ALSC NEWSLETTER

The Association of Literary Scholars and Critics

VOLUME 2, NUMBER 4

FALL 1996

In This Issue:
The Second Conference....
Paul Cantor

President’s Column....
Robert Alter

A Call for Measured Activism....
Roger Shattuck

Statement on the NCTE Standards
for the English Language Arts

From the Editor:

Some readers may be surprised to see Frank
Lentricchia’s name on the front page article of this
issue. If so, they will be even more surprised by the
content of his essay. Lentricchia writes with the
same force and candor that has always been
characteristic of him, but now he argues for the kind
of change in the direction of literary studies that the
ALSC was founded to promote. His piece will
doubtless have many of you reflecting on where we
are, and what might happen next. Send us your
thoughts.

A number of items in this issue are products
of the Boston conference. There is Paul Cantor’s
general account, Roger Shattuck’s brief presidential
address, and Lorraine Clark’s report on a graduate
student caucus which sprang into existence during
the conference. A theme which runs through all
three is the question of “activism™ by the
Association: how (if at all) should we exert the
influence of the ALSC as a whole (rather than as
individuals) to promote its values? At the Boston
business meeting, also, more time was devoted to
this question than to any other. And the statement

(Continued on back page)

LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT
OF AN EX-LITERARY CRITIC

By Frank Lentricchia

I once managed to live for a long time, and
with no apparent stress, a secret life with literature.
Publicly, in the books I'd written and in the
classroom, | worked as an historian and polemicist
of literary theory, who could speak with passion,
and without noticeable impediment, about literature
as a political instrument. I once wrote that the
literary word was like a knife, a hammer, a gun. 1
became a known and somewhat colorfully
controversial figure, regularly excoriated in
neo-conservative laments about the academy.

The secret me was me-the-reader, in the act

‘of reading: an experience in which the words of

someone else filled me up and made it irrelevant to
talk about my reading: an experience that I'd had for
as long as I can remember being a reader. This secret
life implicitly denied that any talk about what I had
undergone could ever be authentic. My silent
encounters with literature are ravishingly
pleasurable, like erotic transport.

In private, | was tranquillity personified; in
public, an actor in the endless strife and divisiveness
of argument, the “Dirty Harry of literary theory,”
as one reviewer put it. My secret life eventually
was to be shared with students in my undergraduate
classroom, while my public life as literary
intellectual continued to be played out in the
graduate classroom. Two types of classroom: two
selves unhappy with one another.

(Continued on p. 3)

Frank Lentricchia is Gilbert Professor
of Literature at Duke University




The President’s Column

When the Times Literary Supplement
(November 17, 1995) published a sympathetic piece
by Adolf Wood on the first annual meeting of the
ALSC, the editors chose to run it under the heading,
IS THE COUNTER-REVOLUTION AT HAND?
Most of us, | should imagine, would have said that
the journalistic flourish was excessive. Though
perhaps a few of our members might think
differently, the ALSC was founded not as a guerilla
movement but as a civilized forum for the renewed
engagement with literature at a moment when
prevailing currents in the profession had swept such
engagement to the margins. If the emergence of our
organization did reflect a keenly felt need that cut
across both political and generational divisions,
there has been little warrant to imagine we were on
the brink of an epochal shift in literary studies.

Mevertheless, something is beginning to
happen in an academic scene that just a couple of
years ago seemed to have irrevocably relegated
literature to the function of springboard for political
critique or metaphysical lucubration. Frank
Lentricchia, the prominent historian of modern
literary theory, offers evidence of an emerging fault-
line in the hegemony--to borrow a notorious term--
of theory and politics in a remarkable confession,
"Last Will and Testament of an Ex-Literary Critic™
(Lingua Franca. September/October 1996).

Lentricchia now reveals that all the years he
was exposing literature "as a political instrument,”
he was, behind closed doors and drawn shades.
leading a secret life as an enraptured reader of
literary works which he regularly ignored in his
theoretical writing. He could share this clandestine
love, he reports, with his innocent undergraduates,
but not with his theoretically intransigent graduate
students. In the course of time, he stopped reading
academic criticism altogether because he was fed up
with its dismissive view of literature, bored by its
predictable conclusions and impatient with its facile
appropriation of other disciplines. Now he has
abandoned both grand theory and the instruction of

graduate students and hopes to excite students
about "the pleasures of reading” (his phrase here,
not mine) and to try to discover with them how "we
will occasionally (in our privacy) see our lives
through the world-bearing words" of great works of
fiction.

What particularly strikes me in this
extraordinary document is the Marrano existence
that Lentricchia confesses to have led. Like some
Jews who remained in Spain and Portugal after the
great expulsions, showing a Catholic face to the
Inquisition while lighting sabbath candles in the
secrecy of their closets, Lentricchia was constrained
by the pressures of reigning academic fashion to
pursue his passion for literature in private. not to
profess it.

I am not sure this is altogether an exemplary
case. There are grounds to fear that many positions
of influence in departments of literature are now
occupied by people who actively dishke hiterature,
or at least who simply used to like it, and a few
prominent academic figures have openly admitted
their indifference or dislike. But the analogy with
the Inquisition bears cautious reflection. The
comparison is of course highly exaggerated. but it is
instructive that a literary scholar should have ever
perceived his own situation in basically these terms.
That perception says something about the subtly
coercive force of prestige-networks in the academic
profession. On the other hand, Lentricchia's
unflinching new revelation of his real beliefs
strongly suggests that the power of a largely
imaginary inquisition resides chiefly in the
fearfulness of those who conform to its
expectations. The very modest degree of courage
required to speak up for what one cares about.
exercised by a few thousand professionally harried
souls, could have a truly bracing effect on literary
studies in this country. *

---Robert Alter

Comparative Literature
University of California, Berkeley
Berkeley, CA 94720
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Ex-Literary Critic (continued from page 1)

Once, and only once. | posed the following
question to undergraduate majors in a course [ teach
at Duke University on modern literature: “Anybody
here like literature?” Looks of puzzlement and
concern: Is he stoned? I like my undergraduates,
with whom I share a bond of stubborn naiveté. We
believe that literature is pleasurable and important,
as literature, and not as an illustration of something
else. I"ve posed the same question in graduate
seminars. The response never varies: knowing
laughs, disturbing nods of recognition, a few stares
of impatience and hostility. They assume I’'m one
of them. They say, “You don’t believe that
literature is important as literature.” Then they
point to the damaging evidence of some of my work
in the field. usually to a book called Criticism and
Social Change. 1 want to reply, “You need to
understand the context.” I say nothing. They
believe that the book is clear, that no context can
modify its essential meaning, and they "re right.
When Criticism and Social Change appeared in
1983, I was convinced that a literary critic, as a
literary critic, could be an agent of social
transformation, an activist who would show his
students that, in its form and style, literature had a
strategic role to play in the world’s various
arrangements of power; that literature wasn’t to be
relegated to the Arts and Leisure section of the
Sunday paper, as if it were a thing for weekend
amusement only. | would show my students that
what is called “literature” is nothing but the most
devious of rhetorical discourses (writing with
political designs upon us all), either in opposition to
or in complicity with the power in place. In either
case, novels, poems, and plays deserved to be
included in the Sunday section called News of the
Week in Review.

Over the last ten years, I've pretty much
stopped reading literary criticism, because most of it
1sn’t literary. But criticism it is of a sort—the sort
that stems from the sense that one is morally
superior to the writers that one is supposedly
describing. This posture of superiority is assumed

when those writers represent the major islands of
Western literary tradition, the central cultural
engine—so it goes—of racism, poverty, sexism.
homophaobia, and imperialism: a cesspool that
literary critics would expose for mankind’s benefit.
Just what it would avail us to learn that Flaubert
was a sexist is not clear. It is impossible, this much
is clear, to exaggerate the heroic self-inflation of
academic literary criticism.

To be certified as an academic literary critic,
you need to believe, and be willing to assert, that
Ezra Pound’s Canios, a work twice the length of
Paradise Lost, and which 99 percent of all serious
students of literature find too difficult to read,
actually forwards the cause of worldwide anti-
Semitism. You need to tell your students that,
despite what almost a century’s worth of smart
readers have concluded, Joseph Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness is a subtle celebration of the desolations
of imperialism. My objection is not that literary
study has been politicized, but that it proceeds in
happy indifference to, often in unconscionable
innocence of, the protocols of literary competence.
Only ten to fifteen years ago, the views ['ve cited
on Pound and Conrad would have received barely
passing grades had they been submitted as essays in
an undergraduate course. Now, such views circulate
at the highest levels of my profession in the essays
of distinguished literary critics. ;

I"ve never believed that writers had to be
superior in anything, except writing. The
fundamental. if only implied, message of much
literary criticism is self-righteous, and it takes this
form: “T.S. Eliot is a homophobe and I am not.
Therefore, I am a better person than Eliot. Imitate
me, not Eliot.” To which the proper response is:
“But T.S. Eliot could really write, and you can’t.
Tell us truly. is there no filth in your soul?”

When it’s the real thing, literature enlarges
us; strips the film of familiarity from the world;
creates bonds of sympathy with all kinds, even with
evil characters, who we learn are all in the family.
Each of these points has been made long ago in
response to the question, What is literature for?

ALSC NEWSLETTER == FALL 1996

3




With no regrets, I tell you that I have nothing new
to offer to the field of literary theory.

I confess to never having been able to get
enough of the real thing. I worry incessantly about
using up my stash and spending the last years of
my life in gloom, having long ago mainlined all the
great, veil-piercing books. Great because
veil-piercing. Books propelling me out of the
narrow life that I lead in my own little world,
offering me revelations of strangers, who turn out
not to be totally strange; a variety of real worlds,
unveiled for me, for the first time.

If you should happen to enjoy the literary
experience of liberation, it’s not likely that you do
s0 because you're able to take apart the formal
resources of literature. All that you know is that
you live where you live and that vou are who you
are. Then you submit to the text, you relinguish
yourself, because you need to be transported. You
know with complete certitude that. when you are
yvourself, you are only, at best, half alive. Even if
you can’t say what it is, you know when you’re in
the thrall of real literature. You can’t get your fix
from reading the Op-Ed page or, for that matter, any
other pages in discourses you think of as not
literary. If asked to define “literary,” you could not
do it. If pressed. you'd say, “I'm not interested in
the question.” It’s like asking me who God is. You
might say, as | would, “The question “What is
literature?’ is a question for those who secretly hate
literature.” If vou put a gun to my head, I'll say,
“All literature 1s travel literature, all true readers
shut-ins.”

The first time that I traveled it was 1956 and
I was sixteen. I was in bed. Ever since. | like to do
it in a bed. or reclining on a couch. or on the floor,
with my knees drawn up—just like the first time,
the book leaning against my thighs, nestled in my
groin. The first booking was arranged by a high
school teacher named (honest) LaBella. who said to
me out of the blue, “Live fast, die young, and have a
good-looking corpse.” He told me that he was
quoting a line from a novel that 1 should read. Knock
on Any Door by Willard Motley. [ tried to take out

the book from my hometown public library but was
informed that I could have it only if T brought them
a letter from my mother saying that it was okay.
which my indulgent mother was happy to write.

After supper, I withdrew to my room, shut
the door, and read deep into the night. Next
morning, I didn’t bother with breakfast. My mother
looked in to ask if I was sick. I kept on going into
the early afternoon, when [ finished, still in my
pajamas. unwashed and unshaven. Too bad I
couldn’t have hooked up a catheter.

I was living in the world of Nick Romano, a
good Italian-American Catholic, an altar boy, who
through a terrible unfairness is cast down into the
mean streets of Chicago’s West Side and,
eventually. at twenty- one, into the electric chair for
a murder that he in fact committed and that I wanted
him to get away with. Live fast, die young, and
have a good-looking corpse was Nick’s motto. He
loved a girl named Rosemary. who loved him back
passionately. They actually did it.

I was also a good Italian-American Catholic,
crazy for a girl named Rosemary, but whom I never
talked to, never mind the other thing, which almost
nobody in my teen world did. I lived in Utica, New
York, a small ethnic town, where parents were
strict, where the streets were not mean. [ had (and
have) a dramatic life in books, not on the streets.

A couple of years ago, I learned that the late
Willard Motley was gay and black, and that he only
rarely wrote about blacks. Occasionally I try to
factor Motley’s race and sexual orientation into
what [ experienced when | read his novel. I can’tdo
it. Recently, I learned that Motley said. in response
to an obvious question, that he considered himself
to be a member of the human race. In the current
academy, there’s no possibility of accepting that
statement as anything but a pathetic dodge.

When [ grew up and became a literary critic,
[ learned to keep silent about the reading experiences
of liberation that I'd enjoyed since childhood. With
many of my generation, | believed that my ability to
say the words “politics” and “literature™ in the same
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breath was the only socially responsible way to
affirm the value of literary study.

Then, seven years ago, I lost my
professional bearing and composure. The actual
crisis occurred in a graduate class, just as [ was
about to begin a lecture on Faulkner. ‘Before I could
get a word out, a student said, “The first thing we
have to understand is that Faulkner is a racist.” 1
responded with a stare, but he was not intimidated.
I was. He wanted to subvert me with what |
thought crude versions of ideas that had made my
academic reputation, and that had (as he told me
before the semester began) drawn him to my class.
And now I was refusing to be the critic he had every
right to think I was. And I felt subverted. Later in
the course, another student attacked Don DeLillo’s
White Noise for what he called its insensitivity to
the Third World. I said, “But the novel doesn’t
concern the Third World. It's set in a small town in
Middle America. It concerns the technological
catastrophes of the First World.” The student
replied, “That’s the problem. It’s ethnocentric and
elitist.”” I had been, before that class, working hard
to be generous. After that class, I didn’t want to be
generous anymore and tried to communicate how
unspeakably stupid I found these views, but had
trouble staying fully rational. There was an
explosion or two of operatic dimension. I wasn’t
the tenor hero; I was the baritone villain.

So I gave up teaching graduate students. [
escaped into the undergraduate classroom—in other
words, slipped happily underground in order to talk
to people who, like me. need to read great literature
just as much as they need to eat.

I'm a teacher who believes that literature
can’t be taught, if by teaching we mean being in
lucid possession of a discipline, a method, and rules
for the engagement of the object of study. I believe
that the finest examples of the object of study
cannot be ruled and that, therefore, professional
literary study is a contradiction in terms. Great
writing is a literally unruly one-of-a-kind thing,
something new and original in the world of
literature, which (like all cultural worlds) is

dominated by the conventional and the ruledriven:
the boringly second-rate. Where then is the teacher?
In my classroom, [ assume. but cannot prove, that
there can be illuminating conversation about the
peaks of unruly originality. from Homer and Dante
to Joyce and Proust. 1 assume that such
conversation cannot be replaced by what goes on in
the sociology or the economics classroom.

We do not, after all, tell economists that all
economic data and systems are actually disguised
examples of novels, poems, and plays. Yet this is
precisely the form of absurdity that the professional
study of literature has taken. The situation in the
literary wing of the academy is that those who
(when teenagers) spent the days and nights of their
lives with their noses happily buried in imaginative
literature now believe that they must look
elsewhere, to academic disciplines, for the
understanding and values of their happiness. And
look elsewhere they do, with holy zeal. They
embark upon a course and leave their happiness far
behind.

I believe that what is now called literary
criticism is a form of Xeroxing. Tell me your theory
and I'll tell you in advance what you'll say about
any work of literature, especially those you haven’t
read. Texts are not read; they are preread. All of
literature is x and nothing but x, and literary study is
the naming (exposure) of x. For x, read imperialism,
sexism, homophobia, and so on. All of litérary
history is said to be a display of x, because human
history is nothing but the structure of x. By naming
x we supposedly name the social order (ordure) as it
is, and always has been. The point of naming it?
Presumably to produce a contagion of true
understanding (the critic as social interventionist),
from which would follow appropriate social change
in wholesome directions, though it has to be noted
that the literary academy has long been staffed by
people with righteous understanding, who
assiduously disseminate that understanding in the
classroom, and still the world remains governed by
sexism and so on. In the hearts of those who study
literature lies the repressed but unshakable
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conviction that the study of literature serves no
socially valued purpose. Too bad academic literary
critics can’t accept their amateur status—that is,
their status as lovers.

If the authority of a contemporary literary
critic lies in his theory of x then wherein lies the
authority of the theory itself? In disciplines in
which he has little experience and less training. The
typical literary critic who wields a theory is not
himself a sociologist, historian, or economist, as well
as a student of literature. A scandal of professional
impersonation? Mo, because the impersonators
speak only into the mirror of other impersonators
and rarely to those in a position to test their
theories for fraudulence. An advanced literature
department is the place where you can write a
dissertation on Wittgenstein and never have to face
an examiner from the philosophy department. An
advanced literature department is the place where
vou may speak endlessly about gender and never
have to face the scrutiny of a biologist, because
gender is just a social construction, and nature
doesn’t exist.

My reader has the right to pose some
questions: You say that literature of original
character can’t be taught. So what is it that you do
in your classroom? And you are obviously weary
of the pounding chatter about sexism and so0 on.

Are you saying that those subjects of academic
literary criticism are not important just because they
are fashionable? Is not literature significantly about
such subjects, whether or not literary critics take
them up? My answers: Literature is about
homophobia and so on. but only because literature
1s about everything real and imaginable under the
sun, including man as a political animal. Impenalism
and so on are subjects for imagination, not agendas
or ideas to be illustrated. Imaginative writers have
but one agenda: to write beautifully, rivetingly,
unforgettably.

What | see in the academy is an eager flight
from literature by those who refuse to take the
literary measure of the subject, whatever the subject
may be. The literature student sees the objects that

historians and sociologists see, but he ought to see
them through the special lens of literature as objects
in stylized and imaginative landscapes. The
authentic literary type believes with Oscar Wilde
that life is an imitation of art. Sociologists don’t
believe that; philosophers don’t either. Why should
they? They’re sociologists and philosophers, who
know that life is an imitation of sociology and
philosophy.

I would take it as a sign of renewed health in
literary studies if critics would recognize the value
and authority of other disciplines, in which they
have (for the most part) but cocktail party
acquaintance, disciplines practiced by serious
people, many of whom do not take literature
seriously, but perhaps more seriously than they
take literary critics, whom they think of as
charlatans deluxe. I would take it as a miraculous
sign of full recovery if contemporary literary critics
would recognize the impious comedic dimension of
the most serious and weighty works of the literary
tradition. «

This is a shortened version of an essay which first
appeared in Lingua Franca Frank Lentricchia’s
novels, Johnny Critelli and The Knifemen, will be
published together in one volume by Scribner this
month.
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A Statement on the “Standards for the English Language Arts”

of the National Council of Teachers of English

(Editor s Note: in 1992 the U.S. Department of
Education funded the English Language Arts
Standards Project that had been proposed by the
National Council of Teachers of English and the
International Reading Association. The result of this
project was the “Standards for the English
Language Arts” published jointly by the wo
organizations earlier this year. Though the
Department of Education has now rejected the
“Standards, ' many states continue to use them as a
model. The following statement, prepared by the
Association’s Committee on Curriculum, was
recently adopied by the Council. We urge members
to find out what is happening in their own states, and
where necessary to bring the Association's statement
to the notice of local policy-makers.)

The Association of Literary Scholars and Critics
views with dismay the “Standards for the English
Language Arts™ recently released by the National
Council of Teachers of English. The study of
literature has always been central to the high school
English classroom. The “Standards™ drastically
diminish this role:

* Literature is the subject of only ONE of the
twelve standards.

* Literature is reduced to merely one kind of
“text” among a vaguely defined “wide range of
print and nonprint texts,” such as peer writing,
“family™ and “community” documents,
“spoken” and even “visual” texts.

« Artistic quality is firmly subordinated to
political and social objectives: the purpose of
literature is now to enable students to “view and
critique [sic] American and world history and
contemporary social life.”

*  The standards offer no recommended list of
literary works, authors, or periods.

*  The unique character and significance of
literature are obscured by the evasive and often
mischievous doctrine that “any given text can be
understood in a variety of ways. depending on
the context.”

= Literary criteria are subverted by a relentless and
misguided intellectual egalitarianism.

This Association believes that these Standards
deserve to be rejected because of their disdain for
literature, and because they reflect the widespread
moral and intellectual confusion that has recently
infected education at the college level. When we are
told that “students develop an understanding of and
respect for diversity in language use, patterns, and
dialects across cultures, ethnic groups. etc..” or that
classroom texts should be chosen first “for relevance
to students’ interests™ or their “roles in society,” we
can be sure that shallow moralizing rather than
intellectual substance will be the result.

Whatever else we do as teachers of English, nothing
is more important than cultivating in our students a
profound, lasting and informed admiration for the
beauty and power of the English language as
deployed in works of literature that have stood the
test of time.

DIRECTORY CORRECTIONS

We have received three corrections to the
membership list printed in the last issue of the
newsletter: Seymour Menton teaches ar UC
Irvine, not UC Riverside: Willard Bohn
teaches at Hlinois State University, not at
Indiana University, and Jeno Platthy
(Harvard U) should be added to the directory.
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OFFICERS AND COMMITTEES, 1996-97

Officers

President: Robert Alter UC Berkeley
Vice-President: Eleanor Cook University of Toronto
Secretary-Treasurer: John M. Ellis UC Santa Cruz

Council
Immediate Past President Roger Shattuck Boston University

Term ending September 1997 Anne Ferry Independent scholar
Paul A. Cantor University of Virginia
Lorraine J. Clark Trent University

Term ending September 1998 Michael V. Moses Duke University
Jeanne J. Smoot North Carolina State University
Stanley N. Stewart UC Riverside

Term ending September 1999 James Heffernan Dartmouth College
Michael Putnam Brown University
Ralph Rader UC Berkeley

Committees

Committee on Conferences Steven Botterill (Chair) UC Berkeley
Murray Baumgarten UC Santa Cruz
Ruby Cohn UC Davis
Gary Saul Morson Nerthwestern University

Committee on Curriculum Norman Fruman (Chair) University of Minnesota
E. D. Hirsch, Jr., University of Virginia
Mary Ann McGrail Boston University
Michael V. Moses Duke University

Committee on Publications Paul A. Cantor (Chair) University of Virginia
1. D. McClatchy Yale Review
Willard Spiegelman Southern Methodist University
Rosanna Warren Boston University

Commirtee on Nominations Paul A. Cantor (Chair) University of Virginia
Lorraine J. Clartk Trent University
Anne Ferry Independent scholar
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THE SECOND
NATIONAL CONFERENCE
By Paul A. Cantor

The Second National Conference of the
ALSC convened at the Swissotel in Boston August
25-27, 1996. Some 300 people attended.
representing the full range of the organization's
membership. It was particularly heartening to see
that the number of younger members had increased
compared to the first conference. partly as a result
of the ALSC policy of providing travel stipends to
junior faculty. A sufficient number of graduate
students were in attendance to form their own
caucus, which enabled them to express their
distinctive concerns to the organization and its
leadership. The program committee, consisting of
Christopher Ricks, chairman, along with Jenny
Clay, James Engell, and Robin Miller, had done an
excellent job of putting together the panels.

The first session of the conference was
devoted to Emily Dickinson. It presented a wide
variety of views of her poetry, ranging from William
Pritchard's frank confession that he sometimes has
difficulty just reading it, to Debra San's ability to
find "something a little bit mystical” even in the
dashes that punctuate Dickinson's manuscripts. As
an exercise in close reading. with additional papers
by Heather McHugh and Shira Wolosky, this
session reflected one basic principle the ALSC
stands for--the need to return to the critical
appreciation of literary works themselves. At the
same time, the participants on the panel showed
that they were aware of recent trends in the study
of literature and could in fact make good use of
them. By discussing the textual problems in
Dickinson, indeed sometimes proceeding fascicle by
fascicle, the panelists proved to be just as conscious
of the material basis of understanding her poetry as
any Marxist critic.

At the reception for the membership,
outgoing president Roger Shattuck of Boston
University took the opportunity to review briefly

the history of the ALSC and to argue that now is
the time for the organization to pursue a policy of
"judicious activism.” Accordingly, Shattuck called
for the ALSC to undertake a series of studies that
would illuminate the current state of our profession
in useful ways--for example, an analysis of the way
freshman composition is being taught around the
country, to reveal any ideological biases built into
the curriculum. As it turned out, activism became
the chief topic of contention at the ALSC business
meeting the next day. Some argued passionately
that the ALSC must begin to do something concrete
to reverse the baleful trends that currently dominate
literature departments. Others warned that the
ALSC should eschew the kind of activism that has
led to today's hostile academic atmosphere and
instead seek primarily to provide a refuge from the
politicization of literary study. Steering a path
between these two positions is the delicate task
facing the leadership of the ALSC. As Roger
Shattuck turned over the presidency to Robert Alter
of the University of California, Berkeley, the
membership voted its thanks to Shattuck for all he
had done in calmly steering the ALSC through its
second year of existence.

The second session of the conference was
devoted to the Ovid of the Metamorphoses. Art
historian Paul Barolsky documented the "vitality of
Ovid" by tracing the motif of metamorphosis in the
work of artists as varied as Michelangelo and Rodin,
which also led him to rethink the work of Ovid itself
as "profoundly modern in its concern for poetry as
metamorphosis.” Unfortunately, Jorie Graham
could not attend as scheduled to present her poem
"Flood," which rewrites Ovid. Rosanna Warren
substituted for her in reading the poem and
Christopher Ricks commented upon it, emphasizing
its imaginative use of allusions to T. S. Eliot. Sara
Mack's discussion of Ovid's Acis and Galatea story
rounded out the panel. By tracing the myth all the
way down to Handel's musical version, she
confirmed the leitmotif of this session, that the
literary classics of the past, far from being dead or
even moribund, continue to exert a vitalizing
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influence on all the arts, including contemporary
poetry.

Several innovations at this conference sought
to increase the participation of the membership. A
number of slots on the various panels were filled by
members who submitted papers to the program
committee in an open competition. Furthermore,
after two of the panels there were discussion
sections open to any members who wished to
participate. After the Ovid panel, for example. the
audience broke up into four groups, treating such
topics as Ovid and the Renaissance or Ovid and
twentieth-century literature. By all accounts, these
sessions went very well, with lively exchanges and
genuine give-and-take debate. Having proven itself.
this experimental format will probably be repeated,
and perhaps expanded, at next year's conference.

After a formal luncheon, the membership
reconvened for a panel on the distinction between
poetry and prose, including presentations by Anne
Carson, Steven Monte, and David Rothman. and
highlighted by a paper by Anthony Hecht. a writer
who has distinguished himself both in poetry and in
prose. The long second day of the conference then
concluded with a banquet featuring Grace Paley as
the after-dinner speaker. She reflected on her career
as a writer and read from several of her poignantly
witty and wittily poignant short stories. including
"The Immigrant Story,” "Mother,” and "The Story
Hearer." Paley was at her relaxed and amusing best
during questions from the audience, replying, for
example, to a query about the influence of Jovee's
The Dubliners on her work: "That's where the critic
part of this organization comes in--they tell you
who influenced you--vou don't have to do the work
vourself.," A number of Paley's comments would
have confounded critics of the ALSC and its
supposed exclusiveness, most tellingly her heartfelt
remark: "l as a feminist was happy to see so many
women on the panels.”

The final session of the conference on
Tuesday morning was devoted to contemporary
drama. and included talks by Wendy Lesser on

plays. by Frederick Wiseman on documentary films,

and by Robert Scanlan on filmed versions of Samuel
Beckett's plays for television, thus covering the
whole range of media. Having shown his three
Beckett films earlier during the conference, Scanlan
explained the rationale behind his productions, in
effect providing a lesson in the relation between
metaphysics and literary form. Scanlan's reading of
Beckett in terms of Heidegger may have seemed to
involve the kind of theoretical approach the ALSC
supposedly rejects, but in fact Scanlan's use of
Heideggerian terms like presence and absence was
wholly appropriate to his subject matter and simply
reflected a fundamental congruence between the
German philosopher and the Irish playwright.

The Contemporary Drama session was
followed by another set of discussion sections,
which allowed the participants to take up such
subjects as the claims of realism, and "updating"” in
the staging of drama from the past. Once again the
groups barely needed prompting from the assigned
discussion leaders and quickly launched into their
topics. The four drama discussion sections brought
a stimulating and productive conference to an end,
leaving members looking forward to the next
convening of the ALSC in San Francisco in
November of 1997. -«

The Net Still Lives

If you have noticed that the ALSC net has been
quiet lately, that’s probably because you--like
most other subscribers--were inadvertently
dropped from the subscriber list when
Harvard recently replaced some of its
computer equipment. The net itself still exists;
we suggest that everyone resubscribe by
sending the simple message. “subscribe alsc-
" to majordomo@husc.harvard edu. Make
sure that the last keystroke of the message is a
letter, not a number.
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A Call for Measured Activism
By Roger Shattuck

(Editor's Note: Roger Shattuck gave this informal
presidential address during the reception on the
apening day of the 1996 conference in Boston.)

You're in for a brief state of the union
message. or state of the association message, plus a
locker-room pep talk without the profanity. Give
me fifteen minutes, and I'll have said my piece. Do
not drain your glass, for I shall close with a toast.

Our history as an association can be told in
brief compass. A reform movement in literary
studies came to life in California. A small group of
colleagues found the simple words that I now think
of as our constitution: "to foster the literary
imagination and a common literary culture." Enough
people signed that statement to permit an organizing
meeting here in Boston in 1994, It led to our first
conference in Minneapolis in September 1995 and,
in turn, to this conference. We are here because of
our convictions about the nature and the proper
study of literature. I shall not ask for a show of
hands on vour political convictions.

But I'll venture that some of us believe that
it is possible and reasonable to be conservationist in
cultural matters and at the same time to remain
liberal in political matters. In any case, we have
generally agreed to eschew politics and to stick to
literature. We now have 1900 members, an annual
conference, a quarterly newsletter, and plans for a
journal. As Martin Luther King asked, following
Chernyshevsky and Lenin and Tolstoy, where do
we go from here?

My experience as president tells me that the
association has not yet spawned opposing factions.
Rather, each of us as an individual is likely to feel an
understandable ambivalence about the group. We
envision two very different kinds of activity. First,
the association should pursue and encourage the
study of literature centered on literary values and
provide a lively alternative to the many ideological

studies and approaches that have occupied the field.
We can sing our song so effectively and patiently
that we shall lure back to the fold the faithful who
have strayed. Second, and alternatively, the
association should actively oppose programs and
departments that call themselves literary but in
which ideology and special interests take precedence
over the literary imagination and a shared literary
culture. We must fight back to regain lost ground.

Now let's think for a moment. Must we
choose between these two courses? The second may
be too aggressive for us cultural conservationists.
Can't we accomplish the second by doing the first
convincingly? Most of us, in any case, seem to
believe that the first (pursuing literature on its own
terms) must precede the second (opposing non-
literary intrusions). The commitiee that planned
this conference chose to stay away from polemical
topics. During these three days in Boston, we are
discussing what we believe in, not what we deplore.
But, now that we are completing our second year of
good behavior, isn't it time for us to espouse a
judicious activism? Can't we become more
dedicated to our cause without becoming shrill?

As president, I have been sorely tried. Job
announcements in English and languages call
increasingly for non-literary qualifications.
Publishers' humanities catalogues lead with the
categories gender, culture/power, ethnic studies, and
theory before literature and the classics are even
mentioned. And no one really knows what is being
read in the required freshman English and
composition courses, for which we are all basically
responsible. Every case history of literature
spurned pushes me further toward favoring group
action.

Meanwhile, we must not neglect our
responsibilities as individuals. We can still speak
and vote in meetings. Reason and commonsense
have not entirely died. Given the choice, students
still respond to literature taught not as ideology but
as a subtle art deeply concerned with life. But how
long will they have that choice? Those of us with
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tenure must stand firm in decisions about courses,
curricula, programs, requirements, hirings, and
promotions. And, as always, a clear opportunity
for counteroffensive belongs to individuals. I have
three examples. The pseudohistory called
Afrocentrism has been exposed and forn to shreds
by a single book: Not Out of Africa. lts author,
Mary Lefkowitz, is one of our own early members.
She is here today. The pseudotheory of the social
construction of scientific laws along with its
bombastic prose style has been wickedly parodied
in Social Text by an individual who is not here, Alan
Sokal. And the historian, Russell Jacoby, has raised
his strong voice to enlighten us. The closing
chapters of Dogmatic Wisdom (1994) confront the
obscurantist prose style of some of our more
extreme colleagues (who claim that "clarity is
repressive”), and his Lingua Franca article
"Marginal Returns” (September/October 1995) gives
post-colonial theory the public drubbing it deserves.
These three examples suggest that individual attacks
can pinpoint specific abuses and seriously weaken
them. More such ventures are already afoot.

I advocate. therefore. a measured increase in
activism, both from the Association and from
individuals who support it, in order to restore
literature to literary studies. However, [ believe
there is a deeper level of unease among us than the
purely literary. In our democratic society, the all-
embracing functions of justice, politics, the market.
and sports operate on the basis of an adversarial
system. Someone wins, someone loses. In these
parlous times, the teaching and learning of literature
are being drawn increasingly into that adversarial
system. Lionel Trilling spotted the development in
the 60's when he referred to "the adversary culture.”
Mow we have a starker, darker phrase: "the culture
wars." In the classroom too. must we now succumb
to an adversarial culture? 1 strongly oppose that
development. A sounder dynamic resides in
dialogue, a friendly dialogue, between tradition and
discovery, between order and adventure.

"We are not your enemies,"” proclaimed the
modern French poet, Apollinaire, my first great

love. He was talking about "cette longue querelle de
la tradition et de I'invention, / De I'Ordre et de
I'Aventure." Apollinaire's friendly quarrel between
Order and Adventure leads not to the victory of one
side over the other but to a reconciliation
represented in the poem by "La Jolie Rousse"--the
pretty redhead who became his wife. Apollinaire's
poetry. sometimes hauntingly traditional,
sometimes brashly experimental, sings against a
belligerently adversarial system in literature and in
education.

Here's a very different voice speaking to the
same subject.

We have, in dealing with the world, a double duty: a duty on
the one hand to be constant and firm and faithful to what we
really know, to what is close to us, to our art, our knowledge,
our community, our tradition.... To all the other traditions,
to all the rest of the world with its wonders that we do not
know very well, we need a sense of hospitality and openness,
a willingness to make room for the strange, for the thing that
does not fit. This is a hard double duty.

J. Robert Oppenheimer calls this 1959
lecture "Tradition and Discovery.” I believe the
ALSC fundamentally addresses itself to resisting the
adversarial mode of the culture and to constructing
the healthy dynamic that recognizes and reconciles
the two positive forces of tradition and innovation.
Our dialogue promotes both, not the victory of one
over the other.

QOut of these remarks. I have a few proposals
to make to you. [ suggest that next vear's
conference devote one major session to an
examination and critique of the textbooks now
available for use in composition and freshman
English courses. What "literature” do they contain,
if any? Which have had the widest adoptions?
What do they teach? What kinds of professors
produced them? What kinds of results can we
expect from their widespread use? How could we
do better? Compared to curricula and course
descriptions, these textbooks provide an available
and concrete topic for us to examine as scholars and
critics. Hundreds of thousands of students take
these courses. We must not abandon those students
to essentially non-literary programs and
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approaches.

I suggest also that one or two members be
delegated to explore with book editors the categories
and series in which publishing houses tend to
acquire and present their titles. How extensive are
the self-fulfilling effects of always ledding with
culture, power, and gender? Why do so many
editors now dismiss the category of "single author
books"?

As the third of my proposals, I issue an
unabashed call, not for papers, but for satires and
parodies of the excesses in our profession.
Somewhere among us there must be sleeping a
Cervantes. a Swift, or a Voltaire. We need a new
version of their tonic narratives to clear the air and
bring us to our senses.

The time has come to add a twentieth thesis
to the nineteen theses that I stirred together for the
original group of forty loyalists who launched this
association two years ago:

XX. "The test of the highest poetry is that it eludes all tests."

In these words, Swinburne leaped far beyond a quip
or an (Irish) bull. He told the essential and
exasperating truth about literature and thus laid bare
the terrifying challenge of teaching it.

Now vyou are prepared for the promised
toast:

LONG LIVE THE LITERARY IMAGINATION
AND A COMMON LITERARY CULTURE! -

NOMINATIONS FOR 1997-8 COMMITTEES

Broadening the participation of our
membership in the governance of the ALSC is one
of the main goals of the current council. We need to
draw upon the wide range of talents of our members
and to broaden the spectrum of opinion expressed in
our deliberations. Accordingly, we invite and indeed
urge members to make nominations for the three
vacancies we will have on the ALSC Council and
for the position of Vice-President, as well as for the
various standing committees (Conferences,
Curriculum and Publications). Since up to now
most of our leadership has come from the academic
members of the association, we would particularly
welcome nominations of creative writers,
journalists, editors, publishers, or other non-
academics from among our ranks.

To outline briefly what is involved in these
positions: council members serve for three-year
terms. Up to now the council has been meeting
once a year, at the annual conference (with a
substantial portion of the travel expenses paid by the
ALSC), but we may be moving toward semi-annual
meetings of the council. The council has been
conducting much of its interim business via e-mail.
It deals with all general policy matters, and some
council members also serve on the standing

committees. The Vice-President serves a one-year
term, upon the completion of which he or she
becomes the President.

We ask you to observe a few conditions:
1) Nominees must be members in good standing
(you can find a list of members in the Spring/
Summer 1996 issue of the ALSC Newsletter; when
in doubt, please contact the ALSC office).

2) If you nominate someone, please try to ascertain
if that person is in fact willing to serve and state that
fact to us; it would be a waste of everyone's time if a
nominee has no intention of serving.

3) If possible, please include a cv of the person
nominated, and/or some statement of his or her
qualifications for the position. Make it clear which
position you are nominating someone for (council
member, Vice-President, member of Conferences,
Curriculum, or Publications committee).

Please send nominations, or volunteer your
own services for a committee, to; Paul Cantor,
Department of English--219 Bryan Hall, University
of Virginia, Charlottesville VA 22903, postmarked
no later than January 6. *
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A Graduate Student Caucus

By Lorrie Clark

The plight of graduate students in literary
studies right now is a distressing one! they are faced
not only with diminished job prospects, but also
with graduate schools that have become political
minefields. Where once one could at least have the
personal satisfaction of completing a worthwhile
Ph.D. program no matter what the consequences in
terms of an academic job, even this is no longer
assured. Once-enthusiastic students of literature--
often tops in their undergraduate major--increasingly
voice dismay when arriving at graduate school only
to discover their courses are so ideologically and
theoretically (and professors so professionally)
driven that literary study has become a soulless and
viciously competitive game of political and
rhetorical one-upmanship. And finding that among
their peers the best lack all conviction while the
worst (but often most successful) are full of
passionate intensity, they drop out just a year or
two into their programs.

This year's Boston conference brought
another problem to the fore when several graduate
students from one highly-ranked graduate English
program organized a meeting of the graduate
students attending the conference to discuss the
undergraduate teaching required of them. What is
one to do when required to teach a certain anthology
whose spuriously diverse selections have been
chosen not as examples of good literature, but
because they serve a specific political agenda? This
discussion (among students from U.K. and Canadian
as well as U.S. institutions) then broadened into
more general concerns about how to survive and
even succeed in the current graduate school climate.
Most students seemed optimistic about finding
mentors who, however unfashionable and relatively
low-profile in the profession. could teach them a lot
and help bring their own work to fruition; and
several reiterated their faith that doing good work--
as opposed to engaging in professional polemics--

would help them win out in the end.

This general reluctance to waste energy on
polemics also found expression in an anxiety several
voiced about the ALSC. Some feared that it might
take polemical public stands--especially expressions
of general hostility to theory that they did not
share, and that would in their view only damage the
Association. Rather than preempting individual
opinion on a complex matter by attempting to speak
with one voice for all its members, the Association
ought to provide a forum for genuinely diverse
points of view, including political and theoretical
ones. Yet this understandable reluctance to become
identified with yet another group in a profession
already awash in identity politics turned out not to
extend to the ALSC's three current proposals for
taking a public stand on controversial issues: the
students all endorsed the Association's plan to
publish a response to the latest NCTE report; to
conduct a survey of prominent graduate English
programs; and to undertake a study of current
undergraduate composition textbooks. The students
also agreed that the Association could function
invaluably as a job clearing-house for members (both
faculty and students) only.

On the whole, the tenor of the discussion
was optimistic, with students sensing a turning of
the tide which the Association, with care, could well
use to its advantage. Surely they are right; it's long
overdue. *

THE 1997 CONFERENCE

The 1997 annual meeting of the association will
take place at the Cathedral Hill Hotel, San
Francisco, November 7-9. The room rate will
be $89. Suggestions for the program should be
sent to the program committee chair: Professor
Steven Botterill, Department of Italian,
University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720)-
2620,
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ALSC NEWS

ALSC IN THE PRESS---“The Rise of a Counter-
Academy?” (The Wilson Quarterly. Summer 1996
pp 113-114) 15 an account of the ALSC and review
of the proceedings of the first confergnce as printed
in Philosophy and Literature, April 1996. Norman
Fruman’s “It’s Not the Schisms, It’s the Isms: Can
Literature Survive the Academy?” also about the
ALSC, appeared in the fall 1996 issue of Bostonia.
Charles Duffy in “New Boy on the Block™
(Commonweal, May 17, 1996), responding to a
prior article that had been critical of the MLA,
points to the ALSC as an alternative “resuming the
serious study of literature as literature.”

NEW BOOKS BY MEMBERS---Robert Alter.
Genesis: Translation and Commentary (Norton):
John Garrard and Carol Garrard, The Bones of
Berdichev: The Life and Fate of Vasily Grossman
(Simon and Schuster); Kaiser Haq, Black Orchid
(Aark Arts); E.D. Hirsch, Jr., The Schools We

Need and Why We Don't Have Them (Doubleday);
Ellwood Johnson, The Pursuit of Power: Studies in
the Vocabulary of Puritanism (Peter Lang);

Charles Marowitz. Alarums & Excursions: Our
Theaters in the 90 s (Applause Books); William
Craig Rice, Public Discourse & Academic Inguiry
(Garland Studies in American Popular History and
Culture): James A. Riddell and Stanley Stewart,
Jonson's Spenser: Evidence and Historical
Criticism (Duguesne UP); William G. Rowland,
Jr., Literature and the Marketplace: Romantic
Writers and their Audiences in Great Britain and the
United States (Nebraska UP); Roger Shattuck.
Forbidden Knowledge: from Prometheus to
Pornography (St. Martin’s Press); Arther Trace,
Literature: Its Opponents and Its Power (University
Press of America); Jeno Platthy, Dictionarium
Cumanico Hungaricum, Emblems, Epodes, Aeolian
Lilts, Transformations, Songs of the Soul,
Inexpressions, Sacrifices (all FIPA Press).

1997 Dues and Information Form

Complete and return to the Association of Literary Scholars and Critics, 2039 Shattuck Avenue,
Suite 202, Berkeley, CA 94704-1116. Dues are for the calendar year. Make checks payable to

the ALSC.

Name:

Mailing Address:

Institutional Affiliation:

Home Phone: Work Phone:

Fax: E-mail:

Dues enclosed (Regular Membership $25; Students $15):

This is a renewal new membership. Extra Contribution:

Do you wish your name to be omitted from the ALSC directory?
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Editor (continued from page 1}

printed on page 7. concerning the NCTE English
Standards. raises the same point again.

It is natural enough that this question should
arise just as membership has exceeded 2000; we
have now reached a size that makes it possible for
us to speak and be heard. It is just as
understandable that the possibility also makes many
members nervous: we have seen activism taken to
extremes in other scholarly organizations, which
have not shrunk from making public statements on
matters remote from their charter, or from taking
aggressive stands where there are legitimate
differences of opinion among their own members.

Nevertheless, there was virtual unanimity at
the Boston business meeting that three projects
could legitimately be undertaken: first, the NCTE
Standards statement: second, an inquiry into the
present state of training in doctoral programs in
literature; and third, a study of the content of
freshman composition texts currently in use. This

The Association of Literary Scholars and Critics
2039 Shattuck Avenue, Suite 202
Berkeley, CA 94704-1116

suggests that there will be support for activism that
meets two criteria that correspond to the common
criticisms already mentioned: first, it must be
clearly and directly linked to our area of concern--
literature; and second, it must flow directly from the
consensus of attitudes and values that brought us
together.

The recently revived ALSC net (see page 10)
offers an excellent way to explore further the
opportunities and dangers of activism by the
Association. We suggest you all subscribe, and help
to shape a consensus on what we should be doing
next. *
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