos e thei r 
administration's policie s with regar d t o Local s 3 4 an d 35 . But then , on e 
would als o hav e though t tha t Yal e faculty , bein g th e smart , well-spoke n 
people the y are , would hav e see n th e connectio n betwee n thei r universi -
ty's oppositio n t o GES O an d thei r university' s broade r plan s fo r unio n 
busting o n campus . 

If eve r a n institutiona l crisi s demande d th e attentio n o f professiona l 
organizations lik e th e MLA , thi s i s it . Bu t th e MLA' s respons e t o th e 
strike a t Yal e wa s somewha t les s tha n encouraging . Si x week s afte r th e 
Delegate Assembl y passe d th e resolutio n censurin g Yal e i n Decembe r 
1995, th e ML A conducte d it s mas s mailin g o f th e letter s o f Homans , 
Patterson e t al. , introducin g it s twelve-pag e documen t wit h th e word s 
"we writ e t o initiat e a  ne w procedure " (1) . Th e chie f purpos e o f th e 
mailing wa s t o circulat e t o th e ML A membershi p th e view s o f Yal e 
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faculty oppose d t o GESO , th e grad e strike , and th e resolution . N o view s 
sympathetic t o GES O wer e included . I n subsequen t communications , 
the rational e for  th e mailin g becam e clear : th e GES O forces  ha d ha d 
their sa y durin g th e ML A convention , and , accordin g t o Margare t Ho -
mans, Yal e facult y ha d no t bee n abl e t o respon d sufficientl y t o th e 
resolution a t th e tim e i t wa s proposed : "i f th e ML A sets  itsel f a s repre -
senting an d honorin g diversit y o f opinion," Homan s wrote , "th e proces s 
by which th e resolutio n wa s pushe d throug h give s th e li e t o tha t claim " 
(10). (Homan s an d Brook s were bot h presen t a t th e Delegat e Assembly , 
though Homans' s lette r doe s no t indicat e a s much. ) Th e ML A staf f 
dutifully an d rigorousl y investigate d th e charge s tha t th e resolutio n ha d 
been improperl y introduced , an d found , i n th e words o f executive direc -
tor Phylli s Franklin , tha t "th e assembly' s actio n wa s valid" (1) . So muc h 
for Homans' s precariou s sens e o f prope r procedure . Nevertheless , th e 
mailing itsel f quit e clearl y seem s t o accep t Homans' s charg e tha t "diver -
sity of opinion" was not honored a t the convention; n o othe r explanatio n 
will accoun t fo r th e MLA's curiou s decisio n no t t o see k opinions sympa -
thetic t o GES O fo r th e purpose s o f th e mailing . A s a  result , th e claim s 
of Yal e facult y wer e allowe d t o stan d utterl y uncontested—includin g 
Homans's unsubstantiate d an d grossl y misleadin g "procedural " com -
plaints tha t "th e mos t basi c standards o f evidence were no t adhere d t o i n 
the formulatio n o f th e resolution " (regardin g th e statu s o f facult y a s 
"replacement workers" ) an d tha t "th e resolutio n violate s severa l o f lega l 
counsel's criteri a fo r acceptabl e resolutions : i t i s factuall y erroneous , 
slanderous, an d personall y motivated " (10) . 

When I  first  rea d ove r th e specia l ML A mailing , I  wa s appalled—s o 
appalled tha t I  di d no t conside r i t wort h m y tim e t o complai n t o th e 
MLA directly . Instead , I  considere d leavin g th e organizatio n altogether . 
A grea t dea l o f effor t an d deliberatio n ha d obviousl y gon e int o th e 
production an d mailin g o f thi s unprecedente d an d one-side d document ; 
a portio n o f m y ML A due s ha d supporte d it , a s ha d a  portio n o f th e 
dues o f every graduate studen t an d adjunc t facult y membe r i n th e MLA ; 
and a s a  result , m y ow n professiona l organizatio n ha d clearl y give n it s 
members th e stron g impressio n tha t th e Yal e resolutio n wa s ethicall y 
dubious an d factuall y mistaken . Ironically , Homans' s clai m tha t th e 
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MLA ha d violate d it s commitmen t t o "diversit y o f opinion " ha d bee n 
circulated t o ove r thirt y thousan d facult y an d graduat e student s withou t 
a singl e word o f rebuttal ; th e claim s o f Yale faculty tha t th e Yal e resolu -
tion wa s ethicall y dubiou s wer e themselve s circulate d i n a n ethicall y 
dubious manner . I t is testimony to the outrageousness o f faculty behavio r 
at Yale—an d testimon y t o th e ai r o f unrealit y wit h whic h Yal e facult y 
spoke o f th e self-eviden t Tightnes s o f thei r behavior—tha t despite  th e 
MLA mas s mailing , th e ML A membershi p vote d convincingly , 3,82 8 t o 
2,474 (wit h 83 6 abstentions) , t o uphol d th e Delegat e Assembly motio n 
to censure . 

Yet at the very least, the MLA mailing suggested tha t when confronte d 
with a  professional disput e betwee n senio r facult y an d graduat e students , 
the organizatio n woul d g o t o extraordinar y lengths , eve n "initiat e a  ne w 
procedure," t o publiciz e th e view s o f senio r facult y at  the  expense  oft\ve 
views o f graduat e students . I t i s worth rememberin g her e tha t th e Yal e 
resolution i s on e o f th e fe w substantiv e resolution s th e ML A ha s passe d 
in man y year s tha t materiall y addresse s th e professiona l workin g condi -
tions o f MLA members ; th e othe r burnin g issue s o n th e tabl e fo r 1996 , 
for instance , included a  resolution expressin g "appreciation o f and respec t 
for th e suppor t staff s i n ou r departments " an d anothe r resolutio n recom -
mending a  "commo n applicatio n form " fo r fellowship s i n th e humani -
ties. I t i s difficult, i n th e wake o f the MLA's Februar y 9  mass mailing , t o 
imagine wha t th e professiona l rol e o f th e MLA—an d it s Delegat e As -
sembly, t o whic h I  was electe d i n th e sprin g o f 1996—ca n conceivabl y 
be. Fo r th e moment , i t appear s tha t th e ML A i s quite efficien t a t passin g 
resolutions abou t bein g nic e t o secretaries , treatin g book s wit h extr a 
care, condemnin g U.S . foreig n policy , an d refusin g t o hol d th e nationa l 
convention i n forty-si x o f th e fifty  states . Bu t whe n th e ML A a t las t 
confronts a n issu e tha t addresse s head-o n th e crisi s o f labo r relation s i n 
American universities , th e entir e "resolution " syste m i s throw n int o 
profound crisis—by , o f al l things , th e objection s o f a  smal l handfu l o f 
elite faculty seekin g to win a  fleeting  P R victory . 

And ye t i f recen t MLA  Newsletters  are an y indicatio n o f th e stat e o f 
the profession a t its highest echelons , MLA inattention t o academic labo r 
relations may prove to be much les s harmful t o the profession tha n actua l 
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MLA attention  t o academi c labo r relations . I n th e winter o f 1995 , as th e 
Yale standof f heate d u p an d thousand s o f ne w an d recen t Ph.D. s mad e 
their preparation s t o atten d th e ML A conventio n fo r ye t anothe r costl y 
and generall y fruitles s exercis e i n jo b hunting , th e MLA  Newsletter  fea -
tured a  colum n b y th e brillian t an d internationall y renowne d Sande r 
Gilman, who , writin g hi s final  colum n a s ML A presiden t fo r 1995 , 
proposed a  nove l solutio n t o th e jo b crisi s i n th e humanities . Th e 
column, "J°bs : What W e (No t They ) Ca n Do, " was written explicitl y as 
a respons e t o angr y graduat e student s caugh t i n th e job crunch . Gilma n 
opens b y narratin g a  confrontatio n wit h suc h graduat e student s a t th e 
1994 ML A convention , remarkin g tha t "i t was clea r tha t th e candidates ' 
anger wa s directe d no t a t an y amorphou s 'they ' bu t a t thei r ow n profes -
sional organization , th e MLA , an d tha t the y wer e yellin g a t m e no t 
because I  had don e anythin g specificall y t o block the m fro m gettin g jobs 
but becaus e I  represente d tha t forc e o f nature , th e MLA—tha t is , 'us ' " 
(4). H e proceed s thenc e t o sugges t tha t th e ML A creat e "postdoctora l 
mentored teachin g fellowships—nontenured , two-yea r appointment s 
with limite d benefi t packages " (4) . Thes e mentore d postdocs , write s 
Gilman, will  solve the profession's employmen t crisi s by offering younge r 
colleagues "serious , meaningfu l employment " (5 ) whil e als o affordin g 
"the flexibility  administrator s deman d i n ou r fields"  (4) . 

One ca n onl y guess a t what "flexibility " migh t mea n her e (i t seems t o 
be a  synony m fo r "fire-ability") , le t alon e wh y "flexibility " migh t b e a n 
employment criterio n tha t a  professiona l organizatio n lik e th e ML A 
would see k t o embrace . Gilma n notes , i n a  brie f remar k uncannil y lik e 
that o f Annabel Patterson' s insistenc e tha t Yale' s leadin g administrator s 
are als o Yal e faculty , tha t hi s pla n will  b e smile d upo n b y thos e above : 
"we ca n creat e ne w jobs i n ou r department s i f our administrators , man y 
of who m ar e als o member s o f th e MLA , se e tha t w e ar e seriou s i n ou r 
desire t o reallocat e resources " (4) . I n othe r words , ou r administration s 
are downsizing , bu t they  are reall y "us" ; the graduat e student s wh o wer e 
once par t o f tha t "us, " i n a n earlie r paragraph , ar e no w resource s t o b e 
reallocated s o tha t "we " ca n sho w "our " administrator s ho w seriou s w e 
are abou t signin g o n t o th e lates t downsizin g initiative . Gilma n briefl y 
suggests tha t hi s proposa l i s a  kinder , gentle r for m o f exploitation — 
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"new Ph.D. s wil l becom e bette r teachers, " he suggests , a s i f they haven' t 
already don e enoug h teachin g a s graduat e students , an d "facult y mem -
bers will  hav e rewardin g mentorin g tasks " (4) . Bu t wha t i f th e senio r 
faculty don' t wan t t o "mentor " thes e two-year , part-time , piecewor k 
pseudo-colleagues? N o problem , say s Gilman—we'l l jus t leav e ou t th e 
"kinder, gentler " part : "i f we [not e th e "we " here] don' t wan t t o tak e o n 
a mentoring rol e because of our overloade d schedules , we can creat e two-
year lecturer positions " (5) . 

What follow s thi s bizarr e suggestio n i s a  stil l mor e bizarr e paragrap h 
insisting tha t w e shoul d no t hir e undergraduate s a s unpai d laborer s t o 
teach "dril l sections. " "No r shoul d w e listen," continue s Gilman , "t o th e 
argument tha t thi s arrangemen t provide s a  perfec t apprenticeshi p fo r 
students wh o pla n t o g o t o graduat e school " (5) . Here , I  think , i s a n 
"argument" beyon d huma n comprehension : who , exactly , i s arguing tha t 
we shoul d staf f undergraduat e course s wit h undergraduat e teacher s a s 
"apprentice" graduat e students ? I  canno t answe r thi s question , bu t I  ca n 
suggest tha t Gilman' s stern , forcefu l paragrap h rulin g ou t th e us e o f 
undergraduate instructor s serve s th e purpos e o f makin g hi s ow n men -
tored-postdoc suggestio n soun d "reasonable " b y juxtaposin g i t t o th e 
truly insan e optio n o f havin g undergraduat e classe s taugh t b y unpai d 
undergraduates. There' s nothin g wron g wit h creatin g a  ne w tie r o f 
second-class faculty , i n othe r words , bu t whe n i t come s t o chargin g 
undergraduates tuitio n t o teac h themselve s i n dril l sections , that  we wil l 
not countenance . 

For what , i n th e end , i s Gilma n reall y proposing , an d ho w woul d i t 
work? I n hi s antepenultimat e paragraph , h e writes , "Graduat e program s 
that stil l admi t masse s o f graduat e student s coul d temporaril y amalgam -
ate tw o teachin g assistantship s int o a  two-yea r postdoc . Institution s 
would receiv e th e sam e amoun t o f teaching fo r les s money, becaus e the y 
would no t hav e t o pa y graduat e schoo l tuitio n fo r thes e postdoctora l 
fellows" (5) . Let' s pars e ou t thi s suggestio n carefully . Apparently , Gil -
man's postdoc s woul d teac h a t twic e th e pa y scal e o f graduat e teachin g 
assistants, an d teac h twic e th e cours e load , thu s providin g thei r institu -
tions wit h th e labo r o f tw o graduat e students . Al l right . A t Illinois , tha t 
would mea n tha t th e Sander Gilma n Flexibl e Postdoctora l Fellow s would 
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earn jus t ove r $21,00 0 a  yea r fo r teachin g fou r course s pe r semester . 
And, Gilma n adds , Illinoi s woul d no t hav e t o pa y thei r tuition . Bu t o f 
course, Illinoi s doe s no t "pay " th e tuitio n o f an y graduat e student ; i t 
waives graduate studen t tuitio n i n retur n fo r undercompensate d teachin g 
(and eve n tha t arrangemen t i s bein g conteste d a s I  write) . N o mone y 
changes hand s i n a  tuition waiver ; th e transactio n happen s entirel y i n a n 
executive assistant's software program , a s spreadsheet number s ar e fiddled 
and adjusted . Th e ide a tha t universitie s "pay " thei r graduat e students ' 
tuition, i n othe r words , i s a n especiall y threadbar e fiction,  thoug h i t 
seems t o hav e bee n pu t t o goo d us e b y th e anti-GES O facult y a t Yale , 
who ar e apt to claim tha t thei r student s ar e "paid" almos t $20,00 0 yearl y 
in tuitio n waivers—a s i f th e universit y i s gallantl y takin g a  los s b y 
providing graduat e student s wit h $20 K wort h o f valuable instructio n a t 
no charge . I t i s thi s threadbar e fiction  tha t allow s Gilma n t o presen t hi s 
plan a s a  money-save r ("th e sam e amoun t o f teachin g fo r les s money") , 
as i f universitie s actuall y gav e tuitio n waiver s i n cash , an d coul d pocke t 
the dollar s themselves b y hiring a  Gilman Flexibl e Fellow . 

Tuition waivers , however , ar e no t th e crucia l issu e fo r Gilman' s argu -
ment. Th e crucia l issu e i s tha t i f Gilman' s argumen t become s widel y 
circulated i n America n universities , th e professio n o f colleg e teachin g a s 
we kno w i t i s basicall y finished.  "Le t u s generat e ne w postdoctora l 
fellowships throughou t th e country, " write s Gilma n (5) . Letha l a s thi s 
might b e t o th e futur e o f tenure-trac k employment , i n som e way s i t i s 
not a  ba d idea : i f the goin g rat e fo r thes e Gilma n Fellow s i s $2,50 0 pe r 
course, man y o f m y forme r students , teachin g a t smal l college s a s part -
time laborers , ar e in fo r a  raise of anywhere fro m 6 0 t o 200 percent . Bu t 
I don' t thin k that' s goin g t o happen . Th e college s tha t no w emplo y 
Ph.D.s a t th e rat e o f $80 0 t o $1,50 0 pe r cours e ar e no t likel y to sig n o n 
to th e Gilma n Progra m i n orde r t o convinc e senio r administrator s o f 
their "seriousness. " (And , I  shoul d add , Ph.D. s wh o teac h a t thes e 
rates ar e extremel y unlikel y t o nee d furthe r "mentoring " t o hon e thei r 
pedagogical skills. ) Fo r many American colleges , then, Gilman' s proposa l 
is simply irrelevant . Wha t the n o f th e college s tha t no w emplo y Ph.D. s 
as assistant professors , a t th e rat e o f $30,000 t o $40,000 ? Wouldn' t the y 
do wel l t o cu t thei r salar y an d benefi t cost s b y eliminatin g tenure-trac k 
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faculty entirel y an d hiring , instead , ne w Gilma n Fellow s wit h limite d 
benefit packages ? Fo r suc h colleges , I  canno t imagin e a  labo r relation s 
"solution" mor e administration-friendl y tha n Gilman's . I f yo u wan t a 
flexible workforce a t a  discoun t rate , there' s n o nee d t o moun t difficult , 
costly lega l challenge s t o th e institutio n o f tenure ; jus t hir e a  gaggl e o f 
part-time Gilma n Fellow s a t $20,00 0 wit h optiona l healt h coverag e 
(mentoring als o optional) , an d presto , youV e create d a  ne w stratu m o f 
part-time facult y whil e savin g you r institutio n untol d thousand s o f dol -
lars i n salarie s an d benefits . An d that  will  sho w you'r e seriou s i n you r 
desire t o reallocat e resources . 

What Gilma n i s proposing for ne w Ph.D.s, in other words, is precisely 
what Yal e is proposing fo r Local s 3 4 an d 35 : a 40 percen t pa y cu t (fro m 
$35,000 t o $21,000 , mor e o r less) , redefinition a s part-time labor , an d a 
significant rollbac k i n benefits . Fo r som e reaso n I  d o no t understand , 
Gilman seem s t o believ e tha t universit y administrator s wil l agre e t o 
create a  wholl y separat e categor y o f underpaid , part-time , short-ter m 
faculty while  also  maintaining full-time  tenure-track  lines  for trul y distin -
guished ne w Ph.D.s—say , candidate s fro m Yal e o r Chicag o whoV e 
respected thei r mentor s an d haven' t cause d trouble . Ye t th e onl y differ -
ence between Gilman' s proposa l an d Yale' s attempt t o eviscerat e it s loca l 
labor union s i s this : Gilma n think s his  proposa l will  b e attractiv e t o 
administrators, faculty , ne w Ph.D.s , an d undergraduate s alike . "Indeed, " 
he writes, "postdoctora l mentore d teachin g fellowships will  provide a  real 
model fo r undergraduate s wh o ma y wish t o ente r graduat e schoo l i n th e 
humanities" (5) . Thankfully, Gilma n doe s no t g o into detai l abou t wha t 
kind o f undergraduate s woul d b e enthralle d a t th e prospec t o f attendin g 
graduate schoo l fo r seve n t o te n year s wit h th e hop e o f eventuall y 
becoming a  two-year Optionall y Mentore d Fello w a t $20,000 . 

I hav e tried , i n thes e pages , t o analyz e wha t I  regar d a s th e deepl y 
destructive respons e o f Yal e facult y t o th e prospec t o f graduat e studen t 
unionization, an d I  hav e take n tha t respons e a s a  harbinge r o f futur e 
labor relation s i n th e academi c professions . Further , I  hav e trie d t o lin k 
that respons e t o broade r tendencie s i n th e leadershi p o f th e MLA , a n 
ostensibly "professional " organizatio n tha t should , i f i t i s goin g t o serv e 
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any usefu l professiona l function , b e defendin g professiona l standard s fo r 
the treatmen t o f it s mos t impecuniou s an d vulnerabl e members . Bu t I 
hardly kno w wha t t o mak e o f m y ow n analysis . Whe n Patrici a Meye r 
Spacks served he r ter m a s MLA presiden t i n 1994 , she addressed th e jo b 
crisis by candidly admittin g tha t sh e had "n o idea " how t o addres s i t (3) ; 
Sander Gilman , b y contrast , ha s com e forwar d wit h a  considered , de -
tailed pla n fo r redressin g th e crisis , an d hi s "plan " turn s out , instead , t o 
be a  blueprin t fo r dismantlin g wha t littl e jo b securit y stil l exist s i n 
academe. I  a m compelle d t o conclud e tha t som e facult y woul d d o bette r 
to ignor e th e jo b crisi s tha n t o attemp t t o spea k t o it , fo r whe n the y 
speak t o i t the y soun d strikingl y lik e th e facult y a t Yale : overidentifie d 
with th e budgetar y prioritie s o f university administrations , clueles s abou t 
their relatio n t o America n highe r educatio n a t large , an d al l to o willin g 
to sustai n th e profession' s ever-dwindlin g position s o f privileg e b y as -
signing basi c undergraduat e instructio n t o underpai d an d overworke d 
adjuncts, "teachin g fellows, " an d graduat e students . 

By opposing and finally breaking GESO, Yale faculty set an awful prec -
edent fo r facult y an d administrator s elsewher e i n th e country . The MLA , 
in turn , committe d bot h a  tactical an d a n ethica l erro r b y no t includin g 
GESO spokesperson s i n thei r mas s mailing to member s o f the professio n 
with regard to the Yale resolution; and when i t comes to professional lead -
ership with regar d t o th e job crisis , nothing coul d b e worse tha n t o hav e 
Sander Gilman' s postdo c suggestion fal l int o th e hands o f cost-consciou s 
administrators. Bu t worst yet—or, perhaps , bes t of all—Yale faculty an d 
the ML A leadership hav e no w sen t a n unmistakabl e messag e to graduat e 
students, adjuncts , an d part-timers everywher e tha t thei r nominal spokes -
persons and their professional organization s are singularly ill suited to rep-
resent their interests, and may in fact be best suited, on the contrary, to the 
desperate, misguide d preservatio n o f systems o f prestige an d rewar d tha t 
are no longer defensible in American higher education's post-Fordist econ -
omy. B y the AAUP's mos t recen t count , part-tim e facult y no w mak e u p 
approximately 45 percent of the American professoriate; and at many large 
American universities , graduat e student s teac h mor e tha n hal f th e intro -
ductory undergraduat e course s i n al l fields.  All told , adjunc t facult y an d 
graduate teachin g assistant s no w mak e u p th e bul k o f th e workforc e i n 
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U.S. highe r education. The time has come for that heretofore silen t major -
ity to take matters into its own hands . 

NOTES 
1. Lafe r ca n b e reache d a t Glafer@aol.com. I  hav e relie d o n Lafe r fo r 

much o f my understanding of union policy at Yale. 
2. Her e an d throughou t thi s essay , I  need t o exempt a  handful o f exem-

plary individuals , suc h a s Michae l Denning , Haze l Carby , Davi d 
Montgomery, an d Roger s Smith , amon g others , fro m m y wholesal e 
castigations o f "Yale faculty." I  owe Michael Denning , i n particular , a 
number o f accumulated debts  in th e writing of this essay , since he has 
been on e o f my  majo r source s o f informatio n o n th e Yal e strike , a s 
well as a keen editor and consultan t o n the various editorials and brie f 
articles I  wrote i n January 199 6 when i t looked a s if the Nation  wer e 
going to run a  story on the events at Yale. 

3. Th e alacrit y and decisiveness o f the NLRB ruling were something of a 
surprise, no t onl y t o official s a t Yal e (wh o immediatel y promise d t o 
contest th e decision ) bu t especiall y t o thos e o f u s sympatheti c t o 
GESO, who expected the machinery of federal justice to operate about 
as quickly as the Equal Employment Opportunit y Commissio n unde r 
the stewardship o f Clarence Thomas. The NLRB took less than a  year 
to rule in favor o f GESO, announcing it s decision i n November 199 6 
to file  sui t chargin g Yal e wit h "illega l retaliation " agains t graduat e 
students engaged in legitimate organizing activities, and requiring Yale 
to pa y (a ) bac k wage s t o certai n teachin g assistants , an d (b ) fines  fo r 
breaking federa l labo r law . Th e NLR B decision , deliciou s thoug h i t 
may be , i s bein g fough t b y attorney s fo r Yal e a s thi s boo k goe s t o 
press. For the record of the NLRB decision, see Greenhouse B6. 

4. Brooks , quoted in Eakin 60 . 
5. O f the disciplinary hearings of early 1996 , Cynthia Young writes, 

it wa s clearl y n o coincidenc e tha t al l thre e o f th e striker s charge d 
[the thir d wa s Nilanjan a Dasgupta ] wer e member s o f th e Tea m 
Leaders' Committee , GESO' s leadershi p council . Howeve r Dea n 
Appelquist insiste d tha t w e had bee n individuall y identifie d b y ou r 
faculty supervisor , becaus e tw o o f th e professor s involved—Sar a 
Suleri-Goodyear i n my  cas e an d Davi d Brio n Davi s i n Dian a Pa -
ton's—wrote letter s requestin g ou r grad e records an d the n referre d 
our cases to the Dean when we refused t o submit them. (191 ) 
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6. N o clai m i s more hotl y conteste d b y antiunion facult y tha n thi s one . 
Yale presiden t Richar d Levi n insists , fo r instance , tha t graduat e stu -
dents teach only 3 percent o f the courses above the freshman level ; but 
that figure relies on Yale's insistence that teachin g assistants are not t o 
be counte d a s "teachers " fo r th e purpose s o f calculatin g figures  o n 
"contact hours. " However , accordin g to a  comprehensive repor t com -
piled by Yale graduate students, True  Blue: An Investigation  into Teach-
ing at Yale,  graduate teachin g assistant s i n th e humanitie s an d socia l 
sciences spent 864 hours in the classroom each week, whereas full-tim e 
faculty spen t 756.5 hours. 
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3] 
PROFESSIONAL OBLIGATION S AN D 
ACADEMIC STANDARD S 

Over the past five years I seem to have earned fo r mysel f a somewhat 
schizophrenic—or a t leas t double-voiced—rol e a s a n academi c 

cultural critic . On th e on e hand , I  have taken a  number o f opportunitie s 
to defen d an d explai n contemporar y theorie s an d practice s i n th e libera l 
arts an d sciences ; o n th e othe r hand , I  hav e mor e recentl y take n a 
number o f opportunitie s t o criticiz e contemporar y academi c practice s 
that touc h o n th e structural an d economic determinants o f the professio n 
of teachin g i n America n highe r education . Ther e shoul d b e n o myster y 
as to why I  began takin g mor e o f the latte r variety o f opportunities after 
being grante d tenur e i n 1993 : as I  sa w it , America n academ e i s i n nee d 
of defens e and  reform , an d i f you're goin g t o tal k abou t refor m an d b e 



taken seriously , you'd d o wel l t o mak e sur e you hav e someplace t o stan d 
before yo u tak e your stand . I n thi s sense I  am a  classical liberal reformist , 
and I  hop e an d expec t t o b e pillorie d i n precisel y thes e terms : I  believ e 
in th e possibilit y o f changin g th e system  fro m inside , an d I  believ e tha t 
among th e man y reason s w e shoul d defen d th e institutio n o f tenur e i s 
that i t make s i t possibl e fo r professor s t o b e critic s an d reformer s o f th e 
system tha t house s them . 

My ow n university , fo r instance , i s currentl y engage d i n a  costl y an d 
foolish lega l battle , tryin g t o den y it s graduat e student s th e righ t t o 
unionize—despite th e fac t tha t curren t cas e la w clearl y suggest s tha t 
graduate student s a t publi c universitie s hav e al l th e right s o f an y othe r 
public secto r employees , and  despit e th e fac t tha t th e Novembe r 199 6 
NLRB rulin g o n Yal e suggests tha t graduat e student s a t private universi -
ties enjo y thos e right s a s well. I  conside r mysel f a  loyal employe e o f th e 
University an d th e Stat e o f Illinois , bu t I  d o no t believ e tha t m y tenur e 
at thi s universit y entail s m y agreemen t t o al l th e initiative s an d lega l 
opinions o f m y administratio n an d Boar d o f Trustees . So , fo r instance , 
when i n th e fal l o f 199 6 I  wa s asked  b y Illinois' s Graduat e Employee s 
Organization t o spea k a t a  rally , th e purpos e o f whic h wa s t o protes t 
outside th e Boar d o f Trustees' meetin g an d dra w attentio n t o th e Trust -
ees' antiunio n position , I  agreed to march and speak as the GEO's facult y 
supporter regardles s o f th e fac t tha t m y administratio n ha d sen t al l 
faculty a  mem o discouragin g the m fro m participatin g i n o r supportin g 
GEO unio n drives . 

I have to admit tha t I  was personally pleased to oppose my administra -
tion an d trustee s in a  cause the rightness o f which I  am convinced . I  even 
liked deliverin g a n addres s vi a bullhor n fo r th e first  tim e i n m y lif e ( I 
was only six years old i n 196 8 and hav e had t o rel y on th e New  Criterion 
for th e story of what reall y happened i n the sixties) . But at the same time, 
after a  fe w year s o f speakin g o n th e subject , formall y an d informally , a t 
conferences an d i n th e departmen t halls , to student s an d t o colleagues , I 
cannot continu e thi s aspec t o f m y double-voice d academi c lif e withou t 
feeling a  goo d dea l o f ambivalence . Th e pain , anger , disappointment , 
bitterness, an d confusio n thi s crisi s ha s cause d us—an d b y "us " I  mea n 
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the student s an d recen t Ph.D. s mos t affecte d b y it , a s wel l a s thos e 
faculty wh o hav e mad e i t thei r concern—sometime s produc e i n m e a 
kind o f survivor' s guilt . I n suc h mood s I  begi n t o hop e tha t i n som e 
future decad e i f not som e futur e life , I  will  be so fortunate a s to see , an d 
be asked  t o address , a  rathe r differen t crisi s i n th e profession : Th e Jo b 
Boom: Ar e Student s an d Scholar s Bein g Corrupte d b y Al l th e Mone y 
Flowing into th e Humanities ? 

Likewise, servin g thre e year s a s Illinois's placemen t director , a t a  tim e 
when a  substantia l majorit y o f ou r candidate s wer e no t "placed " i n an y 
full-time academi c positio n whatsoever , ha s ofte n mad e m e wan t t o 
avoid thinkin g abou t th e crisi s i n graduat e studie s eve n thoug h I  a m 
convinced tha t ove r th e lon g term , ou r curren t graduat e placemen t rate s 
will do more to damage the profession tha n a  trainload o f Lynne Cheney s 
and Roge r Kimballs . Pundit s an d politician s hav e begu n t o cal l fo r th e 
closing o f graduat e program s in  engineering  and the  applied  sciences,  o n 
the ground s tha t thos e program s ar e producin g 2 5 percen t mor e Ph.D. s 
than th e job marke t ca n handl e (se e Greenberg) . Surel y most humanitie s 
professors woul d exul t ove r somethin g s o Utopia n a s a  75 percen t place -
ment rate—an d surel y th e humanitie s ar e muc h mor e vulnerabl e t o 
fiscal cost cutting an d legislativ e cynicism tha n ar e the sciences . Yet mos t 
humanities professor s see m les s concerne d abou t thi s tha n abou t th e 
possibility tha t thei r younge r colleague s ar e no t payin g enoug h attentio n 
to th e beautifu l an d th e sublime . 

I say this with a  certain bitterness , since unti l recently , medi a coverag e 
of American universities , with fe w exceptions , seemed t o sugges t tha t th e 
crisis i n highe r educatio n wa s tha t teacher s didn' t teac h enough , o r 
taught th e wron g thing s t o th e wron g people . Indeed , i n th e summe r o f 
1995, Georg e Wil l an d Heathe r MacDonald , thos e feist y intellectua l 
lapdogs o f the Right , accuse d universit y writing instructor s o f poisonin g 
composition course s wit h a  mixtur e o f deconstructio n an d politicall y 
correct feel-goo d exercise s i n self-expression . Neve r min d th e fac t tha t 
university writing instructors , significan t number s o f whom ar e graduat e 
students, ar e ofte n th e onl y peopl e i n highe r educatio n wh o concer n 
themselves with th e qualit y o f student writing ; Wil l an d MacDonal d ar e 
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not abou t t o blam e engineerin g an d commerc e school s fo r thei r inatten -
tion t o undergraduat e prose . No , wha t wa s mos t remarkabl y offensiv e 
about thi s lates t offensiv e wa s Will' s conclusion , whic h prove d tha t 
conservatives d o car e abou t economi c inequit y afte r all : "Th e smugl y 
self-absorbed professoriat e tha t perpetrate s al l thi s academi c malpractic e 
is often tenured , an d alway s comfortable . Th e student s o n th e receivin g 
end ar e alway s cheate d an d ofte n unemployable " (A22) . I t i s a  curiou s 
world Wil l describe s here , where busines s major s hunge r desperatel y fo r 
the ministrations o f English teachers , the powerful cast e charged with th e 
sole and terribl e responsibilit y o f fixing these students ' pros e an d render -
ing them employable . Makes you want t o star t a  petition callin g for ter m 
limits o n smug , wealthy Beltwa y pundits , doe s i t not ? 

Thankfully, a  fe w majo r newspaper s hav e begu n t o cal l attentio n t o 
the downsizin g of university faculty an d academe' s increasin g reliance o n 
adjuncts an d part-timers . Bu t I  fee l saf e i n sayin g tha t th e employmen t 
patterns i n America n universitie s hav e stil l no t draw n sufficien t publi c 
notice o r outrage . Fo r example , I  dra w you r attentio n t o a n articl e 
entitled "Th e Crisi s i n th e Ph.D., " b y Cedri c Fowler . I t tell s a  stor y o f 
rising studen t enrollment s i n graduat e an d undergraduat e education ; 
rising job requirement s fo r tenure-trac k facult y an d compositio n instruc -
tors; pa y cuts ; doublin g an d triplin g o f clas s sizes ; an d mos t o f all , a 
drastic oversupply o f new Ph.D.s : 

Unfortunately th e graduat e studen t enrollmen t ha s no t shrun k 
in any way comparable to the shrinkage in college jobs. Teachers 
who hav e los t thei r position s an d find  themselve s wit h a  littl e 
money tur n t o furthe r trainin g i n th e interva l o f waitin g fo r 
another appointment . Peopl e who have not completed the Ph.D. 
decide that now is the best time to finish, in the optimistic fait h 
that more training will help them when th e colleges get on thei r 
feet again . . . . I t i s more than likel y that a  further tw o thousan d 
Ph.D.s will be released on the nation thi s year. 

What wil l become o f most o f them nobod y knows , fo r ther e 
are almos t n o colleg e position s available . . . . Over-suppl y wil l 
only gro w greater , eve n afte r th e retur n o f prosperit y t o highe r 
education, i f th e presen t flood  continue s t o pou r ou t o f th e 
graduate schools. (41-42 ) 
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What's strikin g about thi s article , I  think, i s that i t was published i n June 
1933. Tha t fac t alon e migh t lea d u s to believe , as so many contemporar y 
commentators see m t o do , tha t th e employmen t crisi s i n America n 
universities i s nothing new: 'twas always thus, that Ph.D. s flipped  burger s 
and compositio n instructor s worked fo r scrip . But I  think thi s conclusio n 
suffers fro m misplace d emphasis : the point shoul d be that we are justifie d 
in referrin g t o th e curren t er a o f college employmen t a s a  Great Depres -
sion, an d i f w e remembe r tha t th e previou s Grea t Depressio n wa s re -
solved onl y b y massiv e federa l actio n an d a  globa l conflagration , the n 
perhaps we can cur e ourselve s o f the wishful thinkin g tha t tell s us we ar e 
merely weathering a  downturn i n th e lates t busines s cycle . 

Now tha t I'v e establishe d tha t th e prospect s ar e horribl e fo r th e profes -
sion o f literary study and unlikel y to improv e substantially , wha t remain s 
to b e said? I'l l concentrat e o n tw o areas , neither o f which offer s muc h i n 
the way of a "solution" t o what i s probably, fo r ne w Ph.D.s , a n intracta -
ble structura l proble m o f underemployment . First , wha t kin d o f obliga -
tions mus t facult y an d thei r professiona l organization s assum e i n suc h a 
crisis? Second , wha t kin d o f standards mus t graduat e program s maintai n 
in thei r curricula , thei r admission s procedures , and thei r goal s for profes -
sional training ? I n wha t follows , I  don' t mea n t o soun d peremptor y b y 
saying tha t suc h standard s an d obligation s must  be upheld ; ever y on e o f 
my suggestion s i s ope n t o furthe r challeng e an d revision . Bu t I  wan t t o 
stress th e ethicall y bindin g natur e o f thes e obligations : howeve r w e 
construe them , the y should—I mean , the y must —be understoo d a s part 
of the conditions unde r which department s i n the humanities wil l hereaf-
ter operate . Fo r amon g th e thing s th e professio n o f colleg e teachin g 
needs mos t urgentl y a t th e momen t i s a  working—and, whe n nee d be , 
enforceable—definition o f "professionalism. " 

I'll star t b y addressing th e rol e o f professional organizations . I n 1994 , 
when Car y Nelso n an d I  publishe d ou r brie f essa y i n th e Chronicle  of 
Higher Education,  "Graduat e Educatio n I s Losin g It s Mora l Base, " w e 
included i n i t th e suggestio n tha t professiona l organization s neede d t o 
get involve d i n th e proces s o f makin g difficul t recommendation s fo r 
shrinking—and, i n som e cases , closing—graduat e programs , o n th e 
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grounds tha t "neithe r department s no r thei r ow n institution s ca n b e 
counted o n t o d o so " (B3) . I n th e pas t fe w year s I  hav e repeatedl y bee n 
told tha t suc h languag e dangerousl y suggest s tha t legislator s an d othe r 
external meddler s shoul d b e give n contro l ove r graduat e educatio n be -
cause we academic s canno t manag e ou r interna l affairs ; I  hav e als o bee n 
told tha t Car y an d I  ar e unreasonabl y askin g th e ML A t o polic e th e siz e 
and viabilit y o f graduate programs . Bu t sinc e th e ML A alread y gather s a 
great dea l o f informatio n o n th e academi c jo b marke t an d th e siz e o f 
graduate programs , I  d o no t se e why i t canno t mak e recommendation s 
based on it s findings.  As Stephen Watt ha s pointed out , we cannot expec t 
(and shoul d no t want ) th e ML A t o maintai n th e kin d o f extraordinar y 
professional contro l ove r wage s an d workin g condition s tha t th e AM A 
has achieve d ove r th e suppl y o f physician s i n th e Unite d State s (Wat t 
33). Nevertheless , i t i s possibl e t o sa y tha t th e ML A ca n b e mor e 
aggressive in the broader sense of advancing the interests of the professio n 
and i n the narrower sens e of censuring those departments tha t ignor e th e 
MLA's standard s fo r job searches . 

I wan t t o distinguis h thi s clai m fro m th e clai m tha t th e ML A itsel f is 
a major playe r in the job crisis . There i s no point , I  believe, in attributin g 
blame t o th e ML A fo r no t immediatel y amelioratin g condition s i t di d 
not brin g about . B e tha t a s i t may , I  have— I shoul d sa y Car y Nelso n 
and I  have, since these are part o f our ongoin g conversation—two small , 
practical suggestion s fo r th e nea r future . Both , w e think , woul d enhanc e 
the MLA' s imag e withi n an d outsid e it s membership , an d bot h woul d 
make th e mos t o f th e MLA' s alread y formidabl e information-gatherin g 
apparatus. 

First, th e ML A shoul d tr y t o ascertain , a s closel y a s possible , th e 
number o f job seeker s each year. Currentl y we have a  system tha t tell s us 
how man y job s ar e advertise d annuall y i n th e ML A Jo b List , bu t n o 
reliable figures  for th e "supply " en d o f the equation . When , i n 1994 , th e 
MLA release d statistic s tha t indicate d tha t 51. 1 percen t o f ne w Ph.D. s 
had foun d full-time , tenure-trac k employmen t i n 1991-92 , i t wound u p 
publishing a  figure  tha t n o on e i n th e professio n coul d believe ; an d th e 
reason fo r thi s i s tha t th e ML A onl y too k stoc k o f job seeker s wh o ha d 
received thei r Ph.D. s i n tha t yea r (se e Huber). N o mentio n wa s made o f 
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job candidate s who ha d earne d thei r Ph.D. s i n earlie r years—and i n th e 
light o f the pas t fe w years , i t i s easy to imagin e tha t th e larges t an d mos t 
desperate grou p o f jo b candidate s woul d b e compose d o f peopl e wh o 
had bee n o n th e marke t mor e tha n once , an d wh o ar e no w eithe r 
unemployed o r underemploye d i n part-tim e adjunc t positions . I n futur e 
years, a s this poo l o f Ph.D.s swell s (partl y becaus e o f the declin e i n jobs , 
partly becaus e o f th e dramati c increas e i n graduat e enrollment s betwee n 
1985 an d 1990) , i t will  becom e al l the mor e imperativ e fo r th e ML A t o 
have a  more reliabl e estimat e o f how man y Ph.D. s ar e actually searchin g 
for jobs . Al l tha t woul d b e require d i s fo r th e ML A t o include , i n eac h 
Job List , a  self-addressed postcard ; student s wit h photocopie d list s coul d 
submit a  facsimile card , announcing thei r intention t o attend th e conven -
tion an d secur e academi c employment . I  ca n thin k o f n o cheape r an d 
easier way of determining tha t mos t importan t numbe r o f all,  th e annua l 
number o f job candidates . Th e complain t tha t suc h a  system i s ope n t o 
"fraud" seem s to me to o bizarr e t o entertain . 

The secon d suggestion , also , I  ow e i n par t t o Car y Nelson : th e ML A 
could appoin t a  standin g committee , no t unlik e thos e operate d b y th e 
AAUP, t o investigat e deceptiv e hirin g practices—particularl y wher e 
schools ar e i n violatio n o f alread y existin g MI A recommendations . I 
regard thi s a s les s a  matte r o f "policing " tha n o f protectin g th e profes -
sional interest s o f th e membership . A s fo r th e argumen t tha t th e ML A 
has an d ca n hav e n o "enforcemen t arm " i n suc h matters , m y respons e i s 
that i t does no t nee d one . All the AAUP ha s is a list o f censured colleges , 
places lik e Appomatto x Stat e Bibl e Seminar y an d Whiskey-a-Go-G o 
University o f th e Sierr a Nevad a wher e facult y ar e hire d o n a  week-by -
week basi s o r ar e force d t o doubl e a s bartender s fo r administratio n 
functions. Bu t th e AAU P i s les s concerne d wit h changin g practice s a t 
such margina l school s tha n wit h ensurin g professiona l treatmen t o f fac -
ulty a t large r places—Harvard , Indiana , Grinnell—tha t actuall y d o 
most o f th e hiring . Th e ide a i s tha t Harvard , Indiana , an d Grinnel l ca n 
be induce d t o pla y fai r b y the threa t o f having thei r name s adde d t o th e 
list o f odd miscreant s lik e Whiskey-a-Go-Go, whic h mos t administrator s 
consider fairl y ba d publicity . An d althoug h thi s i s a  mor e "symbolic " 
gesture, th e ML A coul d i n th e futur e refus e t o ru n announcement s o f 
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job opening s fro m "censured " schools . Th e counterargumen t I  hav e 
heard fro m ML A staf f i s tha t suc h school s woul d merel y advertis e thei r 
jobs elsewhere , bu t I  d o no t se e thi s a s a  barrie r t o takin g actio n tha t 
would aler t potentia l candidate s t o th e fac t tha t th e schoo l ha s no t me t 
the profession' s criteri a fo r job searches . 

I sai d I  had tw o suggestion s fo r ML A actio n i n th e future . I  have als o 
a thir d suggestion , bu t i t i s so unlikel y t o hav e an y impac t tha t I  migh t 
as well not mentio n it . Still , here goes : move the conventio n t o March . I 
have no w hear d ever y argumen t agains t movin g th e conventio n fro m 
December—academic schedules , hote l rates , timing fo r interviews—bu t 
I hav e als o see n a n alarmin g growt h i n th e numbe r o f academi c job s 
advertised i n Octobe r bu t no t funde d i n February . Mor e tha n onc e I 
have ha d t o consol e student s whos e onl y ML A intervie w wa s wit h a 
department whos e search was eventually shut dow n i n th e spring for lac k 
of funding ; nothin g make s thos e students , o r me , or , fo r tha t matter , a 
school's searc h committee , fee l mor e helples s an d futile . Havin g th e 
annual conventio n after  most schools receive their funding allocation s fo r 
the year will  no t preven t thi s fro m happenin g altogether ; i t certainly will 
not preven t searc h committee s fro m workin g i n th e fal l t o fill a  positio n 
that doe s no t exis t i n th e spring . Bu t perhap s i t will  hel p reduc e th e 
number o f time s thi s happens , an d i n time s lik e thes e tha t i s n o smal l 
consideration. 

It has long been maintaine d tha t lat e December i s the only time whe n 
all member s ca n meet , sinc e th e quarte r syste m an d th e semeste r syste m 
are otherwise incompatible . However , rethinkin g th e MLA convention i s 
not merel y a  matte r o f fiddling  wit h dates . Wh y shoul d th e conventio n 
take plac e ove r fou r day s a t year' s en d rathe r tha n ove r a  long weeken d 
in th e spring ? Why , fo r tha t matter , shoul d i t showcas e (i f tha t i s th e 
word) th e deliver y o f nearl y tw o thousan d fifteen-minute  papers ? Th e 
convention coul d b e a n occasio n fo r focuse d reflectio n o n th e stat e o f 
the profession ; a s currentl y conducte d i t i s littl e mor e tha n fodde r fo r 
ravenous journalist s lookin g fo r a  quick laug h a t th e expens e o f teacher s 
in th e modern languages . Of course , the convention's chie f structural  aim 
is to provid e a  forum fo r job interviews—whic h mean s tha t th e conven -
tion i s largel y kep t afloa t b y job applicants . An d th e ML A doe s wel l t o 
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structure it s registratio n fee s accordingly , chargin g graduat e student s les s 
than hal f the fee paid b y professors. Bu t why should we collec t an y but a 
nominal ten-dolla r fe e fro m jo b seeker s wh o d o no t no w hav e full-tim e 
tenure-track jobs , s o lon g a s the y ar e attendin g th e ML A fo r jo b place -
ment? Wh y shoul d th e conventio n no t b e held i n smaller , les s expensiv e 
locations? Wh y shoul d i t no t b e reorganize d t o serv e th e interest s o f 
interviewees an d interviewer s abov e all? 

This i s onl y on e smal l are a i n whic h w e nee d t o recalibrat e ou r profes -
sional priorities . I f we want ou r profession t o survive the depression mor e 
or les s intact , w e will  hav e t o rethin k mor e broadl y th e entir e rang e o f 
college teachers ' obligation s t o eac h othe r an d t o thei r student-appren -
tices. Thi s i s the har d par t o f professiona l housecleaning ; i t involve s no t 
only a  discussio n o f th e invisibl e wor k facult y d o o n graduate , depart -
mental, an d campu s committees , bu t a  discussio n o f th e politic s o f 
curricular desig n an d earl y retiremen t a s well . Le t m e dea l wit h th e 
matter o f earl y retiremen t first,  sinc e tha t ha s s o fa r prove n t o b e th e 
most incendiar y an d th e leas t understoo d o f th e suggestion s Car y an d I 
have made . I n ou r Chronicle  essay an d i n Higher  Education  under  Fire, 
Cary an d I  wrot e tha t "institution s shoul d devis e legall y soun d early -
retirement package s fo r thos e facult y member s wh o ar e neithe r effectiv e 
teachers no r productiv e scholars . .  . . Fo r w e nee d t o confron t th e fac t 
that w e ar e driving talente d ne w teacher s an d scholar s ou t o f the profes -
sion whil e retainin g som e incompeten t facult y member s wit h tenure " 
(B2). Thoug h w e neste d thi s suggestio n i n amon g si x o r seve n mor e 
innocuous recommendations , i t ha s no t faile d t o catc h th e ey e o f mos t 
of our readers ; within day s after publicatio n o f that issue of the Chronicle, 
no less , on e o f Illinois' s mos t distinguishe d senio r scholar s approache d 
me an d asked  me , tongu e firmly  i n cheek , wher e facult y ove r fifty  year s 
of ag e coul d tur n i n thei r badge s an d resign . ( I replie d tha t I  coul d no t 
answer suc h a  questio n mysel f an d woul d hav e t o tur n i t ove r fo r 
review b y the Sta r Chamber. ) Oddly , however , som e o f the mos t hostil e 
responses we'v e receive d t o thi s proposa l hav e com e fro m graduat e stu -
dents, on e o f who m charge d i n a  lette r t o th e Chronicle  that w e wer e 
trying t o wee d ou t th e field  o f job seeker s an d jo b holder s s o a s to pav e 
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the way for mor e "superstar " faculty . Mor e recently , Joseph Aimone, th e 
vice presiden t o f th e MLA' s graduat e studen t caucus , ha s written i n th e 
NCTE's Council  Chronicle  that "limitin g earl y retirement t o facult y wh o 
are neithe r effectiv e teacher s no r productiv e scholar s misse s th e point. " 
Aimone goe s o n t o sa y tha t w e shoul d induc e effective  faculty t o retire , 
because the "deadwood " standar d i s a dangerous one : 

Effective teacher s and productive scholar s need t o be induced t o 
retire. Retiremen t fo r academic s onl y mean s tha t they  teac h 
when they want to rather than when the whistle blows and write 
without car e about tenure . .  . . 

. .  . Allowing a standard tha t looks for "deadwood " i s inviting 
people with no interest in higher education to make the decisions 
about wh o shoul d an d shoul d no t work . Voluntary , systemati c 
retirement o f senio r professionals , combine d wit h a  vigorou s 
effort t o ensure hiring tenured people behind them, would mak e 
a difference. I s this likely? Ask Nelson an d Berube—woul d the y 
retire in midcareer for th e good of the profession? (5 ) 

I'm no t sur e wha t fuel s th e antagonis m o f thi s response , thoug h I 
suppose I  have a  clue. Bu t without announcin g m y ow n earl y retiremen t 
date, le t m e addres s th e questio n o f ho w w e propos e t o carr y ou t earl y 
retirement policie s a s fairly an d a s painlessly as possible. 

The issu e for m e i s not tha t we should loo k fo r "deadwood" ; th e issu e 
is that we should determin e th e professiona l obligation s an d expectation s 
for al l tenure d faculty , an d then , i f certai n facult y member s ar e egre -
giously flouting  thos e obligations , the n w e as k tha t the y retir e t o allo w 
more capabl e an d committe d peopl e to teac h i n ou r place . There ar e two 
relevant question s here , an d the y ar e both , a t bottom , question s o f 
professional ethics . On e ha s t o d o wit h th e standard s t o whic h w e hol d 
our senio r facult y an d ou r jo b applicants ; th e othe r ha s t o d o wit h ho w 
the facult y carrie s ou t it s own departmenta l functions . 

The jo b requirement s fo r facult y ar e notoriousl y loose—s o muc h s o 
that one enterprising professor recentl y managed t o teach a t two universi -
ties simultaneously , withou t attractin g notice , fo r a  numbe r o f month s 
before h e wa s foun d ou t an d fire d fro m both . Som e o f u s serv e o n 
an arra y o f departmenta l committees , dissertatio n committees , campu s 
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committees, editoria l boards , an d interna l revie w panels ; other s o f u s 
teach thei r classe s and g o home. Most o f us are working sixty-hour week s 
and a  small handfu l o f us are working six . Now, I  realize how dangerou s 
it i s t o admi t thi s a t a  tim e whe n mos t legislator s an d journalist s ar e al l 
too eage r t o characteriz e all  faculty a s tenured , comfortabl e freeloaders . 
And I  realiz e tha t ever y organizatio n insid e an d outsid e academ e ha s 
these classes of people: workers who foolishly demonstrat e thei r efficienc y 
and competenc e s o often tha t the y ar e assigne d t o ever y importan t task , 
and worker s t o who m meaningfu l authorit y i s neve r delegate d an d b y 
whom i t i s neve r desired . Academe , however , ha s arguabl y to o hig h a 
tolerance fo r th e latte r group ; an d whe n tha t latte r grou p contain s ful l 
professors, a s it sometimes does , you ca n wind u p with a  system tha t no t 
merely tolerate s bu t rewards  workers fo r performin g substantiall y les s 
work tha n thei r colleagues . I' m sur e I' m no t revealin g an y famil y secret s 
in sayin g this . Bu t i t has ofte n seeme d t o m e tha t academi c department s 
can wor k ver y muc h lik e dysfunctiona l familie s wher e th e parent s clea n 
their teenagers ' room s becaus e it' s no t wort h th e troubl e o f askin g th e 
kids t o d o th e jo b themselves . N o on e ask s certai n peopl e t o contribut e 
to th e maintenanc e wor k o f th e departmen t i n servic e an d advising , n o 
one talk s abou t why  those peopl e ar e neve r asked  t o contribute , an d th e 
workload imbalanc e continue s b y mutual consen t eve n a s it worsens. 

I'm stressin g faculty "service " for a  number o f reasons. First , I  have — 
and had—n o intentio n o f restrictin g th e professoriat e t o peopl e wh o 
want t o b e one-perso n publishin g houses ; tha t wa s no t wha t Car y an d I 
meant whe n w e spok e o f "unproductive " faculty . Second , I  kno w tha t 
effective teachin g i s ver y har d t o measure , an d ineffectiv e teachin g 
equally difficul t t o spot . An d last , becaus e I  wan t a s value-neutra l a 
criterion o f "professiona l obligations " a s I  ca n get . Here' s why : fro m th e 
perspective o f moderately talente d facult y wh o wer e hired i n 196 4 whe n 
they had thei r pick o f jobs to choos e from, th e situation I'v e describe d s o 
far ca n loo k rathe r different . Wh y shoul d w e retire , thes e peopl e ma y 
say, an d le t ourselve s b e mowe d dow n b y a  hord e o f Stalinis t feminaz i 
ideologues who want t o destro y literar y stud y as we know it ? For i t can' t 
be denie d tha t th e professio n practice d b y senio r facult y an d th e profes -
sion envisione d b y junio r facult y an d Ph.D . candidate s ar e ofte n tw o 
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radically differen t things—an d a s I'l l explai n i n mor e detai l i n th e nex t 
chapter, eac h generatio n i s thereby tempte d t o constru e th e othe r a s th e 
source o f all the profession' s ills . 

The proble m her e i s that i f we define "incompetence " t o cove r facult y 
who hav e los t al l intellectua l interes t i n th e stat e o f thei r discipline , w e 
let ourselve s i n fo r mor e nastines s tha n anyon e ca n imagine . On e profes -
sor refuse s eve n t o discus s feminis t interpretation s o f Shakespeare , an d 
dismisses th e studen t wh o brough t u p th e question ; anothe r i s unawar e 
that th e antholog y he' s usin g no w include s wome n writers , non e o f 
whom he' s assigne d t o hi s students . Ar e thes e peopl e incompetent ? Ar e 
they irresponsible ? Man y o f m y colleague s woul d sa y so . An d ye t yo u 
certainly can' t tr y t o retir e someon e o n th e ground s tha t h e hasn' t kep t 
up wit h th e field,  especiall y whe n th e teache r i n questio n believe s tha t 
the field  basicall y die d i n 197 0 an d ha s bee n churnin g ou t twaddl e eve r 
since. Promoting tha t kin d o f criterion fo r facult y competence , therefore , 
seems t o m e t o invit e a  hos t o f intractabl e politica l problems , no t th e 
least o f whic h i s tha t i t violate s facult y members ' academi c freedo m t o 
believe tha t thei r refusa l t o kee p u p wit h th e field,  o r t o discus s feminis t 
readings, i s a sign o f intestinal fortitude . 

So when I  brin g u p th e unpleasan t topi c o f earl y retirement , I  don' t 
mean t o sa y tha t w e shoul d conside r earl y retiremen t policie s fo r peopl e 
who don' t writ e book s ever y three years or perform i n th e classroo m lik e 
Robin William s i n Dead  Poets  Society.  I' m als o no t sayin g tha t w e 
shouldn't trus t anyon e ove r fifty.  Al l I' m sayin g i s tha t man y academi c 
departments hous e one o r tw o faculty member s who simpl y do no t mee t 
their professiona l obligation s a s scholars, teachers, and colleagues . And i n 
a jo b crisi s a s sever e a s this , i t i s unconscionabl e t o allo w thos e fe w 
people t o wor k thei r six-hou r job s whil e overqualifie d applicant s serv e 
their tim e a s adjunct s an d freewa y fliers.  Le t m e ad d this : i f we d o no t 
address thi s problem—i f w e d o no t eve n admi t tha t ther e i s suc h a 
problem, howeve r sligh t i t ma y seem—w e will  soo n se e the dismantlin g 
of tenure. We ar e already witnessing th e de  facto eradicatio n o f tenure i n 
the wholesal e conversio n o f full-tim e position s t o adjunc t positions ; bu t 
I fea r w e ma y als o se e th e de  jure  eliminatio n o f tenur e a s school s 
implement mor e "austerity " policie s i n hirin g an d legislator s i n Texa s 
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and elsewher e deman d post-tenur e revie w an d punitiv e o r bureaucrati c 
forms o f "accountability." And i f tenure i s wrongly construed a s a protec-
tion no t o f academi c freedo m bu t o f manifestl y incompeten t an d irre -
sponsible worker s th e lik e o f whom n o othe r professio n woul d tolerate , 
then it s day s ar e numbered , an d th e professio n will  b e subjec t t o eve n 
more bruta l condition s wherei n onl y th e wealthies t universitie s wil l 
bother t o hir e full-time faculty . Th e bes t way to preserve tenure , i t seems 
to me , i s to creat e meaningfu l form s o f interna l facult y review—an d t o 
create the m ourselves , rathe r tha n waitin g t o carr y ou t th e dictate s o f 
state legislators . 

I canno t expec t t o wi n anythin g lik e universa l consen t fo r thi s pro -
posal. I t i s al l to o possibl e tha t "post-tenur e review " wil l become , fo r 
those universitie s tha t implemen t it , a  mean s no t o f improvin g th e 
quality of faculty bu t o f dismantling whatever job securit y remains t o th e 
professoriate. I  have had t o acknowledg e th e dange r o f my position o n a 
number o f occasions , non e mor e dramati c tha n th e tim e I  spok e o n thi s 
subject i n Februar y 199 7 t o th e Facult y Senat e o f the Cit y Universit y o f 
New York—a n institutio n tha t ha s seen , i n th e pas t twent y years , it s 
number o f full-time facult y dro p fro m 15,00 0 t o 5,500 . Bu t i t i s crucia l 
in th e fac e o f numbers lik e those , I  think , t o stres s tha t I  am no t talkin g 
about firing  faculty—or eve n about finding  rationale s fo r downsizin g th e 
professoriate stil l further . I  am talkin g abou t earl y retirement agreement s 
that migh t hel p eas e th e jo b crisis : thi s i s no t a n austerit y progra m fo r 
academe, bu t a  cal l fo r replenishmen t o f th e ranks . M y proposal , more -
over, i s mean t no t t o tak e decision-makin g powe r ou t o f th e hand s o f 
the peopl e mos t concerne d wit h education , bu t rathe r t o give  thos e 
people—in thi s case , departmen t chairs—tha t kin d o f decision-makin g 
power. Indeed , constructin g a  professional standar d tha t measure s facult y 
by whethe r the y responsibl y mee t thei r professiona l obligation s is , I 
believe, th e onl y way tha t facult y ca n retai n th e powe r t o determin e th e 
composition o f their departments . 

I shoul d repea t a s ofte n a s possibl e tha t ver y fe w facult y actuall y fai l 
to liv e up t o mos t o f their professiona l obligations , an d tha t th e poin t o f 
my proposa l i s not onl y t o prun e department s o f genuine deadwoo d bu t 
also t o devis e a  system, a  cod e o f ethics , whereb y al l facult y kno w wha t 
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their responsibilitie s are . (Stephe n Watt , fo r instance , inform s m e tha t 
the Englis h departmen t a t Indian a ha s a  claus e i n it s bylaw s tha t stipu -
lates tha t th e supervisio n o f a  dissertatio n i s par t o f one' s professiona l 
teaching load , an d shoul d b e considere d th e equivalen t o f teachin g a 
course. Th e claus e i s toothless , o f course , bu t remarkabl e an d enviabl e 
nonetheless.) Bu t a s long as we're concerne d with numbers , let' s imagin e 
for a  surrea l momen t tha t ther e i s onl y on e thoroughl y unprofessiona l 
faculty membe r fo r ever y five  Englis h departments , an d let' s sa y w e 
collectively negotiate d thei r earl y retiremen t nex t year . Th e ML A Job 
Information List  would gro w b y 700 positions . When yo u recal l tha t th e 
October 199 2 JIL liste d 62 0 position s an d th e Octobe r 199 3 JIL liste d 
624, you'l l probabl y reac h th e sam e conclusion I'v e reached : earl y retire -
ment package s are the single most powerfu l mean s we have for alleviatin g 
the curren t academi c depression . Th e challeng e i s t o contriv e legall y 
binding method s fo r tyin g on e issu e t o th e other , les t a  universit y 
administration b e tempte d t o replac e fort y retiree s wit h fort y part-tim e 
adjuncts. Earl y retiremen t packages , i n orde r t o b e ethicall y defensible , 
absolutely mus t b e predicate d o n th e hirin g o f full-time , tenure-trac k 
faculty. Anything less will simply accelerate the dismantling of the profes -
sion. 

I shoul d als o stres s tha t al l o f u s who fondl y imagin e tha t w e will  b e 
passed ove r b y suc h policie s will  hav e t o mak e som e sacrifice s a s well . 
Many facult y i n humanitie s department s d o no t mak e enoug h mone y t o 
retire, an d i f early retiremen t package s ar e t o work fo r suc h people , the y 
might nee d t o b e awarde d substantia l pa y raise s fo r a  numbe r o f year s 
prior t o thei r retirement . Car y Nelso n ha s suggeste d i n th e November -
December 199 5 issu e o f Academe  tha t a  human e guidelin e fo r suc h 
packages shoul d stat e tha t n o retirin g senio r facult y membe r wit h thirt y 
years of service will be allowed t o retir e on a  fixed annual incom e smalle r 
than tha t o f a  first-year  assistan t professo r i n th e art s o r humanities . A s 
Nelson writes , such a  policy 

states the problem bot h baldl y and realisticall y and set s an indi -
vidual retiremen t packag e goa l tha t fe w ar e likely t o regar d a s a 
reward fo r incompetence . I t als o acknowledges th e rea l financial 
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risk som e underpai d facult y member s fac e a t retiremen t time , 
while asserting that universities have no business trying to sustain 
higher disciplinar y salaries after retiremen t fo r thos e faculty wh o 
have no t performe d competently . Ther e i s n o reaso n why  a 
retired margina l commerc e professo r shoul d ear n mor e tha n a 
retired marginal philosopher . (25 ) 

This proposa l i s no idl e suggestion: imagin e a  humanities professo r hire d 
in 197 0 a t a  salar y o f $10,00 0 wh o mad e $22,00 0 i n 198 5 an d make s 
$35,000 today . T o retir e a t a  decen t entry-level  salary , tha t professo r 
might requir e salar y increases o f 5 0 percen t ove r a  few years . At th e ver y 
least, tha t mean s tha t everyon e els e in th e departmen t ma y have to forg o 
their ow n piddlin g raises , o r eve n endur e smal l cuts , s o tha t th e depart -
ment will  be able to mak e ne w hires i n th e nea r future . An d th e poin t i s 
not t o ba r the retiree from th e classroom; on th e contrary , emerit i shoul d 
be encourage d t o teac h a  clas s wheneve r an d howeve r the y want . The y 
will simpl y b e officiall y relieve d o f th e myria d professiona l obligation s 
they are no longe r fulfilling . 

Now fo r unpleasan t draconia n suggestio n numbe r two : we wil l abrogat e 
one o f our chie f responsibilities a s teachers i f we do no t discourag e mor e 
students fro m pursuin g th e Ph.D . I n th e past , I  have heard thi s proposa l 
denounced a s "elitist, " a s i f I  wer e suggestin g tha t everyon e clos e thei r 
graduate programs sav e for th e Ivie s and Berkeley . On th e contrary , I  a m 
glad tha t ou r professio n give s les s weigh t t o th e prestig e o f th e degree -
granting institution tha n doe s law or medicine , since high-quality Ph.D. s 
can literall y com e fro m anywhere . Wit h tha t i n mind , I  sugges t tha t all 
graduate programs , whateve r thei r ran k i n th e collectiv e professiona l 
imaginary, decreas e the numbe r o f students the y admi t t o th e Ph.D . 

I noted abov e that I  anticipate criticis m o f my early retirement sugges -
tions; I  hav e alread y gotte n man y earful s o f criticis m wit h regar d t o m y 
position o n th e siz e o f graduat e programs—mos t o f it , interestingly , 
from m y colleague s o n th e academi c Left . Th e harshes t respons e Car y 
Nelson an d I  hav e receive d ha s com e fro m a  pai r o f Marxists , Ji m 
Neilson an d Gregor y Meyerson , who , i n a  199 6 issu e o f th e minnesota 
reviewy painted u s as corporate stooge s i n progressives ' clothing : 

P R O F E S S I O N A L O B L I G A T I O N S AN D A C A D E M I C S T A N D A R D S W\ 



Most troubling are their suggestions to limit graduate admissions 
and t o clos e marginal programs . I f this proposal ha d bee n mad e 
by a right-wing politician abou t undergraduat e education—tha t 
is, i f in orde r t o addres s th e proble m o f unemploye d universit y 
graduates i t wa s propose d tha t fewe r student s b e admitte d int o 
college and that margina l schools (i.e. , community colleges, poor 
private institutions, and inferior branche s of state universities) b e 
closed—this politicia n woul d rightl y b e accuse d o f denyin g 
educational opportunit y t o poor , minority , an d non-traditiona l 
students an d o f increasin g elit e advantage . Bu t sinc e it' s bee n 
made b y academi c leftists , thi s proposa l ha s bee n greete d a s a 
pragmatic attempt to lessen the exploitation of graduate students. 
(270) 

Neilson an d Meyerso n g o on , i n a  footnote , t o clai m tha t "althoug h w e 
don't mea n t o impug n thei r motives , it' s worth notin g tha t thi s proposa l 
requires n o sacrific e o f Berub e an d Nelson. " Indeed , the y claim , Nelso n 
and I  stan d t o profi t b y ou r proposal : "wit h fewe r graduat e programs , 
their status (bot h i n professional reputatio n an d financial  reward ) i s likely 
to b e enhanced " (272) . That' s a  nic e touch , comin g fro m peopl e wh o 
don't mea n t o impug n m y motives . Bu t i t doesn' t mak e sense . Unde r 
the curren t dispensatio n o f ran k an d reward , Illinoi s doe s no t becom e 
more prestigiou s whe n Nort h Dakot a o r Valparais o close s a  program , 
and Illinoi s i s no t s o loft y a  location a s to b e exemp t fro m th e sacrifice s 
attendant o n a n austerit y economy . As a  matter o f fact , Illinois' s Englis h 
department ha s drasticall y cu t bac k o n th e numbe r o f graduat e student s 
it admit s (whil e maintainin g a  diverse studen t populatio n tha t give s th e 
lie to the "younger , whiter , wealthier" line) ; at around on e hundred, our s 
is the smalles t graduat e progra m i n th e Bi g Ten—half th e siz e o f places 
like Indian a o r Michigan , an d les s tha n one-thir d o f th e siz e o f th e 
Virginia progra m fro m whic h I  graduate d i n 1989 . Mos t o f ou r recen t 
Ph.D.s, fo r thei r part , ar e quit e bitte r abou t thei r lous y jo b prospects , 
and som e hav e emphaticall y suggeste d closin g th e progra m altogether . 
Neither Car y Nelson no r I  have "benefited " fro m thi s development , an d 
we sure as hell haven' t pockete d an y spare change b y it , either . 

But Neilso n an d Meyerson' s critiqu e involve s som e crucia l switchin g 
of the dice—i n thi s case , a  shaky an d mistake n analog y betwee n under -
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graduate an d graduat e education . Nelso n an d I  hav e actuall y argue d fo r 
expanded access to the B.A. and M.A . degrees , but when i t comes to larg e 
Ph.D. program s i n th e humanities , w e advocat e mor e centra l plannin g 
in plac e o f th e laissez-faire , let-the-student-bewar e econom y w e hav e 
now. W e believ e i n expandin g th e educationa l franchise , bu t w e don' t 
believe i n expandin g chea p labo r pools . That,  o f course , i s wh y th e 
Berube/Nelson proposal s hav e bee n understoo d a s a  mean s o f opposin g 
the economi c exploitatio n o f graduate students ; it' s certainl y no t becaus e 
Nelson an d I  have been mollycoddle d b y the libera l media . 

Neilson an d Meyerso n hav e on e mor e importan t criticis m o f m y 
proposal t o shrin k doctora l programs , an d thi s criticism, I  believe , speaks 
for itself : 

Especially in recen t years a graduate education i n the humanitie s 
may equally be a political education , a  means by which student s 
learn t o rea d th e historical , social , an d economi c truth s hidde n 
and distorted by capitalist culture . Berube and Nelson's proposa l 
ignores thi s importan t justificatio n fo r maintainin g th e wid e 
availability o f graduat e studie s i n th e humanities . Berub e an d 
Nelson propos e t o reduc e enrollment s i n graduat e programs , 
making th e demystifyin g an d consciousness-raisin g potentia l o f 
these program s availabl e t o a  privilege d few ; ironically , thei r 
solution t o th e crisi s i n highe r educatio n is , i n effect , t o limit 
public access. (271) 

I hope i t will be clear why I  did no t anticipat e thi s argument when I  first 
began t o thin k abou t whethe r th e countr y neede d dozen s o f graduat e 
programs i n Englis h wit h tw o hundre d o r mor e students . A t th e mo -
ment, Englis h department s ma y be placing fewer tha n 2 0 percent o f thei r 
Ph.D.s i n tenure-track jobs; the othe r 80-plu s percen t ar e unemployed o r 
employed i n temporar y position s a t starvatio n wage s withou t benefits , 
and becaus e they'r e o n th e jo b marke t yea r afte r year , th e ML A jo b 
placement statistic s don' t coun t the m a s job seekers . Bu t i n thi s rotte n 
economy, accordin g t o Neilso n an d Meyerson , w e shoul d "maintai n th e 
wide availabilit y of graduate studie s i n th e humanities" : we should admi t 
students t o program s o f stud y i n whic h the y will  devot e seve n t o te n 
years of their lives , during which the y will teach introductor y undergrad -
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uate course s a t abou t $2,50 0 pe r cours e (withou t benefits) , s o that , afte r 
a decade , the y ca n hav e abou t a n 8 0 percen t chanc e o f teachin g piece -
work course s a t loca l college s fo r abou t $1,25 0 pe r cours e (withou t 
benefits). An d th e reaso n w e shoul d continue , an d eve n expand , thi s 
organization o f pedagogica l labo r i s tha t it  will  teach  graduate students 
about capitalism. 

For my part , I  fear tha t th e Neilson/Meyerson pla n wil l work only to o 
well. Graduat e student s wil l lear n abou t capitalism , al l right—no t b y 
having thei r collectiv e consciousnes s raise d i n th e Marxis t graduat e semi -
nar, bu t b y workin g i n academe' s sal t mine s unti l middl e ag e o r there -
abouts, whereupo n the y will  fin d the y ar e th e owner s o f a  postgraduat e 
degree tha t i s practically useless . 

However muc h i t ma y outrage on e particularl y befuddle d win g o f th e 
academic Left , then , m y rational e fo r cuttin g doctora l program s i s bot h 
simple an d reasonable : th e M.A . degre e doe s no t offe r student s th e 
kind o f long-ter m exploitation , disappointment , an d highl y specialize d 
training now associated with th e Ph.D. I t is one thing to put i n anywher e 
from on e t o thre e year s i n postgraduat e study , an d the n pursu e a  career 
in publishing , journalism, advertising , law , o r teachin g secondar y school ; 
it i s another thin g to devot e a  decade or more to professiona l trainin g fo r 
a professio n i n whic h ther e ar e n o jobs . No t onl y i s i t easie r t o chang e 
career direction s a t ag e twenty-fiv e tha n a t thirty-fiv e o r forty ; i t i s als o 
easier t o appl y for jobs outsid e th e moder n language s with a n M.A . tha n 
with a  Ph.D . I t shoul d g o without sayin g tha t i t i s also easie r t o pa y of f 
two years ' wort h o f loan s tha n ten , o r endur e tw o year s o f starvatio n 
wages rather tha n ten . 

The proble m wit h thi s advic e i s tha t i t i s so har d t o give . I  hav e no t 
yet me t th e studen t wh o coul d contemplat e bein g tol d t o sto p afte r th e 
M.A. withou t hearin g th e suggestio n a s a  wholesal e rejectio n o f hi s o r 
her ver y person . Facult y ca n tr y t o say , "yo u ha d bes t no t pursu e this — 
it's highly unlikely to resul t i n anythin g lik e a  rewarding career, " bu t fe w 
students wil l hea r thi s a s anythin g bu t "yo u ha d bes t no t pursu e this — 
you're no t smar t enoug h t o mak e it. " An d sinc e facult y an d graduat e 
students ten d t o have a tremendous emotiona l investmen t i n having thei r 
intellectual talent s validated b y people the y respect , i t i s often impossibl e 

I 82 
P R O F E S S I O N A L O B L I G A T I O N S AN D A C A D E M I C S T A N D A R D S 



to hea r a  discouragin g wor d abou t one' s prospect s i n th e professio n 
without takin g i t a s a  judgment o n you r ne t wort h a s a conscious being . 
Add t o thi s th e fac t tha t a t man y schools , th e M.A . degre e ha s n o 
function whatsoeve r sav e as a qualification fo r th e Ph.D. , and you hav e a 
system tha t strongl y discourage s facult y fro m givin g student s hones t 
advice. I  a m no t askin g facult y t o shou t "fire " i n a  packe d theate r s o a s 
to thi n ou t th e crowd ; rather , I  a m askin g facult y t o tel l student s no t t o 
enter burnin g buildings—an d I  a m askin g graduate student s t o tak e th e 
advice in goo d faith . 

But i f ou r goa l i s to restric t acces s t o th e Ph.D . whil e maintainin g o r 
expanding acces s to th e M.A. , the n w e have some problems t o face . Firs t 
of all,  i t i s no t clea r wha t th e M.A . means ; i n som e state s i t count s 
toward certificatio n fo r hig h schoo l teaching , i n som e state s i t doe s not . 
In som e state s i t exist s as an incentiv e fo r curren t hig h schoo l teacher s t o 
get extr a professiona l trainin g i n thei r disciplines , and , maybe , a  raise . 
Second, we run th e ris k of making th e first  years of graduate schoo l eve n 
more tens e tha n the y alread y are , b y fostering a  competition fo r slot s t o 
the doctora l program ; school s tha t d o no t alread y wor k thi s wa y ma y 
well b e loat h t o tr y it . Third , w e ru n th e ris k o f creatin g a  shortag e i n 
the chea p labo r poo l ever y sizabl e universit y need s t o survive : a s Car y 
Nelson write s i n a  recen t issu e o f Social  Text y i t woul d cos t ou r ow n 
English departmen t ove r $4. 5 millio n t o staf f al l our course s with teach -
ers who were paid th e averag e department salar y for faculty , $3. 5 millio n 
to replace al l graduate students with entry-leve l assistan t professors (131) . 
As Illinois's fledgling  Graduat e Employees ' Organizatio n rightl y says , the 
university works becaus e they  do. And las t bu t no t least , we threate n th e 
very existence o f M.A. program s who hop e t o sen d thei r bes t student s t o 
doctoral program s elsewhere . 

All these problems are then compounde d b y the fact tha t any responsi-
ble teacher wh o care s abou t th e stat e o f literary an d cultura l stud y i n th e 
United State s i s inevitably a  personal advertisemen t fo r th e discipline : we 
believe tha t thi s i s among th e mos t intellectuall y challengin g fields  in th e 
contemporary colleg e curriculum ; w e think th e kin d o f intellectual wor k 
we d o i s fundamental t o wha t i t means , socially , politically , an d psycho -
logically, t o b e human ; an d w e therefor e thin k thi s kin d o f stud y i s 
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valuable even i f the vast majority o f our fello w Americans d o no t agree — 
and eve n i f w e don' t believ e ther e i s suc h a  thin g a s "intrinsic " value . 
There i s a  sense i n whic h ever y goo d teache r wants  to recrui t hi s o r he r 
most promisin g student s fo r th e field;  simpl y thin k fo r a  momen t o f 
what i t woul d b e lik e i f w e asked  ou r colleague s t o behav e i n th e 
classroom a s i f the y though t literar y stud y wer e a  vai n an d pointles s 
exercise. 

So we nee d graduat e instructors , bu t th e apprentic e syste m tha t justi -
fies their statu s a s cheap labo r i s in dee p crisis ; we promote th e extraordi -
nary elasticit y an d interdisciplinarit y o f intellectua l wor k i n th e humani -
ties, bu t w e nee d t o discourag e man y o f ou r brightes t student s fro m 
hoping t o joi n th e field;  an d th e onl y plausibl e solutio n t o thi s impass e 
lies i n redefinin g a n M.A . degre e tha t a t th e momen t ha s almos t n o 
definition a t all . 

Our hope , I  hope, lie s in strengthenin g th e tie s between th e M.A . an d 
high school teaching—not onl y in the sense that we should try to offer th e 
degree to more high schoo l English teachers , but als o in the sense that we 
should tr y to imagine the teaching of high school English as a worthy an d 
appropriate career  fo r midleve l graduat e students . I n m y experience , sug -
gesting to student s tha t the y might teac h i n secondar y schools has been a 
little like nominating one' s colleagues for early retirement: here's  the M.A., 
students hear , and  here's  the  map out  of  town. Don't  bother  thinking about 
the power and  prestige of being  a college  professor—here's your free pass to 
Central High. T o student s who regar d hig h schoo l teachin g as somethin g 
unspeakably worse than colleg e teaching , I  have shown th e followin g jo b 
announcements, al l of which, happily enough, appeare d i n the same issue 
of our departmental newslette r one fine spring day: 

College of Lake County. Tenure trac k position t o teach Englis h 
composition an d literature . Cours e load i s 5  sections pe r semes-
ter. Position begins fall 1995 . 
Gustavus Adolphu s College . Seekin g a  perso n t o teac h fro m 
September t o February as a replacement fo r a  professor o n leave. 
The individua l wil l teac h thre e course s (Creativ e Writin g an d 
Ethnic American Literature ) i n th e fal l (Sept . t o Dec. ) an d on e 
course in the January term . 
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Lincoln Lan d Communit y College . Full-tim e tenure-trac k posi -
tion t o teac h five  classes . Shoul d hav e experienc e teachin g th e 
writing proces s a t differen t level s t o bot h traditiona l an d non -
traditional student s and should b e able to teach the ful l rang e of 
the lower division curriculum . 

These cheer y notice s wer e soo n beste d b y anothe r loca l school , whic h 
advertised a  positio n tha t woul d carr y tenur e withou t promotio n fo r a 
salary i n th e lo w twenties : t o th e luck y candidate , a  lifetim e instructor -
ship withou t hop e o f furthe r professiona l reward . I  sho w student s thes e 
notices no t merel y t o frighte n an d depres s the m (thoug h thi s work s lik e 
a charm) , bu t als o t o mak e a  mor e importan t point , namely , tha t 
some opportunitie s i n hig h schoo l teachin g ca n offe r greate r professiona l 
autonomy, mor e substantia l intellectua l rewards , an d bette r pa y tha n 
teaching a t th e colleg e level . As Alison T . Smith , a  199 4 Ph.D. , write s 
in th e 199 6 issu e o f Profession,  secondary schoo l teachin g i s "stil l a n 
ignored market" : eve n thoug h he r ow n experienc e teachin g hig h schoo l 
"proved on e o f th e mos t rewardin g I  eve r had, " still , he r colleague s 
warned he r "no t t o sta y ther e to o lon g les t I  b e labele d a  hig h schoo l 
teacher, whic h woul d foreve r destro y m y prospect s o f gettin g a  seriou s 
job a t th e colleg e level " (69—70) . Smit h no w teache s a t th e Hil l Cente r 
in Durham , Nort h Carolina , a  hig h schoo l fo r student s wit h identifie d 
learning disabilities , an d report s tha t "th e salary , benefits , an d leve l o f 
respect I  receiv e fro m colleague s ar e bette r tha n wha t I  foun d a t th e 
university level" (72) . 

Alison Smith' s experience , a s forme r Illinoi s graduat e student s ca n 
attest, i s not unique . Indeed , fo r ever y student wh o resent s th e advic e t o 
seek a  hig h schoo l job , I  wager , ther e ar e te n mor e wh o wis h they' d 
heard tha t kin d o f advic e si x o r seve n year s ago . No r i s thi s strateg y 
merely a  matte r o f cuttin g ou r losses ; o n th e contrary , i t coul d b e a 
strategy fo r dramaticall y expandin g ou r potentia l publi c constituency . 
The profession a s it now operates seems much mor e interested i n produc -
ing volume afte r volum e o f criticism an d theor y fo r facult y an d graduat e 
students tha n i n disseminatin g som e o f tha t criticis m an d theor y t o 
undergraduates an d hig h schoo l students . Well-trained , unembittered , 
comparatively unexploite d M.A. s migh t perfor m a  crucia l functio n i n 
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serving a s liaison s betwee n graduat e program s an d publi c an d privat e 
secondary education . 

Finally, ther e i s th e questio n o f ho w t o conceiv e graduat e stud y itself : 
how shoul d w e desig n program s o f professiona l trainin g i n a  professio n 
with n o self-descriptio n an d ver y fe w jo b openings ? Shoul d w e tr y t o 
teach t o th e market , whethe r tha t mean s trainin g student s i n masterin g 
the detail s o f th e counterhegemoni c post-excrementa l sublime , o r train -
ing the m t o teac h writin g acros s th e curriculum ? Eve n i f we kne w wha t 
the marke t woul d b e lik e i n th e yea r 2005— a surplu s o f Victorianists ! 
Postmodernists dow n lVs!—woul d w e be justified i n redesignin g gradu -
ate study so as best to allow the tai l to wag the dog? Some of my student s 
and colleague s loo k aroun d an d say , wha t w e nee d here , i f w e ar e t o 
survive into th e twenty-firs t century , i s queer theor y and cultura l studies . 
Others propos e a  greate r emphasi s o n th e traditiona l period s o f literar y 
history, o n th e ground s tha t ne w Ph.D. s will  likel y hav e t o b e broa d 
generalists. Stil l others recommend tha t student s carr y at least a  subspeci-
alty in rhetori c an d composition . 

I di d no t sav e this questio n fo r las t becaus e I  find  i t easies t t o answer . 
I wan t t o argu e tha t graduat e program s shoul d recogniz e tha t theor y i s 
now a n integra l par t o f th e regim e o f professiona l training , s o muc h s o 
that searc h committee s n o longe r hav e t o stipulat e tha t the y wan t a n 
Americanist wh o doe s theory : th e theor y part , i t coul d b e said , goe s 
without saying . An d ye t relativel y fe w graduat e program s offe r broa d 
introductory course s i n interpretiv e theory . Al l to o often , th e resul t i s 
that student s encounte r specialize d graduate-leve l course s i n theor y with -
out havin g take n th e equivalen t o f survey course s i n theory ; "when, " m y 
students hav e asked  me , "wa s I  suppose d t o hav e rea d Lacan ? Wa s I 
absent th e da y they assigne d Bakhti n an d everybod y move d o n t o In  the 
Wake of  Bakhtin?'  I n m y ow n department , then , th e patter n i s tha t 
theory-laden courses  ar e mos t plentifu l a t th e opposit e end s o f th e 
curriculum: a t th e 40 0 level , where the y ar e taugh t exclusivel y t o gradu -
ate students , an d a t th e 10 0 level , wher e the y ar e taugh t exclusivel y by 
graduate students . We hav e no t ye t devise d a n intermediar y progra m b y 
which w e woul d determin e wha t i t i s tha t w e expec t ou r graduat e 
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students t o kno w befor e the y develo p thei r ow n courses , an d i n thi s 
respect, I  will hazard, we are not alone . 

To pu t thi s poin t anothe r way , i f we conceiv e o f cultura l studies , fo r 
instance, as something tha t can be taught onl y by specialists to specialists , 
then cultura l studie s wil l becom e jus t anothe r ite m i n th e theory-surve y 
curriculum alongsid e deconstructio n an d ne w historicism , structuralis m 
and psychoanalysis . Bu t i f we conceiv e o f cultura l studies—an d theor y 
more generally—a s somethin g tha t i s potentially a s relevant t o freshma n 
writing a s it i s to graduat e seminars , the n perhap s we can begi n t o mak e 
productive us e o f th e multipl e theoretica l paradigm s currentl y operatin g 
in the profession withou t overspecializin g or underpreparing thos e gradu -
ate student s wh o d o choos e t o see k th e Ph.D . W e can , i n othe r words , 
escape th e illogi c o f th e curren t syste m tha t ask s jo b candidate s t o b e 
brilliant, origina l researcher s u p unti l the y receiv e a n ML A interview , 
and the n t o b e all-purpos e generalist s wh o ca n teac h writing , Shake -
speare, an d th e Histor y o f th e Englis h Languag e onc e the y arriv e o n 
campus. Bu t w e ca n d o thi s onl y i f we recogniz e tha t Ph.D . program s 
are designe d fo r specifi c professiona l training . Thi s mean s tha t w e nee d 
to sto p behavin g a s i f advance d graduat e stud y i s self-justified , a s th e 
pursuit o f knowledge an d th e enhancemen t o f th e lif e o f th e mind , an d 
that w e need t o pla n t o trai n student s fo r a  profession i n which theoreti -
cal specialist s ar e mos t ofte n marketabl e onl y i f the y ca n presen t th e 
principles o f advanced literar y and cultura l theor y in th e ful l rang e of th e 
lower division curriculum . 

In the meantime, one pedestrian poin t abou t unions , wages, and benefits . 
I hav e alread y admitte d tha t i n mos t universities , i t i s impossibl e fo r 
English departments—o r mos t othe r academi c departments—t o func -
tion withou t a  large poo l o f exploite d studen t labor . Regardles s o f wha t 
happens t o th e jo b market , school s will  neve r b e willin g o r abl e t o pa y 
graduate teachin g assistant s a  livin g wag e fo r thei r work . Car y Nelso n 
and I  hav e floated  th e les s expensiv e bu t equall y quixoti c proposa l tha t 
they b e pai d enoug h t o liv e o n throug h th e summer , bu t o n th e whole , 
we realiz e tha t n o on e i s goin g t o pum p a  fe w millio n dollar s int o 
English department s merel y because i t migh t mak e fo r tolerabl e workin g 
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conditions amon g th e teacher s wh o d o th e bul k o f writin g instructio n 
for incomin g undergraduates . Man y faculty , accordingly , d o no t se e th e 
value o f graduat e studen t unions , an d canno t b e persuade d t o suppor t 
their formation , particularl y a t school s wher e th e facult y themselve s ar e 
averse to union s an d therefor e hav e no capacit y fo r collectiv e bargaining . 
Indeed, i t would eve n b e possible t o imagin e a  critical mas s o f antiunio n 
faculty a t a n Iv y League university . Bu t excep t i n suc h case s of deliberat e 
malice, mos t facult y ar e uninvolve d i n graduat e students ' effort s t o 
unionize becaus e the y d o no t se e the point : graduat e student s hav e bee n 
eloquent an d threadbar e sinc e th e day s o f Raskolnikov . 'Twa s alway s 
thus. 

But fe w olde r faculty , I  wager, hav e an y idea what i t i s like t o liv e fo r 
the bette r par t o f a  decad e withou t adequat e healt h insurance . Car y 
Nelson an d I  have argued tha t graduate teachin g assistants with five years 
of servic e shoul d b e veste d i n thei r universities ' retiremen t plans ; w e 
would lik e to se e universities develo p san e chil d car e policie s a s well, bu t 
since s o fe w hav e don e s o eve n fo r faculty , w e despai r o f seein g th e da y 
when graduat e student s ar e entitle d t o universit y chil d car e a s well . 
Health insurance , however , i s very muc h a  negotiabl e item , particularl y 
since mos t graduat e student s ar e relativel y youn g an d mos t universitie s 
buy insuranc e package s fo r larg e groups . Th e facult y wh o receive d thei r 
Ph.D.s bac k when healt h car e and carfar e cos t thirty-five cent s cannot b e 
expected t o understan d th e pligh t o f student s payin g $1,20 0 fo r swiss -
cheese coverage , bu t the y mus t b e mad e to . Tim e an d agai n I  hav e 
shocked m y colleague s b y informin g the m tha t afte r I  wa s n o longe r 
covered unde r m y parents ' denta l plan , I  waited fou r year s befor e seein g 
a dentist i n 1985 , right before  m y wedding, an d the n waited anothe r five 
until 1990 , whe n I  wa s hire d a t Illinois . O r b y informin g the m tha t 
Janet an d I  wer e s o thrille d t o find  i n 198 6 tha t ou r studen t polic y 
would cove r th e cos t o f a  hospita l maternit y roo m tha t w e neglecte d t o 
realize tha t th e insuranc e compan y would pa y only fo r Janet's stay in th e 
hospital—which wa s n o grea t burde n fo r ou r insurers , a s i t turne d out , 
since the y bille d th e roo m t o ou r newbor n bab y Nichola s instead . To o 
late, we realized tha t i f we had give n birt h t o a  nonbillable entit y such a s 
a cat , w e woul d hav e bee n i n th e clear ; bu t becaus e w e ha d a  child,  we 
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were therefor e liabl e for  a s muc h o f ou r hospita l cost s a s coul d b e 
assigned t o a  human being . 

It too k u s five years t o retir e tha t debt , bu t that' s no t th e point . Par t 
of the poin t i s that jus t before  Nic k was born , I  agreed t o tak e Virginia' s 
M.A. exa m s o tha t I  woul d qualif y a s a  Virgini a alumnu s an d becom e 
eligible fo r specia l rate s o n lif e insuranc e availabl e throug h th e Virgini a 
Alumni Association . That , fo r me , wa s th e functio n o f th e M.A . i n 
English: i t gave me membership i n a  group tha t coul d bu y life insurance . 
But th e large r poin t i s tha t th e professio n o f Englis h i s a n increasingl y 
dehumanizing an d dispiritin g affai r fo r eve n (o r especially ) th e mos t 
ardent lover s o f literatur e an d literar y study . I f th e unionizatio n o f ou r 
graduate students ca n make our collective enterprise less dehumanizing — 
and i t can—the n w e are bound t o suppor t it . Fo r th e stil l larger poin t i s 
that a  profession tha t tolerate s an d perpetuate s suc h condition s i s neithe r 
professional no r defensible . I f you ad d th e working condition s o f gradu -
ate student s t o th e figure  I'v e cite d earlier—namely , tha t 4 5 percen t o f 
the professoriat e consist s o f part-tim e laborers—you'l l realiz e tha t i n 
structural terms , th e jo b o f teachin g college , fo r th e majorit y o f recen t 
Ph.D.s tryin g t o ge t tha t job , ha s mor e i n commo n wit h th e jo b o f 
picking orange s tha n wit h th e jo b o f practicin g law . Whateve r ou r 
academic standards—b e w e ne w historicist s o r ne w critics , multicultur -
alists o r Eurocentrists , youn g turk s o r ol d guard—i t i s ou r professiona l 
obligation t o d o whatever we can t o chang e tha t fo r th e better . 
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4 

PEER PRESSUR E 

POLITICAL TENSION S 
IN TH E BEAR MARKE T 

N ineteen ninety-fou r wa s a  momentous yea r fo r man y reasons , an d 
perhaps on e o f th e leas t importan t o f these was th e reemergence , 

in lat e fall , o f th e figure  o f th e Arbite r o f Aestheti c Value . Althoug h 
Rwandans an d Republican s mad e infinitel y mor e importan t new s durin g 
the year , somethin g ough t t o b e said nonetheles s abou t ho w wondrous a 
moment i t i s in American cultur e when a  mere literar y criti c ca n writ e a 
book insistin g tha t (alas ) literatur e ha s n o sociall y redeemin g value , n o 
"utility" a t all,  an d ge t glowin g review s fro m practicall y ever y majo r 
English-language newspape r o n eithe r sid e o f th e Nort h Atlantic . Th e 
idea o f "th e aesthetic " ma y b e unde r assaul t i n th e grove s o f academe , 
but i n th e genera l culture , i t seems , arguin g fo r th e autonom y o f th e 



aesthetic an d agains t th e Schoo l o f Resentmen t ca n ne t yo u a  best-selle r 
and a n advanc e o f ove r hal f a  millio n dollars— if you  ve  go t th e righ t 
marketing strategy . Th e mora l i s clear : whateve r "aestheti c value " ma y 
be, it' s definitel y convertibl e int o a  big pile of cash. 

Part o f Harol d Bloom' s succes s wit h The  Western  Canon  stem s no t 
merely from Bloom' s statu s as  Bloom, an d no t merel y from hi s consider -
able talen t a t comin g u p wit h soun d bite s a s "provocative " a s anythin g 
Stanley Fish , Andre w Ross , o r Bloom-proteg e Camill e Pagli a ca n offe r 
the media , bu t als o fro m th e shee r certaint y o f hi s determination s o f 
value. Here , a t last , i s someone wh o know s wha t grea t literatur e is , an d 
is no t afrai d t o sa y so . I t doesn' t matte r whethe r anyon e agrees  wit h 
Bloom's determinations ; n o on e huma n can . Th e poin t i s tha t h e ha s 
made them—lik e E . D . Hirsch , i n a  hand y back-of-the-boo k compila -
tion—and thu s afforde d ever y literat e perso n a n endles s suppl y o f wha t 
Northrop Fry e onc e calle d "th e literar y chit-cha t whic h make s th e repu -
tations o f poet s boo m an d cras h i n a n imaginar y stoc k exchange " (18) . 
One migh t sa y tha t Harol d Bloo m ha s brough t t o th e discussio n o f 
American letter s som e o f th e thril l o f the NCA A basketbal l an d footbal l 
seasons: could Pen n Stat e hav e beate n Nebrask a i n '94 ? was James Jone s 
really faste r tha n Jame s Baldwi n i n th e forty-yar d dash ? i s th e Bi g Eas t 
(Whitman, Dickinson , Williams ) a  bette r poetr y conferenc e tha n th e 
Mississippi Valley (Eliot , Ransom , Tate) ? 

These ar e th e centra l question s fo r criticism , th e determination s o f 
value tha t separat e th e me n fro m th e boys , th e thril l o f victory fro m th e 
agon of defeat . Indeed , 199 4 sa w something o f a  resurgenc e o f criticis m 
in th e heroic mode , a s Bloom was fortuitously joine d b y a host o f values-
hawkers read y an d willin g t o tel l u s th e differenc e betwee n a  four-sta r 
poet an d a  C + movie . Willia m Henr y III , th e lat e dram a criti c fo r 
Time, mad e a n impassione d cas e tha t som e thing s ar e jus t better  tha n 
others, dammit , an d s o too ar e culture s tha t g o t o th e moo n superio r t o 
cultures tha t pus h bone s throug h thei r nose s (14) . " I find  th e blue s 
irresistable," wrote Henry ; " I have always liked square dancing . Bu t thes e 
are lesser forms o f art than, say , oil painting and oper a and ballet , becaus e 
the technique s ar e less arduous an d les s demanding o f long learning , th e 
underlying symbolic language i s less complicated, th e range o f expression 
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is less profound, an d th e worship o f beauty i s muddied b y the lower aim s 
of communit y fellowship " (176) . Fo r simila r reasons , Henr y calle d fo r 
the closin g o f communit y college s (165 ) and— a nic e touc h i n a  boo k 
titled In  Defense  of  Elitism —"massive layoff s o f faculty " (166) . Th e 
redoubtable Thoma s Sowel l pu t th e screw s t o cultura l relativis m a s well, 
writing tha t som e culture s ar e "  better in som e respect s tha n others " (4 ) 
just a s "Arabi c numeral s ar e no t merel y different  from Roma n numerals ; 
they ar e superior  to Roma n numerals " (5)— a principl e fe w woul d con -
test, unles s i t wer e strippe d o f it s qualifyin g clause , "i n som e respects, " 
and extrapolate d t o cove r moo n shot s an d nos e bones . An d the y wer e 
joined b y a  whol e hos t o f Ca l Thomases , Bil l Bennetts , Da n Quayles , 
and Rus h Limbaughs , wis e an d learne d peopl e who kno w wha t virtu e i s 
and wh y the y hav e i t an d w e don't . A s a  result , th e tid e o f libera l P C 
relativism wa s finally  turned , an d America' s quot a queen s an d welfar e 
cheats wer e hurle d fro m thei r position s o f nationa l powe r i n a  stunnin g 
electoral landslid e some commentators hav e rightly called th e Year of th e 
Man. Perhap s th e Boo k o f th e Yea r i n th e Yea r o f th e Ma n wa s Da n 
Quayle's ow n Standing  Firm,  i n whic h h e wonder s wh y Anit a Hil l 
doesn't teac h a t a  bette r schoo l tha n th e Universit y o f Oklahoma — 
since, a s a  Yal e gra d an d a  blac k woman , "sh e presumabl y coul d writ e 
her ow n ticket " (271) . Hill , i n othe r words , mus t b e trul y mediocr e no t 
to hav e jumpe d o n th e blac k woman' s Iv y Leagu e grav y train—unlik e 
the Quayle s o f th e worl d who , despit e thei r outstandin g academi c re -
cords, hav e ha d t o settl e fo r America' s lowest-paying , lowest-prestige , 
lowest-powered jobs . 

Of course , Bloomia n authoritarianis m ma y no t hav e anythin g mor e 
than an analogical relation to Limbaughian authoritarianism : i t would no t 
be hard t o imagin e a  future boo k entitle d The  Western  Canon the  Way  It 
Ought to  Be, but Bloo m ha d nothin g t o d o wit h th e Republica n sweep . 
Nevertheless, I  do want t o sugges t tha t hi s success , like William Henry's , 
should b e understood a s a negative sympto m o f the general , i f fitful,  aca -
demic consensu s tha t valu e i s contingen t an d constructed : bot h Bloo m 
and Henry spare no term of opprobrium i n abusing academic literary crit-
ics, an d thi s too is part o f their appea l to the "common reader. " Since this 
academic consensus is widely (mis) understood to entail the doctrine of cul -
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tural relativism , unde r whic h on e boo k i s as meritorious a s any other , i t 
would see m tha t th e retur n o f th e Arbiter—he wh o know s what' s goo d 
and why, and can place every form o f cultural expression in it s natural or -
der—speaks t o a  widespread popula r desir e fo r clear-cu t determination s 
of value. I f I'm righ t abou t this , there' s a  rea l audienc e ou t ther e fo r th e 
juridical form o f literary criticism that unselfconsciously participate s in the 
culture's general obsession with rankings . 

I'm writing , however , t o registe r somethin g rathe r mor e critica l tha n 
mere bemusemen t a t Bloom' s commercia l success . Literar y an d cultura l 
studies ar e indee d experiencin g a  crisi s o f evaluation , no t jus t a  "per -
ceived" crisis ; this is , in othe r words , a  matter o f intradisciplinary uncer -
tainty a s wel l a s a  questio n o f publi c relations . An d becaus e w e ar e 
uncertain, i n way s Bloo m i s not , abou t wha t count s a s goo d literary , 
critical, an d theoretica l work , i t sometime s appear s tha t th e onl y criteri a 
of evaluatio n w e hav e ar e mercantil e criteria : what' s hot , what' s selling , 
what's th e newes t latest . O r s o say s Davi d Bromwich , i n a  remarkabl e 
passage i n Politics  by Other Means where, i n renderin g a  detailed fictional 
account o f a  sha m tenur e meeting , h e explain s ho w vacuou s ar e th e 
criteria b y which w e promot e professor s i n nonfield s lik e "Postmodern -
ism an d Cultura l Studies " (177) . Th e tenur e candidat e i s name d "Jona -
than Craigie, " and he' s a  hotshot : 

The author of two books and editor o f three collections of essays 
and interviews , the candidat e i n th e las t five years has delivere d 
thirty paper s a t professiona l conferences—man y o f the m def t 
and wide-rangin g i n th e interdisciplinar y way . Hi s undergradu -
ate courses ar e popular. The y dea l entirely with specia l subjects ; 
for, arme d with a  counter-offer, Craigi e negotiated earl y to sever 
his obligatio n t o teac h th e department' s bread-and-butte r sur -
veys. . . . The only recorded exception t o the consensus occurre d 
a year ago , when a  pair o f history students droppe d [ a graduate] 
seminar a t midterm—because , they  said , Craigi e di d no t kno w 
the fact s o f the period implie d b y his title, "Postmodern Politic s 
and American Culture , 1945-1990. " (177 ) 

Craigie's a  poseur , tha t muc h i s clear . Bu t the n thing s ge t worse : sinc e 
Craigie's work is so post-everything (hi s next book "i s a double biograph y 
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of Madonn a an d ' a post-gendere d novelis t stil l t o b e named ' "  [178]) , 
the tenur e meetin g turn s entirel y o n th e letter s o f hi s referees—a s i t 
must, write s Bromwich , becaus e n o on e i n th e departmen t ca n judg e 
Craigie's work : "non e ha d a  languag e t o describ e o r judge , le t alon e t o 
praise o r blame adequately , work tha t cam e in s o curious a  shape" (178) . 

And here' s where Bromwic h reall y goes t o town , exposin g no t merel y 
his fictional  Craigi e bu t ever y simila r intellectua l fraud  perpetrate d o n 
the profession unde r th e cove r o f professionalism : 

Of th e si x letter s received , non e cam e fro m a  schola r wh o ha d 
done first-hand  wor k o n simila r subjects ; four , however , wer e 
written b y eminences o f theory, who coul d impl y without quit e 
asserting a  meta-competence i n severa l historica l periods . (And , 
it wa s urged , wha t i s postmodernism i f no t th e theorist' s topi c 
par excellence?) . . . . Thes e carefull y place d accolade s wer e th e 
fruit o f assiduou s networking : th e cultivation , withou t ulterio r 
intellectual aim , o f influentia l cronie s wh o ar e pledge d t o serv e 
the advancement o f one's career. Since Craigie had once devoted 
half a semester of a  graduat e seminar to the topic of networking, 
it wa s natura l fo r thi s t o for m th e first  topi c o f a n unusuall y 
frank an d speculative tenure review. (178-79 ) 

The crucia l momen t o f th e revie w come s whe n someon e a t las t speak s 
up fo r traditiona l scholarl y standards—th e kin d tha t prevaile d i n th e 
pre-theory days , when tenur e review s were trul y rigorous—an d i s stifle d 
by on e o f th e Eminence s o f Theory . Th e subjec t i s Craigie' s articl e 
".Alger Hiss Remediated : America' s Left/Right , Vertical/Horizonta l Con -
trol," an d onl y on e perso n i n th e roo m ha s th e courag e t o sa y the essa y 
isn't wearing any clothes : 

"This thing doesn't even have much information ; I  don't see any 
evidence tha t h e read s th e wor k h e cites . I n th e His s article , 
he base s th e whol e thesi s o f 'image-consolidation ' o n a  singl e 
discredited wor k o f cultura l history . H e doesn' t see m t o hav e 
read any political history.  H e didn' t loo k at the transcript o f the 
congressional hearing s o r th e trial . He didn' t rea d Witness  or In 
the Court of Public Opinion —nothing!" 
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A brief silence falls . Then—quietly , significantly—ar e hear d 
the followin g grav e word s fro m th e fron t o f th e room . Th e 
speaker is a recent high-profile recrui t to the department : 

"A couple  o f yo u peopl e tal k a s i f yo u wer e oppose d t o 
anything new." (180 ) 

Craigie i s eventuall y give n tenur e o n th e ground s tha t "i f w e tur n hi m 
down lot s o f peopl e will  b e askin g why " (179 ) an d "i n a  yea r o r two , 
he'll have a  great offe r fro m Duk e o r Emory , an d he'l l leave" (180) . 

Part o f what make s Bromwich' s accoun t s o breathtaking i s what I  cal l 
the Gerontio n Effect : th e youn g neotraditionalis t tryin g o n th e voic e o f 
the ol d ma n i n a  dr y month . Whe n first I  rea d thi s accoun t I  couldn' t 
help bu t think , i n outrage , o f the staid , soli d scholar s I'v e know n who'v e 
run int o troubl e with incompeten t tenur e committees becaus e thei r wor k 
was "to o feminist " o r ha d ru n afou l o f on e Gra y Eminenc e o r anothe r 
(not a  Theory Eminence , either) . I  thought o f my three years as Illinois' s 
placement director , watchin g on e Ph.D . candidat e afte r anothe r fai l t o 
find full-tim e employmen t despit e a  terrific teachin g record and a  capable 
dissertation o n a  topi c eve n Bromwic h woul d recogniz e a s legitimate . 
But onc e I  manage d t o recove r m y breath , I  realized  I  to o ha d bee n 
taken i n b y Gerontion : fo r Bromwich' s accoun t had , i n effect , aske d m e 
to compar e Craigie' s worthlessnes s ( a worthlessnes s tha t ca n onl y b e 
glimpsed fro m th e privilege d vantag e poin t o f discipline s wit h rea l stan -
dards, lik e history ) wit h othe r contemporar y scholar s i n English . And i n 
so doing , Bromwic h ha d briefl y mad e m e forge t tha t i n th e golde n 
pre-theoretical ag e h e allude s t o earlier , whe n lecture s wer e no t mer e 
entertainment bu t learne d addresse s t o "a n audience o f peers, who [were ] 
relied o n t o kno w th e materia l a s wel l a s th e lecturer " (174) , Englis h 
professors basicall y go t tenur e i f the y coul d sig n thei r name s o r prov e 
they were carbon-based . Moreover , he' d als o mad e m e forge t tha t thos e 
worthy people , tenure d i n th e 1960 s whe n time s wer e flush,  wer e no w 
sitting i n judgmen t o f junio r facult y an d Ph.D . candidate s who' d pub -
lished an d taugh t mor e jus t t o ge t a  jo b tha n mos t senio r facult y ha d 
done t o ear n lifetim e tenur e thirt y years ago. 

Bromwich's shortsightednes s i s al l th e cleare r i f we contras t hi s boo k 
with a  brie f essa y b y Georg e Levin e tha t share s som e o f Bromwich' s 
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misgivings abou t th e profession : "a t th e moment , th e professio n doesn' t 
know o r eve n wan t t o kno w wha t i t is, " writes Levine . "[M]an y o f th e 
best-known i n ou r field  ar e professionall y intereste d i n thing s tha t ar e 
only marginally related t o English o r literature," such as "cultural studies , 
film, gender , psychology , sex , po p culture , multiculturalism " (43) . B y 
contrast t o Bromwich , Levine  is , o n th e whole , sanguin e abou t th e 
field: 

English i s a  fa r mor e excitin g an d interesting , i f qualitativel y 
uneven, disciplin e tha n i t seeme d t o b e bac k the n [whe n h e 
entered it] , an d it s curren t trouble s hav e com e abou t largel y 
because i t take s mor e risks , make s bigge r mistakes , reache s ou t 
farther, welcome s mor e diversity , doe s bette r b y wome n an d 
minorities, and confronts it s own assumptions more directly and 
perhaps even with greate r sophistication. (43 ) 

But a s we've see n earlier , h e caution s hi s colleague s tha t ou r healt h an d 
our publi c suppor t ma y depend o n ou r commitmen t t o a  principle man y 
in th e professio n d o no t i n fac t support : "W e mus t examin e th e value o f 
the literar y an d th e aestheti c (eve n i f onl y i n th e term s tha t Eagleto n 
offers i n The  Ideology of the Aesthetic) if English, a s a profession sustaine d 
by publicl y an d privatel y endowe d institutions , i s t o survive " (43—44) . 
What make s Levine' s accoun t bot h mor e plausible and mor e trustworth y 
than Bromwich's , I  suggest , i s tha t wher e Bromwic h ca n onl y practic e a 
form o f ventriloquism, adoptin g th e voic e o f th e senio r sag e whose eye s 
have see n bette r days , Levin e actuall y know s whereo f h e speaks : "Whe n 
I go t m y degre e fro m th e Universit y o f Minnesota " i n th e 1950s , h e 
writes, "almos t al l my colleagues , no matte r ho w dum b the y were, go t a t 
least thre e job offers " (43) . 

But the n ther e was a  third momen t t o m y readin g o f Bromwich' s tal e 
of peer review gone wrong—the momen t when I  realized that Bromwic h 
has a  sound premis e eve n thoug h hi s accoun t bespeak s hi s poo r sens e o f 
disciplinary history ( a nice paradox, sinc e he exposes Craigie precisely fo r 
his fraudulen t historica l sense ) an d a  trul y od d sens e o f disenfranchise -
ment (i t i s not ever y day that someon e i s appointed t o hea d th e Whitne y 
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Humanities Cente r a t th e ag e o f forty an d respond s wit h a  screed abou t 
how suc h professiona l reward s usuall y g o onl y t o shallo w networkers) . 
Bromwich's caricatur e o f tenure revie w may be outrageous , bu t i t speak s 
to entirel y legitimat e concerns ; an d I  mysel f woul d no t wan t t o be t th e 
car o n th e propositio n tha t a  real-lif e Craigi e coul d neve r wi n tenure . 
For w e don't  hav e a  scale o f values tha t ca n measur e th e wor k o f peopl e 
doing post-gende r studie s o f Barbi e doll s i n th e sam e term s a s the wor k 
of people doin g pre-gender studie s o f Hopkins's experiment s i n prosody . 
Nor ca n w e plausibl y compar e those  projects wit h article s i n writin g 
studies o r book s o n recen t Australia n film—an d ye t w e ar e routinel y 
asked t o d o precisel y this , fo r tenur e reviews , fellowshi p applications , 
article submissions , an d salar y determinations . 

I thin k i t i s true, then , tha t ou r professiona l evaluation s d o sometime s 
depend mor e on ou r sens e of "currency" an d "marke t value" than o n ou r 
assessments o f scholarly merit , an d I  think tha t i n a  bear marke t suc h a s 
this one , whe n ther e ar e s o fe w decen t job s fo r s o man y worth y candi -
dates, the indefiniteness o f our standards o f merit warrants furthe r discus -
sion. Th e reaso n I  won' t ech o th e self-servin g conclusio n Bromwic h 
draws fro m this , however , i s tha t w e nee d t o remembe r (a s Bromwic h 
does not ) tha t whe n ou r professiona l standard s ar e uncertain , th e appea l 
to "what' s hot " can—an d is—use d t o dismis s ne w work a s often a s it i s 
used t o prais e it : this  has  a  certain  flair,  on e hears , but  it's  insufferably 
trendy. Or: I  suppose  this  is what's fashionable at  Duke  or  Berkeley, but we 
needn 't encourage  it  here.  Those wh o believ e tha t pee r review s n o longe r 
contain suc h phrase s are , I' m afraid , woefull y mistaken . Indeed , becaus e 
of th e explosio n o f th e field  an d th e contractio n o f th e market , th e ver y 
idea o f "pee r review " ha s becom e increasingl y problematic : o n th e on e 
hand, th e book s o f younge r scholar s ar e bein g judge d b y peopl e wh o 
never wrote a  book, an d o n th e other , cultura l studies work on Australian 
film is being judged b y people who stil l don' t lik e seeing the word "gaze " 
in film  criticis m (jus t a s worth y "traditional " wor k i s bein g judge d b y 
people who don' t lik e not  seeing th e word "gaze " in film  criticism) . On e 
way o f phrasin g thi s peerles s paradox , a s W. J . T . Mitchel l pointe d ou t 
nearly a  decad e ago , i s t o sa y tha t th e discipline' s officia l form s o f 
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pluralism ar e alway s bumpin g u p agains t institutiona l limit s o n thei r 
operation. Askin g "wh o i s qualifie d t o testif y o n th e merits " o f variou s 
scholars i n th e profession , Mitchel l writes , 

With theory, feminist criticism , or Marxist criticism, the decision 
is muc h mor e difficul t [tha n wit h eighteenth-centur y studies] . 
Chances ar e we have no senio r perso n i n th e field,  and tha t th e 
very existence of the "field" as a respectable discipline is in doubt . 
If th e existenc e o f th e field  i s granted , chance s ar e tha t ther e i s 
deep suspicio n abou t th e expert s and standard s t o b e consulted . 
The resul t i s tha t everyon e i n a  departmen t feel s qualifie d t o 
judge person s i n thes e fields,  whil e i n fac t n o on e i s reall y 
qualified. Chance s ar e tha t n o suc h appointmen t wil l b e made , 
or that , onc e made, i t will be more difficul t t o achieve tenure i n 
the marginal, problematic field. (501) 

Like Levin e an d Mitchell , I  hav e n o illusion s tha t thing s wer e bette r 
in th e day s imagine d b y Bromwich , whe n everyon e coul d b e "relie d o n 
to kno w th e material, " because , fo r on e thing , I  have foun d fro m perus -
ing past MLA programs tha t i n al l our professiona l gathering s fro m 188 3 
to 1963 , only one pape r was delivered o n a  black writer (Blyde n Jackso n 
gave a  pape r entitle d "Th e Dilemm a o f th e Negr o Novelist " i n 1953) . 
More generally , unlik e Bromwich , I  woul d no t wan t t o purchas e disci -
plinary consensu s o n ou r protocol s o f evaluatio n a t th e pric e o f gettin g 
rid o f al l th e writers , theorists , an d intellectua l movement s tha t hav e 
done s o muc h t o problematiz e "value " i n th e pas t fe w decades . Unti l 
only a  decade ago , for instance , our major professiona l journa l would no t 
accept essay s on "minor " writers ; th e officia l polic y o f PMLA  wa s tha t i t 
would conside r essay s tha t too k o n " a broad subjec t o r theme, " " a majo r 
author o r work, " o r " a mino r autho r o r wor k i n suc h a  way a s to brin g 
insight t o a  major author , work , genre , o r critica l method. " An d ther e i s 
no advantage , i t seem s t o me , i n tryin g t o retur n t o som e kin d o f 
disciplinary consensus tha t would ba r "minor " writer s from PMLA  essay s 
until the y ha d bee n laboriousl y elevate d t o "major " statu s b y critica l 
work published elsewhere . 

But what' s impelle d m e t o agre e tha t ou r professiona l protocol s o f 
evaluation are  i n crisis , curiousl y enough , ar e th e variousl y bitte r an d 
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cynical account s o f th e professio n I'v e see n fro m peopl e wh o hav e 
nothing muc h i n commo n wit h Bromwich . Take , fo r example , thi s 
telling momen t fro m a  recen t revie w essa y o n th e Routledg e Cultural 
Studies volum e edite d b y Larr y Grossberg , Car y Nelson , an d Paul a 
Treichler: 

The lis t o f contributors o n thi s book' s cove r i s equally familiar , 
although precisel y at odds with th e kind o f "collaborative" work 
it migh t heral d i n anothe r economy—th e econom y thi s boo k 
keeps claiming , whil e i t s o successfull y continue s t o operat e 
within capitalism . Routledge' s "Pres s Release " emphasizin g th e 
"prominent cultura l theorists " writin g i n thi s book , an d thei r 
winnowing o f th e lis t o f name s o n th e cove r t o headlin e th e 
eight mos t prominent , make s clea r the logi c of advertising here: 
these are the celebrities, the big  name s who can draw an audience 
to a  conference o r readers to a book. (Langbaue r 470 ) 

Leaving asid e th e questio n o f whethe r all  th e contributor s t o Cultural 
Studies were trul y alread y "familiar " t o everyon e i n 1992 , le t m e sugges t 
that thi s passag e share s Bromwich' s assumption s abou t th e professio n 
almost completely . Thes e guy s an d gal s i n porn o an d cultura l studie s 
aren't reall y scholars , they'r e mor e lik e celebrities ; indeed , th e essa y i s 
titled "Th e Celebrit y Econom y o f Cultura l Studies, " an d i n it , Victori -
anist criti c Laurie Langbaue r penetrate s t o th e empty cor e a t th e hear t o f 
the cultura l studie s enterprise , it s dependence o n (blindnes s to , reinforce -
ment of , inscriptio n within , etc. ) precisel y th e form s o f commodit y 
capitalism i t seek s t o critique . "Th e mark s o f th e celebrit y econom y i n 
Cultural Studies  ma y initiall y see m unremarkable, " admit s Langbauer , 
"because the y ar e par t o f th e customar y econom y o f marketin g unde r 
capitalism" (469-70) . Ay, but there' s th e rub : 

All book s d o this . The proble m i s tha t th e editor s o f thi s boo k 
treat "legitimate " cultura l studie s a s i f i t di d not . The y indee d 
recognize th e "significan t investmen t opportunities " revolvin g 
around cultura l studies in "academi c institutions—presses, jour -
nals, hirin g committees , conferences , universit y curricula " (1) . 
Yet they  ignor e tha t i t i s within capitalis m to o tha t thei r ow n 
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conference i s funded an d thei r boo k published , an d i t i s capital-
ism's laws that govern its marketing. (470) 1 

My gues s i s tha t on e coul d no t writ e suc h a n essa y unles s on e wer e 
profoundly unsur e o f th e intellectua l merit s o f th e book : fo r i f we ha d 
some measur e o f confidenc e tha t th e wor k o f thes e celebritie s actuall y 
merited thei r professiona l recognitio n (grantin g thi s eve n i n th e cas e o f 
the eigh t "winnowed " superstars , whoeve r the y were) , w e wouldn' t b e 
spending a n entir e revie w commentin g mor e o n th e relatio n betwee n a 
book's marketin g an d it s self-representatio n tha n o n it s contents . W e 
would thin k tha t th e value of these critics ' work merited thei r marketing , 
instead o f supposin g tha t thei r marketin g constitute d thei r value . Onc e 
again, that' s no t t o sa y tha t w e shoul d wan t t o retur n t o th e day s whe n 
everybody knew that a  study of Christian imager y in the work o f a majo r 
author lik e Dryde n wa s "intrinsically " mor e importan t tha n a  stud y o f 
gender relation s i n th e work o f an unknow n lik e Hurston (an d therefor e 
no on e wrot e th e latter) . Bu t i t i s t o sa y tha t there' s a n extraordinar y 
level o f cynicis m i n th e industr y thes e days , partl y becaus e ou r ol d 
criteria o f valu e hav e disappeare d an d we'r e no t sur e whethe r th e ne w 
ones have arrived yet , and partl y because most ne w Ph.D.s ' hopes o f full -
time employmen t hav e disappeare d a s well , leavin g u s a  cantankerou s 
profession wit h eigh t superstar s drawin g peopl e t o conference s an d eigh t 
thousand adjunc t instructor s teachin g bread-and-butte r surveys . 

Langbauer's essa y is not unique , no r i s its seemingly gritty exposure o f 
professional "celebrity " applicable onl y to the nonfield o f cultural studies . 
On th e contrary , th e profession o f whatever i t is we do has recently given 
birth t o a  new subgenre o f such essays , wherein prominen t critic s such as 
Donald Morto n an d Danie l O'Har a remorselessl y critiqu e th e celebrit y 
economy b y whic h othe r critic s hav e becom e "supersta r 'fre e agents ' " 
(O'Hara 43) , construin g lesser-know n facult y an d students , i n Morton' s 
more-cynical-than-thou locution , a s "celebrities-in-waiting " (144) . 
What's drivin g thes e essscys,  however , i s no t merel y th e intradisciplinar y 
explosion that' s mad e i t al l bu t impossibl e fo r u s t o judg e th e relativ e 
worth o f a  new clos e readin g o f Rober t Frost , a  new theoretica l wrinkl e 
in writin g studies , an d a  ne w critiqu e o f th e suturin g o f th e subjec t i n 
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the politica l imaginar y o f th e post-(techno)logica l sublime . Rather , a s 
O'Hara's, Langbauer's , an d Morton' s essay s variously make clear , it' s ou r 
intradisciplinary explosio n in  tandem  with  th e collaps e of the job market . 
What's happenin g t o ou r professiona l protocol s o f valu e i s tha t they'r e 
being squeezed b y a system whose ideal image of itself promotes theoreti -
cally sophisticated , interdisciplinar y wor k i n extraliterar y studie s bu t 
whose materia l bas e is shrinking a s fast a s its superstructure i s expanding. 
To pu t thi s impass e i n historica l perspectiv e (sinc e i t n o doub t will  b e 
counterargued tha t th e job marke t ha s been awfu l before) , i t was roughl y 
twenty year s ag o tha t Richar d Ohman n pointe d out , i n English  in 
Americdy that th e professio n o f English studie s though t o f itsel f a s doin g 
criticism an d theor y bu t wa s i n actualit y devotin g hal f it s course s t o 
introductory composition . I n th e 1990s , b y contrast , th e professio n 
devotes more  than hal f it s course s t o composition , face s a  rising numbe r 
of Ph.D.s togethe r with a  declining number o f tenure-track (o r even full -
time nontenurable ) positions , an d think s o f itsel f a s doin g everythin g 
from recen t Frenc h philosoph y t o analyse s o f popula r musi c t o ne w 
editions o f the C-tex t o f Piers Plowman? 

I would hav e n o difficult y wit h thi s profusio n o f materia l fo r study — 
nor, I  wager, would man y o f my un-Bromwichia n colleagues—i f i t were 
not coinciden t wit h th e collaps e o f the job market . It' s no t tha t I  believ e 
the jo b marke t woul d improv e i f we woul d al l agre e t o stic k t o readin g 
Piers Plowman an d leav e the hip-ho p t o writer s fo r gloss y magazines; th e 
market work s b y variables tha t hav e nothin g t o d o wit h th e profession' s 
intellectual interests . O n th e contrary , th e profession' s intellectua l inter -
ests ca n ofte n b e th e dependen t variabl e (dependent , tha t is , o n th e 
market)—and that' s th e problem, particularl y fo r ou r graduat e students : 
the disciplin e think s it' s goin g fro m literatur e t o culture , an d th e marke t 
tells us we're goin g from literatur e t o technica l writing . 

One effec t o f thi s conundru m i s tha t student s hav e littl e ide a ho w t o 
value (o r ho w t o gaug e whethe r th e professio n will  value ) a  dissertatio n 
on slashe r films  vis-a-vi s a  dissertatio n o n sprun g rhyth m vis-a-vi s a 
dissertation o n pena l code s i n nineteenth-centur y Australi a vis-a-vi s th e 
ability t o teac h fou r section s o f comp , th e Histor y o f th e Englis h Lan -
guage, an d mayb e a  Shakespear e cours e ever y othe r year . The y suspect , 
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correctly, tha t a  truly singular dissertatio n o n slashe r films  and  Australian 
penal code s will  win the m mor e "attention " fro m searc h committee s an d 
publishers tha n a  careful readin g of Hopkins's prosody—bu t the n again , 
they als o suspec t tha t becaus e ther e ar e onl y two jobs i n th e countr y fo r 
writers o f suc h dissertations , they'r e goin g t o win d u p doin g piecewor k 
comp course s fo r th e loca l community colleg e a t $90 0 pe r while the y tr y 
to sen d th e boo k of f t o Routledge . Bu t eve n shoul d the y publis h tha t 
book wit h Routledg e o r anywher e else , they stil l hav e littl e reason , ofte n 
enough, t o expec t full-tim e employment ; an d whe n a  goo d teachin g 
record an d a  published boo k canno t ge t you hire d a t a  university—i n a 
system wher e indifferen t teachin g an d a  publishe d boo k wa s onc e suffi -
cient fo r tenur e an d sometime s eve n fo r promotio n t o ful l professor—i t 
is n o surpris e t o find  widesprea d professiona l confusio n an d cynicis m 
about wha t th e professio n professe s t o value . Th e recen t experienc e o f 
one o f m y student s i s perhap s a  leadin g indicato r o f wha t th e comin g 
years will  loo k like : havin g publishe d tw o essay s i n importan t journal s 
while tempin g a t a  variet y o f smal l colleges , th e studen t finally  go t a 
book manuscrip t accepte d b y a  prestigiou s universit y press , onl y t o b e 
told—after completin g nin e month s o f revisions—tha t th e marketin g 
department ha d nixe d th e boo k o n th e ground s tha t i t wouldn' t sel l 
widely enough . Ha d th e boo k bee n accepted , th e studen t migh t hav e 
had a  chance a t landin g a  new kin d o f job offere d b y a  nearby college : a 
4/4 (fou r course s pe r semester ) instructorshi p leadin g (fo r th e worth y 
candidate) t o tenur e without  promotion . I n othe r words , a  lifetim e 
instructorship withou t hop e o f advancement , regardles s o f the qualit y o f 
one's teachin g o r scholarship . Withou t a  boo k i n hand , however , th e 
student ha d a  poor chanc e o f competing agains t th e res t o f the applican t 
pool fo r thi s rotte n job , since so many o f the othe r applicants , accordin g 
to th e search committee , ha d alread y published on e book o r more . 

The messag e t o curren t graduat e student s woul d therefor e appea r t o 
be merel y overwhelming : yo u ar e responsibl e fo r masterin g man y time s 
as muc h "scholarship " a s you r senior s were ; you r "field " run s fro m 
Chaucer-Shakespeare-Milton t o Andrew Ros s o n biotechnolog y an d Te -
resa de Laureti s o n spectatorship ; an d you will  be expected t o contribut e 
substantially t o th e "field " wel l before you'v e been credentiale d t o join it . 
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For ne w Ph.D. s th e messag e i s slightl y different : i f you'r e unemployed , 
misemployed (workin g th e nigh t shif t a t th e cop y shop), underemploye d 
(teaching 4/4 load s o f rhetoric an d composition) , you nee d t o publish al l 
the more , eve n thoug h you r workin g condition s d o no t permi t yo u t o 
do so . And the n thos e o f you wh o ar e luck y enoug h t o scrambl e int o a 
tenure-track jo b ca n then  begin th e "probationar y period " durin g whic h 
you wil l b e assesse d fo r you r abilit y t o contribut e t o th e ream s o f 
scholarship you'r e als o (still ) responsibl e fo r mastering . 

To pu t thi s starkly , we are at the point a t which man y entry-leve l job s 
require a  published book ; indeed , fo r a  few Illinoi s Ph.D. s who'v e bee n 
job searchin g fo r th e pas t fe w year s an d tempin g a t variou s college s i n 
the meantime , a  publishe d boo k no w seem s th e onl y thin g tha t will 
make the m "attractive " enoug h fo r any  full-tim e position . Thi s i s no t 
hyperbole. Ou r graduate s wh o receive d thei r Ph.D. s i n 199 0 o r 199 1 
and who'v e publishe d substantia l article s i n majo r journal s ar e attractin g 
very little attention fro m potentia l employers , even when thei r researc h is 
considered goo d enoug h fo r reputabl e journals an d prestigiou s universit y 
presses. My hunc h i s that thes e Illinoi s graduate s ar e no t marke t anoma -
lies, an d tha t man y o f ou r curren t student s who'l l hi t th e marke t i n th e 
late 1990 s will  likewis e hav e t o produc e a  book befor e they'l l b e consid -
ered fo r th e tenur e track . 

I se e tw o way s i n whic h th e book-for-jo b criterio n ha s heightene d 
tensions an d worsened workin g condition s i n th e profession . First , i t ha s 
further alienate d secur e senio r facult y fro m thei r jitter y junior s an d vic e 
versa: a t som e institutions , senio r facult y wh o wo n tenur e twenty-fiv e 
years ago , i n vastl y differen t circumstances , ar e no w teachin g alongsid e 
assistant professor s an d graduat e instructor s who'v e publishe d mor e stuf f 
in thre e year s tha n the y wrot e i n thirty . An d eve n whe n i t doe s no t 
issue i n intergenerationa l tension , th e precipitou s ris e i n th e profession' s 
publishing requirement s ca n make peer revie w difficult—as i s always th e 
case when "peers " are operating o n ver y different professiona l standards . 

I don' t mea n t o suggest tha t facult y who publish widely are necessaril y 
more valuabl e o r mor e "productive " tha n relativel y unpublishe d facult y 
who ma y o r ma y no t b e terrifi c teachers ; o n th e contrary , I  wan t t o 
suggest tha t an y professio n tha t encourage s it s ow n publishin g glu t 
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paradoxically devalue s publishin g precisel y b y overvaluin g it . An d sinc e 
I've publishe d a  fai r numbe r o f thing s mysel f i n recen t year s (an d ca n 
thus b e take n a s a  symptom o f the ver y problem I' m describing) , le t m e 
back u p an d remin d m y colleague s ho w drasticall y th e standard s hav e 
changed i n onl y te n years : in th e fal l o f 1988 , when I  bega n lookin g fo r 
a job , I  ha d publishe d onl y on e essay—an d ha d no t ye t presente d a 
paper a t a  professiona l conference . Almos t non e o f m y fello w Ph.D . 
candidates a t Virgini a ha d accomplishe d anythin g more ; th e vas t major -
ity ha d publishe d nothing , an d ver y fe w o f u s ha d give n papers . Th e 
twenty-five Virgini a candidate s wh o wen t o n th e marke t tha t yea r gar -
nered a  total o f 17 5 interviews . A mere two years later , when th e botto m 
fell ou t o f th e marke t dramaticall y (and , fro m th e look s o f things , 
permanently), a  tota l o f forty Virgini a candidate s picke d u p onl y thirty -
six interviews—an d fro m tha t poin t on , graduat e student s knew , a s I 
had no t known i n 1988 , that i t would b e folly to tes t the market withou t 
having compiled a  substantial recor d o f professional achievements . 

If professors an d student s alik e ar e thu s encourage d t o valu e quantit y 
of productio n ove r quality , the n Ancient s tenure d i n 196 9 ca n find 
themselves strande d i n a  professio n whos e rul e change s hav e take n th e 
rug ou t fro m unde r them ; a s a  result , al l to o often , the y win d u p 
considering th e whole business o f professional criticis m a  sham. Fo r thei r 
part, Modern s awarde d thei r Ph.D. s i n 199 3 ca n find  themselve s asked 
to writ e mor e stuf f jus t fo r a n intervie w tha n som e o f thei r interviewer s 
wrote fo r tenure , an d a s a  result , the y al l to o ofte n win d u p considerin g 
Ancients a s nothing more than blockin g figures.  Each side then construe s 
the othe r a s the sourc e o f al l the profession' s ills , and i t certainl y doesn' t 
help matters , i n th e curren t politica l climate , tha t mos t o f th e tenure d 
Ancients ar e white men , an d man y o f th e underemploye d Modern s are , 
generally speaking , Others . Thank s t o tha t demographi c spread , youn g 
white me n ca n blam e th e crunc h o n th e Others , an d th e Other s ca n 
blame i t o n ol d whit e men , an d th e middle-age d whit e me n ca n ask , 
where ar e al l th e grea t critic s o f yesteryear ? Ha s anybod y her e see n m y 
old frien d Northrop ? 

My poin t i s tha t there' s a n increasingl y tenuou s relatio n betwee n 
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our discipline' s expectation s fo r publishin g an d th e job s ou r disciplin e 
characteristically offer s it s new Ph.D.s . Indeed , it' s increasingl y commo n 
that Ph.D. s will  b e asked  t o produc e a  publishabl e book-lengt h manu -
script, a  couple of articles, and a  smattering o f conference paper s i n orde r 
to b e considere d fo r job s i n whic h researc h will  pla y n o significan t part , 
or will  actuall y b e mad e nearl y impossibl e b y crushin g teachin g loads . 
Consequently, I  hav e ha d t o counse l candidat e afte r candidat e wh o wa s 
amazed t o lear n tha t s/h e woul d onl y b e considere d fo r a n interview , 
even b y th e smalles t colleges , o n th e basi s o f thei r researc h an d publica -
tions—only t o find  themselve s lookin g a t a  4/ 4 teachin g loa d i n a 
department tha t coul d no t suppor t junio r facult y research . I' m no t 
saying this practice i s ubiquitous; som e colleges whose search committee s 
expressly value d teachin g ove r researc h proceede d b y contactin g ou r 
candidates fo r interview s without havin g requested a  writing sample . Bu t 
if a  departmen t wit h a  4/ 4 loa d i n basi c instructio n shoul d requir e 
further researc h fo r tenure , the n th e ne w Ph.D . i s face d wit h a  deman d 
s/he i s no t likel y t o meet ; an d i f th e departmen t activel y discourage s 
research, an d neve r want s t o se e evidenc e o f th e dissertatio n again , the n 
the ne w Ph.D . ha s bee n seriousl y mis - o r underemployed , wit h littl e 
chance t o mov e elsewher e i n a  profession wher e "vertical " advancemen t 
depends entirel y on publication . T o date , my advice t o Illinoi s Ph.D. s i n 
this situatio n ha s bee n this : i f you'r e seriousl y mismatche d wit h you r 
school, tak e ever y spar e momen t yo u ca n an d buil d th e machin e i n th e 
basement ( a boo k manuscript , a  serie s o f articles ) tha t yo u hop e will 
enable yo u t o escape . Th e proble m wit h thi s advice , o f course , i s tha t 
every misemployed Ph.D . i s following it , thereb y driving our publicatio n 
requirements highe r still . 

Before we congratulate ourselve s for movin g from literatur e t o culture , 
therefore, w e shoul d a t th e ver y leas t as k ho w thi s ne w Selbstverstdndnis 
meshes o r conflict s wit h th e bruta l realitie s o f the jo b market ; i t ma y b e 
plausible, fo r instance , t o thin k (a s peopl e lik e Jame s Berlin—or , i n a 
different vein , Henr y Giroux—hav e done ) o f cultura l studie s i n Englis h 
more i n term s o f it s relatio n t o rhetoric , pedagogy , an d compositio n 
classes tha n a s a  competito r wit h "literar y studies " fo r alread y scarc e 

PEER P R E S S U R E 
1105 



disciplinary resources . Conversely , i t ma y b e possibl e t o envisio n a n 
American cultura l studie s a s a n inter - an d antidisciplinar y field  o f en -
deavor b y practicin g i t i n nondepartmenta l units , suc h a s humanitie s 
institutes o r African America n studie s programs ; thi s option woul d allo w 
students an d youn g facult y i n cultura l studie s t o attemp t real  interdisci-
plinarity rathe r tha n th e interdisciplinar y waterskiin g tha t i s al l mos t 
ordinary graduat e student s hav e tim e for , bu t th e likelihoo d o f realizin g 
this possibilit y will  depen d simpl y o n whethe r universitie s will  wan t t o 
hire student s s o trained . I n an y case , th e "success " o f ou r disciplinar y 
shift fro m literatur e t o cultur e i s no t somethin g tha t will  b e decide d b y 
journal article s o r books—thi s on e included . Rather , i t wil l b e deter -
mined largel y b y th e availabilit y o f jobs , whic h i n concer t wit h th e 
dissemination o f cultura l studie s wil l i n tur n determin e th e exten t t o 
which Englis h department s wil l remai n place s tha t stud y an d valu e 
"literature" a s most o f the literate cultur e understand s it . 

Two conclusion s follo w fro m thi s lin e o f argument : on e ha s t o d o 
with English' s forma l protocol s o f valu e a s the y ar e perceive d outsid e 
English, an d th e othe r ha s t o d o wit h th e futur e o f literary study . Fo r a s 
long a s I'v e bee n involve d i n th e profession—beginnin g wit h m y en -
trance t o graduat e schoo l i n 1983— I hav e though t of , an d experienced , 
English's heterogeneit y a s somethin g admirable , exciting , an d valuable . 
Indeed, it' s fo r tha t reaso n tha t I  never understoo d "disciplinarity " a s the 
dirty wor d i t i s sometime s take n fo r (a s i n Elle n Rooney' s articl e o n 
cultural studies , "Disciplin e an d Vanish") , sinc e I  ha d th e goo d fortun e 
to b e workin g i n a  disciplin e notabl e fo r it s vigorou s interdisciplinar y 
importation an d exportatio n o f methodologies . Bu t th e flexibility  o f 
English i s a s ofte n ridicule d a s admire d b y scholar s i n othe r disciplines , 
and th e mor e a n outsid e observe r values  disciplinar y stability , consensus , 
and "performativity " (i n Lyotard' s sense) , th e mor e o f a  liability Englis h 
will see m t o hi m o r her . Indeed , t o judg e b y a  recen t boo k tha t defend s 
the America n universit y partl y b y distancin g it s author s fro m th e "dan -
gerous" loonie s i n English , som e o f ou r fello w humanist s constru e ou r 
disciplinary messiness as a sign tha t Englis h should (o r does) no t exist . I n 
Up the University,  Robert an d Jon Solomo n write , 

PEER P R E S S U R E 
106 | 



"English" i s no t a  natura l subject , bu t a  dangerous amalga m o f 
functional servic e course s (teachin g tw o o f the basi c 'thre e Rs') , 
an arbitraril y truncate d literatur e progra m (whic h seem s t o in -
clude onl y writing tha t doe s no t requir e knowledg e o f a  foreig n 
language), an d a n ofte n arrogan t collectio n o f literary theorists , 
who ar e typicall y a t wa r wit h eac h othe r a s wel l a s wit h thei r 
more down-to-eart h colleagues . The y mak e thei r reputatio n b y 
attacking an d alienatin g everyon e els e in th e department . Ther e 
is a  ver y rea l questio n why  an d whethe r th e universit y shoul d 
continue t o have an Englis h departmen t a t all , bu t fo r now , we 
want t o mak e a  much mor e modes t claim—tha t th e universit y 
is no t th e Englis h department , an d th e embarrassment s an d 
anecdotes of a  fe w notorious departments shoul d not be taken as 
the nature of the university itself. (296 ) 

It ma y see m od d tha t w e b e faulte d fo r ou r disciplinar y disorganizatio n 
(not t o mentio n ou r constitutiona l arrogance ) a t th e sam e tim e w e ar e 
faulted fo r no t teachin g literatur e i n language s othe r tha n English , bu t 
perhaps thi s passag e i s motivate d mor e b y fiscal  tha n b y intellectua l 
concerns: whateve r els e the y ar e doing , th e Solomon s ar e basicall y pro -
posing tha t Englis h tak e th e first  an d deepes t cut s whe n th e colleg e 
budget i s on the block. I t is important fo r thi s reason tha t these criticism s 
come no t fro m Kimball , Sykes , Cheney , an d Compan y bu t fro m col -
leagues acros s th e quad , house d i n department s o f philosoph y an d clas -
sics. 

My point , obviously , i s tha t shoul d argument s lik e thi s carr y th e da y 
with deans , donors , trustees , an d loca l legislatures , th e scarc e resource s 
for wor k i n Englis h coul d ge t stil l scarcer . Again , I' m no t suggestin g w e 
stick t o Piers  Plowman i n th e hop e tha t th e dea n an d th e trustee s wil l 
look kindl y o n Englis h an d retur n t o u s al l th e facult y line s they'v e 
"absorbed" i n th e las t fe w years. The poin t i s to contest  these account s o f 
the field,  an d a t th e ver y leas t t o com e u p wit h convincin g rationales — 
that is , rationale s tha t will  no t onl y convinc e us  of th e valu e o f wha t 
we d o wit h literatur e (thoug h w e d o nee d these) , bu t will  als o b e 
intelligible outsid e th e discipline—a s t o wh y i t i s tha t Englis h values  it s 
disciplinary heterogeneity , an d ho w i t i s tha t th e valu e w e plac e o n 
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heterogeneity doe s no t s o preclud e u s fro m makin g determination s o f 
scholarly value tha t w e ar e forced , lik e Bromwich' s fictional  tenur e com -
mittee, t o rel y simpl y o n scholarl y commodit y fetishis m a s a  substitut e 
for "value. " 

I said that m y second point ha d t o do with th e future o f literary study . 
The tur n fro m literatur e t o cultur e unfortunatel y come s a t a  time whe n 
American universitie s ar e seeking t o dives t themselve s o f "unproductive " 
fields of study and mode s of inquiry. As English i s increasingly compelle d 
to "instrumentalize, " tha t is , t o devot e eve r mor e o f it s cours e offering s 
to basi c writing instruction , literar y stud y wil l indee d b e foun d vestigia l 
if w e d o no t contriv e convincin g justification s fo r it . I n recen t year s i t 
has sometime s seeme d t o u s sufficien t t o poin t ou t tha t mos t o f th e 
claims mad e fo r literatur e ca n b e mad e fo r "extraliterary " work s a s well, 
just a s it has seemed satisfactory t o note tha t th e ancient stud y of rhetori c 
was muc h mor e capaciou s tha n th e Ne w Critica l stud y o f "literariness, " 
and tha t "literature " ha s com e t o mea n "belle s lettres " onl y i n th e pas t 
two o r three centuries . These argument s ar e right , I  think, an d the y have 
done salutar y work i n unravellin g th e brie f but powerfu l (an d powerfull y 
deceptive) disciplinar y consensu s o f th e 1940 s an d 1950 s tha t literatur e 
was a n objec t fo r stud y unlik e an y othe r objec t o f study . Ye t eve n th e 
most narrowl y "literary " work s reall y ca n defamiliariz e th e familia r an d 
renew perception ; compe l reader s t o imaginativ e sympathy , disgust , ec -
stasy, terror ; trai n youn g adult s t o atten d t o th e subtletie s o f language , 
the rhythmi c variation s o f verse, an d th e powe r o f rhetorica l hermeneu -
tics; lengthe n children' s attentio n span s t o th e poin t a t whic h the y ca n 
understand ho w Fran k Churchill' s lette r finally  expose s Emm a Wood -
house's inabilit y t o rea d Emmas  multipl e subtletie s o f language ; and , i n 
rare cases , mak e undergraduate s curiou s enoug h t o kee p readin g afte r 
they graduate . And whe n critic s o n th e cultura l Lef t poin t ou t tha t non e 
of this i s necessarily inconsistent wit h th e projec t o f giving students mer e 
ideological obfuscatio n o r trainin g the m i n quietism , m y impuls e i s t o 
agree—and the n t o sugges t i n retur n tha t i f on e desire s guarantee s tha t 
one's teachin g an d writin g ca n neve r b e pu t i n th e servic e o f ideologica l 
obfuscation o r quietism , on e woul d b e bette r of f no t wastin g tim e wit h 
the humanitie s i n th e first  place . 
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Besides, i f these formalist  rationale s aren' t enoug h t o justify th e disci -
pline, yo u ca n alway s com e acros s on e o f thos e literar y text s tha t s o 
trouble th e Right , whos e autho r ma y i n fac t hav e bee n mor e savv y 
about gender , power , empire , hegemony , o r sexualit y tha n you r averag e 
associate professor  i n th e Midwest . Fo r tha t matter , thos e critic s who ar e 
engaged i n "archival " wor k wit h th e neglecte d writer s o f th e pas t o r 
"advocacy" wor k wit h th e underrea d writer s o f th e presen t hav e a n 
important stak e no t merel y i n maintainin g bu t i n expandin g literar y 
study as  literar y study: neithe r suc h critic s no r thei r client-author s will  b e 
well serve d b y a  disciplinar y regim e tha t jettison s "literature " a s a  spen t 
vehicle no longe r abl e to assis t in cultura l study' s furthe r expansion . 

For al l hi s commercia l succes s i n 1994 , Harol d Bloo m manage d onl y 
to offe r th e clai m tha t aestheti c contemplatio n o f the beautifu l i s an en d 
in itself ; perhap s w e theory-addle d multiculturalists , w e who m Bloo m 
calls "displace d socia l workers, " ca n d o better . A t th e ver y least , w e 
should no t allo w Bloom' s solipsisti c defens e o f th e field  t o stan d a s th e 
only on e i n publi c view . Wheneve r w e ar e castigate d a s politico s an d 
philistines intrudin g o n th e purit y o f th e aestheti c experience , w e nee d 
to remin d ou r accuser s that—as on e theoris t onc e put it—literatur e no t 
only delight s bu t instructs , a t leas t ever y onc e i n a  while . I t i s a  sham e 
that argument s suc h a s thes e ar e no w mor e prevalen t amon g cultura l 
reactionaries, embittere d aesthetes , and right-win g flacks than amon g th e 
leading figures  i n department s o f English ; reactionarie s an d flacks  hav e 
done muc h t o mak e thes e argument s suspect , an d Bloo m himsel f ha s 
done mor e tha n anyon e t o discredi t th e ide a tha t valu e judgments i n th e 
field of English ca n b e something othe r tha n expression s o f idiosyncrati c 
predilections. 

As for m y ow n predilections , I  ca n sa y tha t wheneve r I  rea d a  profes -
sional reactionar y lik e Rober t Brustei n malignin g th e "victi m art " o f 
choreographer Bil l T . Jone s o n th e ground s "tha t realit y without artisti c 
transcendence turn s u s al l int o voyeurs , tha t th e visionar y glea m rathe r 
than an y narcissisti c glitte r i s wha t redeem s America n art " (10) , I  wan t 
to ru n screamin g fro m an y discussion o f "aesthetics" o r "transcendence. " 
But we should no t le t th e hypocris y o f flacks or th e arroganc e o f Bloom s 
deter u s fro m makin g th e cas e fo r th e valu e o f literar y stud y and  th e 
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forms o f literar y scholarshi p tha t hav e s o broadened—an d troubled — 
the field.  I t i s tim e w e too k u p th e challeng e t o offe r evaluativ e criteri a 
that will  answer , rathe r tha n merel y denounce , thos e o f ou r detractors ; 
and w e nee d no t devis e To p Te n list s o r declar e th e inviolabilit y o f th e 
aesthetic i n orde r t o mak e th e cas e tha t th e powe r an d pleasur e o f 
imaginative literatur e shoul d b e amon g th e thing s ou r disciplin e value s 
most highly . 

NOTES 
1. I  am , o f course , indirectl y implicate d b y Langbauer' s revie w essay , 

since I  als o reviewe d Cultural  Studies  (for th e Village  Voice Literary 
Supplement in Apri l 1992) , thu s helpin g t o commodit y th e boo k stil l 
further. Accordingly , I  think I should explain the circumstances of that 
review here . I  wa s originall y give n tw o thousan d words , o r abou t a 
page and a half of VLS  space, for my review; but when I  turned in tha t 
draft i n Januar y 1992 , m y editor s becam e mor e intereste d i n th e 
subject matte r o f th e book , an d suggeste d tha t I  expan d th e review , 
narrate a  brief history o f cultural studies , comment o n th e conferenc e 
proceedings (since , a s they knew , I  ha d attende d nearl y ever y session 
of th e conference) , an d speculat e o n wher e cultura l studie s migh t g o 
from here . I n short , th e VLS  editors, ofte n mor e enthusiasti c tha n I 
was abou t som e aspect s o f th e conferenc e an d th e book , decide d t o 
devote th e entir e Apri l issu e t o cultura l studies , an d t o us e my  no w 
ten-thousand-word essa y a s a  kin d o f flagship  piece . Thoug h I  di d 
comment, i n passing , o n th e "academi c celebrity " phenomeno n (on e 
could hardl y commen t o n th e conferenc e proceeding s withou t doin g 
so), I  will leave it t o others to decide whether I  did so fairly, o r did so 
to the exclusion of discussing substantive matters about the conference , 
the book, or the field. 

In Marc h 1992 , the VLS  ran a  preview o f its April issue , closing i t 
with a  tag line o n Cultural  Studies: "i f you pla n t o continu e livin g i n 
America, rea d thi s book. " I  hav e sinc e see n thi s lin e i n Routledge' s 
promotions fo r the book, run togethe r with a  passage from th e closing 
paragraph o f my essay, in which I  wrote that cultura l studies would be 
contested terrai n i n th e 1990 s an d tha t Cultural  Studies will b e "th e 
most capaciou s tex t i n th e fray. " I  have since been accuse d o f making 
the readin g o f Cultural  Studies into a  residency requiremen t fo r U.S . 
citizens, an d I  wan t t o mak e i t know n tha t I  neve r wrot e an y suc h 
thing. I  merel y sai d th e boo k wa s reall y big , an d tha t n o seriou s o r 
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curious reade r shoul d ignor e it . Lookin g bac k o n th e revie w som e 
years later, I  find neither proposition especiall y questionable. 

2. Th e exten t to which Levine' s argument i s an updat e o f Ohmann's ca n 
be gauge d b y th e following : "Th e tw o function s o f Englis h depart -
ments tha t institutions an d the culture as a whole endorse , and pay us 
for, ar e perhaps th e tw o t o which w e as research facult y member s ar e 
least committed. On e i s the teaching o f writing as a basic skill that al l 
educated peopl e nee d t o acquire , an d th e othe r i s th e teachin g o f 
literature as it is widely understood by those who don't make the study 
of i t thei r profession " (44) . Likewise , a t th e en d o f th e essay , Levin e 
comes t o th e sound , Ohmannia n conclusio n tha t "w e mus t lear n t o 
build department s whose interest s an d objective s ar e less at odd s with 
their immediat e publi c responsibilities " (45) . Fo r Ohmann' s analysi s 
of th e relation s amon g th e teachin g o f basi c writing , th e prestig e 
system o f th e profession , an d th e publi c rhetoric s o f justification fo r 
literary studies, see English in America. 
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STRAIGHT OUTT A NORMA L 

NONPROFIT FICTIO N PUBLISHIN G 
ON TH E MARGIN S 

I argued i n chapte r 1  tha t contemporar y literatur e i n Englis h ha s 
been strangel y an d unconscionabl y overlooke d i n ou r curren t de -

bates ove r literar y an d cultura l studies . Sinc e th e previou s thre e chap -
ters hav e no t touche d o n literatur e a t all , excep t t o gesture , a t th e clos e 
of th e las t chapter , towar d th e importanc e o f literatur e i n a  cultura l 
studies curriculum, reader s may well be asking by this point why I should 
have mad e suc h a n argumen t i n chapte r 1 , and how , i f a t all , i t inform s 
my ow n practice s a s a  reader , writer , an d teacher . I  a m n o expert , 
after all , i n Michae l Ondaatj e o r Buch i Emecheta ; indeed , i f Englis h 
departments becam e department s o f "literature s i n English " tomorro w I 
would b e amon g thos e facult y wh o woul d nee d t o begi n readin g mor e 
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widely i n contemporar y literatur e i n orde r t o sta y curren t wit h th e 
discipline. 

What's more , I  kno w ful l wel l tha t whateve r reputatio n I  hav e a s a 
critic ha s not , fo r th e mos t part , depende d o n m y skill s a s a  close reade r 
of literar y texts . Thi s stat e o f affair s ha s begu n t o strik e m e a s odd , no t 
only because I  spent m y undergraduate an d graduat e years doing nothin g 
but producin g clos e reading s o f literar y text s ( I stil l hav e a  sinuou s 
argument abou t Boo k I V o f th e Faerie  Queene  i f anyone' s interested) , 
but particularl y becaus e m y course s a t th e Universit y o f Illinoi s hav e 
been, with onl y two exceptions , course s i n American an d African Ameri -
can literature . At th e en d o f my first five  years at Illinoi s I  calculated tha t 
I ha d assigne d ove r sixt y differen t America n writers , fro m Nathanie l 
Hawthorne an d Harrie t Jacobs t o Willa Cathe r an d Henr y Rot h t o Ton i 
Morrison an d Richar d Powers . T o m y surpris e an d delight , I  ha d eve n 
taught a  couple o f course s i n contemporar y literature , usuall y unde r th e 
heading o f Postmodernis m an d America n Fiction . I  ha d eve n publishe d 
a first  book , Marginal  Forces/Cultural  Centers,  i n whic h I  described , 
among othe r things , th e ga p betwee n "creativ e writers " an d "critics " i n 
the academy. Bu t i n m y own life , th e gap between m y writing career  an d 
my teaching o f literature was only growing wider . 

Then on e da y i n 199 2 Charle s Harri s o f Illinois Stat e Universit y sen t 
me a  lon g lette r i n whic h h e too k u p th e argumen t o f Marginal  Forces 
and gav e m e a  chance t o d o somethin g abou t it : invitin g m e t o contrib -
ute t o a  specia l issu e o f Critique  tha t woul d b e devote d t o th e wor k o f 
nonprofit presse s in the United States , he asked whether I  would conside r 
the work o f Fiction Collectiv e 2  a s a place where contemporar y "creativ e 
writers" an d contemporar y critics/theorist s migh t meet . I  accepte d th e 
invitation, an d spen t man y month s i n 1993-9 4 readin g her e an d ther e 
in th e Fictio n Collectiv e 2  list , gettin g a  feel fo r th e terrai n an d tryin g t o 
figure ou t wha t I  could sa y about th e cultura l statu s o f nonprofi t "avant -
garde" publishin g house s tha t wer e supporte d i n par t b y federa l grants , 
private enterprise , an d universit y subsidies . Was i t possible , I  wondered , 
to hav e a n academicall y subsidize d avant-garde , o r wa s th e concep t o f 
the "avant-garde " itsel f a  modernis t hangove r fro m whic h w e woul d d o 
well to recover ? 
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In Marc h 1997 , these question s were answere d dramaticall y when th e 
cultural statu s o f Fictio n Collectiv e 2  wa s place d firml y o n th e nationa l 
agenda—and no t b y me , either . Whil e cultura l studie s an d mos t o f th e 
literary academ y wer e ignorin g FC2 , Representativ e Pete r Hoekstr a (R. -
Michigan) wa s discoverin g tha t th e pres s sometime s publishe s sexuall y 
explicit material , som e of it involving intimate physica l relation s betwee n 
woman an d woman . Th e guilt y tex t i n questio n wa s a  collectio n title d 
Chick-Lit 2:  No Chick  Vies,  edite d b y Cri s Mazz a e t al.  (abou t who m I'l l 
have mor e t o sa y below) , an d th e reaso n i t wa s importan t wa s tha t i t 
gave congressiona l Republican s th e ammunitio n the y wante d t o defun d 
the Nationa l Endowmen t fo r th e Art s onc e an d fo r all . Th e argument , 
of course , was tha t taxpaye r dollar s shoul d no t b e spen t t o hel p produc e 
sexually explici t representation s o f same-sex couples . There i s an obviou s 
(and entirel y democratic ) counterargumen t t o thi s position , a  counterar -
gument tha t ha s nothin g t o d o wit h likenin g Hoekstr a an d hi s allie s t o 
Nazis who crusad e agains t "degenerate " art . I t goes like this: despite wha t 
Republicans want t o believe , same-sex couples who enjoy sexuall y explici t 
representations i n literatur e (no t t o spea k o f heterosexua l couple s wh o 
enjoy sexuall y explici t representation s o f same-se x couples ) ar e actuall y 
part o f th e curren t populatio n o f th e Unite d States . Indeed , the y mak e 
up fa r mor e o f the citizenr y o f the Republic , i n proportiona l terms , tha n 
the portion o f the nationa l budge t tha t goe s to Fiction Collectiv e 2 : since 
FC2 receive d $25,00 0 i n fiscal year 1996 , o r approximatel y .00000001 7 
of a  tota l budge t o f $1. 5 trillion , an d .00000001 7 o f th e curren t U.S . 
population (250,000,000 ) happen s t o b e four,  it' s probabl y saf e t o sa y 
that FC2' s portio n o f th e nationa l budge t doe s no t excee d it s popula r 
mandate. 

All o f a  sudden , th e 105t h Congres s ha d foun d it s Mapplethorpe — 
except tha t this  time , i n a n unprecedente d move , electe d official s wer e 
targeting a n entir e publishin g hous e rathe r tha n a  specifi c tex t o r artist . 
Even th e fac t tha t literature  was unde r attac k ha d a  kin d o f exoti c o r 
antiquarian fee l t o it , a s if we'd bee n catapulte d int o fundamentalis t Ira n 
or whisked bac k to the days of the U.S. Ulysses  trial in 1933 : our nationa l 
debates ove r sexuall y explici t representation s hav e bee n almos t entirel y 
taken u p with visual  pornography sinc e the 1960s , just as most pornogra -
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phy tends t o b e visual a s well (s o much s o that i t i s almost unhear d o f t o 
come acros s a n "adul t books " stor e tha t actuall y doe s a  brisk busines s i n 
quality fiction).  A t thi s writin g I  a m no t sur e tha t FC 2 o r th e Nationa l 
Endowment fo r th e Art s will  surviv e thi s lates t attack , s o I  d o no t wan t 
to soun d gli b o r facetiou s i n describin g wha t I  wan t t o cal l th e long -
awaited Retur n o f Comstock . Likewise , eve n thoug h there' s muc h t o 
hope fo r i n Representativ e Hoekstra' s attac k (perhap s Republican s wil l 
begin readin g mor e widely , an d perhap s FC 2 will  benefi t fro m th e 
general publicity) , still , there' s a  real danger her e tha t th e alway s vulnera -
ble Nationa l Endowment s wil l b e eviscerate d b y th e force s o f privatiza -
tion an d plutocracy—and , mor e t o th e immediat e point , there' s ever y 
chance tha t th e Fictio n Collectiv e 2  list , i n al l it s diversit y an d richness , 
will ge t los t i n th e Capito l Hil l Shuffle . Tha t list , a s I  hop e t o sho w i n 
this chapter , i s i n som e sens e "subversive, " an d i t contain s plent y o f 
sexual explicitness , too—more tha n enoug h fo r an y Helmsman o r Orri n 
Hatchetman (o r thei r henchmen ) i n th e U.S . Hous e o r Senate . Bu t a s 
usual, th e materia l unde r scrutin y her e i s mor e complicate d an d re -
warding tha n mos t o f ou r democraticall y electe d cultura l fascist s ca n 
account for . 

The Fictio n Collectiv e wa s founde d i n 197 4 a t Brookly n Colleg e b y 
Jonathan Baumbach , Stev e Katz, Peter Spielberg , and Mark Minsky . Th e 
year before , Richar d Kostelanet z ha d publishe d hi s incendiary book , The 
End of  Intelligent Writing,  whic h basicall y accuse d th e entir e publishin g 
industry o f bein g a  close d sho p o f logrollin g think-alikes— and, mor e 
accurately, pointe d ou t th e extraordinar y coincidenc e betwee n th e 
amount o f ad spac e bought b y various publisher s i n th e New  York  Times 
Book Review and th e amoun t o f review space allotte d t o thos e publisher s 
by th e editor s o f th e Review.  Th e Fictio n Collective , fro m it s inception , 
meant t o shak e u p tha t arrangement . Throug h th e 1970 s th e collectiv e 
thrived, turnin g ou t wav e upo n wav e o f innovative , excitin g fiction, 
garnering critica l acclai m no t onl y from variousl y avant  folk s lik e Rober t 
Coover an d Jerom e Klinkowit z bu t also , o n occasion , fro m Newsweek 
and th e New  York  Times  to boot . Raymon d Federman' s Take  It or  leave 
It, Ro n Sukenick' s Long  Talking  Bad  Conditions  Blues,  Baumbach's Chez 
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Charlotte and Emily,  Spielberg' s Crash-Landing,  Clarenc e Major' s Reflex 
and Bone  Structure,  Fann y Howe' s In  the  Middle of  Nowhere—all wer e 
Fiction Collectiv e books , an d al l helped establis h FC' s reputatio n i n th e 
publishing world , i n th e academy , an d amon g "serious " writer s an d 
readers.1 Fictio n Collectiv e writers foun d champion s lik e Rache l Bla u d u 
Plessis, Toni Morrison , an d Morri s Dickstein , an d th e original F C grou p 
itself wa s unifie d enoug h t o appea r a s a  "school, " wit h a n identifiabl e 
brand nam e an d trademark : whethe r i t wa s calle d "surfiction " (Feder -
man) o r "post-contemporary " (Klinkowitz) , F C fiction  wa s distinguishe d 
by it s ba d attitud e towar d reportage,  its narrativ e reflexivity , it s typo -
graphical oddities , it s penchan t fo r addressin g reader s directly—yo u 
know, it s general preference fo r ludicit y ove r lucidity . 

But b y 1987 , F C wa s dow n t o publishin g onl y on e o r tw o book s a 
year from th e five to si x a year o f the 1970s . Par t o f the proble m wa s th e 
Fiction Collectiv e itself : originall y a  small , close-kni t boys ' clu b dedi -
cated to publishing weird writers frozen ou t by the onset of MergerMania 
and MallFiction , th e collectiv e ha d grow n downrigh t unwield y ove r a 
decade an d more—partl y becaus e eac h ne w write r becam e par t o f th e 
collective upo n publicatio n o f hi s o r he r work , a n arrangemen t tha t 
eventually presente d th e grou p wit h th e headach e o f coordinating some -
thing lik e fort y votin g members . Th e collectiv e als o ha d it s imag e prob -
lems, a s well , i n th e for m o f a n annoyin g habi t o f representin g itsel f a s 
more-avant-than-thou, th e vanguard's vanguard—and asid e from peopl e 
like Clarenc e Majo r o r Fann y Howe , it s constituen t writer s wer e a s 
overwhelmingly whit e an d mal e a s any corporat e boardroom . Bu t a t th e 
same time , th e collectiv e woul d sometime s b e th e publishin g world' s 
answer t o Broadwa y Dann y Rose , takin g o n talen t tha t n o on e els e 
would touch—unti l th e talen t go t ho t an d move d o n t o th e bi g time . 

Fiction Collectiv e 2  was therefor e bor n fro m FC' s ashe s i n 1988 , an d 
is no w ru n b y th e leader s o f th e ne w school , Ro n Sukenic k an d Curti s 
White. Lik e many othe r smal l presses , FC2 no w publishes a  very health y 
ten t o twelv e book s a  year , includin g th e ne w Blac k Ic e serie s (inaugu -
rated i n 1993 ) an d a  series begun i n 1991 , On th e Edge : New Women' s 
Fiction. Eac h yea r FC 2 als o publishe s th e winne r o f it s nationa l fiction 
competition, a s wel l a s th e annua l Charle s H . an d N . Mildre d Nilo n 
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Excellence i n Minorit y Fictio n Award . Th e curren t collectiv e writer s n o 
longer constitut e a n identifiabl e school , bu t a t th e sam e tim e (an d fo r 
the sam e reasons) , what FC 2 ha s los t i n brand-nam e clarit y i t has gaine d 
in heterogeneity an d vitality . 

Until i t becam e materia l fo r congressiona l testimony , however , th e 
FC2 lineu p wa s no t nearl y s o newsworth y a s wa s th e origina l F C cast . 
Even thoug h FC2' s bran d o f experimenta l fiction  is , by an d large , ever y 
bit a s good a s experimental fiction  eve r was (say , since Tristram  Shandy), 
and th e rejuvenatio n o f FC 2 i s a n extraordinaril y brigh t sig n fo r dissi -
dents, punks , an d strang e writer s everywhere , it' s s o fa r bee n muc h les s 
visible t o th e literat i tha n wa s it s earlie r incarnation—largel y thank s t o 
the fac t tha t th e mainstream trad e press reviewing apparatus has shriveled 
drastically i n th e pas t fifteen  years . I f Richard Kostelanet z though t i t was 
hard fo r a n independen t publishe r t o dra w majo r revie w attentio n i n 
1973, h e surel y know s tha t b y no w it' s nearl y impossible . Nonprofi t 
publishers ge t eve n les s space fro m generalis t review s tha n doe s contem -
porary literar y theory , whic h mean s yo u probabl y won' t find  Newsweek 
or th e New  Republic  trumpetin g an y FC 2 title s i n th e nea r future . Bu t 
like contemporar y theory , FC 2 wor k i s finding  mor e responsiv e (an d 
responsible) audience s i n th e page s o f th e alternativ e press—fro m th e 
Village Voice and th e San  Diego  Reader to th e mor e "specialized " reader -
ships o f Science  Fiction Eye  and Maximum  RocknRoll  (the nation' s larges t 
and longest-live d revie w o f pun k an d post-pun k culture). 2 An d th e 
market fo r FC 2 books , thoug h considerabl y les s "academic " tha n th e 
market fo r theory , i s roughly th e sam e size : new book s usuall y appea r i n 
runs o f two o r three thousand , whic h mean s tha t FC 2 wor k i s very likely 
competing fo r som e o f th e sam e .0000 1 o f th e America n publi c tha t 
buys th e wor k o f thos e jargon-addle d theoretician s an d talente d smal l 
press poet s an d fiction  writer s n o one' s eve r hear d o f (.0000 1 i s onl y 
2,500 people , bu t don' t forge t tha t .0000 1 o f the nationa l budge t i s stil l 
a heft y $1 5 million) . I f ther e tend s t o b e a  goo d dea l o f hostility , 
suspicion, an d mutua l indifferenc e circulatin g amon g th e avant  FC 2 
crowd, th e theory-lade n ML A crowd , an d th e trad-fictio n MF A crow d 
(and th e volum e o f anti-academi c rhetori c amon g tra d an d nontra d 
writers i s but on e inde x o f this) , that' s no t onl y because thei r intellectua l 
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enterprises ar e ofte n a t odds ; it' s als o becaus e they'r e al l fighting  fo r th e 
same smal l subcultur e o f active, intellectuall y engage d readers—whethe r 
in th e pages of the TBR,  the AWP Chronicle y o r Maximum RocknRoll. 

As Sukenic k ha s it , th e transitio n fro m F C t o FC 2 i s no t s o muc h a 
change i n styl e o r cultura l locatio n a s a  chang e i n th e collective' s ap -
proach t o th e ide a o f a  "popular " audience : wherea s FC , lik e Ne w 
Directions, trie d t o exis t agains t o r despit e th e mas s market , FC 2 i s 
actually tryin g t o brea k into  the mas s market . Sukenick' s analogy—an d 
you ca n find  thi s i n th e promotiona l materia l fo r Blac k Ice—i s "th e 
recent explosio n i n th e alternativ e musi c scene." 3 Bu t tha t analog y onl y 
begs the question : sure , i t would b e wonderful i f FC2 emerge d fro m th e 
garage, lik e Nirvana , t o reac h th e mas s marke t unmodifie d an d reshap e 
the industry . Bu t th e "explosion " i n "alternative " musi c i s also an explo -
sion i n th e meanin g o f the word "alternative"—a s evidence d b y the fac t 
that th e turgi d Pear l Jam an d th e blandomati c Bu d Dr y ar e markete d a s 
"alternative" band s an d beers . S o perhap s th e challeng e fo r margina l 
cultural producer s i n th e 1990 s an d beyon d will  b e t o com e u p wit h a n 
alternative t o "alternative. " Al l th e same , FC2' s relatio n t o alt-po p an d 
alt-mass doe s indee d signa l a n importan t cultura l shif t i n independen t 
publishing. Smal l qualit y presse s lik e Ne w Direction s wer e define d b y 
the romantic-modernis t drea m o f preserving Grea t Book s from th e detri -
tus o f mas s cultur e an d th e corruption s o f th e marketplace ; th e origina l 
Fiction Collective , too , participate d i n tha t dream , tryin g t o creat e a 
small enclav e i n whic h "th e market " woul d hav e n o forc e ove r th e 
production o f ne w literature . FC2 , b y contrast , characteristicall y trie s t o 
exploit th e logi c o f th e marke t (wit h it s ne w series , it s streamline d 
structure, an d it s wide r distribution) , an d bor e int o th e mas s fro m 
within. Thi s strateg y suit s it s younge r Avant-Po p writer s jus t fine,  sinc e 
it enact s th e strategie s pursue d b y thei r ow n writing . What' s od d abou t 
this configuration , though , i s that i t leaves us with a n "avant-garde " tha t 
doesn't actuall y tak e u p th e "pure " cultura l positio n o f a n intellectua l 
vanguard. I f you're sympatheti c t o Andreas Huyssen' s cogen t accoun t o f 
postmodernism a s a "post-avantgarde" culture , then , th e distinctive thin g 
about FC 2 i s tha t it s text s an d reader s ar e a s likel y t o sho w u p o n 
Internet o r post-pun k fanzine s a s i n smal l cafes , disseminate d a s circu -
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itously an d a s unpredictabl y throug h th e cultur e a s i s postmodernis m 
itself. 

In 1980 , Pete r Quartermain' s Chicago  Review articl e o n th e Fictio n 
Collective note d tha t mos t o f it s leadin g writer s wer e academic s o r 
authors o f scholarl y studies , an d tha t "on e woul d expec t i t t o tak e a 
theoretical o r programmati c approac h t o th e ar t o f fiction"  (67) . Today , 
although FC2' s work ca n stil l be called "theoretical " (bu t no t necessaril y 
"programmatic"), it s author s ten d t o describ e themselve s a s artists , la w 
students, do g trainers , playwrights , musicians , drifters , poets , and , o n 
occasion, teacher s an d academic s too . Som e o f them , lik e Cri s Mazz a 
and Richar d Grossman , publis h wit h bot h FC 2 an d othe r smal l presse s 
(in Mazza' s case , Coffe e House ; i n Grossman's , Graywolf) . Others , lik e 
Mark Leyne r an d Geral d Vizenor , publishe d wit h th e collectiv e i n th e 
1980s and hav e since "crosse d over " t o wider audiences . 

Leyner's first  book , /  Smell  Esther  Williams  (1983) , offer s twenty -
six shor t somethings ; I' d cal l the m "stories " bu t fo r thei r cumulativel y 
antinarrative effect . Th e openin g piece , appropriatel y title d "Launch, " 
gives som e ide a o f th e whole : beginnin g wit h "I'v e give n th e raf t wit h 
the woma n you'v e bee n waitin g fo r a  littl e pus h s o yo u shoul d b e 
receiving he r an y da y now " (3) , th e four-pag e piec e quickl y complicate s 
the ide a of woman-as-exchange. "I f i t i s late at night, " Leyne r writes, "w e 
pretend tha t w e hav e los t th e righ t t o vot e an d tha t w e hav e bee n 
sterilized b y missionaries" (4) . Leyner ha s the courage t o insis t "it' s abou t 
time tha t th e youn g America n poet s too k Mariann e Faithfu l of f he r 
pedestal" (78) , t o writ e solemnl y o f "th e anonymou s citizen s o f Tar -
getgrad" (185) , an d t o proclai m tha t "th e slightes t pan g feel s isometri c 
and gidd y an d wanto n lik e s o man y handful s o f hair , becaus e I  hav e 
drawn asbesto s dus t int o m y lung s an d drun k th e mil k o f michigan an d 
dragged yo u ou t o f a n impendin g marriag e fo r twelv e hour s i n plai n 
night" (35) . Bu t i t seem s someho w disappointing , no t t o sa y smoothl y 
orange-rind, tha t th e titl e stor y itself—a t twenty-seve n page s b y fa r th e 
longest thin g in th e volume—neglects eve n t o mention Esthe r Williams . 
But then , i t was  Leyner's first  book . 

If Leyne r offer s u s wha t Fredri c Jameso n calle d (i n anothe r context ) 
"surrealism withou t th e unconscious, " Geral d Vizenor' s secon d nove l 
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and onl y FC 2 title , Griever:  An American  Monkey  King  in  China  (1987) , 
gives u s surrealis m ami d myria d doubl e consciousnesses : th e Nativ e 
American protagonist , Grieve r d e Hocus , i s " a mixedbloo d triba l trick -
ster, a  close relativ e t o th e ol d min d monkeys " (34 ) wh o love s "women , 
heart gossip , stones , trees " an d collect s "los t shoe s an d broke n wheels " 
(21). He' s o n somethin g like a Fulbright, teachin g in the Chin a o f 1983 ; 
his opaqu e an d sinuou s narrativ e begin s i n hallucinator y vision s o f fire 
bears, blac k opa l rings , an d birchbar k manuscripts , an d end s wit h th e 
brutal deat h o f Heste r Hu a Dan , whos e father , Ega s Zhan g (Griever' s 
supervisor, a s i t turn s out) , murder s he r whe n h e learn s sh e i s carryin g 
Griever's child . Wha t begin s i n drea m an d comi c rebellion—a s whe n 
Griever liberates chickens from th e marke t square in Tianjin an d replace s 
Chinese patrioti c musi c wit h Joh n Phili p Sous a o n th e campu s loud -
speakers—gradually turn s deadl y serious, a s Griever interrupt s a n execu -
tion carava n (freein g a  drug dealer , a  thief, a  prostitute, a n ar t historian , 
and thre e rapists) , disrupts th e patriarchy tha t kill s Hester Hu a Dan , an d 
finally escapes with Kangme i (Hester' s half-siste r b y an American father ) 
on a n ultraligh t aircraf t shippe d t o hi m fro m th e reservatio n o f hi s 
birth. Th e birchbar k manuscript , filled  wit h occul t writings tha t remin d 
Griever o f "th e triba l medicin e scroll s fro m th e reservation " (18) , turn s 
out t o contai n nothin g bu t recipe s fo r blu e chicken . Th e persona l be -
comes th e political , th e crypti c become s th e quotidian , an d th e trickste r 
runs afow l o f th e state . O f Vizenor' s trickste r tales , Griever  i s ofte n 
considered th e mos t difficult ; bu t amon g FC 2 offerings , i t look s righ t a t 
home. 

FC2's 1990 s list , a s best I  can mak e i t ou t afte r perusin g roughl y tw o 
dozen titles , mor e o r les s fall s unde r tw o majo r headings , neithe r o f 
which i s definitive; an y individua l autho r wil l excee d the m i n som e way. 
On on e sid e there' s th e forbiddin g narrativ e experimentalists , carryin g 
on on e o r anothe r modernis t traditio n regardles s o f whethe r th e AWP , 
Time Warner , o r Vintag e Contemporarie s acknowledge s it s existence . 
On th e othe r sid e yo u hav e th e mor e diffus e Avant-Po p bunch , les s 
inclined t o fine writing than t o visceral affect . (Th e Blac k Ice series tend s 
to featur e th e Avant-Pops ; Blac k Ic e book s ar e smal l an d cheap—back -
pocket size , $6 or $7 , just righ t fo r th e coffeeshop habitu e o n th e go , tuf t 
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of chi n hai r optional. ) Unde r th e neo-modernis t headin g I  pu t writer s 
like Rosair e Appel , Kennet h Bernard , Lo u Robinson , Jacque s Servin , 
D. N . Stuefloten , Yuri y Tarnawsky , an d Kathry n Thompson ; unde r 
Avant-Pop I'l l pu t Mar k Amerika , Ricard o Corte z Cruz , Eurudice , 
Bayard Johnson, Phili p Lewis , an d Dere k Pell . And the n fo r writer s lik e 
Omar Castaneda , Cri s Mazza , an d Richar d Grossman , yo u ca n mak e u p 
your ow n designation . 

I'll confes s t o bein g mor e comfortabl e wit h th e neo-mod s tha n wit h 
the Avant-Pops , bu t I  als o hav e t o admi t tha t th e A-P s usuall y provid e 
the steepe r an d faste r roller-coaste r ride s o f th e two . Bayar d Johnson' s 
Damned Right  (1994 ) seem s t o m e i n man y ways th e mos t promisin g o f 
the cro p s o far . Mixin g Kerouac' s mani c energ y wit h Nathanae l West' s 
apocalyptic blac k humor , Johnso n ha s writte n a n all-roads-lead-to-L.A . 
novel tha t manage s t o b e exhilaratin g an d poignan t eve n whe n it' s 
recycling a  few on-the-road American-li t cliches . The narrator' s ambitio n 
is to driv e hi s homemade ca r a t speed s ove r tw o hundre d mile s a n hour , 
at whic h al l thing s assum e a n "etherea l clarity " (24) , an d t o tak e hi s 
gospel o f hig h spee d an d inne r peac e t o th e L.A . freeway s wher e i t ca n 
do th e mos t goo d t o al l thos e drone s mire d i n th e sludg e an d drec k o f 
post-urban Souther n California . "Oh , th e patienc e o f bovin e human , 
requiring n o shepherds , n o cowboy s an d n o pack s o f gaun t coyote s t o 
keep them i n line . Only concret e abutments " (101) . 

On th e freeway , th e narrato r ha s th e sam e illusion s abou t freedo m 
that Huc k ha d o n th e raft , an d hi s desir e t o sto p movin g i s roughl y 
equivalent t o Huck' s abilit y t o drif t northward . Hi s ca r run s o n pur e 
alcohol, an d come s equippe d wit h peel-bac k layer s o f pain t t o hel p hi m 
dodge stat e troopers—a s wel l a s a  fe w othe r desig n idiosyncrasies : 
"There's n o backin g u p o n th e freeway . That' s rul e numbe r one . No t 
that ther e ar e an y rules . Bu t whe n w e buil t th e transmissio n w e didn' t 
bother puttin g i n a  reverse gear . Who need s th e extr a clutter ? We ai m t o 
go ahead " (40-41) . Th e nove l itself , appropriately , i s on e lon g chapter , 
its narrative pac e averaging just unde r th e magi c two hundre d mark . Bu t 
that's wh y it' s s o strikin g t o ru n u p agains t lyrica l passage s lik e th e 
narrator's evocatio n o f undone jigsaw puzzles , pieces "scattere d lik e gems 
through a  forest," "preciou s a s antique coins , raining down upo n th e cit y 
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like hailstones" (109) , o r hi s empatheti c readin g o f the terrifie d fac e o f a 
homeless woma n covere d i n a  sweater  o f crushe d aluminu m cans , wh o 
reminds hi m o f the homeless ma n covere d i n kelp : 

And she' s looking a t m e tha t sam e way: Do I  have i t right ? Sh e 
doesn't know either, tha t she isn't the only one who suspects she 
doesn't. Isn' t thi s ho w they  d o it ? The y stas h thei r wealt h an d 
their valuable s clos e t o thei r chest , I'v e see n them . Don' t they ? 
Don't they!What  i s it, oh God what i n the world i s it. .  . . Please 
can't you see, Fm the one who's scared. (61 ) 

Shortly thereafter , D- 9 Cat s bulldoz e th e homeles s encampment s int o 
the ground , an d th e bulldozer s appea r agai n i n a  surreal scen e a t th e en d 
of th e novel , clearin g a  freewa y jamme d wit h newl y abandone d car s 
whose owner s hav e squeeze d ou t o f thei r window s jus t i n tim e t o avoi d 
being compacted . Meanwhile , wit h th e unlooked-fo r ai d o f a  disable d 
artist-sculptress, th e narrato r fulfill s hi s other  mission, finding  hi s twi n 
sons i n Orang e Count y an d instillin g i n them , i f no on e else , his love o f 
freedom an d velocity . The narrato r ride s off a t two-hundred-plus nex t t o 
an oddl y similar alcohol-burnin g ca r whose drive r i s unknown t o us , bu t 
surely we will be hearing fro m Bayar d Johnson agai n before  to o long . 

The res t o f Avant-Pop promise s mor e tha n i t delivers , bu t I' m begin -
ning to suspect that' s the nature of the beast . Mark Amerika's hyperactiv e 
hypertext, The  Kafka Chronicles  (1993) , jumble s journa l entries , Grego r 
Samsa, sex , drugs, th e adventure s o f Blue Sky and Alkaloid Boy , and th e 
CNN rating s cou p know n t o Amerik a a s "Amerik a a t War : Th e Mini -
Series." Interesting an d a t time s genuinel y corrosive , bu t onl y in Donal d 
Wildmon's Americ a coul d se x an d violenc e carr y th e weigh t o f politica l 
subversion they'r e laden with here . (O f course , we may wind u p living in 
Donald Wildmon' s America , i n whic h cas e Mar k Amerik a shoul d be -
come require d reading. ) Phili p Lewis' s Life  of  Death (1993 ) dissipate s it s 
initial energ y i n a  simila r fashion , b y losin g i t i n scen e afte r scen e o f 
adolescent-anarchic se x an d relentles s caricature . Th e narrator , Loui e 
Phillips (cough) , open s wit h causti c wi t an d som e politicall y pointe d 
signifying o n th e signs of the times: his father's "Thir d World" bookstor e 
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fails whe n he' s outhustle d "b y thos e othe r book-runner s nex t doo r t o 
him, youn g whit e hippie s an d ganja-smoker s who , apar t fro m sellin g 
Gaddafi's Gree n Book , too k hee d an d stocke d The  Closing  of the Ameri-
can Mind' (11-12) . Livin g i n a  dystopian-multicultura l subur b o f D.C . 
composed o f warring "African s an d Indian s an d Jamaican s an d Nicara -
guans an d Vietnames e an d Cambodians " (33) , Phillip s leave s home , 
drops ou t o f school, an d take s a  typical Reagan-er a job a t the Dummhei t 
Cafe, a  mal l restauran t owne d b y a  multinationa l u p t o it s ear s i n 
South Africa . Her e h e learn s "wha t the y mea n whe n the y sa y 'equa l 
opportunities' thes e days—everyone' s go t a n equa l opportunit y t o ge t 
his as s kicked hig h an d wide " (25) . A strong beginning , an d a n accurat e 
sense o f labo r i n th e post-Fordis t economy , too . B y pag e 50 , however , 
Lewis's satir e get s repetitive , which mean s i t stop s bein g satire . Bu t then , 
it is  his first  book . 

Eurudice's F/32  (1990 ) tell s th e stor y o f Ela' s vagina , whic h i s stole n 
from he r no t lon g afte r i t i s severed fro m he r bod y b y a  blind blac k ma n 
who remove s i t wit h a  knif e o n uppe r Fift h Avenu e whil e a  curiou s 
crowd look s on . Apparentl y someon e swipe d th e ja r El a wa s carryin g i t 
in afte r i t wa s severed , an d replace d i t wit h a  3 5 m m wide-angl e lens . 
Well, tha t explain s th e book' s title : th e len s "shut s a t apertur e f/32 , th e 
smallest openin g i n an y lens " (133) . Soo n El a i s searchin g fo r he r cun t 
(the boo k call s i t thi s a  few thousan d times ) b y way o f th e Village  Voice 
personals. Th e thief , meanwhile , trie s t o seduc e th e cun t b y playin g i t 
some "sex y watery music—Jarre's Equinox'  (155) , but i t escapes , only t o 
appear late r a s a  gues t o n late-nigh t tal k shows . A s i n Pynchon' s V., 
characters searc h franticall y fo r a  character know n a s V who's apparentl y 
responsible fo r al l kind s o f rando m destruction ; thi s V , however , jus t 
happens t o b e a  cunt . It' s abou t thi s tim e tha t kille r femal e genitali a 
terrorize the New York metropolitan area . Ela and her cunt ar e eventually 
reunited ( I will  refrai n fro m pun s abou t wholes) , an d th e nove l close s 
with a  first-person  excursu s o n se x an d mirrors : "i n th e beginnin g o f al l 
there wa s th e mirror , o n ever y side , wid e open . .  . . [F]ro m m y saf e 
mirror view , thi s an d th e othe r sid e wer e identical " (273) . Gogo l meet s 
Lacan, an d th e tw o tipto e throug h th e tulips , speakin g together . Eurud -
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ice's F/32  embodie s th e bes t an d wors t o f FC2 : annoyingl y outrageous , 
hyperliterate, funny , theoreticall y sharp , an d reall y revolting . Sometime s 
all on on e page. 

Much o f th e sam e ca n b e sai d o f Dere k Pell' s contributio n t o th e 
collection title d Avant-Pop,  a n S/ M versio n o f Strun k an d White' s Ele-
ments of Style ("by the Marquis d e Sade, with Revisions , an Introduction , 
and a  Chapte r o n Writhing" ) tha t start s fro m Rolan d Barthes' s clai m 
that Sade' s "pornographi c message s ar e embodie d i n sentence s s o pur e 
they migh t b e use d a s grammatica l models. " Ricard o Corte z Cruz' s 
Straight outta  Compton  (1992 ) als o contain s it s shar e o f anything-goe s 
sex-n-violence, code d no t b y d e Sad e o r E . B . Whit e bu t (a s th e titl e 
suggests) b y gangsta ra p a  la N.W.A. Muc h o f the nove l read s a s if Cru z 
is to Ishmae l Ree d wha t Ree d i s to Richar d Wright ; characters ' dialogu e 
turns ou t t o be samples from She's  Gotta Have It,  Star  Trek,  and funkste r 
Morris Day , an d a t on e poin t Ree d himsel f i s signifie d upon : "whil e i t 
was dar k outside, " write s Cruz , "Rache l practice d hoodoo—whateve r 
that is " (55-56) . Rodne y Kin g figures  prominently ; Chri s Rock' s New 
Jack City  crackhead ca n b e spotted i n th e wings; and old-schoo l ra p gian t 
Doug E . Fres h put s i n a  cameo a s well, an d get s hi s shoes stepped o n b y 
boyz n  th e hood . The nove l a s a whole read s something like naked lunc h 
in Sout h Central , whic h i s t o sa y (amon g othe r things) , incoherent , 
powerful, an d savv y about a  world Burrough s didn' t muc h acknowledge . 

Overall, Avant-Popsters generall y requir e o f thei r reader s mor e hybri d 
cultural literacie s than d o thei r neo-modernis t cohorts , as well as a greater 
tolerance o f ba d taste , anarchis t politica l farce , an d sexuall y explici t 
shenanigans. T o thi s las t item , a  feminis t neo-mo d lik e Lo u Robinso n 
might respond , "Wh y doe s everybod y tal k abou t th e body ? Al l th e bes t 
states leave it behind . I t i s a launching pad , a  jetty" (Napoleon  s Mare, 3) . 
Or, t o pu t th e distinctio n mor e simply , on e migh t sa y A-P characteristi -
cally appeals to a  younger readershi p tha n th e res t of FC2's list ; but sinc e 
I myself , b y acciden t o f a  196 1 birth , a m eithe r th e younges t siblin g o f 
the boomer s o r th e oldes t specime n o f Generatio n X , m y demographi c 
loyalties ar e somewha t divide d o n thi s score . I'l l tak e Bayar d Johnson' s 
narrative euphoria , fo r instance , ove r th e craft y bu t deliberatel y drear y 
sentences o f Yuri y Tarnawsky , whos e Three  Blondes  and Death  (1993 ) 
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declares tha t i t i s written accordin g t o a n intricat e mathematica l formul a 
devised b y it s author . Tha t formul a escape s me , thoug h I  did manag e t o 
notice tha t th e novel' s four-hundred-od d page s ar e filled  wit h short , 
affectless sentence s non e o f whic h contai n an y punctuatio n othe r tha n 
periods. When th e principa l character , th e unpronounceabl e Hwbrgdtse , 
rapes a  gir l i n chapte r 4 7 o f par t 4 , th e narrativ e effec t o f Tarnawsky' s 
sentences i s downrigh t terrifying . Mos t o f th e res t o f th e time , though , 
they seem .  . .  well, methodical, a s if they were generated b y a mathemati-
cal formul a devise d b y th e author . Wher e Avant-Po p smell s lik e tee n 
spirit, Three  Blondes  and  Death  sound s lik e lat e Becket t withou t th e 
cadences. 

Narrative experiment s ever y bi t a s forbiddin g ye t (o n th e whole ) les s 
clinical ca n b e foun d i n Lo u Robinson' s Napoleons  Mare  (1991) , D . N . 
Stuefloten's Maya  (1992) , an d Rosair e Appel' s transiT  (1993) . Rob -
inson's nove l i s th e leas t narrativ e o f th e three , an d it' s publishe d alon g 
with som e o f he r "pros e poems " tha t don' t loo k al l tha t differen t fro m 
the "novel " they follow. He r protagonis t "make s balance " by practicing a 
kind o f cut-up technique , collectin g an d juxtaposin g word s an d picture s 
culled fro m variou s magazines : " a giraff e nex t t o a  sandston e arch " (5) , 
"a spittin g bobca t nex t t o Bernadett e Devli n facin g i t wit h a  glistenin g 
snarl" (12) . I f the clarit y and asequentialit y o f the image s suggests echoe s 
of Mar k Leyner , th e boo k a s a  whol e register s a  muc h deepe r deb t t o 
Gertrude Stei n an d Djun a Barnes—a s when , i n th e sectio n entitle d " A 
Lesbian I s a Memoir," we read, " A lesbian i s a woman who read s withou t 
respecting anything . Wher e i s the authorit y i n thes e words? A lesbian o r 
a memoi r neithe r ha s no r answer s t o authority . .  . . Who ca n say . Wh o 
can sa y what? Who ca n sa y what a  lesbian is . A memoi r i s a manifesto i s 
a lesbia n fuckin g literature " (21-22) . Now , let' s se e wha t T . S . Elio t 
would mak e o f that. 

Rosaire Appel' s transiT  swirls  aroun d a  serie s o f overhear d conversa -
tions o r half-glimpsed , ill-understoo d scenes , developin g a  kind o f vorti -
cist narrativ e whose vortex i s a cafe w e ente r agai n an d agai n a t differen t 
times, fro m differen t angles . Sourceles s italicize d passage s appear—an d 
then reappea r i n th e mouth s o f unname d characters ; me n an d wome n 
have crises and convers e intensely in hot , claustrophobi c rooms ; someon e 
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misses the las t train; someone climb s a  hill, parched with thirst ; someon e 
else dreams o f climbing a  hill, parched with thirst . Th e caf e conversatio n 
returns, differen t snippet s overhear d thi s time . Threadin g throug h i t al l 
are Appel's voices, some flat  and toneless , others o f quite distinctive pitc h 
and timbre : " I tur n an d loo k ou t th e window . Becaus e o f th e smok e i t 
feels lik e dusk , al l afternoon s ar e lik e this . Th e sk y injecte d wit h th e fa t 
of ou r live s turn s sulle n an d bloated , a  stench come s wit h it " (37) . Th e 
overall effec t i s less like "applyin g th e idea s of painting t o fiction,"  a s th e 
author's bi o blurb suggests , and mor e like dreaming i n Robbe-Grillet . 

D. N . Stuefloten' s Maya  begin s wit h a  litera l versio n o f Do s Passos' s 
"camera eye, " recordin g b y wa y o f stage-directio n pros e th e filming  o f 
three actors , befor e proceedin g int o a  ferocious visio n o f film,  rape , an d 
"theaters" o f war . "Maya " coul d hav e somethin g t o d o wit h ancien t 
peoples o f th e Americas , o r wit h th e Hind u concep t o f illusio n personi -
fied a s a  woman ; an d a s i t happens , Stueflote n hinge s muc h o f hi s 
depiction o f American illusio n (i n Hollywood ) an d America n militaris m 
(in Centra l America) o n th e figure  of a woman, Virgini a White, a n agin g 
American actres s wh o (rumo r ha s it ) onc e entertaine d th e troop s i n 
Vietnam nud e fro m th e wais t down . (Stuefloten' s imaginin g o f thi s 
unlikely scenario implicitly refer s t o the "Playbo y bunny" scen e in Apoca-
lypse Now, a  film to which muc h o f this book i s clearly indebted.) Whe n 
at las t th e narrativ e frame s ar e ruptured—whe n th e America n militar y 
has obliterate d th e villag e wher e th e actor s ar e located , an d lik e Ronal d 
Reagan w e ar e n o longe r sur e what' s movi e an d what' s history—th e 
person o n who m th e weigh t o f Stuefloten' s outrag e fall s i s th e woma n 
herself, wh o i s repeatedl y rape d an d brutalize d b y American serviceme n 
as sundry machine s fro m Sikorksy , McDonnell-Douglas , an d Grumma n 
drop thei r ordnance . Th e epilogu e attempt s som e leak y damag e control , 
when Stueflote n write s o f the writing o f the novel , an d i s rebuked b y hi s 
lover: "  'You ar e har d o n women, ' sh e said . C I dont thin k yo u ca n clai m 
innocence i n thi s affair . T o som e degre e you mus t admi t Virgini a Whit e 
is you r creation ' "  (135) . Bu t sinc e th e chapte r an d nove l en d wit h 
Stuefloten an d hi s love r havin g se x (despit e he r initia l resistance) , reen -
acting i n th e proces s on e o f th e scene s fro m th e "camer a eye " section o f 
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the boo k a s well, it' s clea r tha t th e autho r ha s the las t word, a s the nove l 
contains hi s lover's critique onl y to "contain " it . 

It's no t har d t o spo t th e modernis t maste r lurkin g behin d Kathry n 
Thompson's Close  Your  Eyes  and  Think  of  Dublin:  Portrait  of  a  Girl 
(1991). Th e nove l revisit s no t onl y Joycea n languag e an d narrativ e 
pyrotechnics bu t als o some of Joyce's primary obsessions, sex and Cathol -
icism chie f among these . Some of Thompson's re-Joycin g i s done b y way 
of Adrienne Rich , a s in "moll y sh e chos e lif e i n th e grea t goo d indisput -
able Bloomsbook a s readily as the dee r chose his appointment i n the tac k 
room" (190 ) o r "lik e Heste r Prynn e an d St . Joa n I  find I  a m th e rea l 
women al l dresse d u p i n men' s words ; you'v e go t t o ge t t o kno w th e 
scrolls an d nut s o f th e instrumen t tha t defile s you , eat s yo u alive " (41) . 
Such passage s cal l t o min d "Snapshot s o f a  Daughter-in-Law, " particu -
larly th e line s tha t repl y t o Yeats' s "Led a an d th e Swan, " " A thinkin g 
woman sleep s wit h monsters . /  Th e bea k tha t grip s her , sh e becomes. " 
Molly hersel f turn s u p o n occasion , onc e mouthin g he r famou s final 
words t o a n abusiv e cree p who bomb s abortio n clinic s i n hi s spar e time , 
and late r tellin g us , " I learne d the m gibberis h word s wha t wit h bee r 
commercials th e conflagratio n o f soul s it' s wha t yo u me n tal k abou t 
chewing wit h you r mouth s ope n behin d ou r back s alon g th e Strand " 
(189). Thompso n herself , whe n she' s no t parin g he r fingernails  lik e th e 
God o f creation , get s of f a  few zinger s abou t Joycean father s an d sons — 
"Father, son , an d hol y ghost, sounds like another bachelo r party , anothe r 
gangbang anothe r sprin g brea k a t Lauderdal e wher e your s trul y jump s 
out o f th e cak e (god' s mos t intelligen t creatur e afte r man) " (86)—an d 
leaves n o doub t wh y he r portrai t o f a  gir l can' t loo k muc h lik e Joyce' s 
chronicles o f Dedalus : 

I wasn' t allowe d u p there , i n th e sacristy , a s a  girl , excep t t o 
vacuum an d dus t a t si x a.m. befor e mas s an d befor e I  was even 
up and the way the priest had spoken tha t word sacristy  I knew it 
was the place where men playe d poker an d rolled the everlastin g 
die at night . . . . I  should like to know if that i s where they  keep 
the wives and children, i f that i s where Hester Prynne was taught 
the one letter Alphabet. (81-82 ) 

S T R A I G H T OUTT A N O R M A L 
127 

4



And th e reaso n she' s meditatin g o n gender , th e sacristy , an d power / 
knowledge i s tha t sur e enough , he r alcoholi c grandfathe r ha s die d o n 
Bloomsday. 

As Joyce i s to Thompson' s Portrait,  so i s Kafka t o Kennet h Bernard' s 
haunting, strangel y evocativ e From  the  District  File  (1992) . Th e novel' s 
first hal f i s benig n enough , narrate d b y on e o f thos e citizen s wh o wa s 
never s o rudel y awakene d a s wa s Josep h K.—on e o f th e "retire d an d 
disabled clerk s o f divisio n tw o leve l o f th e municipa l civi l services " (20 ) 
whose life , lik e ours , consist s o f minutel y dissecte d hassle s a t th e pos t 
office an d supermarket . Th e occasiona l disruption—th e disappearanc e 
of Mr . M. , a  bruta l beatin g b y Grodek—fail s t o distur b hi s torpo r an d 
equipoise. I t i s only when h e come s o f age and join s on e o f his society' s 
mandatory "buria l clubs " tha t thing s tur n sinister . Th e club s ar e com -
posed o f group s o f twelve , contracte d t o mee t sociall y o n a  regula r 
basis—attendance i s take n an d report s ar e filed—and,  mos t o f all , 
arrange and attend eac h other's funerals (club s are replenished when thei r 
numbers sin k lowe r tha n four) . Ou r unassumin g narrato r come s acros s 
subversive buria l club s doublin g a s refuge s fo r "youth s wh o ha d bee n 
expelled fro m schoo l fo r laziness , disruption , o r rudeness , who ha d bee n 
in troubl e wit h on e authorit y o r another , wh o i n som e case s ha d bee n 
branded criminals " (83) . Like a bad libraria n fro m th e land o f Borges, he 
begins t o sli p undetectabl e error s int o hi s officia l account s o f th e club , 
creating "fals e cross-references " an d "meaningles s abbreviations , lik e 
'born 1931 , vit'  o r 'retire d a t sixty , O . B . C "  (72) . Bu t a s in Kafka , th e 
undetectable i s detectable, a s a "minor cler k in distric t headquarters " says 
to hi m ove r coffe e tha t "sh e ha d begu n t o notic e som e extremel y mino r 
but regula r error s i n m y otherwis e perfec t reports " (84) . Th e club' s 
annual cultur e entry , "Herrin g Gull s a t Dawn, " attract s notic e fo r it s 
lack o f mora l an d plot , an d th e clu b i s disbande d an d restocke d wit h 
company goons . Despit e th e narrator' s convictio n tha t h e i s "n o enem y 
of th e state " (112—13) , h e begin s t o fea r tha t hi s ne w buria l clu b 
comrades pla n t o murde r him . H e soo n light s ou t fo r th e forgotte n 
margins o f the metropolis , where th e forme r stree t performer s hav e bee n 
banished, where he lives out hi s last days in a  landscape half Paul Auster's 
City of Glass and hal f Ray Bradbury's Fahrenheit  45L 
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Rounding of f m y accoun t o f th e neo-mod s i s Jacques Servin , whos e 
eccentric collectio n o f cosmicomics , Mermaids  for  Attila  (1991) , mark s 
him a s th e unacknowledge d chil d o f Gertrud e Stei n an d Ital o Calvino . 
In "Lif e ( A Porn Story), " th e forema n surrounde d b y bloodhound s sees 
how i t al l ends: 

"I a m safe, " th e forema n speak s i n th e desert , hi s to e designin g 
arabesques, as the bloodhounds fal l from th e sky like entertaining 
confetti. Th e world i s over, al l over, al l done, and the foreman i s 
safe. Th e sk y rains dow n it s miraculous bloodhounds , replacin g 
the web o f information tha t neve r stops , an d th e forema n gaze s 
with perfec t solemnit y a t th e clear , smooth expans e of void tha t 
he knows is the darkness of space right beyond the ionosphere of 
his planet, the earth. (18 ) 

Like a good symbolis t poet , Servi n show s us time an d agai n tha t hi s craf t 
can sustai n itsel f on soun d alone , regardles s o f sense and syntax . Bu t lik e 
a goo d Dadaist , h e als o intersperse s hi s foray s int o "pure " poetr y wit h 
visions o f the irrealit y o f politica l history : "th e presiden t ha s recuperate d 
from hi s violen t deat h b y openin g dialogue s wit h th e world s o f th e 
ancient Irish" (40) . That line , of course, comes from th e story "Regardin g 
the Uncustomar y Event s o f 198 9 Whic h Occurre d Her e an d Ther e 
around Norther n Europe, " an d i f yo u don' t believ e it , yo u ca n as k 
Hitler, wh o appear s i n on e stor y shouting , "Placebo ! . . .  Th e ungulat e 
memorize! The fecun d 'isms ' o f my lunac y grow l u p th e spin y decoru m 
of th e alm a mater " (36) . Wit h a  littl e reshufflin g o f th e file  cabine t 
Servin coul d conceivabl y find  himsel f liste d unde r Avant-Pop , nex t t o 
whimsical musica l du o They Migh t B e Giants . 

My persona l favorite s fro m FC2 , though , ar e th e unclassifieds , Oma r 
Castaneda, Cri s Mazza , an d especiall y Richar d Grossman . Castaiieda' s 
Remembering to  Say "Mouth"  or  "Face"  (1993) i s a  motle y assortmen t o f 
stories, rangin g fro m realis m t o surrealis m t o magi c realis m t o jus t plai n 
magic. Th e titl e refer s t o th e narrato r o f th e first  story , "O n th e Wa y 
Out," a s he begin s t o recove r fro m a  coma, hi s bod y " a coi l o f shattere d 
pieces eac h screamin g ou t i n it s ow n anguish , eac h beggin g fo r relief " 
(27). " I Tel l Yo u This " doe s indee d tel l yo u this , narratin g it s ow n 
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composition unti l "thi s final paragraph, thi s vertiginous whorl tha t finally 
stops a t a  ver y curiou s 'you ' "  (36) . "Crossin g th e Border " tell s a  har -
rowing tal e of a trip fro m rura l Guatemal a t o el  norte, initiated b y a dead 
man, hi s concerne d friend s an d relatives , an d th e travelin g shyste r wh o 
insists that th e corpse be buried in To-Bend-Word, a/k/ a Klouwe r Town , 
somewhere i n th e norther n Unite d States . Upon crossin g the border , th e 
As I  Lay  Dying  journe y adopt s a  ne w currency , a s th e travelers  ar e se t 
upon, sexuall y assaulted, an d sho t b y seven young drunke n Texa n men . 

The borde r crossing s i n Castaiieda' s storie s tur n ou t t o b e stil l mor e 
challenging tha n this : afte r "Crossin g th e Border, " th e collectio n follow s 
with a  sectio n calle d "Remembering, " consistin g o f si x storie s derive d 
from th e Maya n Popol  Vuh y th e sacre d boo k o f th e Quich e Indians , 
which wa s destroye d i n th e sixteent h centur y b y Spanis h conquistado r 
Pedro d e Alvarado . Th e storie s tel l variou s creatio n myth s an d birt h 
narratives, chiefl y centere d o n character s suc h a s Blowgunner an d Jagua r 
Sun, twi n son s o f Bloo d Girl , wh o i s banished fro m Xibalb a afte r bein g 
impregnated b y th e fruit  o f a  tree . What' s particularl y od d abou t thi s 
full-scale reproductio n o f Quich e tale s fro m th e Popol  Vuh  i s tha t th e 
story befor e "Crossin g th e Borders " narrate d a  ver y differen t borde r 
crossing, a  sketch of a  write r and his anthropologist lover , whose relation -
ship doe s no t surviv e th e tensio n create d whe n h e receive s a  fellowshi p 
to stud y th e Guatemala n May a an d sh e doesn't—despit e th e fac t tha t 
the Indian s o f Guatemal a ar e her  specialty, wherea s h e know s nothin g 
about the m whatsoever . A s i f hi s Popol  Vuh  stories weren' t alread y alie n 
enough, i n othe r words , th e Guatemalan-bor n Castaned a i s out t o mak e 
sure w e don' t assum e to o readil y tha t th e borde r i s mor e permeabl e 
North t o Sout h tha n i t i s for hi s ill-fate d traveler s tryin g t o mov e Sout h 
to North . 

Cris Mazza' s third FC 2 book , Revelation  Countdown  (1993) , i s among 
the Blac k Ic e series , bu t Mazz a herself—autho r o f Animal  Acts  (1988 ) 
and Is  It  Sexual  Harassment  Yet?  (1991)—looks somewha t ou t o f plac e 
among th e slash-and-bur n fictions  o f Avant-Pop. She' s an accomplished , 
deadpan portraitist , whethe r she' s detailin g th e privat e bodil y dissipatio n 
rituals o f a  professiona l photographe r drivin g aimlessl y cross-countr y 
after a  bi g book-signin g tou r (i n "Revelatio n Countdown") , sketchin g 
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the psych e o f a n abducte d youn g woma n wh o commandeer s an d steal s 
her abductor' s picku p truc k (i n "Guy s with Truck s i n Texas and Califor -
nia"), o r renderin g th e brie f romance betwee n a  male senio r edito r an d a 
female assembly-lin e worke r i n a  romance nove l factor y (i n "Wistfully") . 
In a  differen t decad e Mazza' s ea r fo r hopelessnes s an d he r mute d pros e 
style woul d hav e pegge d he r a s a  minimalist ; i n this  decad e sh e play s 
quite anothe r role , unwillingl y testifyin g t o a  phenomeno n o f whic h 
Roland Barthe s coul d no t hav e dreamed—th e Deat h o f th e Midlis t 
Author. Ye t she' s capabl e o f a  fe w roller-coaster s o f he r own , a s i n th e 
title stor y o f Is  It  Sexual  Harassment  Yet?  whose dual , side-by-sid e col -
umns tel l two versions o f a restaurant's "hostil e environment " tha t ar e so 
drastically a t odd s (an d eac h s o internally coheren t an d convincing ) a s to 
make Clarenc e Thoma s an d Anit a Hil l loo k lik e Ro y Roger s an d Dal e 
Evans. Th e closin g stor y i n Revelation  Countdown,  "Betwee n Signs, " 
sums u p th e collection' s concern s b y juxtaposin g vignette s o f a  coupl e 
driving throug h th e Southwes t i n a  mutual sexua l frenz y t o wha t appea r 
to b e banal , crass , o r meaningles s roa d sign s lik e "Mak e a  Bee-Lin e t o 
ROCK CITY " an d "Gospe l Harmon y Hous e Christia n Dinne r The -
atre." You'r e encouraged , i n short , t o rea d betwee n th e signs , wher e 
the intimat e detail s o f "private " experienc e see m t o carr y th e spiritua l 
significance an d huma n impor t lackin g i n th e "public " announcement s 
of truckstops , roadsid e attractions , an d dangerou s curves . I t turn s out , 
however, tha t a  fe w o f thos e sign s ar e o f greate r huma n an d socia l 
significance tha n anyone' s sexua l desir e for anyone , suc h as 
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—or "STAT E PRISO N D o No t Sto p fo r Hitchhikers. " Onc e you'v e 
seen a  few sign s lik e these , you loo k agai n a t "Ic e Cream , Divinity , Gas , 
Picnic Supplie s /  Rea l Indian s Performin g Ancien t Rites, " an d yo u find 
that Mazz a ha s manage d t o deconstruc t privat e an d public , bana l an d 
uncommon, almos t without signin g her intentio n a t all . 

S T R A I G H T OUTT A N O R M A L 
131 I 



Richard Grossman' s nove l The  Alphabet Man  i s nothin g les s tha n a 
psychotic an d singularl y moving tou r d e force . It s narrator/protagonis t i s 
Clyde Wayn e Franklin , famou s parricid e an d foremos t poe t i n th e 
United States . I f yo u ca n imagin e a  worl d wher e a  crazie r Charle s 
Baudelaire an d a  milde r Charle s Manso n inhabi t th e sam e body , you'r e 
on th e righ t track ; an d i f I  tel l yo u tha t Frankli n i s th e unwittin g paw n 
in a n elaborat e (Pynchon-meets-Olive r Stone ) plo t t o kil l th e likel y 
Democratic nomine e fo r president , a  wildly popula r anti-Pentago n left y 
(that's th e tip-of f tha t you'r e dealin g wit h fiction  here) , I' m reall y no t 
giving awa y muc h o f wha t make s Grossman' s nove l wort h gettin g los t 
in. (Thoug h i t shoul d b e note d tha t Frankli n i s chose n a s th e assassi n 
not onl y for hi s psychological instabilit y bu t als o for hi s name, which fits 
the three-bland-nam e patter n o f Le e Harve y Oswald , Jame s Ear l Ray , 
and Mar k Davi d Chapman. ) Franklin' s introduction , "Americ a love s a 
murder, an d I  a m a  murderous American " (17) , isn' t great ; it' s certainl y 
not a s inspire d a s th e opening-and-refrai n o f Rober t Steiner' s Broadway 
Melody of  1999  (1993) , "Munchkin s littere d th e yello w bric k road " (7) . 
Indeed, The  Alphabet Man  initiall y promise s t o b e a  morning tal k sho w 
gorefest, o r a t bes t a  cros s betwee n th e demeano r o f Dashiel l Hammet t 
(as Franklin turn s gumshoe , trackin g down hi s erstwhile prostitut e lover ) 
and th e morbi d fascination s o f Thoma s Harri s (whos e Hanniba l Lecte r 
novels hav e give n u s th e films  Manhunter and Silence  of the Lambs). The 
Alphabet Man  looks , from thi s vantage, like standard 1990 s fare fro m th e 
police blotter s o f th e blood-soake d U.S . o f A. : jus t anothe r America n 
psycho. Besides , buildin g a  novel o n th e "confessions " o f criminal s i s a n 
idea tha t went ou t with Danie l Defoe . 

But ove r th e cours e o f fou r hundre d typographicall y peculia r pages , 
Grossman weave s together a  luminous, deepl y lyrical story out o f the un -
likeliest assortmen t o f cast-of f material s an d popcul t trash—no t jus t ol d 
detective novels , but als o the kinds o f stories of child abuse , multiple per -
sonalities, and psychotic clowns that you find  mor e readily among the ac-
counts of Elvis sightings than in the pages of "quality" fiction.  Much of the 
novel i s narrate d b y th e voice s tha t liv e insid e Franklin , a s Grossma n 
blends Bobca t Goldthwaite , Rin g Lardner , an d Miste r Bone s fro m Joh n 
Berryman's Dream  Songs  into a heteroglossia as dazzling as it is maniacal: 
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I know that you got it all tied up , but Jeez Al (don say dat word) 
I sai d Jeez Al ( I sa y do n sa y i t o r else ) I  sai d O K I  won' t say , 
now loo k fell a tha t Clyd e gu y h e treat s m e lik e hi s chick s ma n 
and he' s go t m e al l penne d u p ou t her e i n th e Encin o o f hi s 
head, I  mea n th e ma n i s on e sic k motherfucker , an d I  hav e t o 
follow thi s grisl y plo t o f hi s an d stic k i n my  fou r bits , an d h e 
just goe s off , h e keeps hi s nos e o n th e groun d plowin g throug h 
the cra p an d the n h e jus t flies,  he goe s of f an d I'v e go t t o pic k 
up the pieces. (115) 

The nove l close s with on e o f Franklin' s poems , a  170-lin e lamen t calle d 
"Barathrum"; a s Franklin' s frien d an d edito r L . Jerom e Dall s notes , " a 
barathrum, fro m th e Atti c Greek , wa s a n ancien t pi t i n whic h con -
demned prisoner s were thrown , an d henc e ha s com e t o mea n th e depth s 
of hell" (431) . The poem i s remarkable no t onl y in it s own righ t bu t als o 
because i t pulls of f th e unlikel y fea t o f concluding th e nove l i n th e mod e 
of threnody : 

Oseh shalom bim'romav,  huya'aseh  shalom aleynu v'al kol yisrael, v'imru 
amen 

these pit s ar e cicatrice s o f eart h ove r dee p people d wound s w e shal l 
never recover the scars are ours forever an d ever . Amen. 

The poe m i n tur n refer s u s bac k t o on e o f th e novel' s epigraphs : " A 
Hassidic tal e recount s th e stor y o f a n illiterat e ma n wh o coul d no t rea d 
the prayers fo r Yom Kippur . Th e ma n lef t th e synagogue an d walked ou t 
to a n ope n field  t o recit e th e letter s o f th e alphabet , on e b y one , askin g 
God t o pu t the m togethe r t o for m a  prayer . Go d receive d th e man' s 
prayer an d wa s pleased. " No t leas t amon g Grossman' s man y achieve -
ments i n The  Alphabet Man  lie s in th e poignanc y o f how th e nove l itsel f 
becomes Clyd e Wayn e Franklin' s praye r o f atonement , a  praye r whos e 
alcoholic, schizophreni c vesse l winds u p bein g on e o f the mos t memora -
ble character s I'v e encountere d amon g th e America n fictions  o f thi s 
century. 

It wil l doubtles s b e clea r b y thi s poin t tha t ther e i s n o singl e threa d 
running throug h th e recen t wor k publishe d b y FC2 ; o n th e whole , thi s 
work i s generall y mor e shocking , mor e difficult , o r mor e iconoclasti c 
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than you r averag e offerin g fro m Knopf , Morrow , o r th e Congressiona l 
Budget Office , bu t it' s impossibl e t o char t FC2' s cultura l locatio n i n th e 
pseudomilitary term s o f avant  an d garde.  No r i s i t possibl e t o predic t 
where you'l l hea r o f thi s wor k next : i t was , fo r instance , th e lunati c 
multiple-streams-of-consciousness o f The  Alphabet  Man  tha t go t a 
friendly notic e fro m Details  magazine , th e high-glos s bibl e o f fashion -
conscious twentysomethings , an d Ricard o Corte z Cruz' s hi p hip-ho p 
hype, Straight  outta  Compton,  tha t go t prop s fro m th e Nation,  th e no -
gloss paper o f record fo r unfashionabl e lefties . 

But I  can predic t on e thin g safely : whatever happen s t o th e NEA, te n 
or twenty years from now , Alphabet Man  an d Straight  outta  Compton  will 
still b e around . A s larg e house s cu t mor e an d mor e unprofitabl e midlis t 
writers fro m thei r rolls , FC 2 ma y pic k u p mor e writer s lik e Cri s Mazz a 
and Kennet h Bernard , whos e writing , i n a  les s profit-drive n fiction 
market, woul d certainl y b e accessibl e enoug h fo r a  fe w o f th e smalle r 
conglomerates. An d FC 2 wil l alway s b e th e plac e fo r utterl y unmarket -
able o r extremel y abrasiv e work , suc h a s Samue l Delany' s Hogg  (1995) , 
which ca n mak e som e o f the grislies t scene s from Naked  Lunch  loo k lik e 
teatime wit h Jan e Austen . Ye t on e trul y crucia l thin g abou t FC2' s 
publishing enterpris e i s usuall y overlooked : lik e man y smal l presse s an d 
academic publishers , th e collectiv e doe s no t tak e work s ou t o f prin t i f 
they're no t "selling. " Three hundre d copie s left i n the warehouse? Fiftee n 
sales las t year ? Doesn' t matter , th e boo k stay s available . And a s a  result , 
you ca n stil l get  you r hand s o n Clarenc e Major' s an d Pete r Spielberg' s 
novels fro m th e 1970 s eve n thoug h th e contemporar y wor k o f les s 
experimental writer s i s n o longe r fo r sale . What' s more , FC2' s backlis t 
will likel y remai n o f greate r interes t tha n wil l tha t o f mos t universit y 
presses: i t ma y no t matte r muc h t o th e worl d i f a  twenty-year-old stud y 
of natur e imager y i n Faulkne r remain s somewher e i n th e remnan t bi n 
for onl y thre e dollars , bu t it' s importan t tha t Reflex  and Bone  Structure is 
still a t you r fingertips,  jus t a s i t wil l b e importan t i n 202 0 t o b e abl e t o 
get The  Alphabet  Man,  Damned  Right,  o r Napoleons  Mare  simpl y b y 
filling out a n orde r form . 

This, then , i s the mos t importan t thin g abou t th e press , t o m y mind : 
whatever els e i t does , Fictio n Collectiv e 2  perform s th e critica l tas k o f 
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sustaining thi s nation' s weirde r literar y heritage s agains t th e logi c o f 
Time Warne r an d th e Sear s Financia l Network , whic h wil l foste r "nov -
elty" onl y s o lon g a s i t i s quickl y succeede d b y mor e "novelty. " FC2' s 
novelty, b y contrast , i s her e t o stay . Among th e man y function s under -
taken b y FC 2 a s a  nonprofi t "cutting-edge " press , i t i s o f signa l an d 
lasting consequenc e tha t th e collectiv e b e a  literall y conservative  force 
for th e preservatio n an d transmissio n o f Avant-Pops , neo-mods , an d 
unclassifieds everywhere . 

EPILOGUE: FC2 , TH E DALKE Y ARCHIVE , AN D TH E UNI T FO R 
CONTEMPORARY LITERATUR E 
One fine  Apri l da y i n 1994 , agai n a t th e invitatio n o f Charle s Harris , I 
drove a n hou r u p th e interstat e t o th e ne w Uni t fo r Contemporar y 
Literature a t Illinoi s Stat e Universit y i n Bloomington-Normal , Illinois , 
where Richard Grossma n would b e reading from The  Alphabet Man.  Th e 
reading too k plac e i n th e studi o o f note d painte r an d sculpto r Nichola s 
Africano; th e reception , durin g whic h Grossma n hande d m e a  card tha t 
said "Dick " an d nothin g else , was held i n a  building calle d th e Orphan -
age acros s th e street . Actually , I  learned , unti l 197 8 th e buildin g was  an 
orphanage: African o recentl y bough t u p th e te n outlyin g building s tha t 
were its residence halls , and hi s own studi o an d livin g quarters were onc e 
the recreatio n cente r o r something . The whole place had tha t sam e weird 
former-institution atmospher e yo u use d t o sens e i n converte d Soh o loft s 
fifteen o r twenty years ago (onl y sadder—I mean , orphans,  for Chrissake , 
many building s o f them) . Attendanc e wa s great : th e studi o wa s full , 
plenty o f post-literat e folks , interestin g hai r configurations , grea t desig n 
sense, sparse , stylis h furniture , chai n smoking , an d a  coupl e o f Kath y 
Acker look-alike s throw n i n fo r goo d measure . An d i f I  wer e stil l th e 
parochial Ne w York expatriate I  was i n 198 3 when I  ventured ou t o f th e 
New York Cit y metropolita n are a fo r th e first  time , I  would hav e wasted 
a good portio n o f the evenin g thinking t o myself , what  is  all this doing in 
Normal, Illinois? 

The Uni t fo r Contemporar y Literatur e began it s programs in Februar y 
1994; it' s mainl y a n umbrell a grou p fo r FC 2 an d it s siste r press , th e 
Dalkey Archive , bu t it s othe r curren t project s includ e researchin g an d 
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publishing a  study o f the histor y o f smal l American literar y presses . And 
then whe n Ro n Sukenic k folde d th e Universit y o f Colorad o (Boulder ) 
branch o f FC2, Norma l als o picked u p publication o f the American Book 
RevieiUy on e o f th e nation' s livelies t general-purpos e reader' s guide s t o 
everything. 

All thi s fro m a  place tha t als o publishe s periodical s suc h a s the Spoon 
River Review,  th e Review  of  Contemporary  Fiction  (vi a th e Dalke y Ar -
chive), Mediations  (journa l o f th e Marxis t Literar y Group) , an d th e 
Exquisite Corpse,  a  quirky pamphlet-sized writers ' forum fo r pros e poems, 
disjecta, an d curio s (th e first  cop y o f th e Corpse  I picke d u p pointe d 
out th e uncann y parallel s betwee n Love  Boat  an d Star  Trek:  The  Next 
Generation—Gopher/Data, Troi/Julie , Doc/Riker , an d th e bald guy who 
adjusts hi s unifor m whe n he' s flustered—and  i t di d s o man y month s 
before Tim e Warner' s Entertainment  Weekly  pointed ou t th e sam e paral -
lels i n les s hallucinator y prose) . Almos t al l thes e journal s starte d else -
where; Exquisite  Corpse  may hav e covere d mor e mile s tha n you r averag e 
chain letter . Bu t ther e ar e apparentl y man y road s t o Normal , an d i f m y 
visit (o n onl y one of those roads) i s any gauge of things t o come , Norma l 
may be on it s way to becoming the alternative pres s capital o f the Unite d 
States. 

Having peruse d th e FC 2 list , I  returne d t o Norma l i n 199 5 t o lear n a 
few thing s abou t th e Dalke y Archiv e Press. 5 Curiously , FC 2 an d th e 
Dalkey Archiv e hav e graduall y becom e somethin g lik e complementar y 
contrasts. Where FC 2 solicit s th e as-yet-unheard-o f writer s o f the 1990 s 
and 2000 s (whateve r we'l l cal l that decade) , the Dalke y Archive has bee n 
retrieving valuabl e writer s o f th e 1960s , 1970s , an d 1980 s fro m th e 
remainder bi n wit h a n energ y tha t provoke s bot h admiratio n (Gilber t 
Sorrentino! Paul West!) an d alar m (Joh n Barth' s Letters  \$> ou t o f print?) . 
In othe r words , a s worthwhil e literatur e drop s ou t o f prin t an d ou t o f 
sight, th e Dalke y Archiv e step s i n an d preserve s i t cryogenically . I t als o 
publishes promisin g contemporar y writer s lik e Aureli e Sheehan , autho r 
of Jack Kerouac Is Pregnant (1994), or Carole Maso, whose densely lyrical 
AVA (1993 ) an d The  American Woman  in  the  Chinese  Hat (1994 ) hav e 
won well-deserve d rav e review s an d th e usua l small-but-devote d follow -
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ing—though no t devote d enoug h t o kee p he r origina l publisher , Nort h 
Point Press , i n business . Tha t too , a s I'v e note d above , i s ver y muc h a 
sign o f the times : North Point , a  small commercia l publisher , reportedl y 
needed 7,50 0 sale s o f eac h boo k t o sta y afloat , an d eve n thoug h i t di d 
come u p wit h a  few best-sellers , i t couldn' t manag e t o sna g the requisit e 
.00003 o f the American publi c o n a  regular basis . 

For th e mos t part , though , th e Dalke y Archive , unlik e FC2 , work s 
the sid e of the stree t populate d b y great dea d writer s dow n o n thei r luc k 
and talente d livin g writer s who'v e bee n cu t fro m th e backlist : i n 1994 , 
for instance , i t reprinte d For d Mado x Ford' s The  March  of  Literature, 
and i n 199 5 i t followe d thi s fea t b y reprintin g Gertrud e Stein' s notori -
ously vexin g magnu m opus , The  Making  of  Americans,  al l 96 2 page s 
of it . Togethe r wit h it s parent-and-affiliat e publication , th e Review  of 
Contemporary Fiction,  th e Dalke y Archiv e ha s practicall y becom e th e 
country's Djun a Barne s headquarters : th e Review  di d a  specia l issu e o n 
Barnes i n 1993 , an d tw o year s late r th e Dalke y Archiv e brough t ou t a 
definitive editio n o f her 193 6 masterpiece , Nightwood —including al l the 
material T . S . Elio t an d Barnes' s frien d Emil y Colema n cu t fro m th e 
original manuscrip t whe n i t couldn' t find a  publisher , alon g wit h 
Barnes's draft s fo r th e nove l an d a n introductio n b y Pen n Stat e assistan t 
professor Chery l Plumb . I n 1990 , likewise , th e Dalke y Archiv e ha d 
republished Barnes' s nove l Ryder —although tha t text , eviscerate d o n 
publication i n 1928 , canno t b e restore d a s ca n Nightwood.  A s Pau l 
West's afterwor d explains , once th e boo k was censored b y the Ne w Yor k 
Post Office , "Djun a Barne s and Charle s Friede , an edito r fro m Liveright , 
sat ther e i n Pari s removin g passage s havin g t o d o wit h bod y fluids" 
(243); which  body fluids  particularl y PO' d th e PO we'l l neve r know, bu t 
I'll be t tha t Representativ e Pete r Hoekstr a an d hi s friends don' t lik e the m 
either. 

Barnes, Stein , Ford , an d Company : i t sound s lik e a  modernist invest -
ment group—an d i t is , in a  way. Even th e Dalkey Archive's ne w writers, 
like Laure n Fairbanks , autho r o f Sister  Carrie  (1993) , o r Christophe r 
Sorrentino o f th e Flyin g Sorrentinos , autho r o f Sound  on  Sound  (1995) , 
have roughl y th e sam e relatio n t o hig h modernis m a s FC 2 writer s lik e 
Kenneth Bernard , Kathry n Thompson , o r Jacque s Servin . Whethe r 
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working i n th e track s o f Kafka , Woolf , Joyce , Beckett , o r Breton , thes e 
people d o wha t modernis t fan s use d t o cal l writerly  writing—makin g 
readers wor k fo r thei r money , chroniclin g th e relation s betwee n soun d 
and sense , givin g languag e a  well-deserve d holida y o r puttin g i t o n th e 
double shift . Th e resul t i s eithe r modernis m mad e ne w agai n o r a  post -
postmodern profusion : bu t together , th e presses of Normal ar e producin g 
almost thre e doze n book s ever y year , man y o f which eithe r reviv e mod -
ernist classics , pa y homag e t o modernis t legacies , o r revisi t an d critiqu e 
modernism fro m cultura l position s al l over the map . 

In a  sense , though , tha t deb t t o modernis m isn' t surprising . Th e 
Dalkey Archive' s first  reprint , bac k i n 1984 , wa s Gilber t Sorrentino' s 
Splendide-Hotel, whic h ha d jus t bee n droppe d b y on e o f modernism' s 
initial clearin g houses, New Direction s Press:  the pas s of the bato n coul d 
hardly b e clearer . Bu t accordin g t o DA P founde r Joh n O'Brien , becom -
ing a  ne w ND P wasn' t i n th e origina l gam e pla n a t all ; hi s hal f o f th e 
Normal consortium , unlik e th e Fictio n Collective , starte d ou t wit h n o 
specific agend a o r long-ter m goals . I n fact , th e Dalke y Archive gre w ou t 
of th e Review  for Contemporary  Fiction (an d no t th e othe r wa y around) , 
which bega n i n 198 1 simpl y a s an effor t t o pu t som e contemporar y an d 
postwar writers o n th e tabl e fo r discussion—Huber t Selby , Pau l Bowles , 
Julio Cortazar , Jea n Rhys , Ishmae l Reed—whethe r o r no t anyon e pai d 
attention. " I figured  we'd ru n five years or so , sell maybe 15 0 copies , an d 
then vanish, " say s O'Brien . "The n we' d becom e th e kin d o f journa l 
about whic h peopl e say , 'whateve r happene d t o that?  "  6 Bu t initia l sale s 
surpassed thes e humbl e expectations , an d O'Brien , face d wit h a  surplu s 
after onl y thre e years , decide d t o tak e a  chanc e an d reprin t Splendide-
Hotel; tw o year s later , o n a  simila r lark , h e too k a  ne w book , Pau l 
Metcalf's collectio n o f short storie s Where  Do You  Put the  Horse. "Again, 
I figured  'jus t thi s once'—an d i t was ou r onl y boo k fo r 1986, " O'Brie n 
told me . Nine year s later , th e Dalke y Archive house s n o fewe r tha n 16 8 
titles, includin g treasure s lik e Felip e Alfau' s Chromos  (1990) , Vikto r 
Shklovsky's Theory  of Prose (1991), and , o f course , Flan n O'Brien' s The 
Dalkey Archive (1993) . Now that's  entertainment . 

Few cultura l institution s ca n sa y s o muc h fo r themselves ; fewe r stil l 
have don e s o muc h i n s o littl e time . An d ye t th e prospect s fo r DAP , 
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FC2, UCL , an d ABR a t IS U ar e thoroughly mixed ; th e dominan t moo d 
of the place runs fro m prid e an d joy to cautious pessimism. I n par t that' s 
because thei r writer s an d thei r enterprise s ar e s o wildl y various , th e 
writers themselve s rangin g fro m th e renowne d t o th e unknown , th e 
brilliant t o th e boring . Bu t it' s als o becaus e th e cultura l weathe r i s s o 
volatile: bot h enterprise s ar e ver y heavil y dependen t o n th e continuin g 
kindness o f strangers, and thoug h man y strangers have been kin d indeed , 
O'Brien admit s tha t th e Dalke y Archive simply would no t exis t i f not fo r 
the Nationa l Endowmen t fo r th e Arts an d grantin g agencies  lik e the Lil a 
Wallace-Reader's Diges t Fund . "Th e Review  migh t b e abl e t o mak e 
it," O'Brie n says , adding , "jus t barely . Bu t th e pres s wouldn' t stan d a 
chance." 

I spok e wit h O'Brie n i n 1995 , an d hi s word s no w soun d chillin g t o 
me i n 1997 , a s FC 2 ha s becom e th e stic k with whic h Pete r Hoekstr a i s 
trying t o flog  th e NEA . O n th e othe r hand , a s I  thin k bac k t o Richar d 
Grossman's readin g an d tha t eeri e feelin g o f doin g th e win e an d chees e 
routine o n th e ground s wher e score s o f Dickensia n waif s onc e timidl y 
held ou t thei r bowl s fo r gruel , I  wonder whethe r ther e isn' t som e reaso n 
for hope . Despit e th e shrinkin g o f th e imprints , th e intransigenc e o f 
Republicans, an d th e questio n o f whether Normal , Illinois , ca n kee p u p 
all thi s mani c publishin g activity—despit e al l this , there' s somethin g 
piquant, eve n encouraging , abou t th e though t o f orphanage s bein g con -
verted int o Unit s fo r Contemporar y Literatur e somewher e i n th e hear t 
of th e hear t o f th e country : fe w cultura l developments , I  think , coul d 
run mor e directl y contrar y t o th e Zeitgeist  of th e Ag e o f Newt . Perhaps , 
indeed, that  i s the rea l reaso n th e nonprofi t presse s o f Normal no w find 
themselves unde r assault . 

NOTES 
1. Individua l Fictio n Collectiv e writer s have , however , fare d bette r i n 

academic criticism tha n th e collective as a whole. Sukenick and Feder -
man are often cite d alongside Coover and Pynchon as 1970s postmod-
ernists; Major an d Dixon are sometimes mentioned i n the same breath 
as Ishmae l Reed . T o date , however , I  hav e onl y foun d on e articl e 
devoted t o th e Fictio n Collectiv e qua  Fictio n Collectiv e (se e Quar -
termain). 
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2. Maximum  RocknRoll publishes monthly. It s circulation figures are hard 
to com e by , sinc e it s distributio n i s so broad , bu t I  do wan t t o poin t 
out tha t it s "street " credibilit y i s unquestioned: an y alternative noise -
producing musicia n wil l tel l you it' s th e mos t authoritativ e revie w i n 
the business . Haral d Hartman n o f MRR  reviewe d tw o o f th e first 
Black Ice books—Mark Amerika' s Kafka  Chronicles  and Cri s Mazza' s 
Revelation Countdown —and gav e them both a very rare MRR thumbs -
up. I n othe r words , Blac k Ice' s affiliatio n wit h academ e wa s no t a 
barrier to MRR,  an d that really is saying something. 

3. Telephon e interview with Sukenick , 1 8 February 1994 . 
4. Thi s i s the onl y politicall y correc t poin t I'l l allo w mysel f i n th e bod y 

of thi s essay . For , afte r all , som e FC 2 stuf f i s seriousl y offensiv e no t 
only to literary but als o to "liberal " sensibilities , a s it no doub t shoul d 
be: Phili p Lewis' s Life  of  Death is a n equal-opportunitie s slamfes t o f 
ethnic slurs , F/32  i s obviousl y multipl y P I despit e it s witt y take s o n 
pornography, Griever  is highly unflattering t o the Chinese , and depic -
tions o f sexual mutilatio n an d violatio n aboun d throughou t th e cata -
logue. My own attitude i s that readers who can't stomach thi s stuff, b e 
they congressmen o r choreographers , shoul d tur n instea d t o th e Hall -
mark industr y fo r sweetnes s an d light . There' s jus t on e thing . As th e 
parent o f a  chil d wit h Dow n syndrome , I  d o wis h Eurudic e an d 
Kathryn Thompso n woul d g o hi t th e gy m an d wor k of f thei r weir d 
aggressions towar d "mongoloids " (Thompson ) an d "pug-faced , red -
eyed, excessivel y salivating , Down s syndrom e dwarves " (Eurudice) . 
OK, I  feel bette r now. 

5. Fo r a  more thorough analysi s of the Dalkey Archive, see Barone; for a 
historical overview of alternative press publishing in the United States , 
see McLaughlin; for an account of the contemporary crisis in nonprofi t 
and avant-garde publishing, see Harris. 

6. Telephon e interview with John O'Brien , 1 1 June 1995 . 
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L * l 
ENGLISH FO R EMPLOYMEN T 

I hope thu s fa r t o hav e mad e a  fe w convincin g proposal s abou t th e 
relation o f contemporar y literatur e t o department s o f English , an d 

about th e importanc e o f maintainin g ethica l workin g condition s fo r 
graduate student s an d facult y i n th e humanities . I  a m no t claimin g tha t 
these tw o topic s ar e intimatel y related ; o n th e contrary , I  admi t tha t 
ethical workin g condition s fo r facult y an d graduat e student s nee d no t 
facilitate th e teachin g o f literatur e an y mor e tha n th e teachin g o f litera -
ture guarantee s ethica l workin g condition s fo r teachers . An d ye t ther e 
may wel l b e a  nontrivia l connectio n betwee n th e relativ e autonom y o f 
the "aesthetic " and th e relativ e autonomy necessar y to th e functionin g o f 
any critica l institutio n i n civi l society , includin g universities . I n thi s 



chapter I  want t o explor e thi s connection , bu t I  do no t wan t t o d o s o i n 
a mechanica l way : I  will  no t argue , for  instance , tha t academi c freedo m 
depends o n th e ide a o f disinterestedness , whethe r tha t ide a i s tie d t o 
aesthetics (a s "purposive purposelessness" ) o r t o politic s (a s "neutrality") . 
And I  will  definitel y no t argu e tha t th e academi c freedo m o f facult y 
should depen d o n whethe r w e rea d literatur e "a s literature " rathe r tha n 
as evidenc e abou t th e broade r cultur e tha t produce s an d consume s (oh , 
all right , writes  and reads)  literary works . Ye t I  d o wan t t o sugges t tha t 
there i s somethin g necessaril y indeterminat e abou t th e wor k w e d o i n 
English, an d tha t thi s indeterminac y ma y b e no t onl y usefu l t o th e 
discipline (i n a  social-pragmati c sense ) bu t als o constitutiv e o f th e ver y 
means b y whic h w e addres s ou r subjec t matter , regardles s o f whethe r 
that subjec t matte r i s Shakespeare o r The  Simpsons. 

At the same time, I  do no t want t o make a  fetish o f indeterminacy. As 
a write r o n th e independen t Left , I  canno t not  b e intereste d i n th e 
question o f whether th e knowledge s produce d i n m y discipline migh t b e 
of an y us e a t al l i n fosterin g a  critica l cultur e i n whic h progressiv e 
political chang e i s thinkabl e (an d therefor e possible) . I  argue d i n Public 
Access that th e institution o f academic literary criticism i s constitutionall y 
engaged i n th e projec t o f enhancing wha t I  cal l "advance d literacy, " tha t 
is, th e trainin g o f students i n th e possibilitie s an d varietie s o f interpreta -
tion; th e questio n continuall y befor e us , then , i s whether trainin g i n th e 
subtleties o f interpretation ca n serv e the purposes o f democratic renewal . 
Is advanced literacy as necessary to a  democratic polity as is basic literacy, 
and doe s advance d literac y hav e anythin g t o d o wit h th e caus e o f socia l 
justice? 

The disciplin e o f Englis h i s perhap s on e o f th e mos t vexin g an d 
problematic place s fro m whic h t o as k thi s question . I n hi s forewor d t o 
Jerry Herron' s strangel y neglecte d bu t ver y engagin g book , Universities 
and the  Myth of  Cultural  Decline,  Gerald Graf f summarize s on e o f Her -
ron's centra l argument s b y writing, 

It i s interestin g t o loo k a t th e wa y th e officia l publicit y o f 
humanities departments tends to hedge on this question. English 
departments, fo r example , characteristicall y tel l student s tha t i f 
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they majo r i n Englis h they  wil l lear n t o becom e independen t 
thinkers wh o wil l fearlessl y questio n th e establishe d belief s an d 
institutions o f thei r society—bu t that , additionally , they  wil l 
acquire th e skill s tha t wil l qualif y the m fo r th e professions . I f 
you stud y English , yo u wil l lear n ho w t o se e through corporat e 
capitalism while qualifying fo r a  job a t IBM! (5) 

Here Graf f capture s nicel y wha t I  cal l th e "reversibility " o f th e knowl -
edges w e circulat e i n th e humanities , a  reversibilit y tha t no t onl y serve s 
us wel l whe n i t come s t o trainin g student s (whereb y w e tr y t o com e t o 
terms wit h th e fac t tha t advance d literac y ca n b e use d fo r progressiv e o r 
reactionary ends) , bu t als o seem s someho w boun d u p wit h th e specifi c 
material o f ou r field,  sinc e fo r th e pas t fe w centuries , "literature " an d 
"the aesthetic " have bee n understoo d t o excee d an y determinate politica l 
use. I n othe r words , jus t a s a  majo r i n Englis h ca n teac h yo u t o se e 
through corporat e capitalis m whil e workin g fo r IBM , s o too , somehow , 
can th e stud y o f Shakespear e serv e revolutionar y an d conservativ e socia l 
forces a t the sam e time . 

I do no t se e any way of making Shakespeare—o r literar y study—int o 
a unidirectiona l vehicl e fo r politica l change ; I  d o se e numerou s way s 
textual study can mak e student s mor e critica l (an d self-critical ) reader s o f 
the text s tha t compos e thei r world . I  sai d somethin g t o thi s effec t a t th e 
close of Public Access, anticipating , a t the time , that m y conclusion woul d 
sound to o wishy-wash y an d defeatis t fo r thos e o f m y colleague s o n th e 
Left who speak as if they had th e formula fo r ensurin g tha t thei r student s 
would neve r agai n rea d o r ac t i n a  reactionary way . Curiously , however , 
the closing pages of Public Access were promptly fileted  no t b y the Maois t 
Literary Group Standin g Committe e o n Counterrevolutionar y Criticism , 
but b y th e nimbles t sush i che f i n th e business , Stanle y Fish—who , i n 
his mos t recen t book , Professional  Correctness: Literary  Studies  and  Politi-
cal Change,  too k issu e wit h m y wor k no t fo r it s modest y bu t fo r it s 
"hubris" (125) . Apparently , wha t make s m e s o invitin g a  targe t i s m y 
belief tha t interpretation s ca n matte r t o th e world , a  belie f tha t run s 
afoul o f Fish's claim (an d we shall see whether i t i s anything more tha n a 
claim) tha t criticis m an d theory , lik e poetry , mak e nothin g happen . 
"What Berub e neve r seem s t o realize, " writes Fish , "i s tha t although , a s 
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he put s it , 'th e "textual " o r th e "discursive " i s . . . a  crucia l sit e o f socia l 
contestation' (264) , the peopl e who study  that sit e are no t crucia l player s 
in th e contest " (124) . 

It i s hard t o see how Fis h ca n maintai n thi s position , sinc e among th e 
people wh o "study " th e sit e o f th e discursiv e ar e peopl e wit h th e powe r 
to write laws , allocate resources , and distribut e socia l and materia l goods ; 
indeed, Fis h himsel f woul d no t b e abl e t o trave l s o freel y betwee n th e 
realms o f la w an d literatur e i f ther e wer e no t interpretiv e protocol s 
common t o both . Interestingly , Fis h proceed s fro m thi s poin t t o credi t 
me wit h recognizin g m y ow n "immodest " tendenc y t o overreach—add -
ing quickly , however , tha t m y momen t o f self-recognitio n i s a s evanes -
cent a s a blush: 

For a  moment , i n th e closin g page s o f hi s book , Berub e seem s 
close t o seein g thi s [i.e. , hi s poin t abou t peopl e wh o stud y th e 
site o f th e discursive ] a s h e retreat s fro m hi s large r claim s an d 
imagines a  relativel y humbl e rol e fo r academi c literar y work . 
"The work of literary critics," he acknowledges, "jus t i s the work 
of interpretation, an d th e teaching and training of literary critics 
is th e teachin g o f an d trainin g i n varietie s an d possibilitie s o f 
interpretation" (263) . Thi s i s s o reasonabl e an d mil d tha t w e 
might thin k we were hearing th e voice of Frank Kermode whe n 
he describe s ou r tas k a s creating reader s "wh o wil l want t o joi n 
us a s peopl e wh o spea k wit h th e pas t an d kno w somethin g o f 
reading a s an ar t t o b e mastered" an d reject s a s "immodest" th e 
notion tha t b y teaching such persons t o read "w e are improvin g 
them, ethicall y o r civilly " (An  Appetite  for Poetry y Cambridge, 
Mass., 1989 , 58—56) . But immodesty , alon g with th e hop e an d 
the claim , immediatel y return s whe n Berub e list s th e reward s 
awaiting those who enrol l i n hi s classes : "We mak e th e promis e 
that i f you do these things, i f you practice the fine arts of textual 
interpretation, you will 'get more out of you r readings , in terms 
of you r ow n symboli c economy : yo u wil l lear n th e proces s o f 
constructing analogies , drawin g inferences , makin g finer  an d 
firmer intertextual connection s amon g the texts you've read, an d 
the texts that compose your world" (263) . 

I ha d no t actuall y writte n tha t passag e a s a n advertisemen t fo r m y ow n 
courses, but no w that I  think of it, perhaps I  should; certainly the passage 
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is to o lon g t o fit  o n a  T-shir t o r a  bumpe r sticker , an d eve n quotin g 
Fish's citatio n o f i t ha s take n u p a n ungainl y amoun t o f spac e i n thi s 
book. Bu t a s a  matte r o f fact , I  don' t actuall y us e suc h languag e i n 
advertising m y courses—no t becaus e I  a m modest , bu t becaus e I  thin k 
this languag e i s so generic , so thoroughly par t o f the "commo n sense " of 
the discipline , tha t i t would no t distinguis h th e goal s of my courses fro m 
the goal s o f anyon e else's , wit h th e possibl e exceptio n o f Stanle y Fish . 
The "we " in th e passage , after all , does no t denot e "m e and m y ideologi -
cal compatriots" ; i t was , o r a t leas t I  hope d i t woul d be , capaciou s 
enough t o includ e anyon e who think s tha t literar y study migh t serv e an y 
purpose othe r tha n th e enhancemen t o f literary study . 

What Fis h take s exceptio n t o i n thi s passag e i s no t m y clai m tha t 
literary study helps you "ge t more ou t of " you r reading ; he seems instea d 
to assum e tha t I  hav e propose d interpretiv e theor y a s a  mean s t o self -
improvement. Bu t i n fac t th e onl y wa y i n whic h I  sugges t tha t literar y 
study "improves " anyon e i s tha t i t make s peopl e int o mor e carefu l 
readers, an d I  dre w o n thi s languag e o f "gettin g mor e ou t of " readin g 
precisely because thi s i s how literar y study i s commonly spoke n o f in th e 
culture Fis h an d I  inhabit (and , followin g Wittgenstein , I  think ordinar y 
language i s th e "site " a t whic h peopl e describ e thei r lives) . Ho w often , 
dear reade r an d colleagu e (i f colleague you be) , has a  nonacademic frien d 
said to you, " I really enjoyed [boo k X] o r [fil m Y] , but you probabl y 'go t 
more ou t o f it ' tha n I  did" ? Amon g peopl e wh o kno w bette r tha n t o 
think tha t Englis h professor s scou r othe r people' s utterance s fo r gram -
matical missteps , this is the most widely understood functio n o f interpre-
tive study: i t helps you notic e textua l detail , rea d fo r subplots , place text s 
in generi c o r historica l contexts , o r mak e somethin g coheren t ou t o f 
seemingly rando m feature s o f a  text . I t lead s you , i n a  phrase , t o get 
more ou t o f what yo u read ; an d i n recen t decades , a s th e procedure s o f 
literary criticis m hav e bee n applie d increasingl y t o ostensibl y "nonliter -
ary" phenomena , jus t a s theorist s hav e denie d tha t ther e i s i n principl e 
any differenc e betwee n th e interpretatio n o f sign s insid e an d outsid e 
literary texts , th e disciplin e o f Englis h ha s begu n t o mak e th e promise , 
implicitly an d explicitly , tha t i f you ca n lear n t o "ge t mor e ou t of " you r 
reading o f Jan e Austen , yo u will  als o lear n t o ge t mor e ou t o f you r 
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reading of other texts , discourses, and rhetorics , be they magazine articles , 
conversations, Suprem e Cour t decisions , rhetoric s o f empire , o r book s 
by Stanley Fish . 

And ther e i s every reason fo r peopl e to become bette r reader s of books 
by Stanle y Fish ; Fis h i s a n entertainin g write r wh o manages , a t th e 
conclusion o f hi s treatmen t o f Public  Access,  to nai l m e dow n almos t 
perfectly. Afte r citin g th e passag e i n whic h I  write o f "makin g finer  an d 
firmer intertextua l connection s amon g th e text s you'v e read , an d th e 
texts tha t compos e your world," Fis h summarize s m y position a s fairly a s 
anyone ha s done t o date : 

Up unti l tha t las t claus e this i s a thoroughly conventional , eve n 
Keatsian-Arnoldian, celebratio n o f th e aestheti c sensibilit y an d 
its pleasures ; bu t wit h "an d th e text s tha t compos e you r world " 
another "promise " i s made , a t leas t implicitly : th e promis e tha t 
if yo u lear n t o rea d i n th e appropriat e manne r an d teac h tha t 
way of reading t o others , you an d they  will rea d th e tex t o f th e 
world differentl y an d thereb y produc e a  different , an d better , 
world. (124 ) 

The composite picture Fish draws of me here is that of a  kin d of Keatsian-
Arnoldian Fran k Kermod e o n steroids— a picture , I  think , tha t woul d 
positively identif y m e i n an y polic e precinc t i n th e profession . Fo r I  do 
believe tha t ther e ar e texts tha t compos e ou r world (eve n i f I don' t thin k 
that al l th e world' s a  text) , an d I  d o thin k tha t i f you lear n a  few thing s 
about how texts work, you will  be able to apply your knowledge no t onl y 
to manifestos bu t to minstrel shows, not only to Lycidasbut  t o law.1 In th e 
passage o f Public  Access under scrutin y here , I  di d ten d t o emphasiz e th e 
interpretation o f written texts : "Historicizing a  text, speakin g it s silences, 
making manifes t it s 'latencies, ' readin g it s rhetorics , interrogatin g it s im -
plicit assumptions o r explici t propositions abou t rac e or gender o r natio n 
or sexualit y o r 'culture'—thi s i s what w e d o an d wha t w e tr y t o interes t 
our students in doing" (263). But I never claimed that the kinds of reading 
performed an d taught in literary study were so specific to literary study that 
they could no t b e learned elsewhere ; in fact , i f I  had  made such a  claim, I 
would hav e wound u p i n the same dilemma Stanle y Fish finds  himsel f i n 
(a dilemma I  will explore shortly)—unable t o account for , an d thus com -
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pelled to deny or minimize, the influence o f interpretive theory on extralit -
erary phenomena. Rather , my claim was tha t 

in theory , yo u ca n d o thi s [i.e. , lear n t o rea d th e text s o f th e 
world] i n nearly any field of human endeavor , fro m astrophysic s 
to sport s commentary , bu t you ca n probably d o i t bes t i n thos e 
fields tha t giv e th e wides t possibl e latitud e t o understandin g 
the formativ e an d "productive " aspect s o f language , wher e th e 
interpretation o f discourse s an d rhetoric s necessaril y involve s 
interpretation o f th e discursiv e an d nondiscursiv e wor k tha t 
"discourses and rhetorics" have done in the world. (263 ) 

My claim , i n othe r words , i s not tha t m y course s will  mak e you a  bette r 
person, bu t tha t literar y study , lik e man y othe r fields  o f endeavor , will 
make you a  better interprete r o f the world—and tha t unlike  man y fields 
of endeavor , i t wil l attemp t t o d o s o b y wa y o f understandin g th e 
discursive an d nondiscursiv e wor k tha t discourse s an d rhetoric s hav e 
done i n th e world . 

Fish's argumen t agains t m y position , lik e Professional  Correctness i n 
general, depend s o n a  network o f ancillar y argument s abou t disciplinar -
ity, public justification, antifoundationalism , an d th e function o f "critica l 
thinking" (which , a s we shall see , has for Fis h no functio n a t all , since h e 
does no t believ e i n it s existence) . And becaus e I  largel y agre e wit h Fis h 
with respec t t o disciplinarity , publi c justification , an d antifoundation -
alism, I  thin k i t i s al l th e mor e urgen t fo r m e t o tak e u p hi s challeng e 
and find  som e worthy worldly work fo r "critica l thinking " t o do . 

I will not purchas e m y argument o n th e cheap : to wit, I  will no t argu e 
that becaus e Fish himsel f i s a  quasi-public figure  outsid e th e academy , o r 
that because my own mos t recen t book , Life  As We  Know It,  spok e to nu -
merous audiences outside my field, Fish and I between us have demolished 
his argument tha t literary critics cannot trave l outside the discipline with -
out ceasin g to b e literary critics . But I  will say that when i t comes t o dis -
cussing what kin d o f people and what kin d o f knowledges can  travel out -
side the disciplin e (perhap s t o hav e some effec t o n th e world , o r perhap s 
just t o g o sightseeing) , Fish' s argumen t i s characteristicall y sinuou s an d 
elusive. If  yo u ca n imagin e a  sush i che f applyin g hi s manua l talent s t o 
three-card monte , you'll have a fair idea of what I'm grapplin g with. 
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In hi s critiqu e o f Public  Access,  Fish's positio n o n cultura l studie s 
rested largel y o n th e propositio n tha t th e academy' s object s o f study , 
even whe n the y includ e "th e wor k tha t rhetoric s an d discourse s hav e 
done i n the world," have no nee d fo r th e academy itself . Even i f it i s true 
that nonacademi c constituencie s ar e relevant t o the disciplines o f cultura l 
studies, write s Fish , "an d tha t i t i s s o is , afte r all , th e thesis  of cultura l 
studies, the n i t follow s tha t thes e constituencie s don' t nee d ou r help ; 
and, mor e importantly , ther e i s n o reaso n fo r the m t o hel p us  eve n 
though w e ma y b e th e theorist s o f thei r activity " (122-23) . Fis h her e 
insists tha t th e object s o f cultura l studie s ar e i n fac t blithel y ignoran t o f 
cultural studies : "afte r all , they don' t d o wha t the y d o becaus e the y rea d 
Stuart Hal l o r Judith Butle r o r Dic k Hebdige " (123) . Thi s ma y b e tru e 
for man y "subcultural " groups , bu t the n again , i t i s hardly tru e o f the m 
all: Judit h Butler' s wor k ha s i n fac t bee n influentia l fo r "queer " politica l 
activists; Stuart Hall' s work has intersected tim e and agai n with th e films 
of Isaa c Julien ; an d Dic k Hebdige' s influenc e o n Britis h subcultur e 
should b y no w b e a s wel l documente d a s hi s scholarl y wor k o n Britis h 
subculture (althoug h perhap s that' s mor e obviou s t o someon e o f m y 
generation an d tastes , someon e wh o stil l listen s t o th e Gan g o f Four , 
than t o someon e lik e Fish) . And althoug h i t i s insufferabl y immodest , I 
myself hop e (i f fo r nothin g els e i n th e world ) eventuall y t o hav e som e 
impact o n th e socia l meaning o f Down syndrome , no t merel y by being a 
parent o f a child with Dow n syndrom e bu t b y having written abou t i t i n 
a wa y tha t bring s th e concern s o f literar y theor y t o bea r o n th e under -
standing o f human disability . I f Fish argue s tha t academic s ar e structur -
ally an d substantivel y irrelevan t t o th e extra-academi c phenomen a the y 
study, I  believ e tha t th e burde n o f proo f i s on him , an d tha t h e ha s no t 
met it . 

Fish's position , however , i s no t s o simpl e a s this . A t on e poin t i n 
Professional Correctness, Fis h cite s a n exampl e o f a  work o f literar y criti -
cism tha t trie d t o have a  material effec t o n th e world, an d th e exampl e i s 
G. Wilso n Knight' s The  Chariot  of Wrath:  The  Message offohn Milton  to 
Democracy at War  (1942). Knight' s book , i t would seem , was a  work no t 
of criticis m bu t o f wartime exhortation ; accordin g t o Fish , "th e subtitl e 
telegraphs Knight' s intention : h e i s goin g t o searc h Milton' s poetr y fo r 
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passages and image s tha t will  provide comfor t an d inspiratio n t o a  nation 
beleaguered b y evi l forces ; h e i s not  going t o clai m tha t th e meaning s h e 
finds ar e meanings Milto n intended : onl y tha t th e meaning s h e finds  ar e 
helpful t o th e Britis h peopl e i n a  momen t o f presen t crisis " (66) . This , 
then, argue s Fish , i s no t literar y criticis m a t al l "an d ha s ha d n o lastin g 
effect o n Milto n criticism " (67) . Fai r enough ; I  woul d no t wan t t o 
counterclaim tha t Laure n Berlant' s readin g o f Hawthorne' s "Th e Cus -
tom-House" i n The  Anatomy of  National Fantasy  was or coul d hav e bee n 
the crucia l tex t tha t le d t o th e passag e o f NAFT A i n 1993 . Bu t tha t 
wasn't th e issu e o n th e table . Th e questio n befor e u s wa s no t "ca n 
books abou t literatur e hav e a n impac t o n nationa l policy? " bu t "ca n th e 
knowledges circulate d an d produce d i n Englis h hav e a n impac t o n na -
tional policy? " To tha t question , Fis h ha s a  slightly differen t answer , on e 
that doe s no t depen d o n th e wartime aspiration s o f G. Wilson Knight : 

I a m no t sayin g tha t specificall y literar y skill s cannot b e applie d 
to extra-literar y contexts , jus t tha t thos e context s wil l b e unaf -
fected b y th e application . Th e rhetorica l analysi s o f diplomati c 
communiques, political statements, legal documents, presidentia l 
addresses, advertising , popula r culture , televisio n news , bill -
boards, restaurant menus , movie marquees, and almos t anythin g 
else one ca n thin k o f has bee n a n industr y fo r a  long time , bu t 
in almost no case have State Department official s o r the members 
of th e judiciar y o r eve n th e publisher s o f Harlequi n romance s 
changed thei r way of doing things a s a result o f having read—i f 
any of them eve r did read—a brilliantl y intricate deconstructio n 
of their practices . Think abou t it . You ar e about t o ope n a  new 
business or introduce a  bill in Congress or initiate an advertisin g 
campaign, bu t yo u paus e t o as k yourself , "Wha t woul d th e 
readers of Diacritics say?" (90-91 ) 

This i s rather witty—but di d you watch th e red card ? Look again : it' s 
one thin g t o sa y "i n almos t n o cas e hav e Stat e Departmen t official s .  . . 
changed thei r wa y o f doin g things " becaus e o f (i n thi s case ) deconstruc -
tion. That kin d o f claim, like Fish's claims about Stuar t Hal l e t al. , seems 
contestable o n it s face , thank s t o th e adven t o f critica l lega l studies , 
which i s influenced b y deconstruction an d which doe s seek to change th e 
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way la w i s taugh t an d practice d (a s Fis h himsel f wel l knows) . Bu t it' s 
quite anothe r thin g t o suppos e tha t deconstructio n ca n chang e thing s 
only i f policy makers an d a d execs read it s former hous e journal, Diacrit-
ics. I f w e ar e tempte d her e t o prov e Fis h wron g b y sendin g fre e tria l 
copies o f Diacritics  to th e Stat e Departmen t o r th e advertisin g office s o f 
J. Walte r Thompson , I  hav e t o thin k Fis h will  hav e le d u s dow n th e 
garden path . 

So far, thi s i s the terrai n accordin g to Professional  Correctness: books o f 
literary criticis m d o no t chang e th e world , an d eve n i f w e appl y th e 
techniques o f literary criticism t o cultura l phenomena , thos e phenomen a 
will turn ou t no t t o have any need o f our criticism. Similarly , Fis h admit s 
that "specificall y literar y skills" can  be "applied t o extra-literary contexts, " 
but insist s nonetheless , an d a  priori , tha t "thos e context s will  remai n 
unaffected b y the application " (m y emphasis) . I t woul d seem , then , tha t 
the interpretatio n o f literature i s no t relevan t t o anythin g bu t literature . 
From here , Fis h need s t o dispos e o f th e nex t obviou s objection : doesn' t 
it sometime s happe n tha t idea s tak e hol d o n influentia l people , an d tha t 
those wh o profes s thos e idea s ca n therefor e b e sai d t o hav e ha d som e 
impact o n th e world ? I f academi c humanist s themselve s ar e no t th e 
unacknowledged legislator s o f th e world , migh t the y no t stil l hav e som e 
effect o n actua l legislators ? Fish' s respons e t o thi s possibilit y bear s clos e 
attention. Citin g "th e exception tha t prove s the rule, " he writes, 

In th e years of the Reaga n Administration a  number o f govern-
ment officials ha d links to a network of Straussians, students an d 
followers o f th e lat e Le o Strauss , a  politica l philosophe r wh o 
strongly attacke d wha t h e sa w a s th e corrosiv e relativis m o f 
modern though t an d urge d a  return t o th e normativ e thinkin g 
of the ancients. Strauss's views or versions of them were alive and 
well in th e persons o f William Bennett , Lynn e Cheney , Cheste r 
Finn, Dian e Ravitch , and Quayle' s Chie f of Staff, William Kris -
tol, an d i t i s a t leas t arguabl e tha t thes e an d other s clos e t o th e 
administration wer e a t leas t abl e t o influenc e it s policie s espe -
cially in matter s o f education, th e arts , and civi l rights . I t would 
seem, then, tha t thi s was an instance in which intellectual s had a 
direct impact on the political life of the nation. (96-97 ) 
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For a  moment , i t look s a s i f Fis h ha s mad e a  seriou s misstep : havin g 
started fro m th e premis e tha t literar y studie s canno t contribut e t o politi -
cal change , h e no w seem s t o b e arguin g tha t i t i s rare fo r intellectual s i n 
any disciplin e t o hav e a n impac t o n th e politica l lif e o f th e nation . 
Unfortunately, th e Ne w Righ t know s better , whic h i s wh y i t ha s spen t 
the pas t generatio n creatin g thin k tanks , foundations , institutes , an d 
sinecures fo r reactionar y intellectual s t o produc e stud y afte r stud y alleg -
ing tha t welfar e cause s a  "cultur e o f dependency" ; an d t o it s credit , th e 
New Righ t ha s bee n righ t t o believ e tha t intellectual s ca n matte r t o th e 
world, insofa r a s they ca n eventuall y lea d a  nominally Democrati c presi -
dent t o eviscerat e socia l service s fo r th e poor , th e elderly , an d th e dis -
abled.2 

But Fish' s clai m here i s of a piece with hi s argument s elsewher e i n th e 
book: yes , ideas do travel , he occasionall y admits , bu t i f they d o i t i s no t 
because o f th e idea s themselves . A s fo r th e Reagan-er a Straussians , Fis h 
writes, 

If thes e me n an d wome n wer e influentia l i t wa s no t becaus e o f 
their teaching s an d writing s bu t becaus e the y manage d throug h 
non-academic connection s t o secur e position s tha t gav e thei r 
teachings an d writing s a  force they  would no t hav e ha d i f the y 
had remained in the academy where they would have had to wait 
for som e accidenta l meetin g betwee n thei r "grea t thoughts " an d 
the powers tha t be . Absent suc h a n acciden t o r a n appointmen t 
to public office onl y contingently related to those thoughts (gov -
ernment official s don' t say , "H e wrot e a  grea t boo k o n th e 
English novel ; let's make him Secretary of Education"), there are 
no regular routes by which the accomplishments o f academics in 
general an d literar y academic s i n particula r ca n b e transforme d 
into the currency of politics. (97) 

For thos e o f yo u wh o hav e no t playe d three-car d monte , thi s mus t b e 
somewhat dizzying . A t first  th e argumen t ha d t o d o wit h th e stud y o f 
literature, an d th e reductio  was G . Wilso n Knight ; the n th e argumen t 
was abou t th e influenc e o f theory , an d th e reductio  was th e ide a o f Stat e 
Department official s readin g Diacritics;  here th e argumen t i s abou t th e 
political influenc e o f intellectuals , an d th e reductio  i s th e hypothetica l 
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appointment o f Michae l McKeo n o r D . A . Mille r a s secretary o f educa -
tion. Wher e Fis h ha d claime d earlie r tha t "i n almos t n o case " ha s 
academic wor k ha d an y influenc e o n th e polity , no w h e i s claimin g 
merely tha t "ther e ar e n o regula r routes " b y whic h thi s influenc e ca n 
travel.3 

And jus t a s I  canno t testif y t o th e influenc e o f deconstructio n b y 
pointing t o electe d officials ' citatio n o f Diacritics,  so too ca n I  no t rebu t 
Fish b y pointin g t o th e regular , well-travele d route s b y which idea s tak e 
on materia l force . Bu t wh y shoul d tha t b e necessary ? Wh y d o "irregula r 
routes" no t suffice ? Fish' s positio n woul d see m t o entai l tw o rathe r 
different answers : (1 ) suc h irregula r route s d o no t exist ; an d (2 ) eve n i f 
they d o exist , the y (a ) d o no t affec t th e extraliterar y context s t o whic h 
they lead , (b ) depen d o n "accidenta l meetings " betwee n thinker s an d 
powers tha t be , o r (c ) irrevocabl y chang e th e good s tha t trave l o n them . 
For a  succinc t formulatio n o f alternativ e (c) , w e nee d loo k onl y a t th e 
opening paragrap h o f Fish' s book , whic h lay s ou t thi s branc h o f th e 
thesis. Asking whether literar y criticism ca n address "issue s of oppression , 
racism, terrorism , violenc e agains t wome n an d homosexuals , cultura l 
imperialism, an d s o on, " Fis h insist s tha t i t ca n d o s o onl y i f i t change s 
so that i t i s no longe r literar y criticism : 

It i s not s o much tha t literar y critic s hav e nothin g t o sa y abou t 
these issues , bu t tha t s o long a s they  sa y i t as  literary critic s n o 
one bu t a  few o f thei r friend s wil l b e listening, and , conversely , 
if they  sa y i t i n way s unrelate d t o th e practice s o f literary criti -
cism, and thereby manage to give it a political effectiveness , they 
will n o longe r b e literar y critics , althoug h they  wil l stil l b e 
something an d w e ma y regar d th e somethin g the y wil l the n b e 
as more valuable. (1) 

The circularit y i s inescapable : literar y criticis m i s tha t whic h pertain s 
only t o literar y critic s an d thei r friends . I f literar y critic s acquir e an y 
political effectiveness , the y ca n d o s o onl y "i n way s unrelate d t o th e 
practices o f literar y criticism, " an d therefor e will  n o longe r b e literar y 
critics, becaus e literar y criticis m i s tha t whic h pertain s onl y t o literar y 
critics an d thei r friends . Th e crucia l phrase , however , i s "unrelate d to" : 
how d o w e kno w whe n literar y critic s ar e gainin g influenc e i n way s 
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unrelated t o (o r insufficientl y relate d to ) th e practice s o f literar y criti -
cism? I  would hav e thought , fo r instance , tha t m y treatment o f "delayed " 
language acquisitio n i n Life  As  We  Know  It  owe d somethin g t o m y 
training i n literar y theor y (particularl y m y readin g o f Wittgenstein), jus t 
as m y concer n wit h th e representatio n o f peopl e wit h Dow n syndrom e 
owed somethin g t o m y readin g i n cultura l criticism . Bu t i f my work ha s 
any impact o n peopl e othe r tha n m y academic friends, accordin g to Fish , 
it will be only to the exten t tha t I  have written abou t suc h thing s i n ways 
"unrelated" t o th e practices o f literary criticism . 

I trus t I  hav e manage d t o mak e th e cas e tha t ther e ar e uneas y moment s 
and craft y maneuver s i n Fish' s argument—or , a t th e very least , s o man y 
competing argument s withi n tha t argumen t tha t i t i s difficul t t o kno w 
what will  coun t a s a "rebuttal" o f it . Bu t I  do no t presum e t o hav e mad e 
the cas e tha t Fish' s argumen t i s incoherent. Fa r fro m it ; th e argumen t i s 
internally consistent a t all points, for al l of its points depend o n a n axio m 
that i s central t o Fish' s work: there i s no such thin g as "critical thinking. " 
The reaso n th e skill s w e teac h i n literar y criticis m canno t hav e an y 
impact o n th e worl d a t larg e i s onl y tangentiall y relate d t o th e questio n 
of whethe r literar y criticis m ca n b e unliterar y o r whethe r i t ca n trave l 
"regular routes " t o stat e power ; th e rea l reaso n tha t ou r skill s hav e n o 
purchase o n th e worl d i s tha t ther e i s n o possibilit y o f enhancin g any -
one's capacit y fo r reflectio n an d self-critica l analysis . 

The ide a tha t th e stud y o f textualit y migh t perhap s lea d peopl e t o 
envision th e worl d differently , then , i s i n principl e deluded , becaus e 
the protocol s o f interpretatio n (an d wha t Fis h call s "reflectio n i n gen -
eral") d o no t admi t suc h effects . Henc e Fish' s especia l skepticis m wit h 
respect t o cultura l studies , sinc e cultura l studie s promise s precisel y t o 
bring skeptica l self-scrutin y t o bea r o n academi c protocol s o f interpreta -
tion: 

What i s tru e o f cultura l studie s i s tru e o f reflectio n i n general , 
that mod e of mental activity of which cultura l studie s is suppos-
edly th e institutiona l form . I t i s no t tha t reflectio n i s impossi -
ble—most o f us engage in i t every day; it is just tha t rather tha n 
floating abov e th e practice s tha t ar e it s objec t an d providin g a 
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vantage-point fro m whic h thos e practice s ca n b e assesse d an d 
reformed, reflectio n i s either (a ) an activity within  a  practice an d 
therefore finally  no t distance d fro m tha t practice' s normativ e 
assumptions o r (b ) a n activit y grounde d i n it s ow n normativ e 
assumptions and therefore on e whose operations will reveal more 
about itsel f tha n abou t an y practic e viewe d throug h it s lens . 
(106) 

There's a n exclude d middl e i n thi s formulation , an d it' s burie d s o dee p 
that onl y critica l thinkin g ca n exhum e it : eithe r we'r e "floatin g above " 
our practice s (a n utte r impossibility) , o r we'r e resolutel y embedde d i n 
them, "finall y no t distance d fro m tha t practice' s normativ e assumptions. " 
Like th e clai m tha t literar y criticis m ca n hav e extraliterar y effect s onl y i f 
it i s "unrelate d to " literar y criticism , Fish' s characterizatio n o f critica l 
thinking depend s o n a  deliberatel y fuzz y ide a o f "distance. " Wherea s 
earlier, th e questio n was , "ho w unrelate d d o yo u hav e t o b e t o b e 
unrelated t o literar y criticism? " no w th e questio n is , "ho w undistance d 
do you hav e to be to b e undistanced fro m you r normativ e practices? " 

There ar e tw o way s o f gettin g a t thi s problem . Th e first  i s t o sugges t 
that ther e are some normative practices , literary criticism an d interpretiv e 
theory amon g them , tha t entail  scrutin y o f one' s normativ e practices . 
The secon d i s to suggest , les s recursively, tha t th e exclude d middl e i s th e 
realm i n whic h w e human s actuall y liv e wheneve r we'r e unsur e abou t 
what w e fee l o r think . Fo r Fish , you'r e eithe r i n a  practic e o r ou t o f it ; 
and sinc e you canno t scrutiniz e you r practic e fro m outside , you mus t b e 
doing i t fro m inside , Q.E.D . Bu t perhap s there' s a  goo d reaso n Jame s 
Joyce, i n tryin g t o reviv e th e etymologica l sens e o f doublenes s i n th e 
word "doubt, " coine d th e ter m "o f twosom e twiminds " i n Finnegans 
Wake. I f w e ar e eve r t o chang e ou r mind s (o r ou r practices ) i n an y 
substantial sens e whatsoever , ther e mus t b e som e mechanis m b y whic h 
we examin e ou r practices—perhap s eve n a  mechanism b y which w e tr y 
to take the parallax view of seeing the world through tw o sets of practices, 
in doub t a s t o whic h i s th e mor e compelling , o f twosom e twimind s 
about wha t t o thin k o r t o do. 4 And perhaps , just perhaps , training in th e 
varieties an d possibilitie s o f interpretatio n ca n enhanc e one' s abilit y t o 
think o f th e worl d throug h twosom e twiminds , t o inhabi t o r a t leas t 
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entertain th e possibility o f inhabiting more tha n on e practice a t a  time — 
and perhaps , i f thi s trainin g travel s som e irregula r route s ou t o f th e 
academy, i t migh t mak e it s wa y t o someplac e wher e i t migh t d o som e 
good. O r evil . 

This muc h seem s hardl y debatabl e t o m e (immerse d uncritically , a s I 
am, i n m y Keatsian-Arnoldian practices) , bu t befor e I  move o n I  have t o 
point ou t tha t there' s somethin g strangel y metaphysica l abou t Fish' s 
polemic agains t critica l thinking , somethin g deepl y antipragmatist . I  cal l 
it "th e metaphysic s o f stasis, " an d I  tak e i t a s a  canny—bu t finally 
unsatisfying—theoretical attemp t t o distinguis h betwee n mer e appear -
ance (wher e i t looks a s if critical thinkin g i s possible) an d bedroc k realit y 
(where we ca n se e once an d fo r al l tha t al l thinkin g i s an activit y within 
and no t detache d fro m a  practice) . I t i s becaus e Fis h i s s o uncriticall y 
embedded i n thi s metaphysics o f stasis (indeed , i t would see m impossibl e 
to b e self-critica l o f i t an d ye t practic e it , s o Fish' s accoun t o f thinking , 
again, ha s th e virtu e o f bein g internall y consistent ) that , a s we shal l se e 
in chapte r 8 , hi s descriptio n o f "change " i s s o unconvincing ; i t i s also , 
incidentally, wh y hi s career  i s distinguishe d b y (amon g othe r mor e 
notable things ) th e repeate d insistenc e tha t h e ha s no t substantiall y 
changed hi s mind—as whe n h e direct s th e reade r o f Professional  Correct-
ness not t o rea d th e boo k "a s evidenc e tha t I  hav e change d m y min d o r 
my politics" (x) . 

I d o no t wan t t o as k metaphysica l question s o f Fish' s metaphysic s o f 
stasis i n return ; I  d o no t wan t t o repl y t o hi s accoun t o f thinking , "i s i t 
true?" Instead, I  want t o ask the appropriately pragmati c questions , "doe s 
it work? " an d "i s i t usefu l fo r u s t o believe? " An d t o thos e questions , 
there i s a  wealt h o f evidenc e tha t th e prope r pragmatis t answe r i s no . 
The answe r is no, I  propose, for tw o reasons—retrospective an d prospec -
tive. Th e retrospectiv e reaso n appeal s merel y t o th e historica l record , t o 
the fact tha t ther e i s a vast weight o f human testimon y to the propositio n 
that transformativ e reflectio n is  possible, tha t normativ e assumption s ca n 
be change d eve n b y interna l normativ e procedure s o f scrutiny , tha t 
interpretation ca n modify it s object . Th e prospectiv e reaso n suggest s tha t 
if w e hav e an y investmen t whatsoeve r i n th e possibilit y o f progressiv e 
political change, it would probably be best for u s to believe (and therefor e 
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"true" i n a  pragmatis t sense ) tha t huma n practice s ca n b e altere d b y 
critical reflection . I n thi s case , then , th e mer e appearanc e tha t peopl e 
change thei r minds , tha t idea s spar k revolutions , o r tha t reflectio n ca n 
have materia l forc e i s sufficien t i n itself , eve n i f i t i s "really " onl y a n 
appearance, t o allo w u s t o imagin e tha t ther e i s som e potentia l purpos e 
to th e interpretiv e work we do i n th e humanities . 

What make s m y positio n s o reasonable , sane , an d ultimatel y right,  I 
think ("right " i n a  pragmatis t sense , o f course) , i s that , unlik e man y o f 
the academi c leftist s Fis h brilliantl y skewer s i n Professional  Correctness, I 
do no t maintai n tha t critica l work i n th e humanitie s necessarily  enhances 
the materia l o r intellectua l condition s fo r a  more jus t society . Bu t wher e 
Fish catche s an y numbe r o f hi s colleague s sayin g preposterou s thing s 
about ho w thei r reading s o f Shakespear e wil l b e th e en d o f globa l 
capitalism, Fis h himsel f produce s a  mirror imag e o f thei r politica l deter -
minism: wher e the y insis t tha t th e applicatio n o f literary-critica l skill s t o 
extraliterary context s will  have politica l force , Fis h insist s simpl y tha t (t o 
quote th e passag e again ) "thos e context s will  remai n unaffecte d b y th e 
application." B y contrast , I  conten d merel y tha t ou r skill s may  hav e 
political force , an d tha t w e shoul d procee d (i f "we " ar e progressive-lef t 
educators) a s i f the y will . Critica l thinking , lik e th e domai n o f th e 
aesthetic, i s "reversible, " i n Jerr y Herron' s terms ; i t ca n b e deploye d b y 
William Kristo l i n th e service of a deeper, mor e searchin g reading o f von 
Hayek jus t a s i t ca n b e deploye d b y Richar d Rort y i n a  profoun d 
reading o f John Dewey . As John Guillor y writes , with a  keen ey e on th e 
ambiguousness o f the institutio n (an d practice ) h e inhabits , 

If progressive teachers have a considerable stake in disseminatin g 
the kind o f knowledge (th e study of cultural works a s a practice 
of readin g an d writing ) tha t i s the vehicl e fo r critica l thinking , 
this knowledg e i s nevertheles s onl y th e vehicl e fo r critica l 
thought, no t it s realization . A s cultural  capita l i t i s alway s als o 
the object o f appropriation b y the dominant classes . (54-55 ) 

Or, i n othe r words , t o retur n ye t onc e mor e t o th e issu e of employment , 
if yo u stud y English , yo u wil l lear n ho w t o se e throug h corporat e 
capitalism whil e qualifying fo r a  job a t IBM . 
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There i s one final  poin t o n whic h I  find  Professional  Correctness to b e 
an engaging but self-contradictor y text , and i t has to do with th e rhetori c 
of publi c justification . O n on e hand , havin g studie d an d writte n abou t 
the histor y o f professionalism , I  agre e entirel y wit h Fish' s clai m tha t "i t 
is a  requiremen t fo r th e respectabilit y o f a n enterpris e tha t i t be , o r a t 
least b e abl e t o presen t itsel f as , distinctive'  (17) . Literar y criticism , i n 
other words , mus t hav e a n identit y distinc t fro m history , sociology , 
cultural studies , anthropology , communications , law , an d s o forth , not 
because literar y criticis m i s intrinsicall y unrelate d t o thos e fields,  bu t 
because a s a  matte r o f bureaucrati c an d professiona l procedure , literar y 
criticism mus t demarcat e som e spher e o f attention—eve n unde r s o 
broad a  headin g a s "textuality"—i f i t i s t o surviv e a s a n academi c 
discipline. (Thi s wa s perhap s th e signa l professiona l achievemen t o f th e 
generation o f critic s runnin g fro m Joh n Crow e Ranso m an d "Criticism , 
Inc." to Northrop Fry e and The  Anatomy of  Criticism: they had a  definit e 
and convincin g accoun t o f wha t mad e literar y stud y distinctiv e an d 
therefore justifiabl e a s an institutiona l enterprise. ) Ther e ar e any numbe r 
of peopl e wh o believ e tha t th e stud y o f literatur e shoul d no t b e a n 
academic disciplin e a t all , but , o f course , i t i s not fo r thos e peopl e tha t I 
write; I  writ e instea d fo r anyon e wh o think s tha t literar y stud y migh t 
have a  purpos e fo r whic h i t coul d profitabl y (cough ) b e "institutional -
ized" i n school s an d universities . Institutionalize d literar y study , a s a n 
academic subjec t an d a s a  profession , simpl y will  no t exis t ver y muc h 
longer i f i t doe s no t demarcate , fo r it s potentia l clients , it s domai n an d 
procedures, howeve r loosel y thes e migh t b e defined . Th e alternativ e i s 
the option I  sketched ou t i n chapte r 1 , namely, th e future i n which cost -
cutting administrator s wak e u p t o find  tha t eigh t differen t department s 
are claimin g t o stud y "culture, " an d tha t therefor e si x o f the m ca n b e 
eliminated an d th e othe r tw o amalgamated . 

It i s a  rea l surprise , then , tha t Fish , who i s so savvy when i t come s t o 
the protocol s o f professionalism , woul d clos e hi s discussio n o f "publi c 
justification" b y declaring , i n effect , tha t literar y criticis m ha s n o basis — 
and perhap s n o need—fo r publi c justification : 

Literary interpretation , lik e virtue , i s it s ow n reward . I  d o i t 
because I  lik e th e wa y I  fee l whe n I' m doin g it . I  lik e bein g 
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brought u p shor t b y an effec t I  have experienced bu t d o no t ye t 
understand analytically . I  like trying t o describ e i n flatly prosaic 
words th e achievemen t o f words tha t ar e anythin g bu t flat  an d 
prosaic. I  lik e savourin g th e physica l "taste " o f languag e a t th e 
same tim e tha t I  work t o la y bare it s physics . I  lik e uncoverin g 
the incredibl y dens e pyrotechnic s o f a  master artificer , no t leas t 
because i n praisin g th e artific e I  ca n clai m a  shar e i n it . An d 
when thos e pleasure s hav e bee n (temporarily ) exhausted , I  lik e 
linking on e momen t i n a  poem t o other s an d the n t o moment s 
in othe r works, works by the same author o r by his predecessor s 
or contemporarie s o r successors . I t doesn' t finally matter which , 
so lon g a s I  ca n keep  going, reaping th e cognitiv e an d tactil e 
harvest o f an activity as self-reflexive a s I become when I  engage 
ink. (110 ) 

I coul d criticiz e thi s passag e pragmaticall y o n it s face , b y notin g tha t i t 
will probabl y avai l Englis h department s ver y littl e t o compos e officia l 
publicity document s tha t advertis e literar y stud y a s a  discipline tha t will 
allow Stanle y Fis h th e opportunit y t o continu e feelin g good . Bu t I' d 
rather as k abou t th e functio n o f "self-reflexivity " i n Fish' s descriptio n o f 
criticism. I f indee d literatur e i s a  self-reflexiv e activit y tha t lead s it s 
devotees, theorists, and explicator s to become self-reflexive i n turn , migh t 
not thi s self-reflexivit y serv e som e socia l purpos e wit h regar d t o th e 
composition o f civil society? 

We wil l recal l fro m chapte r 4  tha t Georg e Levin e ha s mad e a  stron g 
case for "th e aesthetic " a s that which mus t provid e u s with ou r necessar y 
legitimation "i f English , a s a  professio n sustaine d b y publicl y an d pri -
vately endowed institutions , i s to survive " (43-44) . The aesthetic , i n thi s 
sense, i s tha t nebulou s thin g o n whic h w e bas e ou r distinctivenes s a s a 
profession, ou r necessar y differenc e an d distanc e fro m communications , 
history, advertising , an d s o forth . Bu t i n hi s introductio n t o Aesthetics 
and Ideology,  which I  examined i n chapte r 1 , there i s yet anothe r defens e 
of "th e aesthetic " tha t relie s no t o n th e discipline' s professiona l nee d t o 
declare th e forma l use s o f language a s its domain , bu t o n th e possibility , 
as I  phrase d i t a t th e outse t o f thi s chapter , tha t ther e i s a  nontrivia l 
connection betwee n th e relativ e autonom y o f "th e aesthetic " an d th e 
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relative autonom y necessar y t o th e functionin g o f an y critica l institutio n 

in civi l society , includin g universities . Levin e writes , 

[Edward] Sai d clearl y believes—despit e hi s heavil y politica l ori -
entation—in a  kin d o f intellectua l fre e spac e tha t migh t b e 
associated wit h th e real m o f th e aesthetic . H e speaks , a t th e star t 
of Culture  and  Imperialism,  o f how, i n writin g th e book , " I hav e 
availed mysel f o f th e Utopia n spac e stil l provide d b y th e univer -
sity, whic h I  believ e mus t remai n a  plac e wher e suc h vita l issue s 
are investigated , discussed , reflecte d on . Fo r i t t o becom e a  sit e 
where socia l an d politica l issue s ar e actuall y eithe r impose d o r 
resolved woul d b e t o remov e th e university' s functio n an d mak e 
it int o a n adjunc t t o whateve r politica l part y i s i n power " (xxvi) . 
. .  .  Th e aestheti c offers , distinctly , somethin g lik e th e spac e o f 
the universit y implie d b y Said . .  .  .  The aestheti c remain s a  rar e 
if no t uniqu e plac e fo r almos t fre e play , a  plac e wher e th e ver y 
real connection s wit h th e politica l an d th e ideologica l ar e a t leas t 
partly shor t circuited . (15 , 16 , 17 ) 

This i s an altogethe r differen t se t o f claims fro m th e pragmati c Levine / 

Fish insistenc e tha t "th e aesthetic " migh t legitimat e th e professio n o f 

literary study ; i n thi s par t o f hi s introduction , Levin e argue s tha t th e 

aesthetic i s a n agen t o f self-reflexivit y bot h fo r individual s an d fo r whol e 

societies. I t ma y be , moreover , tha t ther e ar e intimat e historica l linkage s 

between th e categor y o f civi l societ y an d th e categor y o f th e aestheti c a s 

it ha s bee n understoo d sinc e Kant . Levin e seems , a t least , t o b e gesturin g 

toward th e possibilit y tha t th e socia l force s o f th e eighteent h century , 

which bequeathe d u s variou s form s o f nonauthoritaria n governmen t an d 

plural publi c spheres , als o create d th e condition s fo r a  noninstrumenta l 

understanding o f ar t a s tha t whic h serve s neithe r churc h no r state . Are , 

then, th e autonomie s o f th e aestheti c an d o f civi l societ y mutuall y 

defining an d interdependent ? Thi s woul d see m t o b e th e directio n i n 

which Levine' s argumen t want s t o lea d us , bu t n o soone r doe s Levin e 

speak o f "th e aesthetic " i n term s o f relativel y autonomous , Utopia n spac e 

than h e refigure s tha t spac e a s a  large-scale politica l salv e fo r interpersona l 

wounds: "A s th e aestheti c provide s a  space wher e th e immediat e pressure s 

of ethica l an d politica l decision s ar e deferred , s o i t allow s sympath y 
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for, an d potentia l understandin g o f people , events , thing s otherwis e 
threatening" (17) . 

The aesthetic , then , i s no t a  spac e wher e sociopolitica l concern s ar e 
bracketed bu t a  place where sociopolitica l hinge s ar e forged : 

I value literature , a s whole culture s ofte n do , because—i n spit e 
of its endless diversity and refusals t o make things comfortable — 
it i s on e mean s t o som e large r sens e o f community , t o a n 
awareness o f th e necessit y o f persona l compromis e an d socia l 
accommodation, civilizatio n entailing always its discontents. Part 
of the value o f th e aestheti c i s in th e way i t ca n provid e space s 
and strategie s fo r explorin g th e possibilit y o f conciliation s be -
tween the idiosyncratic and the communal. (19-20 ) 

This woul d b e a  remarkably wishfu l passag e i n an y context , an d thoug h 
I am drawn t o it s Utopian vision o f a link between aesthetics , intersubjec -
tivity, and collectivit y (that' s peace, love, and understandin g fo r you Elvi s 
Costello/Nick Low e fans) , I  als o kno w tha t i t ha s bee n som e decade s 
now since George Steine r an d Thomas Pyncho n reflected , i n thei r differ -
ent ways , o n th e phenomeno n o f Naz i officer s wit h a  fine  appreciatio n 
of aesthetic excellence . Wishful o r not , however , suc h a  passage i s simply 
unfathomable i n a n essa y that question s th e legitimac y o f drawing broa d 
cultural conclusion s fro m literar y text s and  tha t ask s whether it' s wort h 
reading literatur e i f we're readin g i t fo r knowledg e tha t "ca n b e discov -
ered throug h othe r materials. " Why , indeed , i f w e wan t t o foste r har -
mony, charity , an d compromise , shoul d w e tur n t o aestheti c rathe r tha n 
didactic use s of language? And why should we ask the aestheti c to d o th e 
work o f leadin g u s t o som e large r sens e o f community , i f indee d w e 
should b e asking the aestheti c to d o cultura l work o f any kind? 

The simpl e ugl y fac t i s tha t i f "th e aesthetic " i s trul y (relatively ) 
autonomous fro m instrumenta l use s o f language , an d i f the universit y i s 
truly (relatively ) autonomou s fro m stat e power , the n w e canno t predic t 
whether th e knowledge s produce d i n thes e precinct s will  b e pu t t o 
laudatory o r regrettabl e ends . They—th e knowledge s an d thei r uses — 
will b e constitutionall y reversible , capabl e o f contributing t o th e makin g 
of better manager s and  better anticapitalis t critic s o f IBM . 
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It i s possible to rea d the reversibilit y o f the aestheti c in a  more cynical , 
suspicious fashion . Ton y Bennet t an d Ia n Hunter , fo r example , hav e 
turned quit e volubly agains t th e aestheti c a s a realm o f human endeavor , 
on th e ground s tha t th e nebulousnes s o f th e aestheti c ha s historicall y 
made i t a n idea l vehicl e fo r th e inculcatio n o f rulin g clas s beliefs . Fo r 
Bennett an d Hunter , i n othe r words , th e ver y indeterminac y o f th e 
aesthetic make s i t somethin g tha t ca n alway s b e redefine d t o mee t th e 
interests o f school examiners (o r pedagogical authoritie s elsewher e in civi l 
society), an d thu s a n instrumen t o f mystification—perhap s th e ver y 
means of mystification . A s Hunte r write s i n "Settin g Limit s t o Culture, " 
Romantic aesthetic s sinc e Schille r hav e provide d "a n aesthetico-ethical 
enterprise,' whic h w e shoul d understan d i n term s o f "th e loci  o f a n 
instituted practic e aime d a t producin g a  perso n possessin g a  certai n 
aesthetico-ethical capacit y an d standin g o n which , i t i s alleged , knowl -
edge depends " (109) . Fo r Hunter , accordingly , th e projec t o f cultura l 
studies shoul d b e "t o restrict  this concep t o f cultur e t o th e specialize d 
practice o f aesthetico-ethica l self-shapin g i n whic h i t ha s pertinenc e an d 
to begi n t o char t th e limite d degree  of generalit y i t ha s achieve d a s a 
technique o f person-formatio n i n th e educationa l apparatus " (115 ; se e 
also Hunter , Culture  and  Government;  Bennett , Outside  Literature).  A s a 
critique o f Schillerian-Leavisit e aestheti c education , perhaps , thi s i s a 
plausible (i f somewha t steril e an d technocratic ) descriptio n o f ho w aes -
thetics cam e t o b e mad e int o a  disciplin e an d a  mean s o f discipline ; 
it certainl y suffice s t o explai n th e pedagogical-professiona l narrativ e o f 
Educating Rita  (1983) , i n which Michae l Cain e tell s his femal e working -
class student , Rit a (wh o ha s just hande d i n he r first  paper—o n Forster' s 
Howards End, o f all things, since Rita is in some ways an echo of Leonard 
Bast), "i f you're goin g t o lear n criticism , yo u hav e t o begi n t o disciplin e 
that min d o f yours." Literar y criticis m i n thi s film  i s not jus t a  regime o f 
technical trainin g but als o a question o f personal perfectability : wha t Rit a 
enters int o i s very precisel y a  discipline o f perso n formation , an d it' s b y 
no mean s irrelevan t tha t Rita' s cours e o f stud y eventuall y earn s he r 
fulfilling employment , independenc e (fro m a  loutis h husband) , an d a 
better lif e wit h som e promis e o f clas s mobilit y (an d "bette r song s t o 
sing"). An d ye t t o rea d "th e aesthetic " a s i f i t ha s always  been coercive , 
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or alway s i n th e busines s o f makin g bette r people , i s t o misconstru e it s 
reversibility, it s elasticity—jus t as , i n emphasizin g th e F . R . Leavi s 
tradition o f Englis h letter s (o r th e pedagogica l scenari o o f Educating 
Rita), i t i s possible t o overloo k Fran k Kermode' s comparativel y mil d an d 
reasonable counterclai m tha t i t i s immodest t o believe or propose tha t b y 
training student s i n literatur e an d criticis m w e ar e "improvin g them , 
ethically o r civilly. " 

All thi s reversibilit y i s wel l an d good , yo u say , an d perhap s th e 
aesthetic ca n b e pu t t o liberator y an d oppressiv e end s simultaneously , 
but—to retur n t o the question with which we started—is i t employable ? 
The knowledges , thei r uses , thei r users—d o the y trave l i n th e econom y 
as eve n Stanle y Fis h admit s the y trave l (b y irregula r routes ) int o th e 
general culture ? What , a s so man y o f m y undergraduate s hav e asked  m e 
over the pas t decade , can I  do with a  degree in English ? 

In chapte r 1  I  hinte d a t on e answer , whe n I  pointe d ou t tha t th e 
liberal art s ma y wel l b e invoke d a s th e bes t groun d fo r trainin g peopl e 
who will  hav e t o chang e job s an d career s repeatedl y throughou t thei r 
lives i n a  post-Fordis t economy . A s Josep h Urgo , amon g others , ha s 
pointed out , tha t rational e fo r th e libera l art s i s quickly becoming par t o f 
the ne w commo n sens e o f American business . Noting tha t th e America n 
Assembly of Collegiate School s o f Business (AACSB ) ha s enunciated ne w 
accreditation standard s tha t mandat e "fewe r credi t hour s i n busines s an d 
more credi t hours i n the liberal arts" (135) , Urgo writes that th e fungibil -
ity o f a  libera l art s educatio n i s what make s i t s o availabl e fo r thi s kin d 
of long-term support—o r thi s kind o f long-term exploitation : 

AACSB requirements tha t increas e the liberal art s component a t 
business colleges are responding to developments i n the busines s 
world, t o wha t migh t b e called a  postjob environment . A s Wil-
liam Bridge s argue s i n Jobshift:  How to  Prosper in  a  Workplace 
Without Jobs, the er a o f lifetime employmen t i s passing rapidly . 
In a  postjob world , worker s prepar e themselve s fo r a  succession 
of task-oriente d ter m assignment s withi n multipl e caree r paths . 
The assumptio n behin d th e lates t AACS B educationa l require -
ments is that, while a business education will ensure competenc y 
in th e presen t environment , a n engagemen t with th e libera l art s 
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will prepar e student s fo r th e obscur e destinie s o f a  jobless world . 
(137) 

Unfortunately, Urg o i s no t quit e a s skeptica l o f thi s developmen t a s h e 

might be : i t take s littl e imagination , i n thi s "postjo b world, " t o imagin e 

that th e libera l art s ar e bein g propose d her e a s th e bes t colleg e trainin g 

regime fo r a  ne w workforc e tha t wil l hav e t o j um p fro m tas k t o tas k o r 

from layof f t o layoff , withou t th e hop e o f lifetim e employmen t o r 

employment benefit s lik e healt h insuranc e an d retiremen t pensions . I n 

this dystopia n scenario , th e libera l art s becom e th e socia l glu e tha t 

accommodates futur e worker s t o a  post-Fordis t econom y i n whic h corpo -

rate capitalis m n o longe r provide s eve n minima l guarantee s o f jo b secu -

rity o r a  livin g wage . This , I  hav e t o admit , i s no t precisel y th e kin d o f 

"reversibility" I  hav e i n min d whe n I  spea k o f possibl e rhetoric s o f publi c 

justification fo r literar y study . 

In th e 199 3 conferenc e tha t wa s th e basi s fo r Higher  Education  under 

Fire, Gregor y Ja y aske d educatio n analys t Michae l Appl e a  lon g questio n 

that, t o m y mind , go t t o th e hear t o f on e o f th e definitiv e ambivalence s 

not onl y o f tha t conferenc e an d book , bu t als o o f th e academi c Lef t i n 

general: th e ambivalenc e ove r th e ide a o f Engl i sh—o r educat ion—fo r 

employment. Addressin g himsel f t o a  numbe r o f critique s o f th e purpos e 

of highe r education , Ja y aske d Appl e th e followin g question : 

On th e on e hand , w e ge t a  critiqu e tha t say s tha t what' s wron g 
today i s tha t mor e an d mor e student s ar e no t bein g give n acces s 
to highe r education , an d tha t thi s i s a  class-base d an d race-base d 
exclusion, whic h wil l kee p the m i n povert y an d preven t the m 
from attainin g th e economi c mobilit y an d th e economi c devel -
opment the y hav e a  righ t to . O n th e othe r hand , yo u provid e a 
critique o f vocationalism tha t argue s agains t seein g th e universit y 
as a  plac e primaril y devote d t o trainin g workers . . . . I f we'r e 
going t o negotiat e i n publi c wit h th e power s tha t be , wit h stat e 
legislators, with parents , an d wit h students , w e certainl y can' t d o 
it o n th e basi s o f a  positio n .  .  .  tha t seem s t o rejec t ou t o f 
hand th e relationshi p betwee n work , education , an d economi c 
advancement. S o ho w d o w e negotiat e betwee n thes e tw o posi -
tions o f trainin g fo r citizenshi p an d trainin g fo r work , withou t 
selling ourselve s ou t i n on e wa y o r another ? (165-66 ) 
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Apple's answe r start s of f winningly—"it' s a n eas y question, " h e bluff s 
(166)—but goe s o n t o addres s th e functio n o f th e universit y i n th e 
context o f commodity exchang e tha t place s a  premium o n specifi c kind s 
of knowledge tha t ca n be sold; the class composition o f his own students ; 
and th e meanin g o f what w e refe r t o a s "work." It' s a n interestin g reply , 
but I' m no t reproducin g i t her e becaus e i t doesn't , finally,  answe r th e 
question. An d th e reaso n i t doesn' t addres s th e questio n i s tha t Ja y ha d 
put hi s finger  o n th e majo r structura l contradictio n tha t haunt s al l 
academic progressives , bu t especiall y thos e who wor k i n th e humanities : 
when i t come s t o thinkin g abou t underprivilege d studen t populations , 
we want th e universit y t o behav e a s a  social forc e fo r equa l opportunity , 
a democrati c correctiv e t o th e inequalitie s o f capitalism ; w e wan t man y 
things fo r suc h students , n o doubt , bu t amon g th e thing s w e wan t ar e 
good jobs . Bu t whe n i t come s t o thinkin g abou t trainin g th e profes -
sional-managerial clas s (PMC ) an d th e elite , we would rathe r emphasiz e 
our capacit y fo r helpin g peopl e deconstruc t corporat e capitalis m tha n 
stress ou r utilit y fo r helpin g ou r future-PM C student s find  som e well -
paying jobs a t IBM . 

I hav e n o ready-to-han d resolutio n t o thi s dilemma . I f Gregor y Ja y 
were t o as k m e i n 199 7 th e questio n h e aske d Michae l Appl e i n 199 3 I 
would probably have no direct answer either, even after havin g witnessed, 
edited, an d rerea d th e exchang e man y times . Bu t I  ca n mak e on e mor e 
modest proposal , th e counterpar t t o th e publi c legitimatio n proposa l I 
made a t th e en d o f chapte r 1  with regar d t o th e competin g imperative s 
of "literature" an d "culture" : among th e kind s o f employment w e shoul d 
keep foremos t i n min d fo r ou r students , an d amon g the institutions wit h 
which w e shoul d b e mos t concerne d a s progressiv e intellectuals , hig h 
schools—our publi c an d privat e system s o f secondary education—see m 
to m e t o b e th e salien t missin g ter m i n th e discussio n a s i t ha s bee n 
conducted thu s far . 

In saying  thi s I  d o no t mea n t o neglec t othe r career s tha t hav e lon g 
been considere d appropriat e t o th e skill s o f Englis h majors . Whe n I 
speak t o undergraduate s o n thi s topi c (a s I  d o a t ever y opportunity) , I 
usually emphasize th e fields in which I  myself have worked—journalism , 
law, advertising, and publishing. One o f the reasons I  take such exceptio n 
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to Fish' s argumen t i s simply tha t I  believe tha t literar y study ca n prepar e 
a studen t fo r a  caree r anywher e i n media—an d fo r a  wide r variet y o f 
media (particularl y prin t media ) tha n major s lik e communications . Bu t 
I stres s secondar y educatio n fo r institutiona l reasons . I n chapte r 3  I 
foregrounded hig h schoo l teachin g a s a career pat h fo r graduat e student s 
partly because th e topi c i s usually so off limits . Here , b y contrast , I  wan t 
to address secondary education a s a career path no t fo r M.A. s an d Ph.D. s 
so much a s for ou r undergraduat e student s who ma y take othe r route s t o 
teacher certificatio n afte r thei r B.A . Full y one-quarter o f the undergradu -
ates I  teac h a t Illinoi s ar e futur e hig h schoo l teachers , an d I  hav e bee n 
teaching undergraduat e survey s an d writing-intensiv e literatur e course s 
for mos t o f m y career . Som e o f thos e student s ar e English majors ; som e 
major i n rhetori c or English education . Almost al l are residents o f Illinoi s 
who pla n t o g o o n t o career s i n Illinoi s hig h schools . Teachin g thos e 
students th e skill s o f interpretation—an d offerin g the m a  multicultura l 
curriculum tha t may , pace Guillory and Bourdieu , affec t th e constitutio n 
of cultura l capita l i n th e K-1 2 schools—seem s t o m e on e o f th e mor e 
important function s I  have a s a professional criti c an d a s an employe e o f 
the Stat e o f Illinois . I t wa s n o surprise , i n fac t (thoug h i t was  something 
of a  coincidence) , tha t eve n a s I  wa s completin g wor k o n thi s chapter , 
my offic e phon e ran g an d I  wound u p i n a  pleasant half-hou r conversa -
tion wit h on e o f m y mos t talente d forme r undergraduates , wh o wa s 
calling me fro m Chicag o t o as k whether I  would writ e he r a  recommen -
dation fo r he r applicatio n t o teac h i n Chicago-are a hig h schools . 

There ar e man y reason s w e theorist s i n universitie s undervalu e th e 
cultural wor k o f literary stud y i n secondar y schools , an d I  wil l no t dwel l 
on the m here ; fo r now , I  a m les s intereste d i n th e reason s fo r th e 
undervaluation tha n i n proposals an d practice s tha t ca n redres s this long -
standing neglec t o f our employmen t relation s t o th e K-1 2 system . (Thi s 
is one o f the key reasons tha t I  have become, alon g with m y like-minde d 
colleagues, activ e i n th e Nationa l Counci l o f Teacher s o f English. ) I t i s 
true tha t secondar y educatio n i s no t considere d on e o f th e profession' s 
more glamorou s constituencies ; bu t the n i t i s also true tha t ther e ar e fe w 
constituencies mor e importan t t o th e long-term healt h o f the humanitie s 
in th e Unite d States . An d i t i s true , a s I  hav e stresse d throughou t thi s 
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book, tha t college s ar e par t o f th e credentializin g apparatu s fo r th e 
professional-managerial class ; bu t i t i s als o tru e tha t w e ar e par t o f a 
larger educationa l apparatu s t o which al l social classes have varying level s 
of access . And , last , i t i s true , a s Andre w Ros s ha s recentl y sai d wit h 
regard t o maintainin g o r expandin g studen t enrollment s i n graduat e 
programs i n th e humanities , tha t i f w e ar e progressiv e educator s w e 
should see k "to seed all kinds of institutions" with "progressiv e intellectu -
als" (82) ; but the n i t i s also tru e tha t amon g th e institution s wit h whic h 
we should b e mos t concerne d i s the vas t educationa l enterpris e i n whic h 
"English" an d th e "languag e arts " ar e stil l widely—and , bot h fo r bette r 
and fo r wors e socia l purposes—gainfull y employed . (Fo r tha t matter , i t 
is not clea r why, i f Ross i s concerned wit h th e productio n o f progressiv e 
intellectuals, h e shoul d b e s o narrowl y focuse d o n doctora l program s t o 
the exclusio n o f th e res t o f th e educationa l apparatus. ) Ther e ar e man y 
places "literar y skills " can travel , by regular an d irregula r routes . Publish -
ing, journalism, law , an d medi a ar e amon g thos e places—an d s o i s th e 
secondary schoo l system  which , accordin g t o NCT E estimates , currentl y 
employs approximatel y tw o hundred thousan d Englis h teachers . 

NOTES 
1. I n keepin g with my  traditionalis t tendencies , le t m e cit e as a rigorous 

analysis o f interpretatio n i n law , classica l theory , an d hermeneutic s 
Kathy Eden' s recen t study , Hermeneutics  and the  Rhetorical Tradition. 
For clos e critica l reading s o f manifesto s an d minstre l shows , see , 
respectively, Jane t Lyon , "Transformin g Manifestoes" ; an d Eri c Lott , 
Love and Theft.  For an interesting reading of Lycidas, see , among other 
things, Stanley Fish, Professional  Correctness. 

2. Thi s i s no t gestural . A s I  writ e thes e words , th e New  York  Times 
reports tha t ne w federal regulation s will prevent lega l immigrants with 
disabilities fro m becomin g naturalize d citizen s i f they  ar e deeme d 
too mentall y incompeten t t o understan d th e oat h o f citizenshi p (se e 
Dugger). Thi s measur e too k effect , o f course , after  legal immigrant s 
with disabilitie s wer e denie d federa l ai d b y th e Clinto n welfar e "re -
form" bil l i n 1996 . I n respons e t o tha t bill , man y lega l immigrant s 
with disabilitie s (o r thei r guardians ) considere d becomin g U.S . citi -
zens; admirably , however , th e Unite d State s will hav e non e o f it—a t 
least no t fo r thos e especially vulnerable people with disabilitie s (sever e 
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mental retardation, Alzheimer's, and the like) who may not understan d 
all the obligation s o f citizenship. As Representative E . Clay Shaw (R. -
Florida), sponso r o f th e measure , said , "proposal s t o restor e benefit s 
[to lega l immigrant s wit h disabilities ] ar e simpl y to o costly " (A12) . 
Shaw proposes instea d a  two- to three-yea r "bloc k grant" program fo r 
the states , afte r whic h mentall y impaire d lega l immigrant s wil l b e cu t 
from th e rolls . Fortunately , accordin g t o Shaw , thi s punitiv e measur e 
will no t hav e long-ter m negativ e effect s o n peopl e wit h disabilities , 
because "th e deat h rat e wil l se e that tha t populatio n shrink s i n thos e 
two t o thre e years " (A12) . At last , someon e wh o know s exactl y wh o 
Scrooge's "surplus population" is , and when—and why—the y shoul d 
die. 

3. Elsewhere , Fis h admit s tha t ther e ar e plent y o f regula r route s b y 
which intellectual s ca n hav e influence o n policy ; see , for instance , hi s 
treatment o f libertarian law professor Richar d Epstein fo r a  counterex-
ample. Oddly, however , Fis h maintains tha t Epstein ha s been influen -
tial o n th e Righ t no t "becaus e Epstein' s argument s ca n b e mappe d 
directly ont o question s o f public policy " (thi s i s exactly what I  would 
say, and I  will expand on thi s premise in chapter 10) . The reason Fish 
does no t wan t t o ti e Epstein' s influenc e t o hi s work' s potentia l fo r 
policy making i s that doin g s o would ope n precisel y th e doo r Fis h i s 
trying t o close : for i n thi s respec t wha t i s true o f Epstein's argument s 
"is ofte n tru e to o o f literar y arguments , especiall y o f th e kin d ne w 
historicists lik e t o make " (52-53) . "Rather, " Fis h writes , Epstein' s 
importance i s du e t o th e fac t tha t "i n variou s corner s o f ou r societ y 
individuals an d group s ar e searchin g fo r way s t o pursu e certai n end s 
and Epstei n belong s t o a  clas s o f people , la w professors , t o whic h 
anyone interested in effecting immediat e change is likely to turn" (53) . 
It seems not t o occur to Fish , for th e moment, tha t people might tur n 
to academic s i n orde r t o "pursu e certai n ends " precisel y becaus e th e 
academics' argument s ca n b e mappe d directl y ont o publi c polic y (i n 
this case, right-wing efforts t o eviscerate environmental protection laws 
and employment discriminatio n laws ; Epstein is , for example , cited by 
Dinesh D'Souz a i n the course of his proposal t o repea l the 196 4 Civi l 
Rights Act—for whic h see chapter 9) . 

4. Fo r a brilliant discussion of how Fish (and other neo-pragmatists) elid e 
the questio n o f ho w t o accoun t fo r doubt , se e Jule s Davi d Law , 
"Uncertain Grounds. " 
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PROFESSIONAL ADVOCATE S 

WHEN I S "ADVOCACY" PAR T OF 
ONE'S VOCATION ? 

I recently receive d tw o studen t response s t o m y teachin g tha t she d 
some interestin g ligh t o n m y classroo m practice s an d m y students ' 

expectations. Th e first  wa s fro m a  studen t wh o wrot e o n on e o f m y 
evaluation form s tha t he or she was glad tha t I  had discusse d the questio n 
of whethe r ga y o r lesbia n sexualit y wa s a n issu e i n th e wor k o f Will a 
Cather, Har t Crane , an d Nell a Larsen . The studen t wa s pleased tha t m y 
class eve n broache d th e subject , an d praise d m e fo r bein g unlik e "thos e 
politically correc t professor s wh o neve r brin g u p controversia l topic s fo r 
fear o f offendin g someone. " I  admi t I  wa s no t merel y happ y wit h bu t 
actually amuse d b y thi s evaluation , since , o f course , i t i s muc h mor e 
common t o hea r th e ter m "politicall y correct " hurle d a t precisel y thos e 
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professors wh o do  bring u p th e subjec t o f ga y or lesbia n sexualit y i n th e 
literature classroom . The n again , I  thought , it' s als o quit e commo n t o 
hear th e ter m applie d i n th e cultur e a t larg e t o peopl e wh o see m domi -
nated b y th e imperativ e no t t o offend—a s whe n "politicall y correct " i s 
used mor e o r les s a s a  synonym fo r libera l hypersensitivit y t o word s lik e 
"handicapped," "Indian, " o r "woman. " S o here , I  decided , I  inhabite d a 
nice conundrum : i n askin g m y student s whethe r the y though t a  writer' s 
sexuality doe s o r doe s no t hav e an y influenc e o n thei r wor k o r o n th e 
way we rea d it , I  was certainl y politicall y correct , i n th e pejorativ e sens e 
used b y th e Right , and , bette r still , I  wa s als o politicall y correc t i n 
avoiding politically correc t squeamishnes s abou t offendin g m y students . 

The secon d studen t respons e go t bac k t o m e onl y indirectly . On e o f 
our graduat e student s tol d m e tha t h e ha d assigne d m y essa y "Publi c 
Image Limited " t o hi s class in introductor y composition , whereupo n on e 
of his  student s asked  hi m whethe r th e Michae l Berub e who' d writte n 
that essa y wa s th e sam e Michae l Berub e wh o taugh t Englis h a t th e 
University o f Illinois . Upo n learnin g tha t th e tw o o f us were indee d on e 
and th e same , th e studen t wa s mildl y astonished ; apparently , h e o r sh e 
had take n a  clas s o f min e i n th e recen t past , an d woul d neve r hav e 
guessed m y politica l orientation . A t first I  was entirel y please d wit h thi s 
report, thinking , well , i f there's on e thin g I' m no t guilt y of , it' s advocac y 
in th e classroom . Bu t the n I  bega n t o wonde r whethe r i n fac t I  wa s 
doing suc h student s a  disservic e b y not  makin g i t clea r t o the m tha t I 
have a  stake i n America n cultura l politics , an d somethin g o f a  recor d o f 
weighing i n publicl y o n variou s issue s o f concern t o m y profession . No t 
that I  shoul d wea r m y politic s o n m y sleev e o r announc e m y variou s 
positions o n th e NEH , NAFTA , an d NAT O i n th e hope s o f convertin g 
my students t o my causes ; but perhap s student s would b e better serve d i f 
I did no t preten d t o a  form o f political "objectivity " I  cannot profes s an d 
do no t eve n believ e in . 

I should not e tha t I  am skeptica l o f claims to epistemologica l objectiv -
ity no t becaus e I  believ e tha t everythin g i s politica l (o n th e contrary , I 
believe tha t man y thing s ar e apolitical ) bu t becaus e I  believe , with Hans -
Robert Jauss and Hans-Geor g Gadamer , tha t "interest " i s a preconditio n 
for knowledge , an d tha t th e sures t wa y t o tra p yoursel f insid e a  narrow , 
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parochial, "subjective " vie w o f th e worl d i s t o believ e tha t yo u hav e 
transcended al l merel y subjectiv e worldviews . Indeed , th e reaso n herme -
neutics demand s o f us that we theoriz e ou r ow n historica l an d epistemo -
logical positions i s that i f w e fail  t o d o so , if we attribute t o ourselve s th e 
Archimedean poin t beyon d histor y an d mer e "interest, " w e will  almos t 
certainly laps e int o dogmatis m an d intransigence . Whe n Gadame r cri -
tiqued th e "Enlightenmen t prejudic e agains t prejudice," therefore , h e di d 
so no t t o defen d parochialis m bu t precisel y t o guar d agains t it—a s an y 
responsible teache r an d schola r shoul d do . 

Still, th e questio n remains : even i f I  eschew claims t o "objectivity " o n 
hermeneutic grounds , doe s tha t mea n I  am entitle d t o sa y anything a t al l 
in th e classroom , o r even t o addres s an y topic I  desire? In th e past , whe n 
I hav e straye d fro m th e syllabu s an d addresse d contemporar y politic s 
directly, I  hav e largel y confine d mysel f t o mentionin g o r describin g 
various issues , policies , figures,  o r statements ; th e onl y socia l activit y I 
have eve r directl y advocate d i s voting. (O f course , I  hav e n o doub t tha t 
assiduously paranoid conservative s could find  systemi c bias in my course s 
merely becaus e I  addres s som e issue s an d no t others , an d becaus e I  d o 
not condem n communis m wit h ever y othe r breath . Bu t m y course s tr y 
to tackl e seriou s subject s i n a  fifteen-week  semester , an d therefor e I  hav e 
no time for placating the demands o f assiduously paranoid conservatives. ) 
But wha t abou t recen t Republica n plan s t o cu t studen t aid ? I s i t no t 
within m y ambit a s a college teacher to inform student s of such measures , 
and t o urge them t o write thei r elected representative s s o as to make thei r 
feelings know n o n th e subject ? I  canno t conside r tha t a n illegitimat e 
form o f "advocacy," since federal studen t ai d policies directly and materi -
ally affect th e classroom s i n which I  teach , an d I  am certainl y within m y 
rights a s a  citize n t o advis e student s tha t the y shoul d participat e i n th e 
political process , especiall y insofa r a s their interest s as  students may b e a t 
stake. 

But here' s wher e thing s get  tricky . A s a  limi t case , let' s tak e th e 
hypothetical exampl e o f a n astronom y professo r wh o use d hi s o r he r 
introductory cosmolog y cours e a s a  vehicl e fo r recruitin g student s t o 
support th e Strategi c Defens e Initiativ e o r Phi l Gram m i n '96 , o n th e 
grounds tha t Gramm' s candidac y an d SDI—or , i f you like , Clinton an d 
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his nationa l servic e program—wer e materiall y relevan t t o th e futur e o f 
introductory course s i n cosmology . I t migh t b e possibl e t o argu e tha t 
that kin d o f politica l advocac y i s clearl y illegitimate , sinc e i t violate s th e 
boundaries o f a  disciplin e whos e objec t i s th e stud y o f phenomen a tha t 
predate an y human socia l organization ; thi s is , in roug h form , th e ratio -
nale mos t peopl e rel y o n whe n the y distinguis h th e "objectivity " o f th e 
natural science s fro m th e inevitabl e "fuzziness " o f the huma n sciences . ( I 
myself woul d no t conside r i t prope r t o advis e student s t o writ e thei r 
representatives abou t propose d cut s i n th e NE H o r th e NEA , sinc e 
public policy concerning thos e agencie s doe s no t materiall y and  immedi-
ately affect th e student s i n m y classroom , howeve r muc h i t ma y affec t 
teaching an d learnin g i n th e art s an d humanitie s i n th e lon g run. ) Bu t 
then let' s conside r th e positio n o f a  teache r whos e jo b i t i s precisel y t o 
make judgments abou t variou s form s o f human socia l organization : ho w 
indeed ca n suc h a  perso n esche w "advocacy " an d remai n a  responsibl e 
member o f his or her profession ? 

The difficult y o f thi s quandar y wa s brough t hom e t o m e onc e m y 
second child , James , entere d th e publi c schoo l syste m i n Illinois , whic h 
he di d a t th e ag e o f three . Fo r th e purpose s o f th e Individual s wit h 
Disabilities Educatio n Ac t o f 1975 , I  a m legall y Jamie' s advocate ; thi s 
poses fe w ethica l problem s eithe r fo r m e o r fo r m y classroom , o f course , 
but i t ha s introduce d m e t o th e possibilit y tha t i f I  wer e a  professo r o f 
education whos e wor k concerne d th e dispositio n o f what' s currentl y 
known a s "specia l education, " I  coul d no t possibl y carr y ou t m y profes -
sional an d pedagogica l dutie s withou t advocatin g on e for m o f socia l 
organization ove r another . No t merel y becaus e m y jo b depende d o n it , 
so t o speak , bu t becaus e I  coul d no t responsibl y represen t curren t re -
search i n m y field  withou t simultaneousl y attendin g t o th e ramification s 
of tha t researc h fo r publi c policy . Indeed , amon g th e publi c policie s I 
would b e calle d o n t o adjudicat e i s the very question o f whether "specia l 
education" shoul d exis t a t all,  o r whethe r th e polic y o f "ful l inclusion " 
offers superio r educationa l program s an d potentia l fo r peopl e wit h disa -
bilities.1 

Now a s it happens , th e stud y o f literature, th e way I  practice it , rarel y 
bumps u p agains t controversie s i n publi c policy or politica l dispute s ove r 
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the reauthorizatio n o f act s o f Congress . Literatur e i s afte r al l on e o f th e 
fine arts , an d no t a n explicitl y socia l disciplin e like , say , anthropology , 
history, politica l science , o r law ; an d i t i s on thes e ground s tha t cultura l 
conservatives hav e criticize d teacher s lik e myself , wh o stres s th e socia l 
ramifications o f literary works, for underemphasizin g aestheti c considera -
tions a t th e expens e o f politica l considerations . Bu t literatur e canno t 
avoid bein g a  representational  art, whic h i s wh y th e ancients , i n thei r 
wisdom, spok e no t merel y o f it s capacit y t o deligh t bu t o f it s potentia l 
to instruc t a s well . Literature , mor e tha n musi c an d dance , tend s t o b e 
propositional, an d o n occasio n i t eve n contain s specifi c proposition s 
about th e dispositio n o f human socia l organization . I  find  i t impossible , 
in ordinar y classroo m practice , t o discus s literatur e i n way s tha t d o no t 
involve worldviews , eve n whe n I  a m tryin g t o mak e th e simples t cas e 
about authoria l intentionality . 

Let m e tak e a  specifi c example—culle d fro m a  nove l I  teac h wit h 
some regularity . Th e grea t blac k criti c Darwi n Turne r onc e wrot e o f 
Zora Neal e Hurston' s Their  Eyes  Were  Watching  God  that th e scen e i n 
which Jani e speak s he r min d t o he r secon d husband , Jo e Starks , o n hi s 
deathbed, i s a  profoundl y disturbin g exchange , since , a s Turne r pu t it , 
nothing abou t Starks' s treatmen t o f Janie merit s th e cruelt y wit h whic h 
she treats him o n hi s dying day . Turner's judgment read s as follows : 

Either persona l insensitivity or an inability to recognize aestheti c 
inappropriateness cause d Mis s Hursto n t o besmirc h Their  Eyes 
Were Watching God  with on e o f th e crudes t scene s whic h sh e 
ever wrote. While Joe Starks is dying, Janie deliberately provokes 
a quarre l s o that , fo r th e first  time, she can tel l him ho w he has 
destroyed he r love . Durin g th e earl y year s o f thei r twenty-yea r 
relationship, Joe Starks jealously sheltered her excessively; during 
the late r year s h e ofte n abuse d he r becaus e h e resente d he r 
remaining youn g an d attractiv e whil e h e age d rapidly . Bu t i n a 
quarrel o r two Janie repai d hi m i n goo d measur e by puncturin g 
his vanit y befor e th e fello w townsme n whos e respec t an d env y 
he wishe d t o command . Neve r wa s hi s conduc t s o crue l a s t o 
deserve th e vindictiv e attac k whic h Jani e unleashe s whil e h e i s 
dying. (108 ) 
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Not a  singl e on e o f m y students , mal e o r female , ha s eve r agree d 
with thi s assessment ; mos t o f the m hav e disagree d eve n wit h Turner' s 
characterization o f Jani e an d he r "attack, " and , fa r fro m bein g sympa -
thetic t o Joe , wer e outrage d tha t Jani e ha d faile d t o spea k he r min d i n 
twenty years o f marriage. Bu t that' s no t th e point . Th e poin t i s that yo u 
cannot eve n begi n t o broac h discussio n o f tha t scene , regardles s o f 
what yo u thin k o f Turner' s critica l judgmen t and  regardles s o f Turner' s 
invocation o f "aesthetic  inappropriateness" (m y emphasis) , without refer -
ence t o som e notio n o f wha t constitute s normativ e behavio r betwee n a 
husband an d a  wife—any mor e tha n yo u ca n teac h Twain' s Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn withou t engagin g th e meaning o f various representa -
tions o f race , o r Measure  for Measure  without engagin g students ' under -
standing o f social phenomena lik e justice o r gender . Nor i s it possible , as 
I hav e argue d elsewhere , t o broac h a  book lik e James Weldon Johnson' s 
Autobiography of  an Ex-Colored  Man withou t deliverin g yourself o f prop-
ositions concernin g unpleasan t thing s lik e th e Atlant a rac e rio t o f 190 6 
and th e inconceivabl e ubiquit y o f th e practic e o f lynching a t th e tur n o f 
the century. 2 

Indeed, i n he r no w classi c essa y "Vesuviu s a t Home : Th e Powe r o f 
Emily Dickinson, " Adrienne Ric h wrote o f literary criticis m a s a form o f 
advocacy, whereb y sh e trie d t o retriev e an d revivif y Dickinson' s claim s 
on ou r attention—or , a s Ric h put s it , " I hav e com e t o understan d he r 
necessities, could have been witness i n her defense " (158) . And a s Rich i s 
to Dickinso n an d Alic e Walke r i s t o Hurston , so , once , wa s T . S . Elio t 
to Joh n Donn e an d Irvin g How e t o Henr y Roth : th e criti c seekin g t o 
engage wit h th e writer s o f th e past , i f s/he i s a  responsibl e critic , wil l a t 
least wan t t o mak e thos e writer s intelligibl e t o a n audienc e o f ou r 
contemporaries, t o tel l u s why thos e writer s ar e importan t enoug h t o b e 
considered integra l t o th e histor y o f huma n expression . An d i n m y 
teaching, thi s principl e hold s tru e regardles s o f th e write r I  a m tryin g t o 
ventriloquize, b e tha t write r a  black quasi-feminis t conservativ e Republi -
can lik e Hurston , a  ga y midwester n visionar y lik e Har t Crane , o r a 
devout Catholi c southerne r lik e Flannery O'Connor . 

This i s a  principl e that , unde r ordinar y circumstances , woul d g o 
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without saying : o f cours e a  responsibl e teache r i s expecte d t o b e a n 
"advocate" o f various writers an d thei r worldviews , eve n i f only heuristi -
cally. Bu t i n thes e trouble d time s thi s principl e doe s not , actually , g o 
without saying—whic h i s wh y mos t criticis m o f so-calle d advocac y i n 
the classroo m i s so slipper y an d protean . Whe n I  hav e seen  professoria l 
advocacy com e unde r attac k i n recen t years , I  hav e foun d tha t critic s 
sometimes defin e "advocacy " t o mea n a  specifi c classroo m practic e o r 
pedagogical theory ; sometime s th e ter m refer s t o individua l text s whos e 
mere presence in th e classroom i s thought t o entai l unacceptabl e politica l 
ramifications, lik e I,  Rigoberta  Menchu o r Their  Eyes Were Watching God; 
and sometime s th e ter m applie s t o entir e discipline s o r subfields . I 
suggested earlie r tha t i f I  were a  professor o f "specia l education, " m y jo b 
might wel l depen d o n whethe r ther e continue s t o b e suc h a  thin g a s 
special education ; likewise , professors i n program s o f women's studie s o r 
African America n studie s ar e routinel y charge d wit h unscholarl y advo -
cacy simpl y insofa r a s the y advocat e th e existence—and , o n bol d days , 
the growth—o f thei r programs , i n a  way that n o professo r o f economic s 
would b e accuse d o f "advocacy " i f h e o r sh e advocate d th e continue d 
existence o f departments o f economics (or , fo r tha t matter , eve n i f he o r 
she advocated th e continue d dominanc e o f so-called classica l free-marke t 
models o f economics i n thei r field). 

For a  particularly slippery example o f how ordinary scholarship ca n b e 
refigured a s "advocacy, " le t u s tur n t o a  199 5 Wall  Street  Journal op-e d 
by Catholi c Universit y histor y professor  Jerr y Muller , wh o caution s 
conservatives t o think , before  the y defund th e NEH an d th e NEA, abou t 
how thos e much-maligne d federa l agencie s ma y hav e actuall y slowed 
the sprea d o f feminis m an d multiculturalism—"advocacy " movement s 
fostered b y radica l organization s lik e th e For d an d Rockefelle r Founda -
tions. Accordin g t o Muller , apparently , i t i s acceptabl e fo r women' s 
studies program s t o stud y women , bu t no t t o advanc e feminis t theor y 
(he refer s t o "ever  more  abstruse  varieties o f feminis t theory, " bu t I 
submit tha t ther e ar e those who loo k upon eve n garden-variety brand s o f 
feminist theor y a s form s o f "advocacy, " an d tha t Mulle r ma y i n fac t b e 
among them) : 
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As those who follow thes e matters know, th e two philanthropie s 
most activ e i n supportin g th e humanities , th e For d Foundatio n 
and the Rockefeller Foundation , hav e for ove r a decade funnele d 
their considerabl e larges s int o promotin g multiculturalism , pro -
grams i n women' s studie s (th e institutiona l incentive s o f which 
have diverte d scholarl y attentio n fro m th e laudabl e ai m o f th e 
study of women t o the lamentable pursui t o f ever more abstrus e 
varieties o f feminist theory) , an d th e burgeonin g field of lesbian 
and ga y studies . Conservative s mus t kee p thes e i n min d whe n 
making policy recommendations regardin g the NEH. ( A 14) 

I a m no t sure , give n Muller' s terms , wha t I  woul d d o i f I  wer e i n 
women's studie s an d th e wome n I  wer e studyin g wer e themselve s femi -
nists; I  surmis e fro m thi s formulatio n tha t i t i s al l righ t t o advocat e th e 
study o f wome n s o lon g a s th e wome n i n questio n don' t soun d lik e 
Mary Wollstonecraft, Virgini a Woolf, o r (Heave n forbid ) Adrienn e Rich , 
who are , o f course , advocate s o f varieties o f feminis t theory—advocate s 
who attrac t mos t fire  from conservatives , o f course , when they'r e a t thei r 
least abstruse. 

And a s I've suggested, matter s become thornier ye t when "advocacy " is 
an integral part o f one's field.  In a  brief essay published i n the Chronicle  of 
Higher Education  Stephe n Meyer , a  professor o f political scienc e a t MI T 
and a  conservation commissione r i n Massachusetts , write s i n referenc e t o 
proposed revisions  of the Clean Water Act, "An y study that holds the po-
tential t o shif t policy , redistribut e resources , an d influenc e th e relativ e 
power o f advocates an d opponent s o f environmental protectio n i s funda-
mentally political. .  . . For scientists to pretend to be above the political fra y 
is to consign science to irrelevance in policy making" (B2) . Since the study 
in question , release d i n Ma y 199 5 b y the Nationa l Academy o f Sciences , 
touched o n matter s a t onc e scientifi c an d political , an d sinc e th e Hous e 
Committee o n Transportatio n an d Publi c Works deliberatel y rushe d th e 
bill to a vote in order to beat the release of the study, Meyer charges scien-
tists with actin g unethicall y because , a s he writes, "th e pane l o f the acad -
emy working o n th e repor t ha d refuse d t o discus s it s detail s ahea d o f th e 
official release , for fear of appearing 'political ' "  (B2). 
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Meyer's point , an d mine , i s tha t som e forms  o f advocac y ar e no t 
merely permitted  bu t positivel y mandated  b y certai n fields  o f study . 
Interestingly, Meye r blame s narro w professionalis m fo r thi s stat e o f af -
fairs: professionalism substitutin g fo r public-mindedness , academi c scien -
tists overl y concerned wit h "publishin g a n articl e in Science  or Nature,  o r 
giving presentation s a t professiona l conferences " (B2) . Bu t I  woul d sa y 
that th e proble m wit h academi c scientist s wh o pa y n o attentio n t o th e 
social ramifications o f their work i s that they'r e unprofessional . An d wha t 
I want t o sugges t b y saying thi s i s tha t w e should rethin k wha t w e mea n 
by professionalis m whe n w e tal k abou t issue s o f advocac y an d profes -
sional responsibility . 

In th e wor k o f cultura l critic s influence d b y Russel l Jacoby , "profes -
sionalism" i s usuall y a  synony m fo r mer e careerism , a n attitud e o f her -
metic self-enclosur e tha t lead s academic s t o thin k i n term s o f paddin g 
their resume s an d accumulatin g perk s rathe r tha n advancin g th e publi c 
good. I  want t o suggest , however , tha t professional s ar e supposed t o serve 
clients, an d tha t a  professiona l wh o doe s no t d o s o is , strictl y speaking , 
unprofessional. I n Meyer' s example , scientist s whose professional domai n 
touches o n th e dispositio n o f public fund s an d natura l resource s hav e a n 
obligation t o serve the public good a s they see it—and tha t obligatio n t o 
one's potentia l client s an d constituencie s shoul d no t b e presumed t o en d 
at the threshol d o f the classroom . 

My argument , then , i s that we must recogniz e tha t ther e are innumer -
able discipline s an d subfield s i n whic h politica l "advocacy " fo r on e for m 
of socia l organizatio n o r anothe r i s an integra l par t o f one' s professiona l 
protocols. Conversely , ther e i s anothe r sens e i n whic h "advocacy " i s 
simply th e nam e fo r whateve r practic e seem s t o violate  the professiona l 
protocols: a t th e tur n o f th e previou s century , fo r instance , teacher s o f 
evolution wer e considere d practitioner s o f politica l advocacy . Therefore , 
just a s ther e i s a  sens e i n whic h professor s o f specia l educatio n o r 
women's studie s ar e compelle d t o b e advocates , s o to o i s ther e a  sens e 
that i n astrophysic s a s practiced i n the 1940 s and 1950s , advocates o f the 
Big Ban g theor y were see n a s engaged i n a  form o f specia l pleadin g tha t 
violated th e rang e o f reasonable inference s tha t coul d b e draw n fro m th e 
available data . As Sidney Hook suggeste d twenty-fiv e year s ago, then, th e 
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question o f advocacy i s always and everywher e a  question o f professiona l 
legitimation: 

The qualified teacher , whose qualifications ma y be inferred fro m 
his [sic]  acquisitio n o f tenure , ha s th e righ t honestl y t o reach , 
and hold, and proclaim any conclusion in the field of his compe-
tence. In othe r words, academic freedom carrie s with i t the right 
to heresy as well as the righ t t o restat e and defen d th e traditiona l 
views. This take s i n considerabl e ground . I f a  teacher i n hones t 
pursuit o f a n inquir y o r argumen t come s t o a  conclusio n tha t 
appears fascis t o r communist o r racis t o r what-not i n the eyes  of 
others, once he has been certifie d a s professionally competen t i n 
the eyes of his peers, then those who believe in academic freedo m 
must defen d hi s righ t t o b e wrong—i f they  conside r hi m 
wrong—whatever thei r orthodoxy may be. (36) 

There's muc h t o admir e i n Hook' s formulation , no t leas t o f which i s the 
fact tha t s o fe w academi c o r nonacademi c conservative s woul d dar e t o 
second i t today . What' s al l th e mor e remarkabl e abou t it , however , i s 
that Hoo k use d thi s rational e t o defen d a  young , impoliti c Marxis t 
named Eugen e Genovese , wh o ha d recentl y mad e publi c hi s suppor t o f 
the Vie t Cong—and , a s Hoo k notes , becam e immediatel y infamou s fo r 
doing so : becaus e Ne w Jersey' s Democrati c governo r rightl y refuse d t o 
fire Genoves e fro m Rutger s o n th e ground s o f aidin g an d abettin g 
the enemy , th e Republica n gubernatoria l candidat e "focuse d hi s entir e 
campaign o n th e issu e o f Genovese' s righ t t o teach " (42) . I  sugges t w e 
will wait in vain for th e day when Genoves e extends a  similar professiona l 
courtesy t o thos e "politicall y correct " scholar s wit h who m h e disagrees . 
Nonetheless, Genoves e shoul d hav e learne d a n importan t lesso n fro m 
this episode , and s o should we: our tas k i s not t o as k whether "advocacy " 
constitutes a n acceptabl e classroo m practice , o f what, fo r whom , an d b y 
whom; rather , ou r tas k i s t o as k eac h othe r acros s th e disciplines , fro m 
the natura l science s t o th e huma n science s t o th e professiona l schools , 
what kind s o f "advocacy" ar e legitimate—and, i n fact , required—b y th e 
standards o f responsible professiona l behavior . 

In drawin g thi s conclusion , I  a m no t merel y callin g fo r academic s t o 
have stil l mor e conversation s abou t wha t i t mean s t o b e academics . 
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Rather, I  am callin g for academic s t o com e u p with specifi c an d substan -
tive defense s o f academi c freedo m agains t th e incursion s o f conservativ e 
activists wh o see k t o delegitimat e entir e methodologie s an d eve n entir e 
fields o n th e ground s tha t the y constitut e unacceptabl e form s o f "advo -
cacy." Suc h wa s th e argumen t o f th e boo k tha t gre w ou t o f Lynn e 
Cheney's final  pamphlet-salv o fro m th e chai r o f th e Nationa l Endow -
ment fo r th e Humanities , Telling  the Truth:  certai n "activist " facult y ar e 
abusing th e principl e o f academi c freedo m i n suc h a  manne r tha t the y 
can b e stoppe d onl y b y equall y "activist " trustees , legislators , and/o r 
alumni groups . (Liberal s an d principle d socia l conservative s will  not e 
that thi s i s precisely the sam e argument a s the clai m tha t certai n politica l 
dissidents ar e abusin g th e principl e o f free speec h an d mus t b e censore d 
for th e goo d o f th e Constitution. ) An d suc h i s th e premis e o f th e lates t 
conservative activis t grou p i n academe , no t coincidentall y le d b y Chene y 
and Jerr y Z . Martin , th e Nationa l Alumn i Forum . Th e NA F seek s t o 
bring pressur e t o bea r o n libera l an d progressiv e facult y no t fro m withi n 
the facult y proper , a s is the goa l o f the Nationa l Associatio n o f Scholars , 
but b y encouraging alumn i an d trustee s t o censur e and/o r defun d "inap -
propriate" course s an d curricula . Th e guidin g ide a behin d th e NA F i s 
simply this : that trustees , alumni , an d parent s shoul d no t suppor t (eithe r 
financially o r politically ) th e disseminatio n o f knowledge s wit h whic h 
they disagree . The NA F i s the cleares t distillatio n t o dat e o f the etho s o f 
Olin Foundatio n hea d an d forme r treasur y secretar y Willia m Simon , 
namely, tha t th e folk s who pa y the pipe r get  t o cal l the tune . 

The Nationa l Alumn i Foru m doe s no t portra y itsel f i n thi s way , o f 
course; i t promote s itsel f a s bringin g "standards " bac k t o academe , an d 
has garnere d a  grea t dea l o f medi a attentio n fo r it s "study " tha t show s 
how colleges are jettisoning Shakespeare in favor o f popular culture . (Th e 
survey itsel f i s fraudulen t o n tw o counts : one , i t compare s required 
courses o n Shakespear e wit h optional  course s o n mor e contemporar y 
or ephemera l subjects , an d two , i t onl y count s Englis h departmen t 
requirements, thu s leadin g it s stud y t o th e absur d contentio n tha t Co -
lumbia University , fo r example , does not have a Shakespeare requiremen t 
even though i t has two year-long core courses required o f all undergradu -
ates as well as a formidable "coverage " requirement o f all English majors. ) 
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But th e actua l appea l o f the NAF t o wealthy conservative alumn i i s more 
forthright: you  should  not  be  paying for  these  courses  on Madonna  and 
gender; you should  not have  to support illegitimate "advocacy"programs  like 
African American  studies.  To man y people , i n fact , thi s appea l sound s 
reasonable enough . Why , afte r all , shoul d I  writ e check s t o a  universit y 
some of whose faculty criticiz e private enterprise , when privat e enterpris e 
has mad e m y generou s donatio n possibl e i n th e first  place ? Why shoul d 
I no t joi n rank s wit h like-minde d fello w citizens , an d tr y t o prun e 
"advocacy" course s fro m America n highe r education—o r a t leas t fro m 
the curriculu m o f my dear alm a mater ? 

In comin g year s an d decades , I  think , progressiv e educator s will  no t 
only hav e t o mak e a  principle d cas e fo r form s o f "advocacy " tha t ar e 
intrinsic an d necessar y t o disciplinar y formation s rangin g fro m politica l 
science t o biochemistr y t o specia l education ; w e will  also have t o mak e a 
much broade r cas e t o th e genera l public , a  cas e t o comba t th e notio n 
that th e paye r o f th e pipe r shoul d b e grante d hi s o r he r ever y request . 
That cas e will doubtles s hav e t o loo k somethin g lik e this : the distinctio n 
between societie s tha t do  foster knowledge s tha t th e wealth y an d power -
ful dislike , an d societie s tha t subjec t suc h knowledge s t o th e approval  of 
the wealth y an d powerful , i s an absolutel y fundamenta l distinction . I t i s 
the distinction , i n fine,  betwee n fre e an d totalitaria n societies . Th e ide a 
that wealth y alumn i an d trustees , o r electe d official s o f the state , shoul d 
be given substantiv e vet o powe r ove r th e conten t o f a  college curriculu m 
is a profoundly authoritaria n idea , a n ide a consonan t wit h autocrac y an d 
plutocracy bu t no t wit h democracy . Fo r thos e o f u s colleg e facult y wh o 
"advocate" democracy , then , th e questio n o f scholarl y advocac y wil l b e 
inescapable—and w e shoul d b e prepare d t o advocat e fo r academicall y 
free societie s a t home an d abroad . 

NOTES 
1. Villa , Stainback, Stainback , an d Thousand hav e been amon g the most 

energetic o f scholarl y advocate s fo r "ful l inclusion " policies , arguin g 
that separat e educationa l facilitie s ar e alway s unequa l an d therefor e 
always stigmatizing; Carlberg and Kavale , by contrast, advocate "inclu -
sion" in some cases and no t others , on the basis of their review of fifty 
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independent studie s o f specia l classrooms , whic h foun d tha t "specia l 
classes wer e .  . . significantl y inferio r t o regula r clas s placemen t fo r 
students with belo w average IQ's, and significantly superio r t o regula r 
class fo r behaviorall y disordered , emotionall y disturbed , an d learnin g 
disabled children " (Carlber g an d Kavale , quote d i n Fuch s an d Fuch s 
526). O f course , th e ver y categorie s "behaviorall y disordered, " "emo -
tionally disturbed, " an d "learnin g disabled " ar e themselve s ope n t o 
contestation, suc h tha t th e constitutio n o f thos e categorie s depend s 
radically o n ou r socia l an d professiona l constructio n o f them . Th e 
difference betwee n Stainbac k e t al . and Carlberg  an d Kavale , in othe r 
words, canno t simpl y b e attribute d t o differen t "subjective " reading s 
of "objective" data. If I were a professor o f special education, therefore , 
I coul d no t tak e an y stan d whatsoeve r o n thi s se t o f issue s withou t 
"advocating" on e for m o f study—and, consequently , on e se t o f find-
ings, and one form o f social organization—over another . 

2. Fo r my discussion o f Johnson, see Public Access, 253-62 . 
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FREE SPEEC H AN D DISCIPLIN E 

THE BOUNDARIE S O F THE MULTIVERSIT Y 

Michael Berub e an d Jane t Lyo n 

Both o f u s hav e lon g job titles . We bot h hol d appointment s i n th e 
English departmen t a t Illinois ; i n additio n t o this , on e o f us has a 

faculty appointmen t i n th e women's studie s progra m whil e th e othe r i s a 
faculty affiliat e o f the Afro-American Studie s an d Researc h Program ; an d 
we're bot h appointe d facult y member s i n th e Uni t fo r Criticis m an d 
Interpretive Theory . We begi n b y noting ou r multipl e institutiona l iden -
tities becaus e the y bear , directl y an d indirectly , o n th e subjec t o f ou r 
essay: th e ongoin g critiqu e o f disciplinarit y an d institutionalit y tha t ha s 
characterized America n universitie s a t leas t sinc e th e earl y 1960s , an d 
that ha s issue d i n th e developmen t o f such program s a s women's studie s 
and African America n studies , a t th e sam e time tha t i t has made possibl e 



the Englis h departmen t career s o f transdisciplinarian s lik e Edwar d Said , 
Tania Modleski , N . Katherin e Hayles , and Hom i Bhabha . 

In thi s essay we will discuss two related tendencie s i n higher educatio n 
that hav e becom e increasingl y visibl e i n th e thre e decade s sinc e 1964 : 
first, th e shift , withi n th e university , fro m disciplinar y structure s t o 
interdisciplinary formations , i n th e shape of cross-listed courses , extradis -
ciplinary unit s o f study, multipl y appointe d facult y members , an d multi -
disciplinary courses ; and , second , th e concomitan t shift , withi n Englis h 
departments, fro m th e stud y o f literatur e t o th e stud y o f culture . We'r e 
not aimin g fo r an y earth-shakin g conclusion s abou t thes e change s i n th e 
academy; we'r e mor e intereste d i n makin g som e observation s abou t th e 
historical imperative s tha t li e behind the m an d th e so-calle d postmoder n 
condition o f whic h the y ar e sai d t o b e part . Bu t b y ou r essay' s en d w e 
hope to have secured, among other things , an understanding o f the statu s 
of "disciplinarity" i n English partl y by way of understanding som e o f th e 
changes i n th e way s America n universitie s hav e manage d disciplinarit y 
over the pas t thirt y years.1 

We'll begi n b y citin g a  recen t theor y o f institutiona l change . I n a n 
essay entitled , appropriatel y enough , "Change, " Stanle y Fish—wh o wa s 
once a  literar y criti c bu t i s no w a  theoris t o f law , professionalism , 
institutionality, interpretiv e theory , an d fre e speech—addresse s th e 
charge tha t hi s theor y o f interpretiv e communitie s ha s n o satisfactor y 
account o f change . "Fro m th e right, " h e writes , "come s th e complain t 
that a n interpretiv e community , unconstraine d b y any responsibility t o a 
determinate text , ca n simpl y declar e a  chang e withou t consultin g any -
thing bu t it s own desires . .  . . From th e lef t come s th e complain t tha t a n 
interpretive community , enclose d i n th e armo r o f it s ow n totalizin g 
assumptions, i s imperviou s t o chang e an d act s onl y t o perpetuat e itsel f 
and it s interests " {Doing  What  Comes  Naturally  142) . Fish' s answe r 
to thes e charge s take s th e for m o f a  particularl y Fishia n reversa l an d 
displacement: a n interpretive communit y i s not a  bulwark agains t chang e 
but i n fac t a n "engin e o f change " (150) ; a t th e sam e time , i t remain s a 
community o f share d principles , "homogeneou s wit h respec t t o som e 
general sens e of purpose an d purview , an d heterogeneou s with respec t t o 
the variety of practices i t can accommodate " (153) . 
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The wa y Fis h redefine s interpretiv e communitie s a s "engine s o f 
change" ha s profound implication s fo r ho w we understan d disciplinarit y 
and th e histor y o f disciplinar y change : discipline s respon d t o externa l 
challenges, i t seems , onl y i f thos e externa l challenge s ar e interna l t o th e 
discipline. 

That is , in order for a formulation fro m economic s or mathemat -
ics or anthropology t o be seen as related t o a  problem o r projec t 
in literar y studies , literar y studie s woul d themselve s hav e t o b e 
understood i n such a way that th e arguments and conclusions o f 
economics o r mathematics o r anthropology were already seen by 
practitioners a s at least potentially relevant . To pu t th e matter i n 
what only seems to be a paradox, when a community is provoked 
to chang e b y somethin g outsid e it , tha t somethin g wil l hav e 
already been inside, in the sense that the angle of it s notice—th e 
angle fro m whic h i t i s related t o th e community' s projec t eve n 
before i t i s seen—wil l determin e it s shape , no t after  it i s per -
ceived, but as  it  is perceived. (147 ) 

Fish's example is drawn fro m literar y criticism an d linguistics : from 195 7 
to 1970 , during th e period o f the so-calle d Chomskia n revolution , "onl y 
a smal l percentag e o f thos e workin g i n literar y studie s wa s markedl y 
affected b y transformationa l grammar , whic h cam e an d wen t withou t 
changing a t al l th e wa y mos t literar y busines s wa s done " (147-48) . T o 
those wh o woul d objec t tha t thi s mode l i s stil l "to o narrowl y institu -
tional" an d say s nothin g abou t challenge s fro m outsid e th e discipline s 
altogether, Fis h replies that extra-academi c event s can influence academi c 
disciplines i f and onl y i f those disciplines hav e the potentia l t o take stoc k 
of those event s in th e first  place : 

it depend s o n th e exten t t o which th e member s o f the commu -
nity see the event in question a s one that has a direct bearing on 
their conceptio n o f wha t they  do ; an d tha t wil l depen d o n 
whether o r no t thei r conceptio n o f what they  do , thei r sens e of 
the enterprise , i s boun d u p i n a n essentia l wa y wit h politica l 
issues. Som e o f u s change d ou r teachin g method s an d ou r re -
search priorities markedl y during the Vietnam War ; other s of us 
went on as before a s if nothing were happening. (149 ) 
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So fa r thi s i s uncontroversial—and , i n fact , a  goo d par t o f wha t w e 
say in thi s essa y will consis t o f detailed elaboration s o n it . Bu t before  w e 
proceed w e want t o sketc h ou t som e o f th e problem s wit h whic h Fish' s 
essay leaves us. We'll confine ourselve s to three. First, Fish' s essay remains 
uncertain abou t precisel y ho w th e parameter s o f a  communit y o r a 
discipline respon d t o o r accommodat e change , sinc e hi s definitio n o f 
"community" prove s t o b e a s fluid  a s th e definitio n o f "paradigm " i n 
Kuhn's Structure  of Scientific Revolutions: at times an interpretive commu -
nity seems to consis t o f literary critic s interested i n linguistics ; a t time s i t 
appears t o b e mad e u p o f al l professor s o f literature ; an d a t time s i t 
is mad e u p o f al l professors , o r al l intellectual s (wit h regar d to , say , 
nonintellectual phenomen a lik e th e Vietna m War) . S o th e siz e an d 
constituency o f thes e communitie s ar e themselve s matter s fo r constan t 
interpretation an d negotiation . Second , thi s accoun t woul d leav e u s 
with discipline s whose changes have always already (potentially ) occurre d 
within eve n thoug h th e discipline s ar e no t thereb y understoo d t o b e 
static: o n on e hand , "sinc e a n interpretiv e communit y i s a n engin e o f 
change, there is no status quo to protect , fo r it s operations ar e inseparabl e 
from th e transformatio n o f bot h it s assumption s an d interests " (156) , 
but o n th e othe r hand , chang e was always prepared for , an d ne w theorie s 
therefore chang e nothing : " A theoretica l pronouncemen t i s alway s a n 
articulation o f a shift tha t has in large part already occurred; i t announce s 
a rationale fo r practice s alread y i n force " (155) . As we'll se e when w e get 
to Berkele y a  fe w page s hence , thi s positio n i s crucia l fo r understandin g 
the recen t histor y o f higher education . And third , a s Fish suggest s i n th e 
closing page s o f hi s argument , differen t interpretiv e communitie s an d 
different discipline s hav e differen t investment s i n seein g themselve s a s 
stable o r a s fluid;  wherea s practitioner s o f literar y stud y lik e t o tel l 
themselves tha t the y hav e utterl y revolutionize d th e field  roughl y ever y 
three weeks , lawyer s an d scientist s inhabi t discipline s tha t ma y b e ever y 
bit a s turbid an d innovation-driven , bu t tha t constitutionall y "se e conti -
nuity wher e others , with les s o f a  stake i n th e enterprise , migh t fee l fre e 
to see change" (157) . 

So chang e doe s an d doe s no t happe n al l th e time , an d i t al l depend s 
on whic h interpretiv e communit y you'r e talkin g about  a s wel l a s whic h 
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community you'r e talkin g from —assuming tha t yo u ca n tel l what' s 
inside and what's outside i n the first place. It's not clea r what conclusion s 
one ca n dra w fro m thi s characterizatio n o f intellectua l change , particu -
larly fo r a n enterpris e lik e English , which , a s Fis h rightl y notes , i s s o 
various an d capaciou s tha t certai n area s o f th e disciplin e ca n see m t o b e 
undergoing revolutionar y redefinitio n whil e othe r areas , barel y contigu -
ous, see m t o fee l n o effect s a t all . Perhap s th e on e clea r conclusio n w e 
can draw fro m Fish' s mode l o f change i s that i t help s clarif y th e Englis h 
department's strikin g lac k o f disciplinar y clarity : English , i n thi s model , 
is a field whose center i s nowhere and whose circumference i s everywhere. 
To sa y so i s to pu t matter s somewha t hyperbolically , o f course . Bu t i t i s 
precisely i n thi s hyperboli c sens e tha t Englis h ha s com e t o embod y an d 
dramatize th e postmoder n crisi s o f highe r educatio n mor e generally : 
English i s a leading playe r i n th e curren t debate s ove r th e socia l functio n 
of th e universit y no t onl y becaus e it s interna l heterogeneit y seem s t o 
license th e disciplin e t o spea k fo r th e humanities—an d sometime s eve n 
for th e university—a s a  whole , bu t als o becaus e tha t heterogeneit y 
emblematizes th e crisi s o f representation i n whic h American highe r edu -
cation i s currently caught . 

In orde r t o mak e thi s poin t i n mor e detai l w e nee d t o bac k u p a  fe w 
steps and return , a s so many o f us are charged with longin g t o do , t o th e 
1960s. 

In hi s famous 196 3 position pape r The  Uses  of the University,  Berkeley 
president Clar k Ker r formulate d i n simpl e term s wha t h e too k t o b e th e 
broad publi c misperception s abou t th e institutio n ove r whic h h e pre -
sided: "Ther e ar e two grea t cliche s abou t th e university, " h e wrote. "On e 
pictures i t a s a  radica l institution , whe n i n fac t i t i s most conservativ e i n 
its institutiona l conduct . Th e othe r picture s i t a s autonomous, a  cloister , 
when th e historica l fac t i s that i t ha s alway s responde d . . . t o th e desire s 
and demand s o f externa l groups . .  . .  Th e externa l realit y i s tha t [th e 
university] i s governed b y history " (94-95) . Thi s sens e o f ho w universi -
ties are "governed" involve s an especiall y ambiguou s claim , an d Ker r was 
called ou t o n i t a  yea r late r b y militan t student s a t hi s ow n university . 
Kerr's blueprin t fo r wha t h e calle d th e ne w "multiversity " directe d th e 
public a s wel l a s th e universit y constituenc y t o adap t t o a  newl y para -
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mount ai m o f contemporary education , namely , t o provid e student s an d 
disciplinary unit s with th e intellectua l trainin g an d resource s designe d t o 
service the needs of government an d industry . Outrage d students , alread y 
alarmed b y wha t the y sa w a s researc h universities ' complicit y i n Col d 
War escalation , charge d tha t Kerr' s "multiversity " amounte d t o littl e 
more tha n a  "publi c utilit y servin g th e purel y technica l need s o f a 
society" (Fre e Speech Movement 213 ) b y producing "enormou s number s 
of safe, highl y skilled , an d respectabl e automatons " (Cleavelan d 75 ) wh o 
were no t educate d s o much a s indoctrinated throug h a  "random serie s of 
isolated trainin g situations " (Davidso n 278) . A t best , the y claimed , th e 
multiversity's putativ e servic e t o "history " too k "history " i n a  perversel y 
narrow sense , to mean " a particular stag e .  . .  of American society " (Savi o 
218) characterize d b y the production need s of an industrial , military , an d 
technological boom . At worst , i t expunge d th e broade r understandin g o f 
history tha t prevaile d amon g activis t student s a t Berkeley , who perceive d 
that th e "history " responsibl e fo r th e accelerate d campu s productio n o f 
industrial-military technolog y was actually part o f the momentous dialec -
tic o f th e so-calle d world-in-revolution , rangin g fro m Algeri a t o Missis -
sippi, from Cub a t o Beijing . 

The America n educationa l policie s tha t produce d th e fragmentatio n 
and compartmentalization o f training did so, claimed it s New Left critics , 
in tande m wit h th e specializatio n necessar y for capitalism' s dominion . I n 
fact (i t no w sound s strang e t o say) , man y o f thes e critic s rejecte d th e 
whole concep t o f multiplicit y tha t underwrot e Kerr' s descriptio n o f th e 
multiversity; an d i n doin g s o they foun d themselve s walkin g a  rhetorica l 
tightrope between , on th e one hand, a  then fashionabl e Sartria n denunci -
ation o f th e bruta l effect s o f fragmentatio n o n individualism , an d o n 
the othe r han d a  growin g (an d peculiarl y American ) radica l democrati c 
imperative t o hono r cultura l pluralism . Ultimatel y wha t thes e student s 
agitated fo r wa s a  system  tha t woul d unif y knowledge s produce d i n 
disparate academi c sites , rende r the m choate , an d especiall y connec t 
them t o knowledge s produce d outside  th e university . A s on e activis t 
wrote, transformatio n "canno t tak e plac e unles s i t occur s within  an d i s 
organically connecte d to  th e practic e o f a  mas s radica l political  move -
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ment. .  . .  Every attemp t shoul d b e mad e t o connec t campu s issue s wit h 
off-campus questions " (Davidso n 282) . 

This proble m o f ho w t o articulat e universit y knowledge s t o externa l 
social knowledge s becam e th e centerpiec e o f the Fre e Speec h Movemen t 
at Berkele y i n 1964 , an d a t th e hear t o f th e proble m wa s a n inflame d 
debate ove r th e litera l an d ideologica l boundarie s o f th e university : th e 
twenty-six-foot stri p o f lan d a t th e perimete r o f th e campus , wher e 
students ha d bee n accustome d t o settin g u p publicit y table s fo r extra -
university politica l organization s suc h a s COR E (Congres s o f Racia l 
Equality) an d SNC C (Studen t Nonviolen t Coordinatin g Committee) , 
was peremptoril y reclaime d b y th e universit y a s a n on-campus  space , 
suitable onl y fo r th e circulatio n o f materia l pertainin g t o "internal " 
concerns. In othe r words , the literal  boundary between insid e and outsid e 
became th e sit e o f ideologica l contestation , an d th e resultin g riot s an d 
sit-ins tha t prevaile d fo r th e nex t fou r month s wer e aime d a t breakin g 
the administrativ e authorizatio n o f wha t constitute d "inside " an d "out -
side"—as wel l a s th e (corresponding ) administrativ e definitio n o f wha t 
constituted "appropriate " topics for discussio n within thi s contested pub -
lic space of the university . 

From thi s challengin g o f th e university' s sovereig n "domain, " thi s 
testing o f arbitrar y boundarie s betwee n form s an d site s o f knowledge , i t 
is a  shor t ste p t o proclamation s issuin g fro m studen t manifesto s lik e th e 
French Nanterr e Manifest o o f 1968 , whic h declare s tha t a s a  resul t o f 
the increasingl y permeabl e membran e betwee n th e inside s an d outside s 
of universities , th e "critiqu e o f cultura l alienation " begu n i n th e univer -
sity i s finally  "merg[ing ] wit h th e critiqu e o f socioeconomi c exploitatio n 
and politica l oppression " tha t lie s beyon d it s wall s (270) . I f thi s proces s 
is t o b e secured , th e manifest o advises , "knowledg e mus t .  . . ceaselessl y 
be rescued from fallin g into the status of a  thin g known; it s compartmen -
talization (i n department s o r fields  o f specializatio n withi n th e Faculty , 
for example ) mus t b e throw n int o question ; it s ultimat e goa l mus t b e 
under constan t suspicion " (273). 2 No w division s within  th e universit y 
are suspect; the whole notion o f departmental solvenc y is under question . 
And fro m th e perspectiv e o f thi s university-generate d socia l critique , 
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department facult y member s ar e particularl y culpabl e fo r th e stat e o f 
knowledge: 

The Facult y i s at th e cente r o f two grand operation s directe d a t 
the mean s o f understanding an d expressions : thei r defusin g an d 
their recuperation . Their defusing i s the Faculty of Dead Letters ; 
their recuperation , th e Facult y o f Human Relations . I n th e first 
case, intelligenc e an d inventivenes s ar e subverte d fro m practic e 
toward fetishis m o f th e finished  work , o f th e past , o f wha t i s 
established; i n th e secon d case , thes e qualitie s [i.e. , intelligenc e 
and inventiveness ] ar e employed t o condition th e work force , t o 
increase it s efficiency . Defusin g create s erudition , recuperatio n 
expertise. (271 ) 

On th e on e hand , a  fetis h fo r dea d letter s tha t turn s educatio n int o a 
precious antiquarianism ; o n th e othe r hand , educatio n fo r employmen t 
and nothin g mor e tha n employment . O n th e on e hand , a  university tha t 
has too littl e to d o with th e history o f its own time ; on th e othe r hand , a 
university tha t play s jus t th e wron g rol e i n th e histor y o f it s ow n time . 
In othe r words , fro m thi s angle , th e ne w utilitaria n "multiversities " hav e 
it withi n thei r fractionalizin g powe r t o simpl y recuperat e socia l critique ; 
and th e old-styl e universities , stil l imperviou s t o histor y an d socia l cri -
tique, refuse t o recogniz e the legitimacy of dynamic contemporary claim s 
on th e university . 

If you ton e dow n thi s manifest o an d modif y it s terms o f opprobrium , 
what you'l l win d u p wit h i s mor e o r les s th e outlin e o f Jean-Francoi s 
Lyotard's influentia l monograp h The  Postmodern  Condition —a docu -
ment no t translate d int o Englis h unti l 1984 . In th e Nanterre document' s 
distinction betwee n th e Facult y o f Dea d Letter s an d th e Facult y o f 
Human Relations , that is , we can see the outlines o f Lyotard's distinctio n 
between th e "emancipationis t humanism " o f th e ol d universit y ( a hu -
manism no w degenerat e an d aestheticized , i n th e Nanterr e model ) an d 
the legitimatio n o f educatio n throug h "performativity " i n th e postmod -
ern university . What Lyotar d learne d fro m hi s days as a protest organize r 
at Nanterre , w e suggest , wa s just thi s distinctio n betwee n th e universit y 
of Cardina l Newma n an d th e multiversit y o f Clar k Kerr . Whe n "th e 
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desired goa l becomes the optimal contributio n o f higher educatio n t o th e 
best performativit y o f th e socia l system, " write s Lyotard , tw o thing s 
happen: first,  knowledg e i s pu t i n th e servic e o f enhancin g globa l eco -
nomic competition ; an d second , 

higher learning will have to continue t o supply the social system 
with th e skill s fulfillin g society' s ow n needs , whic h cente r o n 
maintaining it s internal cohesion . .  . . 
. . . I n a  contex t o f delegitimation , universitie s an d th e institu -
tions o f highe r learnin g ar e calle d upo n t o creat e skills , an d n o 
longer ideals—s o man y doctors , s o man y teacher s i n a  give n 
discipline, s o many engineers , s o many administrators , etc . Th e 
transmission o f knowledge is no longer designed to train a n elite 
capable o f guidin g th e natio n toward s it s emancipation , bu t t o 
supply th e syste m wit h player s capabl e o f acceptabl y fulfillin g 
their role s a t th e pragmati c post s require d b y it s institutions . 
(48) 

There's n o questio n tha t Lyotard' s diagnosi s o f "th e postmoder n 
condition" i s deepl y informe d b y th e struggle s ove r th e multiversit y i n 
the 1960s , but w e do no t poin t thi s ou t simpl y t o condem n Lyotar d a s a 
practitioner o f faile d '6 8 philosophy. 3 O n th e contrary , i n wha t follow s 
we wan t t o as k wha t w e hop e i s a  mor e productiv e (an d certainl y a 
more self-reflexive ) question : wha t happen s whe n Lyotard' s accoun t o f 
knowledge i n th e postmoder n er a itself  becomes influentia l i n th e hu -
manities, suc h tha t variou s academi c discipline s tak e u p th e challeng e t o 
"dereify" knowledg e an d contes t th e criterio n o f performativity ? Wha t 
happens when thi s form o f New Lef t critiqu e i s itself institutionalized ? 

It's possibl e t o answe r thi s questio n simpl y b y saying tha t i f New Lef t 
critique has been engage d t o an y extent b y academic institutions , the n t o 
that exten t i t ha s bee n defused , recuperated , incorporated , incarcerated . 
That conclusio n woul d lea d you t o th e leftis t versio n o f antiprofessional -
ism i n whic h "knowledge, " lik e "culture, " i s a n organi c whol e tha t get s 
carved u p b y evi l discipline s an d profession s flourishing  i n th e wak e o f 
multiversities an d seekin g t o consolidat e an d fortif y thei r privat e do -
mains. Bu t surprisingly , thi s positio n conflicts  i n tellin g ways with Clar k 
Kerr's conceptio n o f disciplines : fa r fro m construin g academi c depart -
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merits a s privatized domain s o f knowledge production , Ker r saw them a s 
equal partie s i n a n ensembl e tha t ha s mad e th e universit y " a prim e 
instrument o f nationa l purpose " (87) . That is , where th e antiprofession -
alist critiqu e o f th e post-196 8 multiversit y mistakenl y sees  professional -
ism a s th e barrie r tha t insulate s th e universit y fro m publi c life , Ker r 
(rightly) sa w professionalism a s the very device that increasingl y integrates 
the universit y int o th e machiner y o f governmen t an d industry . Th e 
question, then , i s not whether th e universit y will serve the general public ; 
the questio n i s which  structura l an d economi c segment s o f th e publi c 
will be served—and interpellated—b y whic h academi c disciplines . 

Certainly th e earl y studen t manifesto s lik e Nanterr e and , i n thi s 
country, th e SDS' s Por t Huro n Statemen t wer e aliv e t o thi s nationalis t 
orchestration o f disciplines . Disciplinarit y i n thos e work s i s rendere d a s 
an explicitl y politica l effect , an d i s linke d t o paternalisti c authority : 
disciplines discipline—an d i n doin g s o produc e subject s o f the nationa l 
military state . Th e manifestos ' rhetorica l trope s cas t unrulines s a s unfet -
tered antidisciplinarity , fraternit y a s revolutionar y antipaternalism , an d 
the refor m o f th e curriculu m (literally , "th e cours e o f events" ) a s a 
species o f publi c activism . Th e concludin g section s o f th e Por t Huro n 
Statement, fo r example , declare tha t 

Social relevance , th e accessibilit y t o knowledge , an d interna l 
openness—these togethe r mak e th e universit y a  potentia l bas e 
and agenc y i n a  movemen t o f socia l change . . . . [Njationa l 
efforts a t universit y refor m .  . . mus t mak e fraterna l an d func -
tional contac t wit h allie s i n labor , civi l rights , an d othe r libera l 
forces outside the campus. They must import major publi c issues 
into the curriculum—research an d teaching on problems o f war 
and peac e i s a n outstandin g example . The y mus t mak e debat e 
and controversy , no t dul l pedanti c cant , th e commo n styl e fo r 
educational life . (73 , 74) 

"Debate an d controversy, " i t i s fai r t o say , have  characterized th e subse -
quent refor m o f disciplines , marke d a s tha t ha s bee n b y wha t Steve n 
Connor describe s a s th e stead y flow  o f "th e ne w theoretica l allegiance s 
across disciplines." These allegiances , writes Connor , 
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are accompanied b y a breakdown o f the links between academi c 
institutions an d thei r nationa l contexts . Th e languag e o f th e 
development o f modern literar y criticism began in England with 
a cultural  analysi s tha t sough t t o rescu e an d reformulat e a  myth 
of national identity to stand against the incursions of anonymous 
and internationa l mas s capitalism . I n othe r areas , especially phi-
losophy an d art-criticism , clea r an d continuou s nationa l "tradi -
tions" were equally powerful constituent s i n the rise of academic 
disciplines. (17-18 ) 

If Conno r i s right , th e institutionalizatio n o f academi c discipline s wa s 
part o f an attemp t no t t o atomize , bu t t o salvage  the "organi c whole" o f 
culture whose loss was mourned b y the radica l student s a t Berkeley . 

We therefor e thin k it' s mor e accurat e (a s well a s more fruitful ) t o sa y 
that th e academic incorporation o f the New Lef t critiqu e o f disciplinarit y 
has produce d considerabl e involution s i n fields,  suc h tha t som e disci -
plines no w tak e th e ver y institutio n o f disciplinarity , and  th e relation s 
between academi c disciplines and thei r socia l milieu, a s legitimate object s 
of inquiry . An d w e offer , a s example s o f thi s ne w mod e o f disciplinar y 
self-interrogation, th e multipl e use s t o whic h ethnograph y ha s bee n pu t 
in fields such a s English, psychology , anthropology , sociology , an d medi a 
studies. T o sugges t otherwise , w e think—t o sugges t tha t th e universit y 
has simpl y devoure d an d digeste d th e Ne w Left' s challenge s t o i t i n th e 
1960s withou t departin g i n th e leas t fro m it s rationalizing , technocrati c 
agenda—is t o ignor e th e establishmen t an d enduranc e o f extradiscipli -
nary programs (again , women' s studie s an d African America n studie s ar e 
appropriate example s here) , program s that , i n th e bes t o f al l academi c 
worlds, pla y a  rol e i n hirin g an d promotio n decisions , an d i n awardin g 
undergraduate an d graduat e minors . 

Overlooking thes e change s effectivel y disable s on e fro m producin g a 
cogent accoun t o f intellectuals i n th e contemporar y university . Take , fo r 
example, a  recen t boo k b y Car l Boggs , Intellectuals  and  the  Crisis  of 
Modernity, whic h contain s withi n it s page s tw o diametricall y oppose d 
accounts o f the humanities an d socia l sciences in th e age of the multiver -
sity. The first  o f these, i n a  chapter entitle d "Th e University , Modernity , 
and th e Diffusio n o f Technocrati c Discourse, " sound s a s i f i t ha d bee n 
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transcribed fro m Berkele y an d Nanterr e wor d fo r word , referencin g 
Clark Ker r i n orde r t o sa y that nothin g i s new under th e academi c sun : 

Despite a  quarter-centur y o f critiques , challenges , an d reforms , 
the multiversit y tha t Ker r ha d i n min d remain s th e hegemoni c 
form o f academic lif e i n th e 1990s . And th e rol e o f faculty ha s 
become even mor e technocrati c tha n wha t Ker r describe d i n hi s 
book. On e coul d g o further : the i modern universit y i s the locu s 
of state-corporate management o f education tha t administers and 
controls th e productio n o f knowledge . Virtuall y al l form s o f 
scholarship are saturated with a positivist world-view correspond-
ing to this highly rationalized system. ( I l l ) 

As Bogg s describe s it , th e moder n researc h universit y ha s fostere d " a 
massive proliferation o f disciplines and subdisciplines tha t are fragmente d 
and disconnecte d fro m eac h other " (112) , thereb y renderin g facult y 
unable t o addres s issue s o f broa d socia l concern . I n suc h universities , 
Boggs writes , "th e hostilit y t o general , multidisciplinar y frame s o f refer -
ence make s i t difficul t fo r an y particula r field  o f inquir y t o establis h 
linkages wit h othe r fields  o r addres s pressin g socia l an d politica l theme s 
with dept h an d creativ e insight : capitalism , bureaucracy , racism , patriar -
chy, and ecologica l crisis , to name th e mos t visible" (113) . Citing Russel l 
Jacoby a s his primary witness , Bogg s conclude s tha t "th e norma l politic s 
of universit y lif e invariabl y assert s itsel f ove r al l bu t th e mos t ambitiou s 
efforts a t intellectua l creativity " (117) . I t woul d appear , then , tha t onl y 
an extremel y ambitiou s an d creativ e professor  o f socia l sciences , lik e 
Boggs, could hav e written suc h a  sentence i n a n academi c book . 

The proble m isn' t merel y tha t Bogg s i s mistake n abou t th e researc h 
university; he' s certainl y no t wron g t o not e th e prevalenc e o f quantifica -
tion, technica l jargon , an d statistica l analysi s i n th e socia l science s tha t 
most aspir e t o bein g considere d "hard " science s (psychology , sociology , 
economics), an d he' s no t wron g t o sugges t tha t professiona l activit y i n 
those fields  i s ofte n measured , a s i t i s i n th e natura l sciences , b y th e 
amount o f external gran t dollar s one' s researc h ha s generated . Th e prob -
lem, instead , i s tha t Bogg s extend s thi s analysi s ove r ever y academi c 
discipline, fro m thos e mos t full y integrate d int o th e military-industria l 
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research apparatu s t o thos e lik e women' s studie s an d Englis h wher e 
"performative" criteri a ar e harde r t o com e b y (an d wher e researcher s ar e 
rarely grante d tenur e o n th e basi s o f thei r abilit y t o attrac t externa l 
funding). Mor e tha n this , however, th e problem i s that Boggs' s failure t o 
ask abou t th e statu s o f hi s ow n wor k i n th e academi c technocrac y 
produces a  very strang e narrativ e i n whic h "th e university " i s th e agen t 
of rationalization , bu t "highe r education " i s th e locu s o f a  ne w critica l 
intelligentsia whose work does  contest th e reification an d instrumentaliza -
tion o f knowledge . Onl y on e chapte r afte r characterizin g th e universit y 
as Clark Kerr' s knowledge factory , Bogg s writes, 

In highe r education , literall y thousand s o f scholar s i n virtuall y 
every discipline have been influence d b y themes an d approache s 
drawn from th e sixties milieu. The New Left preoccupatio n wit h 
ideology and consciousness , empowerment an d community , cul -
tural critique, and the transformation o f personal life has entered 
the discourse s o f history , sociology , politica l science , anthropol -
ogy, urba n planning , comparativ e literature , an d ar t history , i n 
some cases precipitating a crisis of mainstream thinking . .  . . This 
expansion i n number s an d influenc e o f critica l intellectual s i n 
American life over the past two decades is a development of great 
importance: oppositiona l discours e i s no longe r a  rarity , despit e 
more than a  decade of Reaganism in national politics . (176) 

We thin k Bogg s i s right abou t highe r educatio n an d wron g abou t th e 
university (indeed , it' s interestin g tha t h e associate s "dissidence " an d 
"crisis" wit h th e forme r ter m an d technocrac y wit h th e latter) . Becaus e 
we would argu e tha t wha t happene d i n th e "sixtie s milieu " Bogg s finally 
acknowledges her e i s that th e humanitie s an d th e socia l sciences too k o n 
the challenge s o f Por t Huron , Berkeley , an d Nanterre—an d the y di d s o 
because th e humanities an d th e socia l sciences provide th e bes t disciplin -
ary locations fro m whic h t o theoriz e a  socia l contex t fo r knowledg e an d 
thereby "dereify " knowledge . I n thi s w e mea n t o oppos e th e huma n 
sciences t o th e natura l sciences , i n whic h knowledg e ha s t o b e reifie d i f 
normal scienc e i s to generat e testabl e criteri a fo r itself . This ma y sugges t 
that discipline s no w distinguis h themselve s fro m th e natura l science s t o 
the exten t the y involv e hermeneuti c account s o f knowledge . Tha t is , 
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historicist o r contextualis t o r feminis t o r sociologica l account s o f scienc e 
are no t themselve s science s an d d o no t aspir e t o th e protocol s o f knowl -
edge i n th e natura l science s (whic h i s on e reaso n the y hav e me t wit h 
such hostility from som e scientists , as in Norman Levit t and Pau l Gross' s 
infamous Higher  Superstition:  The  Academic  Left  and  Its  Quarrels  with 
Science). It was just suc h a  recognition o f the definin g rol e o f hermeneu -
tics tha t guide d u s when ou r Uni t fo r Criticis m an d Interpretiv e Theor y 
sought t o clarif y it s scope and purpos e a  few years ago: it was agreed tha t 
all discipline s wer e potentiall y relevan t t o th e Uni t an d vic e versa , s o 
long a s they involve a  component o f interpretive  theory—thus excludin g 
purely statistica l "theories " in econometric s o r quantitative sociology . 

It i s wort h notin g tha t th e for m o f interdisciplinarit y characterize d 
by th e Uni t fo r Criticis m an d Interpretiv e Theor y operate s throug h 
centralization, an d i n s o doin g serve s a n importan t functio n i n ou r 
university. B y formall y bringin g together , throug h zero-tim e appoint -
ments, facult y member s fro m discipline s engage d i n som e degre e b y 
theorized recursivity , th e Uni t ha s helpe d produc e dialogu e spoke n i n a 
kind o f esperant o base d i n share d hermeneuti c practices . Thi s dialogue , 
occurring no t onl y in weekly seminars bu t als o in cross-liste d an d jointl y 
taught courses , act s a s a  hedge agains t bot h reificatio n an d performativ -
ity. Another kin d o f more-than-disciplinar y academi c unit—typifie d b y 
women's studies , Africa n America n studies , Latino-Latin a studies , an d 
the like—work s somewha t differently . Thes e unit s als o brin g togethe r 
like-minded facult y fro m far-flun g disciplines , bu t thei r primar y goa l lie s 
in anothe r direction , tha t is , t o plac e withi n a  variety o f department s a 
number o f jointly hired faculty member s contracte d t o teach a  percentage 
of courses addressin g women o r gender studie s o r feminis t theory , i n th e 
case o f women' s studies , o r African America n culture , rac e theory , dias -
pora, colonialism , an d s o forth , i n th e cas e o f African America n studies . 
And whil e i t migh t b e argue d (a s critic s hav e done ) tha t individua l 
faculty member s i n mos t humanitie s an d socia l science s department s 
would b e incline d t o teac h course s lik e these whether o r no t th e campu s 
had a  women's studie s program o r a n African America n studie s program , 
the actual existence of these programs insures  curricular attention , institu -
tionalizes it , put s mone y (howeve r meagerly ) behin d it , an d partiall y 
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diverts curricula r contro l awa y fro m individua l department s an d disci -
plinary protocols . 

Where th e Uni t fo r Criticis m an d Interpretiv e Theory draw s it s direc-
tives almost entirely from withi n th e academy, women's studie s program s 
and Africa n America n studie s program s hav e alway s maintaine d tie s 
with outsid e constituencies . This "external-ness"—precisel y th e legacy of 
1960s inside/outsid e agitation , a s we hav e noted—periodicall y become s 
the targe t o f criticis m b y opponent s o f women' s studie s program s (fo r 
example) wh o charg e tha t suc h program s produc e mer e "pseudoscholar -
ship" i n th e interes t o f political activism . T o tak e a  recent an d egregiou s 
example, Daphn e Pata i an d Norett a Koertge' s Professing  Feminism  con -
cludes it s cal l fo r th e abolitio n o f women's studie s b y consignin g "advo -
cacy" to th e stree t where i t belongs : 

Students an d facult y shoul d b e encourage d t o fight  sexis m an d 
other injustice s o n thei r campuse s an d beyond , bu t the y shoul d 
not expec t t o receive academic credi t o r tenure fo r doin g so . . . . 
Advocacy is often appropriate , sometimes necessary, in the street. 
But in the classroom, the more flexible values of liberal education 
should prevail . (210 ) 

It i s har d t o se e ho w th e values  o f libera l educatio n ca n b e calle d 
"more flexible"  when the y explicitl y mandate th e prohibitio n o f feminis t 
scholarship. Whethe r som e women' s studie s program s (o r som e aspect s 
of women's studie s programs ) ar e wholly give n ove r t o mer e "advocacy " 
we aren' t prepare d t o say , bu t i n th e one s w e kno w best , intellectua l 
integrity i s actuall y reinforced  by a n interdisciplinar y structure : jointl y 
hired facult y member s teac h ou t o f thei r hom e departments , whic h ar e 
in tur n jointl y responsibl e fo r evaluatin g scholasti c work . 

The broade r issu e at stake here , o f course, has to d o with th e functio n 
of critica l intellectual s an d extra - o r interdisciplinar y knowledge s i n th e 
postmodern university . I t woul d b e a  mistake, we think , t o tak e Lyotar d 
and Bogg s a t fac e value , an d sa y simpl y tha t th e stat e o f knowledg e i n 
the postmoder n er a i s define d b y th e technocrati c function s o f th e 
multiversity. As Boggs unwittingly demonstrates , thi s narrative leaves you 
with n o consisten t wa y o f accountin g fo r th e presenc e o f analyse s lik e 
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Boggs's i n socia l science , jus t a s i t fail s t o accoun t fo r th e profusio n o f 
critics i n Englis h department s wh o interrogat e th e institutiona l statu s o f 
literary study—Bruc e Robbins , Pau l Bove , Anne Ruggle s Gere , Richar d 
Ohmann, Geral d Graff , an d s o on. The prevalenc e o f this kin d o f meta -
institutional criticism , w e suggest , i s th e resul t o f ho w th e humanitie s 
and socia l science s too k o n th e critique s o f th e universit y mounte d a t 
Berkeley an d Columbi a an d Michiga n an d Nanterre ; an d i f thi s i s so , 
then th e institutionalizatio n o f thes e critique s ha s no t defuse d the m bu t 
disseminated the m throug h th e disciplines—suc h tha t th e histor y o f 
disciplinarity itsel f i s no w amon g som e disciplines ' object s o f stud y (a s 
in investigation s o f th e "constructedness " o f philosophy , anthropology , 
history, English , law , sociology, an d s o on).5 

In ou r emphasi s on th e litera l "externality " o f disciplines we differ no t 
only fro m Stanle y Fis h bu t also , an d mor e markedly , fro m Anton y 
Easthope. Easthope' s Literary  into  Cultural  Studies  sets  th e field  o f En -
glish a s havin g bee n transforme d entirel y fro m withi n b y th e adven t 
of theory , which , h e claims , ha s rendere d untenabl e literar y study' s 
foundational distinctio n betwee n hig h an d mas s culture , "literary " an d 
"ordinary" language . We agre e tha t theorie s o f literariness ar e no t merel y 
coeval with bu t fundamenta l t o th e creatio n o f departments o f organize d 
literary stud y i n th e Anglo-American world ; eve n i n a  relatively lat e tex t 
like Northro p Frye' s Anatomy  of  Criticism  on e ca n se e a  somewha t 
strained attemp t t o sequeste r literar y stud y fro m th e incursion s o f othe r 
"extraneous" disciplines b y insisting on criticism' s primar y pigment : 

The axiom s an d postulate s o f criticism .  . . have t o gro w ou t o f 
the ar t i t deals with. .  . . Critical principles canno t b e taken ove r 
ready-made fro m theology , philosophy , politics , science , o r an y 
combination o f these. 

To subordinat e criticis m t o a n externally derived critica l atti -
tude i s to exaggerat e th e value s i n literatur e tha t ca n b e relate d 
to the external source, whatever i t is . (6-7) 

It i s precisely thi s fait h i n th e organicit y o f th e field—and  th e capacit y 
of th e field  t o b e organized—tha t th e professio n o f literar y stud y n o 
longer professes . Bu t Easthop e i s surely mistaken i n attributin g disciplin -
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aiy change solel y to th e ris e of theory . I f Easthope i s right tha t ther e ha s 
been a  paradig m shif t i n literar y stud y (an d thoug h w e questio n th e 
source o f that shif t w e do agre e tha t i t has occurred) , i t surely consists i n 
this: the profession i s no longe r conten t t o investigat e literariness , o r tha t 
which i s intrinsi c t o th e field  o f literar y study , bu t rathe r revel s i n it s 
extradisciplinary promiscuit y s o long as it i s enabled t o interrogat e litera -
ture i n it s socia l contexts , investigat e literar y histor y a s institution , an d 
investigate th e histor y o f th e institutio n o f literar y study . Neoconserva -
tives, w e contend , ar e close r t o th e mar k tha n i s Easthop e whe n the y 
suspect tha t thes e developments hav e their root s in the 1960s . Feminism , 
Marxism, ne w historicism , cultura l materialism , cultura l studies , quee r 
theory: thes e enterprise s share , i f they shar e nothin g else , a  commitmen t 
to theorizin g th e socia l contex t o f cultura l production— a commitmen t 
so broad , i n som e cases , tha t literatur e disappear s int o th e large r field  o f 
the social , an d i s addresse d b y wa y o f Gramsc i an d Batman , monarch y 
and pena l codes , race riots and Balines e cockfights . 

We realiz e i t coul d b e argue d tha t i n turnin g it s attentio n t o culture , 
English i s onl y doin g agai n wha t i t ha s alway s don e i n th e past . W e 
believe there' s som e elemen t o f trut h i n this—whic h i s wh y everyon e 
from Terr y Eagleto n t o Steve n Maillou x t o E . D . Hirsc h ca n clai m t o 
have calle d literar y stud y t o retur n t o it s root s i n th e ancien t stud y o f 
rhetoric. Fo r a s Eagleton , Connor , Easthope , an d man y other s hav e 
pointed out , th e premis e o f Englis h studie s wa s ambiguou s fro m th e 
outset: i n Grea t Britain , wit h Leavis , Empson , an d Richards , a s i n th e 
United States , with Brooks , Ransom , an d Tate , literar y study' s method -
ological formalis m wa s alway s hooke d u p t o a  broade r theor y o f th e 
whole, organi c cultur e t o b e recovere d b y means o f literary study . Surel y 
we will  no t preten d t o believ e tha t Wordswort h o r Arnol d di d no t 
sufficiently interrogat e th e concep t o f "culture. " Bu t w e hav e n o wa y o f 
knowing whethe r th e emergen t dispensation—tha t is , th e dispensatio n 
of cultura l studies—i s definitel y eithe r a  revolutio n o r a  restoration ; 
scholars i n th e Renaissanc e ca n clai m tha t the y alway s studie d culture , 
just a s writin g instructor s an d historicall y minde d eighteenth-centur y 
scholars ca n insis t the y wer e doin g cultura l studie s before  anyon e hear d 
of i t i n th e Unite d States ; bu t thi s ma y b e just on e mor e trompe  Voeilot 
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"change," thank s t o which i t looks t o thos e insid e th e disciplin e a s if th e 
outside o f the disciplin e reall y was inside al l along . 

But wha t doe s i t matte r whethe r on e locate s chang e insid e o r outsid e 
the discipline? Aren't thes e alternatives illusory , since disciplinary border s 
are so permeable tha t thei r outside s ar e in an d thei r inside s ar e out? An d 
wasn't th e Nanterr e Manifest o launche d a t th e humanitie s an d socia l 
sciences fro m th e outset , an d therefore , a s Fis h migh t say , alread y "in -
side" the fields i t challenged ? 

We contend , first  o f all , tha t i t doe s indee d matte r ho w you tel l thes e 
stories a s tale s i n o r ou t o f school . I t matter s theoretically , becaus e i f 
there isn' t a n "outside " t o th e discipline , the n you r accoun t o f change , 
like Easthope' s o r Fish's , ca n simpl y adop t Kuhn' s structur e wholesale , 
and concoc t a  narrativ e wherei n paradig m developmen t inevitabl y pro -
duces anomaly and force s revolutio n regardles s of external socia l variables 
such a s funding , studen t populations , nationa l agendas , an d influentia l 
manifestos. An d i t matter s practically , becaus e i f yo u don' t hav e a n 
account o f th e discipline' s "outside, " yo u can' t hav e an y sens e o f it s 
potential constituencies . It' s fo r thi s reaso n tha t w e prefe r Boggs' s ac -
count o f disciplinar y chang e t o Easthope's , becaus e fo r al l it s contradic -
tions i t rightly foregrounds th e social movements o f the 1960s , in concer t 
with the expansion o f the universities , as precipitates of the contemporar y 
crises in th e humanities an d socia l sciences . 

Our argument , then , i s this. The evolutio n o f the modern multiversit y 
had a t it s source two principa l imperatives : to accommodat e ne w studen t 
populations an d t o produc e researc h (an d researchers ) o f us e t o nationa l 
security an d globa l economi c competition . Unde r bot h headings , th e 
university wa s put , a s Clar k Ker r said , int o th e servic e o f th e nation : i n 
democratizing highe r education , expandin g th e franchis e t o previousl y 
excluded populations , a s wel l a s i n militarizin g highe r educatio n an d 
providing researc h an d developmen t fo r th e postwa r economi c boom . 
Indeed, i n th e 1990 s i t i s no w beginnin g t o loo k a s i f th e forme r 
movement, democratization , wa s predicated o n th e latter , militarization . 
Be that a s it may , thi s vast socia l change produce d th e condition s fo r th e 
dismantling of—o r a t leas t th e institutiona l resistanc e to—th e ver y 
system o f technocratic performativity tha t sough t t o manage new studen t 
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populations a s nationa l huma n resource s i n th e first  place . We therefor e 
see th e postmoder n universit y a s radicall y porous , accommodatin g a n 
outside tha t i s it s inside , bu t w e d o no t wan t t o mak e th e mistak e o f 
seeing our ow n disciplinar y transformatio n fro m literatur e t o cultur e a s a 
purely intellectua l matte r o f new paradigms an d theorie s develope d fro m 
within ou t o f the gradua l obsolescenc e o f the old . 

Our argumen t doe s no t en d here , however . Fo r i t woul d b e eas y t o 
celebrate th e polymorphou s perversit y o f English , an d t o cal l a n en d t o 
the oppressiv e regim e o f disciplinarit y onc e an d fo r all,  i f i t weren' t fo r 
the collapse o f the academi c job market . I f times were flush  we could sa y 
that Englis h ha s lai d clai m onc e agai n t o bein g th e quee n o f th e disci -
plines, rightl y generatin g conservativ e attack s an d recruitin g new , en -
gaged student s t o th e field  i n recor d numbers , an d w e coul d b e happy , 
proud, an d downrigh t smug . Bu t a  bea r marke t a s sever e a s thi s on e 
throws th e profession' s standard s o f valu e int o turmoil , becaus e (a s 
chapter 4  argued ) ther e ar e no w s o comparativel y fe w institutiona l loca -
tions fo r s o many differen t kind s o f work. Ou r idea l aspiration s o f post -
disciplinariness ar e therefore constantl y contradicte d b y the exigencie s o f 
our fiscal austerity. Suc h a  state o f affairs , w e believe, i s harmful no t onl y 
to th e university' s intellectua l futur e bu t als o t o it s presen t mechanics ; 
that i s to say , th e contradictio n betwee n interdisciplinar y expansio n an d 
fiscal contraction ha s grav e consequence s fo r graduat e programs , hirin g 
and tenure , an d pee r revie w a t ever y level—al l th e form s o f professiona l 
self-regulation (an d intellectua l self-definition ) w e have. 

It coul d no t b e mor e importan t i n th e curren t climate , therefore , 
that universitie s an d legislature s b e persuade d t o preserv e an d foste r 
interdisciplinary units—whateve r programs , institutes , an d center s gen -
erate hybri d an d critica l form s o f knowledg e whos e use s ar e no t foreor -
dained b y nationa l policy . W e find  i t bitterl y ironi c tha t s o post-literar y 
a theorist a s Tony Bennett , wh o ha s called fo r greate r attentio n t o polic y 
in cultura l studies , woul d criticiz e progressiv e intellectual s fo r opposin g 
governmental call s for " a greater stress on skill s and competenc y training s 
in highe r education"—a s i f such a  strategy were self-evidentl y revanchis t 
and reactionary : "th e readines s o f cultural studie s intellectual s t o fal l int o 
line behind traditiona l defence s o f the humanitie s a s a form o f educatio n 
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which exceed s th e mundan e calculu s tha t th e notion s o f skills , training s 
and competencie s imply, " accordin g t o Bennett , i s "most disappointing " 
("Being 'I n th e True ' "  235) . What' s od d abou t thi s i s tha t Bennet t 
ostensibly wants t o mov e hi s field  (an d ours ) outsid e literatur e t o cultur e 
and policy , bu t i n advocatin g a n ide a o f th e intellectua l a s "technica l 
exemplar" an d inveighin g agains t th e "useless " knowledge s h e consider s 
(along wit h Ia n Hunter ) t o b e oppressiv e regime s o f perso n formation , 
Bennett seem s t o hav e misrea d th e lesson s o f th e pas t thirt y year s rathe r 
dramatically, s o muc h s o tha t he' s no w i n th e anomalou s positio n o f 
proposing tha t al l intellectua l enterprise s i n th e humanitie s b e hande d 
over t o th e proponent s o f performativity . I n opposin g th e Facult y o f 
Dead Letters , i t seems , Bennet t ha s merel y propose d tha t w e joi n th e 
Faculty o f Huma n Relations . N o strateg y coul d b e mor e self-defeatin g 
for America n critica l intellectual s i n th e academy , wh o need , i n thes e 
straitened times , ever y politica l an d rhetorica l opportunit y t o kee p ope n 
and thrivin g thos e interdisciplinar y unit s throug h whic h knowledg e ca n 
circulate suc h tha t it s direction s an d goal s ca n b e neithe r predicte d no r 
controlled. An d w e insis t o n thi s commitmen t t o interdisciplinarit y no t 
because i t i s a n en d i n itself , bu t becaus e w e kno w tha t i n th e moder n 
research university , i t i s one importan t wa y t o kee p aliv e th e attemp t t o 
dereify knowledge ; i t i s on e o f th e fe w way s w e ca n valu e eve n thos e 
knowledges tha t d o no t immediatel y serv e the purposes o f the state . 

NOTES 
1. Fo r a  synopti c (an d thoroughl y interdisciplinary ) overvie w o f th e 

history o f disciplinarit y i n highe r education , se e Messer-Davidow , 
Shumway, an d Sylvan , Knowledges:  Historical  and Critical  Studies in 
Disciplinarity. 

2. Fo r a  recent and eloquent restatemen t o f the intellectual imperativ e t o 
dereify knowledg e as it is produced i n universities , see Readings. 

3. Se e Starr , however , fo r a  thoroug h accoun t o f th e rol e playe d b y 
the Nanterr e an d Ma i '6 8 movement s wit h regar d t o subsequen t 
developments i n French socia l theory. 

4. A s Elle n Roone y ha s written , "Th e creatio n o f women's studie s pro -
grams entail s a  specificall y feminis t critiqu e o f th e disciplines . Thi s 
critique i s predominantl y anti-essentialis t an d attack s th e common -
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sense view o f disciplinary discours e a s at leas t potentiall y objectiv e i n 
its representation o f the real" (21). 

5. Thi s i s not t o sa y that th e disseminatio n o f New Lef t critique s i n th e 
contemporary universit y canno t b e mad e t o wor k fo r th e force s o f 
technocracy; a s Steven Connor point s out , 

The form s o f interdisciplinarity whic h resul t fro m thi s exchang e o f 
[critical] language s an d [intellectual ] concept s ar e ofte n claime d a s 
postmodern destabilization s o f th e structure s o f knowledge . Bu t 
this argumen t coul d b e pu t th e othe r wa y around . Th e for m o f 
interdisciplinarity whic h ha s been fostere d acros s th e socia l science s 
and humanities by the vehicle of the postmodernism debat e can also 
be see n a s attempts t o maste r th e field,  coercing i t int o intellectua l 
performativity. (42-43 ) 

Bill Readings's analysi s o f "the Universit y o f Excellence," in which al l 
disciplines an d facult y specialization s ar e welcome s o long a s they ar e 
"excellent" (tha t is , amenable t o quantitativ e administrativ e revie w o f 
some kin d o r usabl e fo r th e machiner y o f "prestige") , suggest s tha t 
Connor's dystopia n readin g o f interdisciplinarit y wil l b e altogethe r 
germane t o th e universit y o f th e twenty-firs t century . A t th e sam e 
time, Berkele y Fre e Speec h Movemen t activis t Bradfor d Cleaveland' s 
declaration tha t "th e mos t salien t characteristi c o f the 'multiversity ' i s 
massive production o f specialized excellence " (75 ) suggest s tha t Read -
ings's dystopia n readin g o f the university , lik e Lyotard's , ha s it s root s 
in Berkeley and Nanterre . 
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9 

EXTREME PREJUDIC E 

THE COARSENIN G OF 
AMERICAN CONSERVATIS M 

S trolling through th e Detroi t Internationa l Airport i n Octobe r 199 5 
on m y way to m y parents ' hom e i n Virginia Beach , I  came upo n a 

newsstand-bookstore tha t wa s devotin g eigh t o r te n shelve s o f space — 
roughly one-quarter , I  believe , o f it s "ne w best-sellers " wall—to Dines h 
D'Souza's The  End  of  Racism.  I  ha d hear d a  grea t dea l abou t th e boo k 
before i t was published, an d ha d just recentl y been aske d (twice , actually ) 
by th e Chicago  Tribune  t o revie w th e thing . I  declined , partl y o n th e 
grounds tha t I'v e alread y rea d mor e D'Souz a tha n an y huma n should , 
having peruse d bot h Illiberal  Education (1991 ) an d hi s rarel y mentione d 
first (an d best ) effort , Falwell:  Before the Millennium (1984) . That' s th e 
book wher e D'Souz a writes , "listenin g t o Falwel l speak , on e get s a  sense 
that somethin g i s righ t abou t America , afte r all " (205) . S o why woul d I 



want t o rea d th e ne w seven-hundred-pag e D'Souza , th e magnum  opus, 
the D'Souz a Ulysses?  D o I  reall y hav e an y obligatio n t o kee p plowin g 
through th e bookshelve s o f th e Right , demonstratin g again , again , an d 
yet again tha t there' s n o ther e there ? 

Within hour s I  wa s i n m y parents ' livin g room , askin g m y fathe r 
whether h e though t a  Tribune  revie w fro m m e would mak e an y den t i n 
the medi a campaig n bringin g bul k shipment s o f The  End  of  Racism  t o 
airport bookstores , o r whether I  wouldn't jus t b e giving the book greate r 
visibility an d credibilit y simpl y b y agreein g t o trea t i t a s a  serious objec t 
of some kind . "Well , Michael, " m y fathe r replied , "yo u ma y no t hav e t o 
worry. Fro m wha t I  hear, th e book isn' t doin g very well, in review s o r i n 
sales." When I  asked where m y fathe r ha d hear d suc h a  thing, h e turne d 
to m e an d asked , with a  straight face , i f I  hadn' t see n th e ne w "despera -
tion" ad s th e Fre e Pres s was runnin g fo r th e book . "Tw o fo r on e deal, " 
he said . "Bu y The  End of  Racism  at th e alread y low , lo w bargai n price , 
and receiv e The  Mark Fuhrman  Tapes  for free. " 

Of course , it' s manifestl y unfai r t o compar e D'Souz a an d Fuhrman . 
To m y knowledge , D'Souz a ha s neve r personall y beate n o r frame d a 
black person , no r ha s h e suggeste d creatin g a  larg e bonfir e o f blac k 
bodies. I n The  End of  Racism,  h e merel y propose s a  theor y o f "rationa l 
discrimination" base d on th e recognition tha t there are vast "civilizationa l 
differences" betwee n blac k an d whit e Americans . At th e clos e o f hi s first 
chapter, D'Souz a offer s a  brie f catechis m o n th e subject : th e mai n 
problem fo r black s i s no t racis m bu t "libera l antiracism " (24) ; th e civi l 
rights movemen t faile d becaus e "equa l right s fo r black s coul d no t an d 
did no t produc e equalit y of results" (23) ; and, consequently , th e caus e of 
"rational discrimination " i s "blac k cultura l pathology " (24) . D'Souza' s 
middle chapte r ("I s America a  Racist Society?" ) expand s o n th e premise s 
of rationa l discrimination , whic h ma y b e unfai r t o individual s bu t vali d 
about groups-as-wholes : 

Only becaus e grou p trait s hav e a n empirica l basi s i n share d 
experience ca n w e invok e the m withou t fea r o f contradiction . 
Think o f how people would reac t i f someone said that "Korean s 
are lazy" or that "Hispanic s ar e constantly tryin g to find ways to 
make money." Despite the prevalence of anti-Semitism, Jews are 

EXTREME P R E J U D I C E 
Qos] 



rarely accuse d o f stupidity . Black s ar e neve r accuse d o f bein g 
tight wit h a  dollar , o r o f conspirin g t o tak e ove r th e world . B y 
reversing stereotype s w e ca n se e ho w thei r persistenc e relies , 
not simpl y o n th e assumption s o f th e viewer , bu t als o o n th e 
characteristics o f the group being described. (273 ) 

This, perhaps , i s right-win g sociology' s finest  moment : reversal  of stereo-
types! why didn' t we  thin k o f that ? OK , no w let' s get  thi s straight . 
Koreans ar e not  lazy,  Hispanic s d o not  tr y t o mak e money , black s ar e 
spendthrifts, an d .  . .  hey ! wai t a  minute ! thos e cleve r Jew s reall y are 
trying to tak e over the world! Get m e Pa t Robertson ! 

Many o f m y blac k friend s wer e understandabl y alarme d t o hea r tha t 
D'Souza's boo k endorse s th e practic e o f "rationa l discrimination. " On e 
told m e tha t she' d rea d onl y s o muc h o f th e book—u p t o th e poin t a t 
which, o n pag e 169 , D'Souza note s tha t th e civi l rights movemen t faile d 
because it did not consider its political consequences, namely, that "racis m 
might b e fortified i f blacks were unabl e t o exercis e thei r right s effectivel y 
and responsibly. " After that , sh e decided th e book might a s well be called 
The Negro a Beast, after Charle s Carroll's best-seller of 1900 . Such a title, I 
replied, woul d almos t surel y kee p th e boo k ou t o f majo r airpor t book -
stores, and so was probably rejected b y the Free Press's marketing depart -
ment. Bu t the n again , I  added , there' s n o reaso n t o thin k o f D'Souz a a s 
antiblack; o n th e contrary , th e theor y o f "rationa l discrimination " ma y 
prove even more dangerou s t o white Americans tha n t o an y other group . 
It doesn't take a Malcolm or an Ishmael Reed to figure this one out: White 
people blow up federa l buildings . White peopl e pillage savings and loans . 
White people built Love Canal. White people commit horrid, unthinkabl e 
murders o f helpless childre n an d pregnan t women , an d the n the y blam e 
them on black men. All the great serial killers of the West are white people. 
Now, don' t get  me wrong. I'm not saying that all white people are crazy or 
greedy or dishonest . Som e of my closest friends ar e white. But would yo u 
want your daughter t o marry one? 

I presum e tha t man y o f m y reader s ar e familia r wit h som e o f D'Sou -
za's mor e extraordinar y argument s i n The  End of  Racism. Still, i t ma y b e 
worth pausin g briefl y ove r some o f the highlights . Fo r I  believe tha t thi s 
book, togethe r wit h The  Bell Curve,  is an instanc e o f a wholly new genr e 
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of encyclopedic pseudoscience , an d i t i s fundamenta l t o th e workings o f 
this genr e tha t th e book s i n questio n b e to o bloate d an d overstuffe d fo r 
the ordinar y reade r t o fatho m ( The End  of  Racism features n o fewe r tha n 
2,198 footnotes , whic h make s i t ver y scholarly) . I n thi s ne w genre , 
measured commentary , reportage , an d scholarshi p ar e blende d wit h ul -
traconservative an d eve n fascis t polic y recommendations , regardles s o f 
the logica l relatio n betwee n th e scholarshi p an d th e recommendations . 
(D'Souza's boo k differ s fro m Herrnstei n an d Murray' s i n tha t i t als o 
includes extende d hallucination s masqueradin g a s "historica l overview. " 
More o n thi s below. ) Th e author s o f these book s the n appear , cal m an d 
composed, o n nationa l media , sayin g the y kno w thei r wor k i s bound t o 
cause controvers y bu t shoul d a t leas t b e grante d a n hones t hearing . (Se e 
also, under thi s heading, Davi d Brock' s boo k The  Real Anita Hill)  Phas e 
two o f thei r missio n accomplished , the y the n hea d bac k t o bas e camp a t 
Commentary magazin e t o writ e assessment s o f thei r reception , showin g 
that despit e thei r honest y an d all-aroun d reasonableness , the y wer e sav -
aged an d brutalize d b y th e knee-jer k libera l press . All o f which demon -
strates a  fortiori  th e libera l stranglehol d o n politica l discours e i n th e 
United States ; fo r a s th e eve r reliabl e Eugen e Genoves e memorabl y pu t 
it i n a  199 5 issu e o f th e National  Review,  surveyin g th e publi c respons e 
to The  Bell Curve,  "once again academia and th e mass media are straining 
every muscle t o suppres s debate " (44) . 

So muc h fo r th e ne w genr e an d it s characteristi c media-saturatio n 
strategy. Now fo r som e o f the highlight s o f The  End of  Racism. 
• "Th e popula r conceptio n seem s t o b e tha t America n slaver y a s a n 

institution involve d white slaveowners and blac k slaves. Consequently , 
it i s eas y t o vie w slaver y a s a  racis t institution . Bu t thi s imag e i s 
complicated whe n w e discove r tha t mos t white s di d no t ow n slaves , 
even in the South; tha t no t al l blacks were slaves; that severa l thousan d 
free black s and American Indian s owne d blac k slaves . An examinatio n 
of thes e frequentl y obscure d aspect s o f America n slaver y call s int o 
question th e facil e equatio n o f racism an d slavery " (74-75) . 

• "Th e American slav e was  treated lik e property , whic h i s to say , prett y 
well" (147) . 

• "Mos t African America n scholar s simply refuse t o acknowledge the pa -
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thology o f violence i n th e blac k underclass , apparentl y convince d tha t 
black criminal s a s well as their target s are both victims : the rea l culpri t 
is societa l racism . Activist s recommen d federa l job s program s an d re -
cruitment int o the private sector. Yet it seems unrealistic , bordering o n 
the surreal, to imagine underclass blacks with their gold chains, limping 
walk, obscene language, and arsenal of weapons doing nine-to-five job s 
at Procter and Gamble or the State Department" (504) . 

• "Increasingl y it appears that it is liberal antiracism that is based on igno-
rance and fear : ignorance of the true nature of racism, and fear tha t th e 
racist poin t o f view bette r explain s th e worl d tha n it s libera l counter -
part" (538) . 
Almost a s striking ar e D'Souza' s incisiv e rhetorica l questions : 

• "I f America a s a nation owe s blacks a s a group reparation s fo r slavery , 
what d o blacks  a s a  group ow e America fo r th e abolitio n o f slavery?" 
(100). 

• "Ho w di d [Marti n Luther ] Kin g succeed , almos t single-handedly , i n 
winning suppor t fo r hi s agenda ? Wh y wa s hi s Souther n oppositio n 
virtually silen t i n makin g counterarguments? " (196) . 

• "Historicall y white s hav e use d racis m t o serv e powerfu l entrenche d 
interests, bu t wha t interest s doe s racis m serv e now ? Mos t white s hav e 
no economi c stake in th e ghetto" (554) . 
Yet these are merely the book's mos t noticeabl e features—the passage s 

that mak e a  reviewe r suppos e tha t th e easies t wa y t o slande r D'Souz a i s 
to quot e hi m directly . The  End of  Racism is not , however , th e su m o f it s 
pull quotes . Mor e importan t ar e it s characteristi c tic s an d tropes , whic h 
are harde r t o conve y bu t crucia l fo r a n understandin g o f ho w th e tex t 
operates. There is , for instance , th e repeate d insistenc e tha t behin d ever y 
civil rights initiative looms th e specte r o f cultural relativism , an d tha t th e 
father o f cultura l relativis m i s Fran z Boas . Th e las t tim e I  encountere d 
this argument—an d I  am no t makin g thi s up— I wa s readin g neo-Naz i 
pamphlets o n th e cultura l inferiorit y o f th e darke r peoples . D'Souz a i s 
unique, however , i n finding  th e determinativ e influenc e o f the evi l Boa s 
everywhere h e looks , fro m th e foundin g o f th e NAAC P t o th e unani -
mous majorit y i n Brown  v.  Board of Education. 

Indeed, th e onl y figure  wh o come s i n fo r a s muc h abus e a s Boa s i s 
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W. E . B . D u Bois , apparentl y becaus e D u Boi s wa s s o simplisti c a s t o 
blame whit e peopl e fo r lynchings , Jim Crow , an d th e rac e riot s o f 190 6 
(Atlanta) an d 190 8 (Springfield) . (Actually,  t o b e fai r t o D'Souza , hi s 
book nowhere mentions those riots. ) As D'Souza explain s at some length , 
Du Boi s wa s a  cultura l relativist . An d onc e you'v e bee n tarre d b y 
D'Souza a s a cultural relativist , ther e i s no hop e fo r you . Everythin g yo u 
say testifie s onl y t o you r mora l turpitude . Henr y Loui s Gate s suggest s 
that it' s racis t t o sa y t o him , "Skip , sin g m e on e o f thos e ol d Negr o 
spirituals" o r "Yo u peopl e sur e ca n dance, " an d D'Souz a replies , "Wh y 
are [thes e statements ] viewe d a s racist ? Becaus e contemporar y liberalis m 
is constructed o n th e scaffoldin g o f cultura l relativism , whic h posit s tha t 
all group s ar e inherentl y equal " (268) . A  centur y earlier , D u Boi s ha d 
called fo r "anti-lynchin g legislation " an d "enfranchisemen t o f th e Negr o 
in the South"; D'Souz a remark s tha t "thi s represented a  program strongl y 
influenced b y Fran z Boa s an d Boasia n assumptions " (190) . Johnnett a 
Cole write s tha t th e "problem " wit h single-paren t household s "i s tha t 
they ar e deprive d o f decen t food , shelter , medica l care , an d education, " 
and D'Souz a write s tha t "Johnnett a Col e finds  nothin g wron g wit h 
single-parent families " (519)—an d that , mor e broadly , "leadin g Africa n 
American intellectual s abstai n fro m criticizin g and g o so far a s to reve l i n 
what the y describe a s another alternativ e lifestyle " (518) . Housto n Bake r 
writes a  book claimin g tha t 2  Liv e Cre w was rightl y banne d i n Browar d 
County for obscenity , and sure enough, D'Souz a cite s him (an d his book) 
as one of the Crew's leading defenders. Ho w can this be? You guessed it — 
cultural relativism. "Instead of seeking to counter the cultural influence o f 
rap, leadin g African America n figures  unabashedly condone an d celebrat e 
rap music as the embodiment o f black authenticity" (513) . 

In The  End of  Racism,  we find  tha t successfu l blac k peopl e ar e espe -
cially whiny (unles s they'r e conservatives , who , "unknow n an d unrecog -
nized," ar e "strivin g heroicall y t o mak e th e underclas s .  . .  worth y o f 
respect" [521]) ; accordingly , the y dra w fro m D'Souz a a  scor n tha t i s 
indistinguishable fro m hatred . I n 1993 , Senato r Caro l Moseley-Brau n 
argued tha t th e Senat e shoul d no t recogniz e th e Confederat e flag  a s th e 
official symbo l o f th e Unite d Daughter s o f th e Confederacy ; D'Souz a 
calls he r protes t "histrionic " (286)—and , becaus e h e know s wh o pay s 
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his bills , fail s t o mentio n tha t Jess e Helm s mad e a  projec t o f harassin g 
and tauntin g Moseley-Brau n thereafter . I n hi s penultimat e chapte r h e 
takes u p th e narrative s o f middle-clas s black s wh o dea l wit h countles s 
racist slur s an d slight s ever y day , an d react s wit h disbelie f t o thei r 
professions o f resentment : 

These ar e th e observation s o f relativel y well-place d me n an d 
women: an executive, a government worker, and a college profes-
sor. Sinc e no reason s ar e given tha t would justify suc h reaction s 
[i.e., D'Souz a di d no t cit e them] , on e migh t conclud e tha t w e 
are dealin g wit h case s o f peopl e wh o liv e i n a  world o f make -
believe, i n menta l prison s o f thei r ow n construction . Fo r them , 
antiracist militanc y i s carrie d t o th e poin t o f virtual  menta l 
instability. I t i s har d t o imagin e white s feelin g secur e workin g 
with such persons. (491-92 ) 

D'Souza's abilit y to empathiz e with beleaguere d white persons i s admira-
ble, an d n o doub t i f h e continue s t o succo r th e hur t feeling s o f hi s 
powerful whit e colleague s who don' t se e why Ski p an d Lan i ge t s o huff y 
when they'r e asked  to sing "Roll, Jordan, Roll, " his career a s a prominen t 
right-wing intellectual—an d hi s fellowshi p fro m th e America n Enter -
prise Institute—i s prett y muc h guaranteed . I t wa s no t lon g afte r th e 
book wa s published , i n fact , tha t th e Wall  Street  Journal devote d hal f a 
page o f op-e d spac e t o a n excerp t fro m D'Souza' s concludin g chapter — 
the par t wher e h e finally  get s aroun d t o deliverin g hi s payload , tha t is , 
arguing for th e repea l o f the 196 4 Civi l Right s Act . 

D'Souza's rational e fo r repea l i s clear : "Americ a wil l neve r liberat e 
itself fro m th e shackle s o f th e pas t unti l th e governmen t get s ou t o f th e 
race business " (545) . No w tha t racis t discriminatio n agains t Africa n 
Americans i s largely a  thing o f the past—a s D'Souz a point s out , "al l th e 
evidence show s tha t youn g peopl e toda y ar e strongl y committe d t o th e 
principle o f equalit y o f rights " (552)—governmen t actio n ca n onl y 
produce a  justifiable whit e backlash . Drawin g hi s inspiratio n fro m lega l 
scholar Richar d Epstein , D'Souz a doe s no t worr y abou t freein g th e 
private secto r fro m antidiscriminatio n laws ; fo r i n a  trul y fre e market , 
racial discriminatio n woul d no t exis t a t all , sinc e "discriminatio n i s 
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only catastrophi c whe n virtuall y everyon e collude s t o enforc e it " (539) . 
D'Souza's cas e in poin t i s major leagu e baseball , abou t whic h h e pose s a 
truly nove l thought-experiment : "Conside r wha t woul d happen, " h e 
writes, "i f every baseball team i n America refuse d t o hire blacks." Lest we 
are unabl e t o imagin e (o r remember ) suc h a  stat e o f affairs , D'Souz a 
guides u s step b y step: 

Blacks woul d suffe r most , becaus e they  woul d b e denie d th e 
opportunity to play professional baseball . And fans would suffer , 
because th e quality  o f games would b e diminished . Bu t wha t i f 
only a  fe w teams—sa y th e Ne w Yor k Yankee s an d th e Lo s 
Angeles Dodgers—refuse d t o hir e blacks ? African American s a s 
a group would suffe r hardl y at all , because the best black players 
would offe r thei r service s t o othe r teams . The Yankee s an d th e 
Dodgers woul d suffe r a  grea t deal , becaus e the y woul d b e de -
prived o f th e chanc e t o hir e talente d blac k players . Eventuall y 
competitive pressure would force the Yankees and Dodgers either 
to hire blacks, or to suffer losse s in games and revenue. (539 ) 

There's somethin g disingenuou s abou t D'Souza' s plan s fo r integration , 
since D'Souz a ha d argue d earlier , citin g Joel Williamson , tha t Jim Cro w 
laws were "designe d t o preserv e an d encourage " blac k self-estee m (179) . 
But let' s assume , fo r th e nonce , tha t D'Souz a i s seriou s here , an d 
let's assum e als o tha t franchise s lik e th e Celtic s o r th e Re d So x o f th e 
1980s coul d no t wi n game s withou t a  sizabl e contingen t o f blac k ball -
players. Ho w precisel y i s thi s argumen t suppose d t o wor k i n America n 
society a t large ? Ar e w e suppose d t o believ e tha t banker s an d realtor s 
don't discriminat e agains t blac k client s fo r fea r tha t thei r rival s down th e 
street wil l sna p u p al l thos e hard-hitting , base-stealin g youn g Negroes ? 
Or i s i t tha t whe n blac k motorist s ar e tire d o f bein g pulle d ove r i n 
California the y will  simpl y tak e thei r busines s t o th e mor e hospitabl e 
clime of Arizona? 

Few commentator s hav e note d tha t Dines h D'Souz a i s himself th e mos t 
visible contradictio n o f th e Right' s majo r premis e i n th e cultur e wars , 
namely, tha t campu s conservative s ar e persecute d b y libera l facult y an d 
intimidated int o silence . Fo r here , afte r all,  i s perhap s th e mos t voca l 
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Young Conservativ e o f the m all,  a  founde r an d edito r i n chie f o f th e 
Dartmouth Review  who' s sinc e gon e o n t o Princeto n University , th e 
Reagan administration , an d lucrativ e fellowship s fro m th e Oli n Founda -
tion an d th e American Enterpris e Institute . H e is , i n short , a  phenome -
non. N o matte r ho w diligently his critics pore through hi s work, demon -
strating tim e an d agai n tha t th e stuf f doesn' t mee t a  singl e know n 
standard fo r intellectua l probity , he  is taken seriously.  Libera l heavyweigh t 
champ Richar d Rort y i s tappe d t o tak e hi s boo k apar t i n th e New  York 
Times Book  Review;  Harvard' s Stepha n Thernstro m weigh s i n wit h a 
trenchant critiqu e i n th e Times  Literary Supplement.  O n th e othe r sid e o f 
the aisle , bot h Genovese s stan d u p t o testif y t o th e book' s importance , 
calling i t "impressive " an d "courageous. " D'Souz a i s denounce d an d 
celebrated, defende d an d reviled . H e appear s excerpte d i n Forbes,  the 
Atlantic, th e American  Scholar.  Meanwhile , ove r o n pag e A 4 o f th e 
hometown pape r there' s a  story abou t ho w th e Philadelphi a polic e hav e 
terrorized th e city' s blac k citizen s fo r years ; o n pag e BIO , a n NF L star' s 
cousin, a  young blac k businessman , ha s bee n stoppe d b y highway polic e 
and beate n t o death . N o probabl e cause , n o previou s record . N o on e 
notices. 

Not lon g ag o Michae l Lin d wrot e abou t wha t h e calle d "th e intellec -
tual deat h o f conservatism, " recountin g ho w h e watche d i n amazemen t 
as Heritag e Foundatio n founde r Pau l Weyric h suggeste d lacin g illega l 
drugs with ra t poison—and n o on e i n th e room demurred . Th e publica -
tion o f The  End  of  Racism  seem s t o m e a  large r versio n o f th e sam e 
phenomenon: no t onl y a  deliberat e an d a t time s terrifyin g attemp t t o 
move th e cente r o f politica l gravit y a s fa r righ t a s possible , bu t als o s o 
egregious an affron t t o human decenc y as to se t a new and sorr y standar d 
for "intellectual " debate . I t i s remarkable , I  think , tha t thi s lates t an d 
most virulen t bran d o f postwa r America n conservatis m ha s s o fa r pro -
duced onl y on e defector , onl y on e conscientiou s objector—th e afore -
mentioned Michae l Lind . An d i t i s similarl y remarkabl e tha t D'Souza' s 
book ha s provoke d onl y on e resignatio n fro m th e AEI—tha t o f promi -
nent blac k conservative Glen n Loury . 

Still, howeve r muc h I  migh t lamen t th e resolut e ideologica l confor -
mity o n th e Right , i t strike s m e a s a  gestur e o f politica l impotenc e fo r 
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commentators o n th e Lef t t o criticiz e The  End  of  Racism  fo r failin g t o 
meet an y reasonable standar d fo r soun d scholarship , informationa l accu -
racy, o r logica l coherence . It' s rathe r lik e complaining , afte r you r arm s 
have bee n remove d fro m thei r sockets , tha t you r opponen t ha s faile d t o 
abide b y Robert' s Rule s o f Order . Doe s anyon e seriousl y expec t tha t 
Lynne Cheney , say , will  tende r he r resignatio n t o th e America n Enter -
prise Institut e a s well , o n th e ground s tha t D'Souz a ha s flouted  th e 
intellectual standard s o f which sh e claim s t o b e th e defender ? An d wha t 
of Ada m Bellow , so n o f Saul , who , accordin g t o D'Souza , "worke d 
closely wit h m e throughou t th e preparatio n o f th e manuscript " (xi) ? 
Wasn't ther e anythin g h e coul d hav e don e t o mak e The  End of  Racism a 
saner, a  more respectabl e book ? O r wa s he to o bus y searchin g th e worl d 
over fo r th e Tolstoy o f the Zulus ? 

I thin k i t i s importan t tha t th e America n Righ t i s no w s o supremel y 
self-confident, s o assured o f its control ove r the direction o f public polic y 
and politica l debate , tha t n o on e a t th e Fre e Pres s o r th e AE I worrie d 
whether The  End of  Racism might damag e the credibility of conservatism. 
Such self-confidenc e i s altogether impressive , eve n sublime . What doe s i t 
betoken? The Wall  Street  Journal excerp t o f the boo k shoul d probabl y b e 
our guide . It' s significan t tha t th e WSJ  trumpeted onl y D'Souza' s cal l t o 
repeal th e Civi l Right s Act o f 1964 ; apparently , th e tim e i s not ye t righ t 
for th e Journal  t o reprin t neo-Naz i pamphle t materia l o n th e omnipres -
ent cultura l influenc e o f Fran z Boas . Bu t outrigh t repea l o f th e Civi l 
Rights Act i s still unthinkabl e i n American politics ; the mos t th e Ameri -
can Righ t ca n do , fo r th e moment , i s t o shoo t hole s i n th e Votin g 
Rights Act o f 1965 , and torped o thos e progressive intellectuals , lik e Lan i 
Guinier, wh o actuall y tak e th e legislatio n seriously . Th e "rac e issue " o f 
1996 wasn' t suppose d t o b e civi l right s in  toto;  it was supposed t o b e th e 
abolition o f affirmative action , spearheade d b y th e so-calle d Civi l Right s 
Initiative i n California . Isn' t D'Souz a jumpin g th e gun ? Isn' t th e Civi l 
Rights Act to o ambitiou s a  target? 

But perhap s th e jumpin g o f th e gu n i s precisely th e point . D'Souza' s 
not writin g fo r 1996 , o r eve n fo r 2000 ; he' s writin g fo r generation s ye t 
to come . Lik e Pa t Buchanan' s 199 2 an d 199 6 presidentia l candidacies , 
The End of  Racism may b e a  short-term novelt y bu t a  long-term succes s 
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in pushin g th e rightwar d edg e o f the envelop e fo r wha t ca n b e plausibl y 
considered a  substantive contributio n t o publi c debate . I t i s a disgracefu l 
book b y an y measure , bu t i t ma y yet b e a  landmark—even though , lik e 
the Lyrical  Ballads  and th e painting s o f th e Fauves , i t b e maligne d an d 
ill-understood upo n it s first  appearance . An d wh o knows ? Mayb e th e 
times the y are a-changing, an d soo n i t will be as common a s rain t o hea r 
Buchanan-esque presidentia l candidate s allud e slyl y t o th e machination s 
of internationa l Jewr y an d t o se e polic y analyst s guffawin g abou t ho w 
ridiculous i t would b e t o creat e jobs program s fo r gold-chained , limpin g 
black men . Onc e upo n a  tim e Barr y Goldwate r wa s considere d a n 
extremist—so muc h s o tha t th e presidentia l rac e o f 196 4 wa s th e onl y 
election sinc e 185 2 i n whic h a  Democrati c nomine e othe r tha n FD R 
won mor e than 5 0 percent o f the popula r vote . Now, with hi s defense o f 
gay militar y personne l an d hi s dismissa l o f persona l attack s o n Bil l 
Clinton, Goldwate r ha s almos t becom e th e custodia n o f th e party' s 
"liberal" wing. What i f The  End of  Racism, like Goldwater' s nomination , 
is merely a  shot acros s a  bow? What if , b y th e yea r 2016 , th e America n 
Right ha s carrie d ou t Rus h Limbaugh' s jocula r suggestio n tha t a  maxi -
mum o f tw o liberal s b e kep t aliv e o n eac h colleg e campus—an d thos e 
few thousan d o f u s wh o remai n amids t th e rubbl e ar e sighin g nostalgi -
cally fo r th e day s whe n ther e wer e stil l libera l Republican s lik e Da n 
Quayle wh o wer e a t leas t ambivalen t abou t sterilizin g population s wit h 
measurable "civilizationa l differences " fro m whites ? 

Allow m e m y phantasmi c scenarios . I  no w liv e in a  nation wher e an y 
number o f mainstream , nationall y syndicate d columnist s ca n promot e 
Pat Buchanan' s presidentia l candidacy , an d surel y i t will  no t b e lon g 
before w e se e th e Atlantic  cove r tha t proclaims , "Pa t Buchana n wa s 
right." I  live in a  nation where i t i s not considere d "extreme " to eliminat e 
capital gain s taxe s o r t o tur n socia l program s ove r t o th e state s s o tha t 
Republican governor s ca n und o th e deleteriou s effect s o f the Fourteent h 
Amendment. I  liv e i n a  natio n wher e Dines h D'Souz a i s laude d a s a 
"courageous, insightful , an d eloquen t criti c of the American socia l scene" 
(Linda Chavez ) an d a  boo k lik e The  End  of  Racism  appear s o n airpor t 
bookstore shelve s festoone d wit h n o fewe r tha n eigh t testimonia l 
blurbs—including thos e o f Chavez , Eugen e Genovese , Charle s Krau -
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thammer, an d a  few token liberal s like Andrew Hacke r an d Geral d Early , 
who reall y ought t o have known better . 

What, finally,  doe s the publication o f The  End of  Racism say about th e 
relations betwee n th e "responsible " Righ t an d th e "extreme " Right ? I n 
the wak e o f th e Oklahom a Cit y bombin g i n 1995 , American conserva -
tives were outraged tha t anyon e coul d hav e draw n a  connection betwee n 
Rush Limbaugh' s o r Gordo n Liddy' s mirthful , hypothetica l incitement s 
to murder , an d th e deadl y explosive s use d b y right-win g fanatics . Man y 
on th e America n Right , t o thei r credit , denounce d th e bombing — 
usually a  fe w hour s afte r denouncin g thos e fe w pinko s an d bleeding -
hearts who ha d ha d th e gal l t o sugges t tha t th e bomber s migh t no t hav e 
been Islami c fundamentalists . No t a  single whit e conservative , however , 
has voice d an y reservation s o r regret s abou t th e publicatio n o f The  End 
of Racism. Adam Bello w has no t steppe d forwar d t o admi t tha t mistake s 
were made; Bob Dole has not charge d tha t th e book will erode our mora l 
fiber; Gertrud e Himmelfar b an d Lynn e Chene y hav e no t confide d t o 
Commentary thei r worrie s tha t th e boo k ma y no t mee t th e idea l o f 
scholarly objectivity . Perhap s i t will  no t b e considere d outrageous , then , 
for progressive s lik e me t o dra w the obviou s conclusions—tha t ther e ar e 
no rightwar d boundarie s fo r wha t conservative s will  conside r acceptabl e 
public discours e o n race , an d tha t th e Wall  Street  Journals editor s ar e 
willing t o flirt  wit h anything , eve n cryptofascism , s o lon g a s i t promise s 
to unwrit e federa l commitment s t o socia l justice . A s I  contemplat e The 
End of  Racism, I  awai t th e requisit e soul-searchin g o n th e Right . Bu t i n 
all honesty, I' m no t holdin g m y breath . 
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10 
CULTURAL CRITICIS M AN D TH E 

POLITICS O F SELLING OUT 

My first  attemp t t o writ e thi s essa y dates fro m th e sprin g o f 1995 , 
and on e o f th e mor e curiou s feature s o f it s origina l composi -

tion wa s tha t i t turne d ou t t o b e anythin g bu t th e essa y I  ha d intende d 
to write . When , i n th e summe r o f 1994 , I  wa s aske d b y th e Englis h 
Department a t Kansa s Stat e Universit y t o addres s th e subjec t o f cultura l 
studies an d th e publi c sphere , I  assumed tha t I  was being asked  t o d o s o 
partly becaus e m y wor k ha s addresse d th e relation s betwee n academi c 
and popula r knowledges : th e universit y i n th e publi c sphere , th e univer -
sity as a public sphere . I  haven't forge d an y bold, fres h model s o f cultura l 
studies, I  haven' t propose d bran d ne w role s fo r Wester n intellectuals , 
and I  honestl y couldn' t com e u p wit h a  supple ne w theoretica l accoun t 



of subjectivity i f I tried . Bu t I  have written a  few essay s for nonacademi c 
publications, an d thes e hav e trie d t o addres s som e conceptio n o f "th e 
public" bot h thematicall y an d materially . S o a t first, I  though t I  migh t 
discuss wha t kin d o f "sellin g out " suc h writin g entails , partl y becaus e i t 
involves a  grea t dea l o f negotiatin g wit h editor s abou t almos t ever y 
aspect o f a n essay , multipl e rewrites , an d hour-lon g conversation s abou t 
individual sentence s an d paragraphs . Th e exten t (an d length ) o f thes e 
negotiations i s quit e considerable , an d I  a m somewha t surprise d tha t s o 
few peopl e hav e remarke d o n th e differenc e betwee n academi c an d 
freelance writin g i n thi s regard . An d i n th e cours e o f discussin g "sellin g 
out" i n thi s sense , I  though t I  would tr y t o pu t som e necessar y distanc e 
between mysel f and th e new discourse o f the so-called publi c intellectual , 
by explainin g tha t I  d o no t shar e tha t discourse' s assumption s abou t 
critical language , professionalism , o r th e histor y o f th e American intelli -
gentsia i n th e twentiet h century , or , fo r tha t matter , it s assumption s 
about th e constitutio n o f "the public. " 

In othe r words , I  ha d intende d t o pla y o n th e ambivalenc e o f th e 
phrase "sellin g out, " whic h coul d mea n eithe r abandonin g one' s princi -
ples an d cavin g i n t o th e demand s o f th e market , or,  mor e happily , 
creating th e condition s unde r whic h academi c cultura l criticis m coul d 
reach so wide an audienc e a s to creat e what th e sport s and entertainmen t 
industries cal l a  capacity crowd . I n tha t sense , I  live t o se e the da y whe n 
mass-market bookstore s find  i t impossibl e t o kee p adequat e supplie s o f 
the lates t boo k fro m Stuar t Hal l o r Michae l Denning : jus t a s The  Bell 
Curve or See,  I Told  You  So  has sol d ou t i n man y stores , s o to o shoul d 
intellectuals i n cultura l studie s hope t o sel l out . O r s o I  was going to say . 
My essay , then , a s I  first  envisione d it , woul d hav e emphasize d th e 
differences betwee n th e New Righ t an d th e academi c Lef t wit h regar d t o 
the dissemination  and  distribution  o f cultura l criticism : n o soone r doe s 
Simon an d Schuste r publis h Christin a Hof f Sommers' s Who  Stole  Femi-
nism? than right-win g flacks  lik e Mon a Chare n an d Harr y Stei n ar e 
singing its praises in syndicated newspape r column s an d th e "O n Values " 
page o f TV  Guide  ( a publication whos e circulatio n exceed s eve n tha t o f 
Critical Inquiry, s o I'm told) . Of course , I  know tha t th e Right ha s bette r 
distribution network s tha n w e d o fo r man y reasons , partl y becaus e the y 
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have all the money and almost ful l contro l of the liberal media . Nonethe -
less, I  wante d t o say , th e academi c Lef t i s producin g a  grea t dea l o f 
quite valuabl e an d searchin g cultura l criticism , but , a s Edwar d Sai d 
("Opponents, Audiences" ) famousl y remarked , i t doesn' t ten d t o circu -
late t o mor e tha n thre e thousan d people , mos t o f whom don' t nee d t o 
be convinced o f the merits o f the cultural work o f the cultura l Left . 

Now, I  will  argu e somethin g lik e thi s i n th e course o f thi s essay , bu t 
over th e pas t fe w year s m y relatio n t o th e discours e o f th e publi c 
intellectual ha s change d enoug h t o mak e i t difficul t fo r m e simpl y t o 
propose tha t cultura l studie s intellectual s d o mor e "public " writing . As 
of th e fal l o f 199 4 I  ha d publishe d a  handfu l o f essay s i n th e still -
somewhat-alternative Village  Voice,  where I  coul d assum e a  readershi p 
with politica l sensibilitie s a t leas t broadl y simila r t o mine . The n i n th e 
last month s o f tha t yea r I  ha d essay s accepte d b y mor e "mainstream " 
publications lik e Harper's  and th e New  Yorker —magazines that , unlik e 
the Voice,  are printe d o n gloss y pape r an d ar e indexe d i n th e Reader's 
Guide to Periodical Literature. In each case , I wondered whether , i n orde r 
to appea r i n suc h venues , I  woul d hav e t o d o som e measur e o f sellin g 
out—as a n academic , a s a fire-breathing  progressive , whatever . And thi s 
was a weird feeling fo r someone who's argued , lik e Gerald Graff , i n favor 
of our co-optation b y the "mainstream. " 

So I  thin k i t would b e fatuou s o f me to stres s th e necessit y o f doin g 
"public intellectual " writing , a s if thi s wer e a  matte r o f simple volition . 
More important , I  wan t t o sa y that m y experienc e o f writing fo r thos e 
magazines, limited a s it is, did indeed involv e some kind o f selling out — 
a kin d o f sellin g ou t tha t ha s impelle d m e t o thin k ane w abou t th e 
potential an d actual relation s betwee n cultura l studie s intellectual s i n the 
academy and the discourses of cultural politics and social policy currentl y 
popular i n the United States . What i s of greatest momen t t o me in thi s 
regard, wha t seem s t o m e th e signa l crisi s i n thes e actua l an d potentia l 
relations, concern s th e idea o f the national "public " itself , an d the statu s 
of thi s ide a i n a n er a whe n publi c housing , publi c education , publi c 
health, publi c ownership , publi c welfare , an d publi c fundin g fo r televi -
sion, the arts, and the humanities hav e all come under savag e attack fro m 
our so-calle d nationa l leaders . 
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In thi s climat e i t i s deepl y disturbin g t o m e ho w successfull y bot h 
wings of the New Right , th e economic-libertarian an d th e cultural-fascis t 
wings, hav e bee n abl e t o attac k "th e public " i n th e nam e o f th e people ; 
this seems t o m e a  new and virulen t strai n o f authoritarian populis m th e 
antidote t o whic h w e hav e no t ye t bee n abl e t o imagine . Bu t i t i s als o 
deeply disturbin g t o m e tha t ther e i s s o muc h skepticis m an d outrigh t 
disdain, amon g th e academi c Left , directe d a t th e proposa l tha t intellec -
tual wor k i n cultura l studie s shoul d see k t o hav e a n impac t o n th e 
mundane an d quotidia n worl d o f public policy. When American cultura l 
studies theorize s "th e everyday, " i t appears , "th e everyday " doe s no t 
always involve school breakfas t programs , disability law, or the minimu m 
wage. I'l l get  bac k t o thi s lin e o f argument i n a  moment; first, I  want t o 
explain ho w I  hav e ha d t o sel l out , an d the n I  wan t t o sa y a  fe w word s 
about th e avant-gard e traditio n tha t stil l influence s man y America n lef t 
intellectuals, a  traditio n i n whic h negotiatin g wit h th e state , wit h Ideo -
logical Stat e Apparatuses (ISAs) , or with mainstrea m prin t medi a i n civi l 
society i s considered no t on e o f the obligation s o f citizenship bu t a  for m 
of capitulation t o capitalism . 

My encounte r wit h Harper's  is not especiall y germane t o thi s chapter , 
except tha t insofa r a s i t broache d th e subjec t o f huma n disabilitie s an d 
the discours e o f geneti c foundationalis m (it' s abou t m y so n James , an d 
eventually forme d th e basi s o f m y first  "crossover " book , Life  As  We 
Know Ii),  i t di d attemp t t o interven e i n th e neo-eugenicis t debate s 
surrounding The  Bell Curve;  I fel t a s if I  were aiming a  peashooter a t th e 
Charles Murra y thin k tank . Bu t it' s wort h notin g tha t whe n I  sen t th e 
essay t o Harpers  a t th e suggestio n o f a  friend , th e first  thin g I  was tol d 
was tha t i t would hav e to b e cu t i n half , an d mos t o f the citation s woul d 
have t o go . M y editor , a  smar t an d judiciou s youn g woman , informe d 
me tha t sh e ha d a n extremel y stringen t criterio n fo r magazin e essays : 
ideally, sh e said , yo u shoul d b e don e readin g the m before  yo u realiz e 
you've begun . Sh e i s no t averse , sh e explained , t o sinuou s narratives , 
patient excursuses , o r carefull y modulate d philosophica l deliberations — 
except i n magazin e essays,  which shoul d see m so effortlessly writte n a s to 
betoken a n equall y effortles s tas k of reading . I  had som e reaso n t o worr y 
whether m y essa y would pas s tha t kin d o f muster , an d whethe r I  shoul d 
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ask i t to ; th e articl e wa s originall y writte n fo r a n academi c collectio n o f 
essays, an d wa s ful l o f excursuse s an d deliberation s o n evolution , melio -
rism, an d th e surviva l valu e o f intelligence . M y openin g sentenc e wa s 
"Down syndrom e doe s no t exist ; wha t exist s ar e th e practice s b y whic h 
we kno w an d produc e Dow n syndrome"— a sentenc e I  though t anyon e 
familiar wit h American cultura l studie s would recogniz e a s an allusio n t o 
Douglas Crimp' s citatio n o f Francois Delaport e a t th e openin g o f AIDS: 
Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism.  Needles s t o say , that sentenc e had n o 
allusive forc e whatsoeve r fo r th e hypothetica l o r actua l reader s o f Har-
pers, an d I  was advised t o cu t th e openin g fe w page s o n socia l construc -
tionism an d replac e them wit h th e stor y of my son' s birth . 

I agree d t o almos t al l o f the mos t sever e editoria l suggestions , an d th e 
result wa s actuall y a  muc h tighter , muc h les s self-indulgen t essay , on e 
whose mos t importan t theoretica l point s abou t genetic s an d languag e I 
was force d t o embe d in  m y narrativ e rathe r tha n appendin g to  th e 
narrative. Bu t oddl y enough , I  foun d mysel f accuse d o f sellin g ou t 
nonetheless, b y a  colleagu e wh o tol d m e tha t h e like d th e piec e excep t 
for wha t h e calle d th e sellou t t o libera l humanis m i n th e final  tw o 
paragraphs. Fo r him , i t wa s a s i f I  ha d ha d t o attac h thos e paragraph s 
before Harpers  woul d accep t th e essay . A s i t happens , thos e tw o para -
graphs ha d bee n i n th e essa y righ t fro m th e start ; I  ha d imagine d the m 
as attempt s t o negotiat e th e wor k o f feminis t Habermasian s wit h th e 
work o f psycholinguist Steve n Pinke r (an d I  had ha d a  long conversatio n 
with m y edito r abou t wha t thi s negotiatio n entailed). 1 Accordingly , I 
told m y colleagu e tha t matter s wer e eve n wors e tha n h e thought : I 
actually believe  my conclusio n tha t w e shoul d sig n unt o other s a s w e 
would hav e the m sig n unt o us . That' s n o sellout , I  said , that' s jus t me . 
The onl y "sellout " wa s leadin g th e essa y with th e stor y o f Janet's labo r 
on th e da y James was born . 

The New  Yorker  piece presente d m e wit h a n altogethe r different , an d 
more dangerous , se t o f challenges . M y assignmen t wa s t o writ e a  revie w 
essay o n th e emergenc e o f blac k intellectual s a s publi c intellectuals , 
focusing specificall y o n Corne l West , bel l hooks , Michae l Eri c Dyson , 
Thomas Sowell , an d Derric k Bell . (Tha t lineu p wa s hashe d ou t ove r 
time; th e first  draf t o f m y essa y als o include d figures  lik e Henr y Loui s 
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Gates, Patrici a Williams , an d Jerr y Watts. ) Takin g th e Ne w Yor k intel -
lectuals o f th e 1940 s an d 1950 s a s m y poin t o f contras t (Danie l Bell , 
Irving Howe , Phili p Rahv , Lione l Trilling) , I  decide d tha t m y jo b wa s 
basically to file a  partisan review . And sinc e West an d hook s were alread y 
academic "celebrities, " I  didn' t hav e t o worr y abou t makin g thei r wor k 
"accessible" t o th e reader s o f th e New  Yorker;  I  coul d assum e som e 
general knowledge o f their work, an d procee d t o criticiz e i t on it s merits , 
devoting ver y littl e tim e t o paraphrase. 2 M y edito r a t th e New  Yorker, 
Henry Finde r (als o th e managin g edito r o f Transition),  wa s sympatheti c 
enough t o thi s approach , bu t turne d bac k m y first  draf t b y asking (a ) fo r 
more detaile d argumen t o n th e work o f Corne l West , an d (b ) whethe r I 
couldn't b e mor e skeptica l o f th e academi c Lef t i n genera l tha n I  ha d 
been. 

At thi s poin t I  go t nervous , an d no t merel y becaus e o f th e possibl e 
racial politic s involved . Fo r on e thing , I  wa s familia r wit h Eri c Lott' s 
stinging review of West's Race  Matters i n Social  Text,  and althoug h I  ha d 
wide area s o f agreemen t wit h Eric' s essay , particularl y wit h th e charg e 
that Wes t come s clos e t o pathologizin g th e blac k underclass , I  mos t 
certainly did no t wan t t o adop t Eric' s strategy o f attempting t o represen t 
the force s o f vitalit y an d resistanc e i n th e blac k underclas s mor e fairl y 
than West . I t wa s a  risk y enoug h strateg y whe n Eri c use d it , an d I  di d 
not lik e contemplatin g th e prospec t o f insisting , fro m th e stud y o f m y 
central Illinoi s home, tha t th e blac k urba n subalter n coul d spea k in ways 
Cornel Wes t wasn' t hearing—a s i f thi s shoul d becom e th e metho d o f 
choice for white critic s looking to trump thei r blac k colleagues. But mor e 
than this , I  wondere d ho w I  coul d conve y som e o f m y ow n skepticis m 
about th e politica l effectivenes s o f the academi c Lef t withou t seemin g t o 
dump i t al l on th e heads o f people like West, Dyson , an d hooks . And, o f 
course, I  asked mysel f whether, i n goin g along with th e reques t t o devis e 
a mor e skeptica l conclusio n t o th e review , I  wa s simpl y sellin g out . M y 
ambivalence becam e al l the mor e violen t when I  opened th e Chronicle  of 
Higher Education  o f Decembe r 14 , 1994 , righ t i n th e middl e o f rewrit e 
number twenty , t o find  tha t th e "Ho t Type " colum n include d a  preci s 
of Eri c Lott' s Social  Text  essay, which began , "Corne l Wes t i s in dange r 
of selling out , say s Eric Lott" ("Ho t Type " 10) . I  had rea d Eric' s essa y in 
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manuscript som e month s before , bu t I  ha d no t anticipate d s o tangle d a 
course a s this: what ar e the cultura l politic s involved , I  wondered, i n th e 
possibility o f selling out b y joining the growing chorus of voices accusin g 
Cornel West o f selling out ? 

This wa s no t merel y a  matter o f academic politics , o f who get s t o sa y 
what abou t whom an d who will  think what o f whom a s a result . Rather , 
it was a  question involvin g what Edwar d Sai d has called "representation s 
of th e intellectual. " Becaus e I  ha d bee n asked  t o discus s thes e figures  a s 
public intellectuals , I  ha d decide d t o bas e m y claim s fo r thei r wor k o n 
the fac t tha t the y posses s a  constituency , largel y bu t no t wholl y Africa n 
American i n composition , fo r an d t o who m the y regularl y speak ; an d 
I mean t t o juxtapos e tha t sens e o f constituenc y t o th e self-consciou s 
cosmopolitanism o f th e Ne w Yor k intellectual s o f th e 1930 s an d 
1940s—a cosmopolitanis m tha t helpe d establis h the m as  intellectuals , 
but which , regrettably , sometime s lef t the m unabl e o r unwillin g t o spea k 
as Jewish intellectuals. 3 Therefore , i t seeme d t o me , th e wa y t o discus s 
the function s o f new black intelligentsia , fo r bette r and  fo r worse , was t o 
discuss th e questio n o f intellectuals ' constituencies . Fo r theorist s lik e 
Julien Benda , a s fo r a  lon g traditio n o f avant-gard e intellectual s fro m 
Henri d e Saint-Simo n righ t throug h t o Mas'u d Zavarzadeh , a n intellec -
tual wh o ha s a  constituency i s by definitio n a n intellectua l wh o ha s sol d 
out: th e intellectua l i s h e (almos t alway s he ) wh o transcend s al l affilia -
tions. As Sai d writes , suc h intellectual s "hav e t o b e thoroughgoin g indi -
viduals wit h powerfu l personalitie s and , abov e all,  the y hav e t o b e i n a 
state o f almos t permanen t oppositio n t o th e statu s quo : fo r al l thes e 
reasons Benda' s intellectual s ar e inevitabl y a  small , highl y visibl e grou p 
of men—he neve r include s women—whose stentoria n voice s and indel -
icate imprecations ar e hurled a t humankind fro m o n high " (7) . 

I fancie d tha t m y solutio n t o th e proble m o f ho w t o b e suitabl y 
skeptical o f publi c intellectual s considerabl y mor e "public " tha n mysel f 
had a  certain attractiv e recursivit y to it : I  would sel l out by broaching th e 
subject o f whether intellectual s wit h constituencie s hav e sol d ou t t o th e 
extent tha t the y "represent " a  public a t all . And sinc e th e intellectual s i n 
question ar e black , I  coul d broac h thi s questio n simpl y b y attendin g t o 
the ways the y themselve s broac h th e question , fo r i t i s a  crucia l issu e fo r 
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them: "becaus e non-black audience s are still the ones that have the powe r 
to pu t blac k artist s a t th e to p o f the charts, " I  wrote, 

African-American intellectuals ' uneasines s abou t blac k commer -
cial and professional succes s stems in part from th e long-standing 
fear tha t "crossin g over " mus t entai l sellin g out . It' s wha t lead s 
to [bell ] hooks ' attack on [Spik e Lee's Malcolm X\ [which , she' d 
written, "canno t b e revolutionar y an d generat e wealt h a t th e 
same time"]—th e unstate d suspicio n tha t an y critica l o r com -
mercial succes s wit h whit e audience s is , d e facto , politica l fail -
ure. (77 ) 

And I  concluded tha t "i f black intellectual s ar e legitimated b y their sens e 
of a  constituency , they'r e hamstrun g b y it , too : the y ca n b e charge d 
with betrayin g tha t constituenc y a s easil y a s the y ca n b e credite d wit h 
representing it " (77—78) . 

All wel l an d good . Bu t a s fortun e woul d hav e it , I  ha d bee n give n a 
deadline o f November 1 1 fo r th e New  Yorker  essay, which mean t tha t I 
was writin g i t jus t a s th e electio n return s o f Novembe r 8  bega n t o b e 
narrated a s an epocha l momen t i n postwa r American politics , th e "rom p 
to th e right " (a s USA  Today  called it ) tha t finally  free d th e America n 
people fro m th e tyrann y o f libera l Washington . I  therefor e decide d tha t 
it wa s tim e fo r m e t o unburde n mysel f o f som e o f m y lates t obsession s 
about cultura l studies , regardles s o f whethe r the y wer e apposit e t o th e 
task a t hand : t o wit , I  would tak e Thomas Sowell' s Race  and Culture:  A 
World View  as the occasio n t o not e tha t "wher e th e lef t tend s t o addres s 
itself to culture , the right—even whe n i t takes up the topic of'culture ' — 
tends t o addres s itsel f t o policy " (79) . Thi s phenomeno n i s particularl y 
remarkable i n Sowell' s book precisely because i t claims , a t the outset , no t 
to hav e an y design s o n practica l polic y making ; th e res t o f th e book , 
however, mount s a  cas e (an d sto p m e i f you'v e hear d thi s on e before ) 
against the evils of the custodial welfare stat e and the doctrines o f cultura l 
relativism i n th e socia l sciences , whic h apparentl y sustai n th e welfar e 
state. M y concer n was , an d is , tha t right-win g intellectual s fro m Charle s 
Murray t o William Kristo l t o James Q . Wilso n see m neve r t o ope n thei r 
mouths bu t t o articulat e thei r versions of "cultural studies " to the exigen -
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cies of policy making, whereas cultura l studie s theorist s o n th e Lef t ofte n 
express outrigh t disdai n fo r th e polic y implication s o f thei r work , a s di d 
Andrew Ros s i n a n intervie w i n Lingua  Franca  when h e dismisse d th e 
task of addressing policy as "a little too easy " (60) . 

This the n ha s bee n m y fixation  sinc e th e election s o f 1994 : configur -
ing th e relation s amon g America n cultura l studies , th e lates t polic y 
initiatives o f the Ne w Right , an d th e discours e o f the publi c intellectual . 
I wan t t o argu e tha t cultura l studies , i f i t i s goin g t o b e anythin g mor e 
than jus t on e mor e intellectua l paradig m fo r th e readin g o f literar y an d 
cultural texts , must direc t it s attention t o th e loca l an d nationa l machin -
ery o f publi c policy . Bu t I  als o wan t t o argu e tha t doin g academi c 
cultural studies , a s currently constituted , i s not enough—jus t a s writing 
a fe w essay s her e an d ther e fo r mass-marke t magazine s i s no t enough . 
Teaching an d writin g ar e tw o importan t way s o f bein g public , an d w e 
need t o sa y s o wheneve r w e ar e publicl y accuse d o f bein g insufficientl y 
public; bu t wha t I  wan t t o cal l fo r i s a  practic e o f cultura l studie s 
that articulate s th e theoretica l an d critica l wor k o f th e so-calle d publi c 
intellectual t o th e movement s o f public policy . 

One advantag e to voicing these concerns in the New Yorker,  I  thought , 
was tha t i t would allo w m e t o chi p awa y a t th e legen d o f the Ne w Yor k 
intellectuals, b y pointin g ou t ho w disma l wa s thei r ow n recor d i n thi s 
regard. I  be g you r indulgenc e fo r on e mor e quot e fro m tha t essay , on e 
that summarize s m y concern s abou t cultura l politic s whil e refusin g th e 
nostalgic fantas y tha t How e an d Trillin g wer e giant s wh o walke d th e 
land: 

watching th e American lef t redefin e th e terrai n o f cultura l poli -
tics while practica l politica l position s t o th e lef t o f Bil l Clinto n 
disappear fro m th e map , on e begin s t o wonde r i f ther e isn' t a 
sense, eve n i n th e wor k o f th e mos t prolifi c an d capabl e blac k 
public intellectuals , tha t cultura l politic s i s a kind o f compensa -
tion fo r practica l politics—mor e satisfying , mor e supple , mor e 
susceptible t o shee r intellectua l virtuosity , becaus e i t involve s 
neither revenue s nor statutes . Not tha t th e celebrated Ne w York 
intellectuals o f yesteryear hel d an y clea r advantag e i n th e real m 
of practica l politics : Lione l Trillin g ha d n o han d i n Truman' s 

CULTURAL C R I T I C I S M AN D TH E P O L I T I C S O F S E L L I N G OU T 
224 | 



Far Eas t policies , no r di d Phili p Rah v hel p enforc e Brow n v . 
Board of Education. (79-80 ) 

The word "yesteryear " i n thi s last sentence i s crucial t o the point—since , 
after all,  w e no w liv e wit h th e legac y o f th e Ne w Yor k intellectual s i n 
the for m o f Willia m Kristol , an d i t i s Norma n Podhoretz' s magazine , 
Commentary, tha t ha s recentl y defende d th e bruta l beatin g an d murde r 
of gay men o n th e grounds tha t i t discourages "waverers " from indulgin g 
in th e ga y lifestyle . Bu t I  don' t wan t merel y t o remar k o n th e sorr y 
transformation o f the New York intellectuals int o th e neoconservatives ; I 
want als o t o introduc e int o ou r discussion s o f th e "publi c intellectual " 
the overdu e recognitio n tha t th e Ne w Yor k intellectual s wer e ofte n th e 
worst kin d o f armchai r quarterback s an d fence-sitters , "activists " whos e 
only activism consiste d o f essays  in Dissent  or Partisan  Review. Time an d 
again, whe n crucia l socia l issue s wer e o n th e table , th e Ne w Yorker s 
elected t o pass , an d whe n i t cam e t o takin g stand s o n th e Vietna m 
War, o n schoo l desegregatio n an d decentralization , o n th e women' s 
movement, man y o f th e so-calle d publi c intellectual s o f th e 1950 s an d 
1960s compiled a  deplorable record . 

My poin t i n rattlin g thes e ol d bone s i s no t simpl y t o challeng e th e 
lionization o f the Ne w York intellectuals , bu t t o rais e a  question I  thin k 
is crucia l t o ou r ow n moment , i n whic h th e challeng e o f th e would-b e 
public intellectua l i s precisely t o revivif y ou r conceptio n o f "th e public. " 
It i s remarkable , t o sa y th e least , tha t eve n moderat e Republican s lik e 
New Jersey governo r Christin e Whitma n hav e s o successfull y elide d th e 
rhetoric o f public ownershi p wit h th e rhetori c o f government control , a s 
when sh e suggested , apropo s o f fundin g fo r th e Corporatio n fo r Publi c 
Broadcasting, tha t th e notio n o f governmen t ownershi p o f medi a wen t 
out wit h th e passin g o f Pravda.  Thi s bizarr e logic , I  note , ha s give n u s 
not merel y a  ne w for m o f discourse , i n whic h eliminatin g th e Nationa l 
Endowment fo r th e Arts i s construed a s a means of liberating artist s fro m 
the shackle s o f governmen t funding ; i t ha s als o give n u s a  whole raf t o f 
toxic new policy initiatives, from th e repeal of laws ensuring environmen -
tal protection an d workplace safet y t o th e insuranc e industr y boondoggl e 
known a s "tor t reform. " An d on e o f th e reason s fo r that , o f course , i s 
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that conservativ e publi c intellectual s se e i t a s integra l t o thei r enterpris e 
to undermin e th e ide a o f th e publi c i n th e real m o f publi c policy — 
which i s wh y th e agin g Hitle r Yout h du o o f Pete r Collie r an d Davi d 
Horowitz mak e sur e t o sen d thei r intervention s i n cultura l politic s 
(namely, th e tabloid s Comment  an d Heterodoxy)  to th e office s o f electe d 
officials wh o will  aid the m i n thei r nobl e ques t t o gu t th e public . 

Nonetheless, I  knew—an d know—ful l wel l th e troubl e I  invit e b y 
suggesting a  divisio n betwee n "cultura l politics " an d "publi c policy. " 
With th e America n Lef t i n suc h woefu l disarray , i t i s al l to o ofte n tha t 
we hear abou t ho w th e "academi c Left " o r th e "cultura l Left " i s obsessed 
with it s reading s o f Madonna , it s barbari c jargon , an d it s byzantin e 
rituals o f theoretica l purification . An d sur e enough , amon g th e first 
"progressive" response s t o th e Republica n swee p was Michael Tomasky' s 
cover articl e fo r th e Village  Voice, blamin g th e academi c Lef t fo r th e ris e 
of Newt : 

so we sit around debating the canon at a handful o f elite universi-
ties an d arguin g ove r Fish' s an d Jameson' s influenc e o n th e 
academy, while th e vas t majorit y o f working-class youn g peopl e 
in America (a ) will never read the canon, however you choose to 
define i t and whatever you wish t o in - o r exclude , (b ) wil l thin k 
Fish an d Jameson stan d fo r a  dinne r o f car p an d Iris h whiske y 
(and b e little th e worse of f fo r thinkin g it , incidentally) , (c ) will 
take very few literature courses , and (d ) will be working like hell 
to sav e the mone y t o pa y thei r tuition s a t a  two-year colleg e o r 
perhaps a  land-grant university . (19 ) 

He the n goe s o n t o cit e wh o els e bu t Russel l Jacoby . Tomask y wa s 
promptly rebuke d i n th e page s o f his ow n paper , chiefl y b y Ellen Willis , 
but th e charg e stun g precisel y becaus e w e hav e hear d i t s o ofte n before , 
particularly fro m self-describe d liberal s suc h a s David Bromwich , Danie l 
Harris, Russel l Jacoby , an d Richar d Rorty . Fo r tha t matter , th e charg e 
that th e academi c Lef t i s to o self-absorbe d i s no t wholl y withou t merit ; 
it i s simply a  differen t kin d o f clai m fro m th e charg e tha t th e academi c 
Left i s marginal t o nationa l politics , or that the academic Lef t i s responsi-
ble fo r th e 104t h o r 105t h Congress . Yo u ca n blam e peopl e fo r thei r 
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self-absorption, bu t yo u canno t necessaril y blam e the m fo r bein g mar -
ginal, an d analyse s lik e Tomasky' s (whic h h e ha s sinc e expande d int o a 
book, Left  for Dead)  ten d t o confus e thi s issue , provoking nothin g mor e 
productive tha n defensivenes s an d academi c turf-guardin g i n response . 
Likewise, eve n i f I  wer e t o enumerat e an d denounc e ever y kin d o f 
academic self-absorptio n an d ineffectualit y I  kno w o f (an d thi s woul d 
take some time) , I  would stil l not have shown tha t an y of it was to blam e 
for th e lates t conservativ e tur n i n nationa l politics— a phenomeno n w e 
might mor e plausibl y attribut e t o th e malfeasance s o f elected Democrat s 
and th e terrifyin g mas s mobilization o f the Christia n Coalition . 

Whatever m y ow n qualm s abou t th e academi c Left , then , I  d o no t 
want t o b e saddle d wit h position s I  hav e no t taken : I  d o no t clai m tha t 
cultural politic s isn' t a  "real " politics , no r woul d I  clai m tha t struggle s 
over popula r cultur e ar e unrelate d t o struggle s ove r publi c policy . T o 
quote a n influentia l theoris t I'v e bee n readin g lately , "i t i s simpl y no t 
possible t o refocu s thi s nation' s publi c polic y debat e throug h electora l 
politics alone " (87) ; moreover , "th e lef t ha s bee n ver y successful becaus e 
it understands th e importance o f the culture—of framin g th e debate an d 
influencing th e way people thin k abou t problems " (88) . For those o f you 
who don' t recogniz e th e pros e style , tha t wa s Rus h Limbaugh . I  thin k 
he's go t a  point , an d I  thin k ther e ar e man y reason s th e academi c Lef t 
devotes s o much o f its attention t o culture . Not leas t importan t o f these , 
I submit , i s the fac t tha t mos t citizen s o f the Unite d State s devot e mor e 
of thei r attentio n t o cultur e tha n t o politics ; i t i s no exaggeratio n t o sa y 
that mos t American s liv e thei r relatio n t o th e politica l b y wa y o f th e 
cultural, a s was ampl y demonstrate d b y 1994' s publi c debate s ove r films 
like Forrest  Gump  an d The  Lion  King.  And , a s I'v e argue d elsewhere , 
cultural criticis m i s ubiquitou s o n th e America n politica l landscape , 
particularly th e kin d tha t proceed s fro m figures  lik e Michae l Medved , 
Cal Thomas , Rus h Limbaugh , Willia m Bennett , an d Christin a Hof f 
Sommers, no t t o mentio n Pete r Collie r an d Davi d Horowitz . Finally , 
there's th e eeri e fac t tha t th e real m o f popula r cultur e ofte n seem s t o 
offer wise r an d mor e bracin g analyse s o f post-Fordis m an d th e crisi s o f 
the America n worke r tha n anythin g ordinar y peopl e ca n find  i n th e 
political realm. My favorite exampl e here comes from The  Simpsons, in an 
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episode in which Homer an d a  coworker are representing the company i n 
the stat e capital , an d decid e t o orde r roo m servic e a t thei r hote l an d pu t 
it o n th e compan y tab . N o soone r d o the y d o s o tha n a  red buzze r goe s 
off hundred s o f mile s awa y i n th e offic e o f Mr . Burns , th e CEO , 
whereupon Smithers , Burns' s assistan t an d sycophant , remarks , "Some -
one's orderin g roo m service , sir. " Burn s the n order s Smither s t o releas e 
the winge d monkeys , an d i n a  brillian t citatio n o f The  Wizard  of  Oz, 
Burns cackles , "Fly ! Fly , m y pretties! " Bu t th e monkey s cras h t o th e 
ground almos t immediately , provokin g Burns to mutter tha t th e progra m 
still need s mor e research . I  wan t t o poin t ou t tha t m y the n seven-year-
old so n enjoye d thi s surrea l scen e every bi t a s much a s I did, which lead s 
me t o believ e tha t whe n i t come s t o depiction s o f th e post-Fordis t 
economy i n whic h obscenel y wealthy CEO s coo k u p draconia n scheme s 
for employe e policing , w e ca n sa y o f The  Simpsons  what Augustin e sai d 
of th e Bible : tha t it s surfac e attract s u s lik e childre n an d ye t it s depth s 
are stupendous, renderin g it s meaning copiousl y i n s o few words. 

So i f it i s true tha t cultura l politic s sometime s seem s like a  compensa -
tion fo r practica l politic s (an d i t i s certainly true i n m y own life) , perhap s 
this i s s o becaus e American s ofte n appea r smarte r a s consumer s tha n a s 
political agents ; a t th e ver y least , w e certainl y ten d t o understan d our -
selves mor e readil y a s consumer s tha n a s politica l agents , whic h i s on e 
reason, a s James Carvill e ha s ofte n remarked , s o littl e o f th e America n 
electorate ha s an y substantia l understandin g o f politica l issue s tha t d o 
not directl y affec t thei r disposabl e income . 

Even i n th e politica l aren a bounde d b y the state , however , ther e i s n o 
clear distinctio n betwee n cultura l politic s an d publi c policy , an d there -
fore n o clea r way of determining whethe r o r no t "politicizing " a n issu e is 
a responsibl e o r irresponsibl e thin g t o do . When , i n th e sprin g an d 
summer o f 1994 , th e Congressiona l Blac k Caucu s sough t t o "politicize " 
the president' s crim e bil l b y demandin g tha t i t retai n a  provisio n o n 
racial justic e an d th e deat h penalty , the y wer e undoubtedl y speakin g 
cultural politic s t o polic y i n a  manne r tha t shoul d remin d u s ho w 
tenuous i s th e distinctio n betwee n th e two . Bu t eve n her e w e ca n find 
two sense s o f th e word "political" : th e narro w sens e in which th e caucu s 
informed Clinto n tha t h e might no t hav e the votes to pass the bil l unles s 
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he addressed thei r concerns , and th e larger sense in which th e caucus was 
trying t o redirec t th e subjec t o f race i n ou r nationa l discussion s o f crim e 
and punishment , suc h tha t Africa n American s woul d b e see n no t a s 
potential felon s bu t a s citizen s targete d b y a  polic e apparatu s i n whic h 
they are many time s mor e likel y than thei r fello w whit e Americans t o b e 
stopped b y th e highwa y patrol , t o b e scrutinize d i n retai l stores , an d t o 
be give n th e deat h penalt y fo r violen t crimes . Racia l justice , i n othe r 
words, is not solely a matter o f public policy. And yet the cultural politic s 
of racial justice have had t o addres s th e vicissitudes o f public policy , eve r 
more urgentl y sinc e th e insan e Suprem e Cour t decisio n o f McClesky  v. 
Kemp (1987) , whic h hel d tha t statistic s concernin g rac e an d executions , 
regardless o f th e weigh t o r clarit y o f th e statistics , wer e immateria l t o 
challenges unde r th e Eighth Amendment . 

Now, I  kno w tha t i n makin g thi s argumen t I' m runnin g th e ris k o f 
preaching t o th e converted , bringin g coal s t o Newcastle , an d doin g an y 
number o f similarl y pointles s things . I  don' t imagin e tha t ver y man y o f 
my actua l o r hypothetica l reader s oppose d tha t provisio n o f th e presi -
dent's origina l crim e bil l o n th e ground s tha t i t woul d creat e a n unac -
ceptable "quot a system " fo r letha l injections. 5 I  adduce thi s example onl y 
because I  wan t t o wal k thi s lin e carefully , an d t o insis t no t onl y o n th e 
difference betwee n cultura l politic s and policy but als o on thei r inevitabl e 
entanglement. Wha t I' m sayin g i n thi s regar d ha s i n fac t bee n sai d 
before, mos t notabl y b y Ton y Bennet t i n a n essa y entitle d "Puttin g 
Policy int o Cultura l Studies. " Bu t i t i s symptomati c o f ou r uncertaint y 
about the politics of intellectual work, I  think, tha t Bennett' s essay would 
have gotte n s o hostil e a  receptio n fro m s o politica l a  theoris t a s Fredri c 
Jameson, wh o wrot e i n hi s Social  Text  review o f th e Routledg e Cultural 
Studies collectio n tha t Bennet t doe s no t "see m t o realiz e ho w obscen e 
American lef t reader s ar e likel y t o find  hi s proposal s o n 'talkin g t o an d 
working wit h wha t use d t o b e calle d th e ISA s rathe r tha n writin g the m 
off fro m th e outse t an d then , i n a  self-fulfillin g prophecy , criticizin g 
them agai n whe n the y see m t o affir m one' s dires t functionalis t predic -
tions' "  (29) . I t i s when I  rea d passage s suc h a s thi s tha t I  begi n t o fea r 
the creatio n o f a n academi c Lef t whos e onl y functio n i s t o analyz e an d 
interpret th e formatio n o f the hegemonie s tha t ar e actually being  formed 
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by ou r counterpart s o n th e Right ; I  fea r a n intellectua l regim e i n whic h 
cultural studie s is nothing more than a  parasitic kind o f color commenta -
tor o n th e ne w authoritaria n populis m o f the Age o f Gingrich , to o bus y 
explaining th e ris e o f th e postmoder n eugenicist-libertarian-cybernetic -
fundamentalist Righ t t o be of any use in actually opposing it . I f you loo k 
at Limbaugh' s See,  I Told  You  So you'll se e something o f a  looking-glas s 
version o f wha t I' m talkin g about ; th e passag e I  quote d earlier , i n fact , 
appears i n a  chapte r i n whic h Limbaug h lament s tha t al l th e liberal s ar e 
reading Gramsc i (woul d tha t thi s were so ) an d ar e engaging i n a  "war o f 
position" agains t traditiona l America n values . Wha t Limbaug h caution s 
his readers against , needlessl y bu t alway s strategically, i s a world i n whic h 
the Lef t ha s al l th e tool s t o wag e war s o f position an d th e Righ t i s onl y 
belatedly trying to understan d ho w the Lef t s o thoroughly dominate s th e 
nation; an d I  don' t thin k it' s paranoi d o r defeatis t t o suppos e tha t a t th e 
moment, th e revers e is much mor e nearl y the case in th e Unite d States . 

I wan t t o remar k briefl y o n th e iron y o f broachin g thi s issu e b y wa y 
of discussing blac k public intellectuals . Ther e seeme d t o me—an d ther e 
still seems to me—something grossl y unfair abou t discussing the disjunc -
tion betwee n lef t intellectual s an d publi c polic y b y focusin g o n peopl e 
like bel l hook s o r Corne l Wes t o r Derric k Bell , who d o cultura l politic s 
that ofte n hav e everythin g t o d o wit h publi c policy . I n th e New  Yorker, 
for example , I  calle d attentio n t o a  passag e i n Michae l Eri c Dyson' s 
Making Malcolm:  The  Myth and  Meaning  of  Malcolm X  i n whic h Dyso n 
relates a  complimen t h e receive d fro m a  youn g blac k admirer . H e ha d 
just testifie d a t a  Senate judiciary subcommitte e hearin g o n gangst a rap , 
and h e had quote d Snoo p Dogg y Do g verbatim fro m memory , prompt -
ing a n observe r t o tel l him , "fo r a  gu y you r age , yo u reall y ca n flow" 
(xxi). I n th e contex t o f Dyson' s book , th e stor y concern s Dyson' s ow n 
relation t o youth cultur e an d t o th e discours e o f black urba n masculinit y 
in crisis ; but fo r wan t o f a  better alternative , I  too k Dyson' s stor y a s th e 
occasion t o remar k tha t "fo r cultura l critics , th e dange r o f popula r 
acclaim i s that i t can temp t the m t o pa y more attentio n t o th e response s 
of youn g admirer s tha n t o th e deliberation s o f Senat e subcommittees " 
(79). Dyson , I  think, would hav e every reason to ask who's zooming who 
here; an d shoul d h e ask , I  would hav e t o admi t tha t I  mysel f have neve r 
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been asked  t o testif y before  th e Senat e o n an y subjec t whatsoever . Bu t 
Dyson's presenc e i n Washingto n onl y underscore s m y point : whe n th e 
Senate judiciar y subcommitte e opene d it s hearing s o n violenc e an d mi -
sogyny i n gangst a rap , Caro l Moseley-Brau n calle d o n academi c critic s 
such a s Dyso n an d Trici a Rose , wh o showe d u p t o tel l th e Senat e the y 
were askin g al l the wrong questions . Wha t wer e Dyso n an d Ros e doing , 
I as k you , bu t talking—an d talkin g back—t o th e ISAs ? I  stan d b y m y 
point regardles s o f how ill-gotten i t may have been i n regar d t o Dyson — 
and what' s more , I  wish hi s boo k Making  Malcolm  had  said mor e abou t 
Dyson's rol e i n thos e hearings . Dyson' s wor k o n Malcol m i s scrupulou s 
and, i n it s way, a s relentless a s is bell hook s i n showin g tha t th e rhetori c 
of blac k nationalis m render s a  blac k subjectivit y tha t i s always alread y a 
black male  subjectivity. Thi s to o has something t o do with th e politic s o f 
lethal injections , a s Ice Cube' s albu m o f th e sam e nam e suggests , an d i t 
cues u s onc e agai n t o th e myria d connection s betwee n cultura l an d 
practical politics . Bu t t o repea t th e poin t on e las t time , it' s on e thin g t o 
make the entirel y necessary argument tha t blac k nationalism foreground s 
a masculinis t politic s an d a  male subjectivity ; it' s anothe r thin g t o trans -
late tha t poin t int o a  political initiativ e tha t will  realize some o f it s man y 
implications fo r th e dispositio n o f revenues an d statutes . 

I ca n imagin e thre e salien t objection s t o wha t I'v e argue d thu s far , 
and I  wan t t o mentio n the m partl y becaus e I  wan t t o agre e wit h the m 
ahead o f time. The first  i s that th e connections betwee n intellectua l wor k 
and th e polic y implication s thereo f ar e to o ofte n draw n sloppil y o r 
arbitrarily; accustome d a s we ar e t o unfoldin g argument s wit h car e an d 
rigor, i t seem s superfluou s o r eve n humiliatin g t o hav e t o tac k o n 
some kin d o f polic y prescriptio n onc e we'v e finished  historicizin g th e 
nationalist subject . Th e secon d i s tha t th e connection s betwee n cultura l 
politics an d publi c polic y ar e to o ofte n draw n a t th e expens e o f th e 
former. Thi s objectio n take s many forms, fro m Andre w Ross' s complain t 
that th e ai m o f intellectua l wor k shoul d b e t o chang e consciousnes s 
rather tha n t o enac t statutes , t o Edwar d Said' s warning tha t th e intellec -
tual wh o speak s trut h t o polic y ma y wind u p a s the too l o f the politica l 
apparatus h e o r sh e seek s t o operate , t o m y ow n sens e tha t cultura l 
studies ca n b e mor e easil y compromise d t o fit  th e demand s o f publi c 
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policy tha n ca n publi c polic y b e reimagine d s o a s t o accommodat e th e 
Utopian yearning s o f cultura l studies . And th e thir d objection , whic h n o 
doubt occurre d t o some readers once they'd rea d my first few paragraphs , 
is tha t right-win g intellectual s ar e by  definition  close r t o th e source s o f 
national politica l an d economi c power than an y of the liberals and leftist s 
Fve mentioned ; an d i t i s onl y i n thi s sense , I  think , tha t w e ca n mak e 
sense of Jameson's repudiatio n o f Tony Bennett' s proposal s a s "obscene." 

Because there' s nothin g w e ca n d o abou t thi s thir d objection , othe r 
than hopin g tha t mor e progressiv e organization s will  se e th e nee d an d 
have the capacit y fo r massiv e fundraising a t th e nationa l level , I' d lik e t o 
address th e first  tw o fo r a  moment . Th e lin k betwee n theor y an d polic y 
often i s capriciou s an d ill-conceived : a s Jacob Weisber g pointe d ou t i n 
his revie w o f The  Bell Curve,  you coul d accep t ever y piece o f Herrnstei n 
and Murray' s work , th e shoddy statistics , the impoverished measuremen t 
of "intelligence " b y th e g  factor , th e unwarrante d confidenc e i n ou r 
ability t o defin e race , eve n th e questionabl e us e o f "research " sponsore d 
by neo-Nazi groups , and you could stil l come to the opposite conclusion s 
from thos e draw n b y Herrnstei n an d Murray . Tha t is , you coul d posi t a 
permanent an d ineradicabl e intelligenc e differentia l base d o n "race, " 
whatever tha t is , an d argu e fo r th e maintenanc e an d expansio n o f th e 
welfare stat e o n precisel y thos e grounds . Conversely , i t woul d no t b e 
hard t o imagine an argument fo r dismantling what remain s of the welfar e 
state o n th e reasonin g tha t ther e i s n o correlatio n whatsoeve r betwee n 
race an d intelligence , an d tha t affirmativ e actio n program s ar e therefor e 
interfering wit h th e "natural " distributio n o f intellectual talents . 

I wa s rathe r forcibl y brough t u p agains t thi s conundru m i n m y 
reading o f Thomas Sowell's  Race  and Culture,  a  book I' d lik e t o offe r a s 
something o f a  mode l o f right-wing globa l cultura l studies . Knowing tha t 
in th e New  Yorker  I  woul d hav e n o mor e tha n tw o paragraph s i n 
which t o dispos e o f Sowell , I  decide d t o concentrat e o n hi s "Rac e an d 
Intelligence" chapter—again , partl y becaus e thi s i s on e o f m y signa l 
obsessions a t th e moment , an d partl y becaus e I  though t i t woul d b e 
rhetorically effective . Sowell's  dat a happene d t o overla p wit h th e dat a I 
had learne d abou t fro m anothe r source , namely , Jame s Trent' s social -
constructionist histor y o f menta l retardatio n i n th e Unite d States , In-
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venting the  Feeble Mind (whic h document s th e symbioti c ris e of eugenic s 
and intelligenc e testin g i n th e first  decade s o f thi s century , an d docu -
ments th e policie s o f sterilizatio n an d institutionalizatio n tha t bega n i n 
the United State s in the 1920 s and were then expande d t o grea t effec t b y 
Nazi German y i n th e 1930 s an d 1940s) . So , drawin g o n Tren t togethe r 
with Anthony Appiah, I  though t I  could mak e th e poin t clearl y enough : 
once yo u star t historicizin g an d globalizin g comparativ e studie s o f rac e 
and intelligence , yo u giv e th e gam e away , b y showin g tha t intelligenc e 
differentials ar e in fac t socia l and cultura l rathe r tha n biological . 

But sinc e Sowel l explicitl y rule s ou t th e biologica l explanatio n o f 
intelligence elsewher e in th e book, I  would hav e to make th e point muc h 
more carefull y tha n I  thought—sinc e Sowell's  argumen t itsel f i s mor e 
careful tha n I  ha d a t first  imagined . Her e the n i s what I  finally  devised , 
with th e hel p o f a  remarkabl e New  Yorker  fact-checker b y th e nam e o f 
Blake Eskin : 

"For many practical purposes," he concludes, "it makes no differ -
ence whether poo r performance s i n abstrac t thinkin g ar e due t o 
neglect o r t o lac k o f capacity. " Bu t thi s i s no conclusio n a t all , 
since i f groups ' difference s are  attributabl e t o "neglect"—o r 
worse, t o activ e discrimination—the n Sowel l ha s inadvertentl y 
demonstrated th e necessit y fo r precisel y th e kin d o f ambitiou s 
social programs his career has been dedicated to attacking. (78 ) 

I ha d fondl y hope d tha t i f I  expose d thi s contradictio n i n a  majo r 
magazine, the exposure would hav e some effect o n something . Bu t I  have 
to admi t wha t I'v e onl y allude d t o above : despit e m y bes t effort s t o 
analyze, historicize, deconstruct , an d redefin e th e arguments o f my oppo -
nents, I  actuall y hav e no t ha d al l tha t muc h impac t o n nationa l polic y 
myself. Th e 104t h an d 105t h Congresse s hav e gon e abou t th e busines s 
of dismantling socia l programs despit e th e fac t tha t on e radica l conserva -
tive claim s natural , biologica l sanctio n fo r doin g so , an d anothe r radica l 
conservative explicitl y reject s tha t reasonin g ye t come s t o th e sam e con -
clusion. I t woul d seem , then , tha t right-win g intellectual s will  someho w 
come t o th e conclusio n tha t th e unregulate d "fre e market " provide s th e 
best o f all possible worlds regardles s o f whether the y find  justification fo r 
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this belie f i n natur e o r merel y i n culture . Eve n whe n Sowel l explicitl y 
disagrees with Murray' s premises , then , h e nevertheless manage s t o agre e 
with hi m o n th e polic y tip . Borrowin g a  page fro m Andre w Ross , I  lik e 
to think about thi s phenomenon i n terms of the weather: Charles Murra y 
wakes up , predict s sunn y skie s an d a  hig h i n th e sixties , an d conclude s 
that toda y would b e a  good da y t o eradicat e th e notio n o f racia l justice ; 
Thomas Sowel l wake s up , predict s rai n turnin g int o slee t b y nightfall , 
and conclude s tha t toda y would b e a  good da y to eradicat e th e notio n o f 
racial justice . I t i s n o myster y wh y w e shoul d b e skeptica l abou t th e 
prospect—or th e potentia l value—o f puttin g polic y int o cultura l 
studies. 

Nonetheless, m y worry i s not tha t academi c progressives wil l constru e 
cultural politic s a s somethin g wholl y othe r tha n practica l politics ; m y 
worry i s that we will tend t o conflat e them . I n othe r words, I  really don' t 
see an y danger , a t th e moment , tha t th e cultura l Lef t will  decid e tha t 
popular cultur e i s no t a  prope r locatio n fo r politica l struggle , o r tha t 
debates ove r race , ethnicity , clothing , cuisine , music , science , an d tech -
nology hav e n o manifes t "political " content . O n th e contrary , I  se e 
plenty o f dange r tha t w e will  underestimate—or , worse , ignore—th e 
difference betwee n theoretica l wor k o n suc h subject s an d th e practica l 
political effect s suc h wor k ca n hav e fo r th e peopl e we'r e talkin g about  i f 
not necessaril y talking to. 

One recen t instanc e o f th e disjunctio n betwee n cultura l studie s an d 
public polic y stands ou t especiall y i n m y mind , partl y becaus e it' s draw n 
from a  book whose theoretica l swee p an d ambitio n I  admire an d canno t 
hope t o emulate , an d partl y becaus e th e boo k i n questio n explicitl y set s 
out t o understan d an d contes t th e ne w conservatism i n American life . At 
the en d o f We  Gotta  Get  out of  This  Place, Larr y Grossberg alludes t o th e 
battles ove r "politica l correctness " tha t wer e eruptin g jus t a s h e wa s 
finishing hi s manuscript , an d h e castigate s th e Left' s response s t o PC , 
including m y own , fo r ho w the y "manag e t o avoi d mos t o f th e issue s 
and absolv e themselve s o f al l blame " (430) . Wonderin g wha t issue s w e 
had avoide d an d wha t blam e w e shoul d hav e accepted , I  rea d furthe r 
that "som e people have taken extreme , absur d position s which shoul d b e 
criticized" (an  interestin g injunction , sinc e Grossber g doe s no t cit e spe -
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cific persons o r positions) an d tha t "th e Lef t ha s to recognize the truth i n 
the Right' s accusations : e.g. , affirmativ e actio n i n universitie s ha s no t 
solved th e problem an d ha s created ne w ones" (383) . 

I wan t t o remar k o n thi s notio n tha t i n th e earl y month s o f 1991 , as 
the P C attack s swep t acros s th e American media , w e o n th e Lef t shoul d 
have take n som e o f th e blam e fo r th e failure s o f affirmativ e action . I 
don't thin k Grossber g i s wrong t o poin t t o thes e problems ; I  jus t thin k 
that on e coul d no t plausibl y singl e ou t affirmativ e actio n a s terrai n fo r 
concession t o th e Ne w Righ t i f one wer e payin g eve n th e faintes t atten -
tion t o th e polic y dispute s o f 1991 . For i t was then tha t th e Civi l Right s 
Act of 199 1 was being bandied abou t i n Congress , an ac t that specificall y 
sought t o hol d employer s t o th e standar d tha t an y job qualification s tha t 
screen ou t minoritie s an d wome n mus t b e relate d t o a  person's abilit y t o 
perform th e job . I n 1989 , th e Suprem e Cour t ha d held , i n on e o f it s 
most pervers e opinions , Wards  Cove  v. Atonio, tha t American court s ha d 
never establishe d suc h a  "jo b performanc e standard, " an d th e Bus h 
administration, le d b y C . Boyde n Gra y an d Dic k Thornburgh , wa s 
pushing fo r a  weake r standard , requirin g companie s t o sho w onl y tha t 
their hirin g practice s serv e "legitimat e employmen t goals " an d requirin g 
employees t o identif y th e specifi c employmen t practic e tha t brough t 
about th e allege d discrimination . (A s polic y analyst s pointe d out , thi s 
would allo w employers t o defen d discriminator y practice s o n suc h vagu e 
grounds a s corporat e image , custome r preference , o r employe e morale. ) 
The bankruptc y o f th e Bush/Gra y position , I  shoul d note , wa s quickl y 
exposed b y th e NAAC P Lega l Defens e an d Educatio n Fund , whic h 
showed tha t i n 21 7 o f 22 5 case s sinc e 1971 , th e court s ha d indee d 
used th e "jo b performanc e standard " th e Bus h administratio n an d th e 
Rehnquist Cour t claime d no t t o exist. 6 

Now, le t m e remar k o n on e importan t consequenc e o f thi s somewha t 
arcane polic y dispute . Th e mos t prominen t an d voca l Republica n sup -
porter o f th e Civi l Right s Ac t o f 199 1 wa s Senato r Joh n Danfort h o f 
Missouri. Bus h eventuall y signe d th e bill , bu t onl y afte r Danfort h ha d 
served a s Clarence Thomas' s poin t ma n an d chie f defender i n th e Senat e 
in a n unofficia l qui d pr o qu o fo r hi s (Bush's ) capitulatio n t o what right -
wing intellectuals t o thi s day fraudulently cal l a "quota bill. " In th e large r 
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agenda o f th e Bus h Administration , i n othe r words , passag e o f th e bil l 
would b e pai d fo r b y th e appointmen t o f Clarenc e Thoma s t o th e 
Supreme Court . N o bette r exampl e coul d b e devised , I  submit , o f th e 
profound interdependenc e o f cultura l politic s an d practica l polic y mak -
ing; an d i n thi s case , I  ca n thin k o f n o bette r exampl e o f th e cultura l 
Left's ofte n lamentabl e inattentio n t o polic y matter s tha n Grossberg' s 
suggestion tha t i n the PC debate s of 1991 , we should have acknowledge d 
the "truth " i n th e Right' s attack s o n affirmativ e action . 

I a m no t suggestin g tha t w e al l b e calle d t o accoun t fo r th e polic y 
implications o f ou r work , no r a m I  demandin g tha t w e eac h appen d t o 
our nex t boo k o r articl e a  littl e "polic y epilogue " tha t spell s ou t th e 
practical step s tha t follo w fro m ou r analysi s o f Madonna , Malcolm , 
Macherey, o r nationalism , imperialism , o r gende r an d th e publi c sphere . 
I a m simpl y askin g tha t w e b e attentiv e t o th e way s cultura l studie s 
might conceivabl y b e o f interes t to , o r intersec t wit h th e wor k of , 
theorists an d politica l agent s mor e directl y involve d wit h th e polic y 
machinery o f the state . And thi s i s why, a s I look ove r the textua l record , 
I woun d u p unabl e t o writ e th e essa y I' d originall y planned : becaus e t o 
make th e kin d o f cas e I' m makin g i n this  essa y i s t o cal l ou t th e 
limitations i n m y ow n work . T o date , m y conceptio n o f th e so-calle d 
public intellectua l ha s relie d almos t exclusivel y o n th e ver y mode l I 
criticize i n th e Ne w Yor k intellectuals , th e sam e mode l tha t stil l domi -
nates mos t o f our discussio n o f the subject : th e intellectua l wh o engage s 
with wha t Pete r Uw e Hohendahl , followin g Habermas , call s the "literar y 
public sphere. " M y conceptio n o f sellin g out , therefore , wa s confine d 
solely t o th e questio n o f ho w America n cultura l studie s coul d bes t 
represent itsel f in th e mainstrea m press . I  now want t o sugges t tha t ther e 
is a t leas t a s importan t a  differenc e betwee n th e literar y publi c spher e 
and th e publi c polic y spher e a s th e differenc e betwee n cultura l politic s 
and publi c policy , an d tha t mos t cultura l studie s intellectuals , mysel f 
most assuredl y included , hav e no t ye t begu n t o thin k seriousl y abou t 
how bes t t o negotiat e tha t difference . 

To admi t tha t differenc e an d t o see k t o negotiat e i t woul d b e t o sel l 
out, an d n o on e ha s sai d s o mor e emphatically , o f late , tha n Mas'u d 
Zavarzadeh. I n on e o f hi s mos t recen t attack s o n th e ludi c America n 
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academy, Zavarzade h write s tha t "th e variou s tendencie s o f ludi c popu -
lism ca n perhap s bes t b e outline d b y examinin g th e emergin g figure  o f 
the post-a l 'publi c intellectual ' "  (106) . Zavarzade h goe s o n t o insis t 
that "th e bourgeoi s 'publi c intellectual'—i n th e nam e o f democratizin g 
knowledge—perpetuates th e ignoranc e o f th e peopl e an d deepen s thei r 
dependence o n th e knowledg e industry " (107) . The hear t o f his critiqu e 
goes to th e hear t o f my argument : 

the credibility of the bourgeois "public intellectual" is established 
by his/he r "activism, " whic h is , itself , a n "affirmation " o f th e 
system b y acceptin g (affirming ) it s rule s an d playin g insid e th e 
system according to the rules of reform. .  . . The "publi c intellec-
tual" i s a  figure  invente d t o combin e thi s dee p anti-intellectu -
alism and counter-revolutionary affirmatio n o f the commonsense 
with reformis t localism . (107 ) 

To mos t o f Zavarzadeh's indictmen t I  have to plead guilty as charged : 
I a m committe d t o playin g insid e th e system  accordin g t o th e rule s o f 
reform—though I'v e argue d a s ofte n a s I  ca n tha t there' s al l th e differ -
ence in th e world betwee n weak and stron g reformism (and , i t should g o 
without saying , I  a m anti-intellectua l an d counterrevolutionar y t o boot) . 
But I  wil l diffe r wit h Zavarzade h i n on e respect : I  d o no t wan t t o 
fetishize th e local . O n th e contrary , i t seem s t o m e tha t wha t w e nee d 
most desperatel y i n th e wak e o f th e election s o f 199 4 (fro m whic h w e 
have stil l no t recovered ) ar e ne w discourse s o f nationa l identity , ne w 
discourses o f nationa l unity . Th e academi c Lef t normall y doe s no t eve n 
contemplate th e possibilit y o f suc h discourse s excep t a s expression s o f 
conservative, nostalgic , cryptofascis t fantasy . Bu t whil e we'v e bee n mak -
ing the case against imposing o r presuming a  common American culture , 
the Ne w Righ t ha s worke d assiduousl y t o destro y th e materia l founda -
tions o f wha t ca n a t leas t potentiall y sustai n u s a s a  commo n society. 
That's why thei r attack s on th e real m o f the public are so important, an d 
why i t i s so important tha t we reclaim an d rejuvenat e "th e public" i n th e 
name o f the people . I t ma y see m comi c o r tragi c tha t th e Ne w Righ t s o 
painstakingly undermine s ou r commo n socia l foundations , lik e publi c 
schools an d socia l services , a t th e sam e tim e tha t i t make s a  cottag e 
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industry of screeds lamenting our loss of a  commo n cultur e o r a common 
morality. Bu t I  think we should understan d thes e phenomena a s comple-
mentary symptoms o f the same general development : a s Congress undoe s 
the social-welfar e power s o f th e federa l governmen t b y parcelin g ou t 
social service s i n "bloc k grants " t o th e states , thereb y remindin g u s tha t 
the purpos e o f th e so-calle d Ne w Federalis m o f th e 1980 s wa s precisel y 
to Balkaniz e ou r nationa l law s pertainin g t o taxation , abortion , welfare , 
schooling, employment , an d housing , w e will  undoubtedl y hea r al l th e 
more empty , idealis t nationalis t rhetori c abou t th e nee d t o affir m tradi -
tional value s an d brin g bac k a  commo n sens e o f shame—an d w e will 
hear this , needles s t o say , fro m peopl e whos e politica l behavio r i s itsel f 
nothing othe r tha n shameful . A s Samue l Luttwa k ha s writte n i n a  brie f 
essay cheerily entitled "Wh y Fascis m I s the Wave o f the Future, " 

It i s only mildl y amusin g tha t nowaday s th e standar d Republi -
can/Tory dinne r speec h i s a  two-par t affair , i n whic h par t on e 
celebrates th e virtue s o f unimpede d competitio n an d dynami c 
structural change , whil e par t tw o mourn s th e declin e o f th e 
family an d communit y "values " tha t wer e erode d precisel y b y 
the forces commended i n part one . (6) 

It i s i n thi s momen t o f crisis , then , tha t cultura l studie s intellectual s 
need t o imagin e a  languag e wherei n nationa l identit y an d America n 
cultural politic s ar e mobilize d no t a s the y wer e i n California , whe n a 
rainbow coalitio n o f hyphenated Americans go t togethe r t o pas s Proposi -
tion 187 , bu t wherei n "patriotism " i s redefine d a s tha t sentimen t tha t 
prevents u s fro m lettin g ou r fello w citizen s starve , beg , o r g o homeless . 
The Righ t know s tha t it s reward s fo r detachin g a  sens e o f nationa l 
identity from a  sense of public citizenship ca n b e great indeed : a s long as 
the ideologica l constructio n o f "America n identity " ha s nothin g t o d o 
with acces s t o housing , healt h care , employment , o r basi c nutrition , ou r 
leading plutocrat s ca n continu e t o rea p th e benefit s o f th e industrialize d 
world's mos t inequitabl e ta x syste m whil e ou r fello w citizen s liv e wit h 
the industrialize d world' s highes t rate s o f chil d mortalit y an d childhoo d 
poverty. And i f we d o no t imagin e a n alternativ e conceptio n o f nationa l 
identity, I  fear tha t ou r federa l government' s fiscal powers will be furthe r 
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weakened a s its police power s ar e steadily expanded—suc h tha t fascism , 
to borro w Luttwak' s phrase , will  indeed b e the wave of the future . 

I realize that I  run th e risk of reaffirming th e very discursive formatio n 
I see k t o undermine ; i n focusin g o n nationa l identit y I  ma y b e simpl y 
proposing nationalis m a s a refuge fro m capitalism , an d thereb y hastenin g 
the ris e o f th e repressive , punitiv e discourse s o f nationa l identit y w e se e 
at wor k i n California . I  mus t admi t I  a m no t sur e wha t I  thin k abou t 
this: fo r Luttwak , i t i s th e globalizatio n o f capita l rathe r tha n th e resur -
gence o f nationalis m tha t threaten s t o precipitat e th e retur n o f fascism , 
and i n a n er a whe n th e mos t voca l opponent s o f GAT T an d NAFT A 
have been Patric k Buchanan , Ros s Perot , an d Ralp h Nader , I  have to say 
I d o no t kno w wha t th e relation s betwee n nationalis m an d capitalis m 
may be in th e future , o r indee d wha t the y may be in th e present . I  kno w 
the dange r her e i s that o f proposing reactiona l countermoves , concoctin g 
counterdiscourses, an d ultimatel y playing into th e hands o f the ISAs . But 
that i s a  dange r I  believ e we mus t court ; an d I  believ e w e hav e nothin g 
to lose in doin g so—excep t ou r theoretica l purity . 

I want t o clos e with on e parable abou t tha t danger . I  was perusing th e 
Down syndrom e discussio n grou p on th e Internet i n the winter o f 1994— 
95 whe n I  sa w a  postin g fro m a  self-describe d conservativ e Republica n 
that advise d parent s o f disable d childre n ho w t o dea l wit h th e newl y 
Republican Congress , particularl y i f they' d jus t los t a  libera l Democra t 
to a  conservativ e Republican . Sinc e th e abolitio n o f unfunde d federa l 
mandates ha s th e potentia l t o eviscerat e th e American s wit h Disabilitie s 
Act, an d sinc e o n th e stat e leve l we had indee d los t a  progressive activis t 
to a  loca l right-win g machin e politician , m y spous e an d I  rea d thi s 
posting wit h grea t interest . I t advise d u s no t t o tal k abou t "right s an d 
entitlements," bu t t o emphasiz e instea d ou r child' s potentia l fo r "self -
sufficiency"; an d no t t o tal k abou t "justice " o r "fairness, " sinc e lif e i s 
inherently unfair , bu t t o insis t o n th e value-neutra l principl e o f equalit y 
before th e law . Much a s we hated t o admi t it , we though t thi s was good , 
well-intentioned, pragmati c advice , an d w e wer e briefl y gratefu l fo r th e 
lesson i n ho w t o tailo r ou r politica l conviction s t o th e purpos e o f main -
taining ou r son' s socia l services . Briefly  grateful, tha t is , unti l w e rea d a 
brilliant postin g fro m a  woma n name d Jane t Curtis , who , identifyin g 
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herself a s "nothin g mor e tha n a  poor housewife, " fired  bac k a  reply tha t 
said, i n effect , ho w dare  you tel l m e no t t o sa y th e word s conservativ e 
Republicans don' t wan t t o hear , lik e "rights " o r "justice, " an d tha t 
pointed ou t th e vacuity o f the phrase "equalit y before  th e law, " since th e 
law prevent s ric h an d poo r alik e fro m sleepin g unde r bridges . Bu t th e 
reply di d no t sto p there ; i t wen t o n t o poin t ou t tha t i f a  pregnan t 
woman wer e to make a  decision o n whether t o carry the fetus t o term o n 
the basi s o f whethe r th e child , whe n born , coul d hop e t o achiev e th e 
self-sufficiency Republican s recommen d fo r th e disabled , conservative s 
would b e th e first  peopl e i n he r face , blockin g tha t decisio n b y invokin g 
the "rights " of the unborn . 

I wan t t o poin t ou t tha t thi s littl e exercis e i n rhetorica l analysi s an d 
critical lega l studie s wa s undertake n no t b y a  cultura l studie s theorist , 
nor b y someone dependen t o n th e knowledg e industr y ru n b y bourgeoi s 
sellouts lik e me , bu t b y a n ordinar y citize n o f thes e Unite d States , 
operating i n extraordinar y circumstance s no t o f he r ow n making . Bu t 
more important , I  wan t t o pas s alon g t o yo u wha t thi s exchang e ha s 
taught me : first,  tha t sometimes , th e cos t o f selling ou t t o th e discourse s 
of polic y maker s i s too stee p t o bear , particularl y i f i t mean s disavowin g 
the languages o f social and cultura l justice; and second , tha t Ms . Curtis' s 
reply, mixin g righteou s indignatio n wit h a  keen ey e fo r ideologica l con -
tradiction, shoul d serv e to remin d u s that ou r tas k in sellin g out i s not t o 
capitulate t o th e term s ou r historica l momen t ha s offere d us , bu t rathe r 
to find  th e term s wit h whic h w e ca n bes t contest  those terms , an d i n s o 
doing redescrib e an d redefin e bot h ou r cultura l politic s an d ou r socia l 
policies. 

NOTES 
1. Se e Pinker and Benhabib e t al. 
2. A s the nex t fe w pages indicate , m y primary concer n wa s that I  would 

be faulte d fo r havin g sol d m y subject s shor t i n th e page s o f a  presti-
gious literar y magazine , an d tha t blac k an d nonblac k critic s alik e 
would thereb y rea d th e harshes t moment s o f my  revie w a s evidenc e 
that the New Yorker  would take up such subjects only to dismiss them. 
Imagine my  surprise , then , whe n i n th e sprin g an d summe r o f 1995 , 
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as the "ne w blac k intellectuals " suddenl y becam e th e topi c du  jour i n 
every majo r America n foru m o f letters , my  articl e wa s single d ou t a s 
an instance of mere "puffery" an d "celebrity-mongering " (Wilentz ) b y 
writer afte r write r churnin g ou t eve r shabbier essay s whose onl y intel -
lectual substanc e la y i n th e charg e tha t other  writers o n th e subjec t 
have lacked intellectua l substance . To dat e the subject ha s seen a  great 
deal o f rhetorica l posturin g an d turf-claiming , bu t a s yet , onl y tw o 
essays (Boynto n an d Rivers ) tha t touc h o n th e questio n wit h whic h 
my essay concluded, namely , what is the role of the left publi c intellec-
tual a t a  time when th e ide a o f "th e public " i s nearly unthinkabl e i n 
national publi c policy? (I t is worth noting , fo r th e record , tha t Rober t 
Boynton wrot e hi s essa y almos t a  yea r befor e I  wrot e mine , bu t th e 
Atlantic sa t o n i t fo r quit e som e time , evidentl y secur e i n th e belie f 
that nothing important would happen i n the world of black intellectu-
als betwee n 199 3 an d 1995 . Moreover , whe n th e New  Yorker  ran 
my essa y i n January 1995 , th e Atlantic  reportedl y considere d pullin g 
Boynton's essa y fro m th e Marc h issue—eve n thoug h i t wa s thre e 
times longe r tha n min e an d focuse d o n differen t figures—as  i f on e 
major essa y on black intellectuals would be sufficient fo r th e year, and 
two would constitut e a  glut.) 

3. Fo r obviou s reasons , the conditions fo r speakin g a s "a Jewish intellec -
tual" i n th e Unite d State s were radically differen t afte r Worl d Wa r I I 
than before . Compare d t o th e prewa r Partisan  Review  writers , th e 
postwar grou p was markedly mor e willing—indeed, sometime s com -
pelled—to spea k and write as "Jewish writers." Particularly moving in 
this regar d wa s Alfred Kazin' s painfu l reassessmen t o f th e rol e o f th e 
Jewish intellectua l i n th e wak e o f th e Holocaust , a  reassessmen t tha t 
began wit h th e essa y "I n Ever y Voice , i n Ever y Ban " i n th e New 
Republic. Howeve r mistake n Kazi n ma y have been t o indic t hi s fello w 
New Yor k intellectual s fo r "ou r silen t complicity  i n th e massacr e o f 
the Jews," the poin t remain s tha t n o on e write r (o r group o f writers) 
can dictat e whe n i t i s prope r o r necessar y t o spea k "from " o r "for " 
one's ethnic identity and when i t is preferable t o speak as a "cosmopol-
itan." See A. Bloom, Prodigal  Sons, esp . 137-39 . 

4. Se e Pattullo . Thoug h Pattullo' s odiou s essa y attracte d a  grea t dea l o f 
criticism fro m Commentary  s les s rabid readers , the magazine itsel f has 
not retreate d a n inch , callin g Pattullo' s essa y (i n a  promotional mail -
ing) "th e mos t carefull y reasone d argumen t fo r maintainin g society' s 
preference fo r heterosexualit y ove r homosexualit y i n th e teachin g o f 
children." 
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5. Th e ide a tha t th e "racia l justice " provisio n woul d creat e a  quot a fo r 
death sentence s i s almos t to o bizarr e t o admi t o f discussion , bu t 
one thin g abou t thi s argumen t seem s noteworthy : eve n thoug h ever y 
conservative pundi t fro m Georg e Will t o Ca l Thomas denounce d th e 
provision, none of them realized (o r cared to admit) tha t the provision 
would no t mandat e th e executio n o f mor e white  prisoners. I n othe r 
words, th e provisio n woul d simpl y hav e aske d th e court s t o conside r 
whether black s wer e bein g execute d i n wildl y disproportionat e num -
bers—and, i f so , t o tak e tha t disproportio n int o consideratio n i n 
sentencing. Th e provisio n migh t hav e prevente d a  handfu l o f blac k 
inmates from bein g executed, perhaps , but i t certainly would no t have 
increased th e numbe r o f whit e inmate s executed . Th e fac t tha t th e 
media's conservative white chorus screamed so loud and so long over a 
provision tha t merel y migh t hav e lowere d (slightly ) th e numbe r o f 
black inmates executed seems to me one plausible explanation fo r why 
white and black Americans have such radically different perception s of 
how the nation's judicial system works. 

6. Se e Koenig. 
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