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Preface


The occasion of this volume is Winfried Fluck’s eightieth birthday. The form we have chosen to celebrate his life and work – the dialogue – combines the formats of the two earlier volumes we have edited in his honor. Romance with America? Essays on Culture, Literature, and American Studies, from 2009, republished twenty-​one of Fluck’s most seminal essays, ranging from early works to what were then very recent pieces. Our idea for that volume was to map both the impressive scope and the conceptual rigor of Fluck’s universe of thought. Selecting the essays that went into Romance with America? was daunting, if only for the fact that (re-)reading everything Fluck had published in essay form (roughly 125 articles by that time) amounted to a colossal task. It also created a first opportunity for real collaboration with a scholar whom both of us deeply admired, with email exchanges on editorial matters late into the night. The later the night, the more casual the emails became. And the longer we worked together, the more perplexed we became: Did our “boss” ever sleep? After months of intense collaboration, we were rewarded (and, to an extent, also challenged) by being offered the German “Du” (we hadn’t expected to enter into this informality before finishing our habilitations). 

The book that was the result of these efforts came out right in time for the conference “Imagining Culture: Norms and Forms of Public Discourse in America,” hosted by the John F. Kennedy Institute of Freie Universität Berlin in the summer of 2009 to celebrate his sixty-​fifth birthday. The second volume that we published in Fluck’s honor, and for which we were joined by our treasured colleague Ramón Saldívar, grew out of this gathering. The Imaginary and It Worlds: American Studies After the Transnational Turn, from 2011, is a collection of essays by colleagues and companions of Fluck’s that explore the imaginary – one of the concepts most central to his work – in the context of the transnational turn that had just recently reorganized the field of American studies. Though the publisher – the now defunct University Press of New England – didn’t allow us to call it that, The Imaginary and Its Worlds was in effect a classic Festschrift. 

The present volume, finally, consists of twelve dialogues on key topics of American studies, each including a republished essay by Fluck, the earliest of which dates back to 1990, and a response by an esteemed colleague and companion written specifically for this occasion. We have chosen essays that convey a sense of his ever broadening interests and that were not included in Romance with America? Several of the included pieces were in fact written after the publication of the earlier volume. For the responses, we have asked friends and colleagues from different parts of the world who met Fluck in different roles and at different points of their lives. Among our contributors are colleagues of Fluck’s generation who met him – in many cases in the United States – early on in their careers. We are also joined in this collection by some of his companions from Germany who have journeyed with him through roughly a half century of American studies. Then there are his students and mentees from several generations, who have in the meantime enjoyed academic careers of their own. And finally, there are those colleagues who, while never having formally worked or studied with Fluck, have nonetheless created bonds of affinity over the years, both in Germany and abroad. It’s a very illustrious group of interlocutors, to be sure, and we are grateful that each and every one among them has carefully and thoughtfully devised their own method of responding to what is surely one of the field-​defining voices in the history of American studies. 

That the present book is published as a volume of the Yearbook of Research in English and American Literature (REAL) could not be more fitting. Winfried Fluck joined its editorial board in 1993 (at the time his co-​editors were Herbert Grabes and Jürgen Schläger) and served as the board’s senior member up until this past year. The present set of dialogues, then, celebrates not only the career of a premier scholar but also of an editor who helped shape an important publication of English and American literary studies for three decades. 

We thank Kanu Alexander Shenoi, Tom Freischläger, Talia Houser, and Lorena Nauschnegg for their tireless commitment in editing and formatting the manuscript. Likewise, we are grateful to Kathrin Heyng and Lena Fleper at Narr Verlag for facilitating a swift and seamless production process. And we are happy to report that while Winfried Fluck goes about the business of American studies as energetically and enthusiastically as ever, fifteen years into his retirement his working and sleeping hours have finally adjusted to what ought to be considered normal. Even so, it has been our pleasure to have the opportunity to closely collaborate with him on this volume once more.

 

Laura Bieger and Johannes Voelz

Berlin, Bochum, Frankfurt, February 2024
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The Americanization of Literary Studies*


Winfried Fluck

To begin with, let me briefly define the sense in which I want to use the word “Americanization” in the following argument. Instead of the customary meaning of a covert or overt, clever or clumsy imperialist ploy, “Americanization” in this paper is meant to refer to developments that have either already taken place in the United States or are in a state of advanced development there, so that they can serve as models, or, where still contested, at least indicate some of the problems and consequences connected with them.

Of these developments, widespread private enterprise and the all-​pervasive impact of market conditions upon the organization of almost all aspects of life are probably most striking and significant. In view of a fast-​growing global interdependence and especially in view of the breathtaking recent changes in Eastern Europe, it seems that this trend towards private enterprise will gain even more momentum so that the United States will continue to be of interest as a country in which certain tendencies of modern democracies have had an early start and therefore can be studied for some of their consequences. Instead of complaining about an alleged “Americanization of European Literary Studies,” I therefore prefer to deal with “The Americanization of Literary Studies,” which does not so much imply a cultural contrast and polemic but a discussion of a general line of development in the field and, indeed, in the humanities in general. This development is most advanced in the U.S. but is already taking shape in Europe as well – not because Americans have found a way to skillfully lure or pressure us into that direction but because the inner logic of a growing professionalization under market conditions leaves very little choice in the matter.

In this somewhat reduced sense, then, the term “Americanization,” deprived of its customary melodramatic connotation, does not refer to scenarios of a takeover or seduction but to institutional changes in the profession that, due to the remarkable strength and vitality of American scholarship – which is, after all, one of the biggest success stories of the 20th century – begin to affect and shape scholarship outside the U.S. as well. Part of the complexity of the problem is that these changes have positive as well as negative consequences and that almost all of us in the profession, whether radical or conservative, apologist or critic, are participants in this development and are profiting from it. Thus, I intend to offer the following critique neither as a European who feels threatened by an American takeover, nor as an individual who has a reason for dissatisfaction and dissent and is looking for a meta-​perspective which would allow me to rise above recent developments.1 There is no such meta-​position outside the profession (and also no European high-​road), as the example of a well-​known (European) critic of modern science illustrates who, in an article which I read in preparation for this paper, lodges the by now familiar complaint about an ever growing tidal wave of publications that is caused, among other things, by a ready willingness to publish almost everything nowadays. The article points out that it seems to have become commonplace to publish papers read at conferences and then to recycle them in various versions and publications. I was duly impressed until I read at the end of the article that it, too, was the abbreviated version of a paper read at a conference whose proceedings would be published soon. The following discussion is thus intended as presentation of a number of observations whose tentative and preliminary nature is readily admitted. However, in a situation in which ambivalence, for reasons yet to be discussed, must prevail as an attitude, such a provisional mode of analyzing certain developments in the field may have the advantage of resisting easy, foregone conclusions.

Some of these developments are quite obvious. Let me begin with the most obvious one affecting not only literary studies, but the humanities and the natural sciences as well: that of ever increasing specialization. This trend has often been pointed out and criticized, but usually from outside the profession and from the perspective of the amateur or the ‘public’ intellectual who feels lost (and perhaps also threatened) by the growing inaccessibility of arguments on culture and art. As a result, such criticism has usually focused on the emergence of a professional jargon which makes public discussion of cultural matters increasingly difficult.2 I think that this recurring complaint, although one may sympathize with its underlying democratic ethos, makes the professional weary because it does not get to the heart of the problem. For even if one were willing to “translate” difficult arguments for public consumption, this would not solve the more serious problem that, as a result of specialization, we are flooded by observations and interpretations that no longer can be meaningfully related to each other. In other words, the main problem caused by specialization consists not so much in obscurantism, but in an increasing fragmentation of knowledge.

In principle, specialization, in the search for knowledge, is a useful and necessary procedure because it increases our knowledge of individual phenomena and thereby protects us from, or at least cautions us against, undue generalization.3 The question, therefore, cannot be whether we should have specialization, but how much of it we can absorb before reaching a point of diminishing returns where the sheer number of observations or interpretations can no longer be integrated so that quantity minimizes the meaningfulness of knowledge. This seems particularly pertinent in cultural and literary studies, for what we have here is not only a horizontal, but a vertical extension of knowledge. In the natural sciences, to take the other extreme, knowledge is gained, strictly speaking, when one conclusion replaces another. What causes problems is the horizontal extension of knowledge that has to be connected.

However, cultural and literary studies, in fact all disciplines not dealing with systematic but historical knowledge, do not produce knowledge in the same sense as the natural sciences do, since they are interpretive sciences in which one interpretation does not necessarily replace another but merely adds another perspective which, in addition to horizontal extension, also creates a continuous vertical extension of the basic body of knowledge. In one sense, the fact that we cannot work under the assumption of gaining “definite” knowledge but can only add interpretations may appear to be liberating because it enables us to add freely to the existing body of knowledge in the field; on the other hand, one may still argue that a new perspective only becomes a truly new perspective as long as, and to the extent to which, it defines itself in relation to already existing views on the subject in question. A growing specialization and the ensuing fragmentation of knowledge, however, stand in the way of setting up such relations.

What we may have to distinguish, then, is specialization as a temporary research strategy and specialization as an institutionalized mode of dealing with knowledge. Europeans may experience this problem more painfully than Americans, for whom the tendency toward specialization and fragmentation has its institutional equivalent in academic hiring practices. At American universities, literary scholars are often hired as specialists, for example, on American romanticism. In Europe, on the other hand, a professor is expected to represent his or her field more broadly, which, although it may seem to be a touching anachronism, really makes good sense. After all, the concepts that are used for delineating our areas of study, such as culture or history, are concepts designed to express the idea of a set of relations. A single event or text remains an anecdote as long as one is unable to relate it to a larger context; only then does it acquire meaning and significance.

But clearly, the fact of an increasing specialization and the ensuing fragmentation of knowledge connected with it works against such linkage. Allow me to describe but one phenomenon which I have noticed time and again while dealing with the American novel of the nineteenth-​century for a book on the changing functions of fiction in American culture. Although American romanticism and realism stand in close temporal and cultural relation in the nineteenth-​century and interact in many complex and intricate ways, American realism specialists’ lack of knowledge about preceding literary traditions is, as a rule, rather striking and is usually limited to a vague concept of the “romance” derived from realistic polemics. On the other hand, specialists on American romanticism usually have equally reductive and polemical notions about concepts such as realism, mimesis, or representation. The consequences can be seen in the exaggerated claims about the importance of American romanticism for an understanding of America. That such claims were not merely the result of an ideological need for a unified national tradition is borne out by recent revisionist developments in the field in which the reality of disagreement and cultural conflict is readily acknowledged, but American romanticism continues to stand at the center of revision.

How could it be otherwise, one may ask, for this is after all an important area of specialization for many of these scholars; to play it down would also hold the danger of diminishing one’s standing in the profession. This provides one possible explanation for why scholars, as a rule, do not seem to be overly concerned with the consequences of fragmentation. Professionally speaking, specialization has two big advantages: (a) It provides the individual scholar with a golden opportunity to distinguish him- or herself because (b) fragmentation of knowledge, or, to put it differently “the cutting of relations,” is a useful precondition for offering new and “original” readings. In my view, it is part of a developing culture of overstatement that scholars increasingly take note of each other only as comrade or adversary and not as a predecessor who contributed some important insights which ought to be linked with one’s own.

In writing an essay on Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for example, I noticed that the recent revisionist studies of the novel, especially the two most interesting ones, do not take note of each other. One describes the novel’s sentimentality with reference to typological thought, the other with reference to a tradition of cultural radicalism, but neither attempts to accommodate or criticize the other similarly “powerful” way of explaining the phenomenon; as equally original versions, the two readings are happy to coexist. This is for good reason, I think, because to acknowledge the validity of, or even the interest in, the other perspective would make the issue more complex and would no longer allow the type of strong overstatement of one’s own thesis that provides it with the impression of powerful originality.

This cutting off of relations repeats itself on the larger level in the current revisionist rediscovery of the novel. As interpretations in the last thirty years have shown, a novel such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin can be angrily dismissed when it is seen from the perspective of classical modernism and it can be highly regarded when it is related to, for example, the female culture of sentimentality in the nineteenth-​century. These are two influential possibilities for looking at the novel, but I think that their respective merits as interpretations (do they see something the other does not see?) can only be assessed if related to each other. Is modernism’s point of view obsolete, or does it highlight something that even a sympathetic interpretation of the book should take into account? What is the relation, in other words, between these two influential versions that we have of the novel? In what way do they contradict, complement, or qualify each other?

I think that the phenomenon of a loss of relation (and thus of a resistance to one’s own readings) recurs on all levels and in all areas of current literary studies. Reflecting a close link between specialization and (professional) interest group politics, the result is that other areas are set up, usually by binary opposition, in stereotypical versions and often as caricatures: Romanticism is pitted against realism, sentimentality against modernism, modernism against postmodernism, representation against jouissance and so forth. Ethnic literatures are almost always treated separately and popular culture studies, setting themselves up in triumphant opposition to a Marx-​Brothers’ version of high culture, have successfully managed to establish their own journals and institutions. What we are witnessing, in other words, is a breathtaking balkanization of the field that, ironically enough, in the process of expanding its outlook, is threatening to replace the exploration and confrontation of cultural alternatives with exercises in role taking that are limited to a special cultural realm or subculture.

There is a deadly dialectic at work here: the more relations are eliminated, the greater the chance for new interpretations; the more new work is produced, however, the greater also the tendency of diminishing the role of individual interpretations and thus the greater the difficulty to distinguish oneself. This, in fact, may provide an explanation of what is, from a European point of view, one of the most amazing – and most puzzling – aspects in the current development of the humanities at American universities in the 1980s: a renaissance of political and cultural radicalism that seems to have almost completely replaced the long dominant liberal paradigm and has become the new hegemonial system at a time at which many of these radical ideas have been discredited in Europe after a decade or more of testing them, both in writing and in political practice. In the U.S. this somewhat belated reemergence of radicalism is usually explained in political terms, as a legacy of the Reagan years, but it also makes sense to regard it as an effect of professionalization.

To be sure, radicalization and the new type of professionalism, go together well despite the fact that radicalism may have a different self-​perception. In fact, I would even claim that under current conditions they reinforce each other, as American universities demonstrate that radicalism (forever happily insulated from the possibilities but also from the dangers of political practice) has been transformed into academic radicalism. It has thus gained a new function and striking professional usefulness because if the basic challenge in a highly specialized professional culture is to stand out from the rest, a radical stance can provide a welcome short-​cut for gaining scholastic visibility and acquiring a reputation (in addition to a reference point for networking which is a necessity within any professional culture). If one has to sell bathtubs in a crowded market, there are basically two ways of attracting attention: either by offering a completely different model (which becomes harder and harder to do) or by distinguishing one’s tub from all the others by painting it red. Radicalism promises both, although, as a rule, in most cases it only achieves the latter.

At a time in which all historical experience points the other way, radicalism’s main asset is that it allows and encourages strong statements; hence its resurgence goes together with a transformation of the criteria by which interpretations are judged and praised. The two key words here are “powerful” and “on the cutting edge” (with “dazzling” coming in as a strong third), for they stress performative qualities, namely daring and strength and not necessarily substance of argument. This makes good sense, however, because in a professional culture in which relations must be cut because of the sheer quantity of knowledge production, the critic with the greatest persuasive power has a good chance of standing out.

If radicalization provides one counter-​strategy against the growing fragmentation of knowledge, theory provides another. Not surprisingly, literary and cultural theory thus play an increasingly important role in current literary studies. In my opinion, it makes sense to argue that the striking “theorization” of the humanities which is decisively and dramatically transforming American literary studies can be explained best as a response to an accelerating professionalization of the field. Theory’s usefulness for countering a trend toward increasing specialization is obvious: the more data and observations we have, the more we are in need of a theory that can bring them together (as is demonstrated by current research on the brain, for example). As Clifford Geertz points out in his well-​known essay on “Thick Description,” in which he argues against the inherent representativeness of any given object of interpretation, theory alone can give meaning to material that would otherwise remain anecdotal and on the level of the particular. Again, the question should be therefore not whether we need theory, but in what form and function.

The growth of theory in literary studies has by now gained its own momentum and inner logic of development in a new stage of over-​professionalization. For again – wouldn’t you know it – it is noticeable the role of theory has become, the greater the trend toward specialization. As a result, another split opens up, this time one between theory and practice – which leads to many ironies and absurdities. For example, there must be ten times as many books and articles on Roland Barthes and his seminal book S/Z than applications of the mode of reading he suggests in this book. In the context of increasing specialization, theory is turned into another possibility for specialized knowledge and thus for professional distinction: Where this is the case, however, the focus of theory must shift, for it becomes more important now to secure one’s place and reputation by battling one’s competitors than to provide theoretical models for the integration of research material for interpretive practice.

Let me try to characterize the transformation that theory undergoes in this process by comparing two recent publications on theory in the humanities. One may entirely disagree with Jurgen Habermas’s book on the “project of modernity;” nevertheless, it represents an attempt to pursue a thesis through a sustained investigation that compares the major philosophical views on the issue at stake, their relationship to each other, what they contribute to the central question in the book, and in what way they differ. In contrast Terry Eagleton’s introduction to literary theory, justly considered by common consensus as the best comprehensive survey of current literary theory, illustrates what may become of theory in current literary studies: instead of a thesis, it offers largely unrelated expertise. Although a book on theory, it is not a theoretical book itself, but a handbook written by an expert.4

I employ this comparison in order to evoke two possibilities of theory: one is its usefulness as a genre for the systematic and sustained pursuit of a question or project, the other its usefulness for demonstrating a special expertise. That the second possibility may be winning out in the current state of professionalization is shown, in my view, by the rapidly changing fates and fortunes of what is called Continental or Critical Theory in the United States. At first sight, the discovery and wholesale import of Continental theories – certainly another major recent development in the field –, seem to contradict any talk about “Americanization of Literary Studies;” very likely many Americans would consider it more fitting to speak of a Europeanization of the discipline. The crucial point is not where a theory comes from, however, but what use is made of it. The current theory boom, which is turning theory into yet another form of specialization with a special potential for strong statement, is primarily an American phenomenon that has not left literary theory unaffected: what prevails is no longer the pursuit of a thesis or project but a sequence of fashions in which heralded theoretical perspectives lose their authority, sometimes literally from one season to another. This rapid changing of the guards occurs not because the discarded theories have been found inadequate, but because they have lost their novel value and thus their usefulness for scholars to distinguish themselves from others as a new and strong voice.

Take the case of deconstruction for example. Deconstruction we learn – among other things from Hillis Miller’s MLA address – is now considered out and replaced by a return to history and politics (283). In principle, there is no reason for complaint because, after all, as human beings we are apt to change our views. On the other hand, deconstruction made sweeping claims about the pitfalls of logocentrism which seemed to have gained widespread authority or at least recognition while deconstruction was still in vogue. What has happened to these claims? Have they turned out to be invalid or only partly so? If still valid, how do they affect the possibility of historical studies? Can these claims be simply ignored? A new theoretical perspective should point out how such perspectives are related to one another. Hillis Miller is right to complain; he only forgot to mention that deconstruction’s sudden rise in America may be attributed to the same factors that are now contributing to its equally rapid and sudden fall.

In a way, however, I may be asking too much. Even well-​intentioned efforts toward integration are constantly undermined by the very pressures toward specialization which they try to counter. Again, we face a paradoxical, seemingly inescapable logic: Continental Theory may have been imported for its explanatory, maybe even synthesizing power, but the more importation there is, the more specialization we need to process it and the lesser the chance for integration and linkage. There is one way, perhaps, in which this trend could be countered, namely, if theory itself made issues like synthesis or integration part of its agenda. What would then arise in this unlikely instance, however, would be another chance for professional distinction and thus a new area of expertise.

The current development of theory in literary studies does not seem to be moving towards an acknowledgement of the need for integration and linkage but in the opposite direction: current development justifies the situation I have described rather than to challenge it. The most interesting current theoretician in this respect is Stanley Fish. In fact, during my last year in the United States, it was not Derrida or Foucault, but Fish who was most often referred to and discussed. One reason for this is, I think, that the neo-​pragmatic or anti-​foundationalist perspective to which he has moved actually poses a stronger challenge to the profession than poststructuralist semiotics because Fish, by returning the act of interpretation to a power struggle of beliefs, attributes the unreliability of interpretations to a much more tangible aspect of professional experience than the disseminative power of the sign. His theoretical position seems tailor-​made for the new professionalism.5

Fish’s version of what happens in interpretation is set up in deliberate opposition to hermeneutic models in which understanding is achieved by a dialogic exchange between text and reader moving toward. a potential convergence of perspectives. Since, in Fish’s view, the reader will never be able to transcend his or her own beliefs in the act of understanding, no “intersubjective” ground for legitimizing the validity of an experience is possible. Interpretations gain acceptance not by their “validity,” but by their power of persuasion. In understanding, therefore, as in all other aspects of life, there are only winners and losers.

Undoubtedly Fish, as we all constantly do, is reflecting here his own professional experiences in which strong statements have served him well in the academic power struggle. But I do not mean this observation to be facetious. For actually my observation confirms Fish, although it may ultimately also provide an argument against his position. It confirms him because it serves as a fitting description of a crucial relation between theory and practice: if I believe that interpretation is basically a power struggle of beliefs, and if, on account of this belief, I act accordingly, the results of this action will most likely confirm my theoretical premise. Or, to put it differently, if I approach interpretation and the problem of legitimation as a power struggle, I may create exactly the conditions which are most apt to confirm my thesis. Theory thus functions as a kind of self-​fulfilling prophecy in which the claim that interpretation is nothing but a power struggle is taken to be a justification for that very same procedure.

Similarly, scholars who believe in the possibility of an intersubjective consensus on the validity or adequacy of an interpretation may be able to confirm their premise or at least arrive at the impression that they have done so by their willingness to reconsider their own interpretive hypotheses. If this is valid, however, the very choice of premises makes a difference and is thus open to rational argument; for a premise cannot justify itself by the mere fact that it works or is a description of something that comes naturally. It would be possible, for example, to justify Fish’s position by a theory of self-​interest, but then his position would no longer simply reflect a belief (although it may be grounded in one). The crucial question, then, is whether one considers a set of norms and interpretive criteria – which, to be sure, have to be open to constant scrutiny and revision – indispensable for literary studies or not. One may argue, in view of the historicity of understanding, that we may never be able to fully grasp our own motivations or beliefs and that any attempt at rational discussion is thus also a rationalization; but, again this argument should not be used as an argument against the possibility of self-​reflection and intersubjective validation, for it simply serves in this case to protect those beliefs and interests on which it is based, including the belief which declares its own self-​reflection to be impossible.

What are these interests? Why should the model of understanding as a power struggle be more attractive than the search for intersubjective legitimation? Again, the reason, I think, has to be sought in the needs of a professional culture under market conditions for which the neo-​pragmatic denial of the possibility of intersubjectivity fits perfectly. What is implied in this rejection is the inevitability and indeed the cultural usefulness of interest group politics in literary studies. The implied model of social interaction in hermeneutics is a more or less benign fiction of the possibility to agree on common norms and responsibilities; its governing metaphor for society is therefore the small conversational circle.

Fish’s social actors, on the other hand, meet in court, naturally an American court, where the powerful defense of one’s own belief is the only possible and functional role. The court in the American system is, by definition, the site of a power struggle between self-​interests in which many of the diagnosed tendencies of a professional culture recur: there is a need for strong statements in order to be heard and to drown out one’s adversary; there is a strong need for performance, maybe even for a certain dose of impression-​management; finally, there is the institutional necessity to consider only one’s self-​interest in order to be successful. To me, this also explains Fish’s strong interest in legal studies and provides an explanation for the fact that his theoretical essays bear a strong structural resemblance to the way arguments are presented in court.

This paper, however, is not supposed to be one on Fish, nor is it concerned with the very tricky and complex question of whether the hermeneutic or the neo-​pragmatic theory of understanding is the more plausible one. My goal here is not to argue in favor of one or the other, but to point out how theory and a certain stage of professionalism interact and thus end up justifying each other. In this context, I can see numerous reasons why the rejection of an intersubjective ground for assessing the validity and merit of an interpretation may be useful for current literary studies.

The first and foremost reason is to provide a welcome theoretical justification for what I have called the “cutting off” of relations, or to put it in broader terms, to defend oneself against the suspicion of selfishness. If I make a strong case in my own work for a particular group without considering the claims of others, I may appear to be selfish; if, however, I am assured that this is exactly what everybody else is doing out of a kind of epistemological inevitability, then I can do so with good conscience.

American studies, for example, has thus witnessed a series of declarations of independence in the last decade which has contributed to the increasingly centrifugal tendencies of the field. Again, one should be careful to register the gains as well as the losses. A declaration of independence is a liberating move and thus a good thing; in fact, the interest group politics motivating it may be the only way in which a democracy no longer held together by a common national goal may be able to function. On the other hand, this development increases further fragmentation and thus, potentially, decreases our abilities to know each other, to interact, and to link our concerns with others. As a strategy for making one’s voice heard it has no alternative; as an institutionalized procedure, it may be counterproductive.

As interest group politics are set free from the suspicion of selfishness, so is the individual scholar. This, however, intensifies a problem that has always, depending on one’s point of view, plagued or enriched literary studies: since the material we deal with, in most cases, is fiction – which is something that does not have a stable referent against which it can be checked – the temptation to use interpretations for self-​projection or for staging oneself has always been considerable in literary criticism. The case may be made, in fact, that the critic who interprets a literary text is always talking about him- or herself because, even as hermeneutics tells us, he or she would otherwise be unable to see anything at all. There has to be a theme emerging from the horizon in order for a meaningful gestalt to appear and it is reasonable to assume that this theme is somehow connected with the interpreter. Hermeneutics tries to work against the ensuing danger of mere projection by thematizing the possible breakdown of understanding into vicious circularity.

If, on the other hand, understanding is to be conceptualized as inherently and inevitably a power struggle that cannot be avoided, controlled, or transcended, one of the main sources of resistance against self-​projection is eliminated: even where we try to work against the dangers of self-​projection, we deceive ourselves because all we are really doing is casting ourselves into the role of a disinterested and thus superior reader. More openly than ever, interpretation can thus become an exercise in role-​taking in which the daring and power of the actor emerge as the main sources of authority and validation.

Again however, I think that this tendency, although perhaps initially experienced as liberating, may be ultimately counter-​productive: I take it that we read each other’s work with the assumption that what somebody else has to say may be significant for ourselves. Conflicts over value and traditions thus imply taking note of one another. In the final analysis, the idea of scholarship rests on the ideal of community and linkage; in fact, it may be claimed that, even in conflict and dissent, one of the important cultural tools is to establish communication between the members of a community. Criticism, as unrepentant role-​taking, increases this tendency and, in doing so, also works against it. For the like-​minded, it may make itself interesting and provide a strong focus in the search for an identity; for the rest, it becomes irrelevant. For there is no reason why we should be interested in the fantasies of others, unless these fantasies provide a possible point of interaction.

Many of the aspects with which I have dealt in this section converge in the problem of how to deal with resistance to a mere projection of meaning. Traditionally, theory has been one form of “resistance” because it compels us to place our reading within a systematic framework of relations and urges us to reflect on our own presuppositions; in its “over-​professionalized” shape, however, it is, to the contrary, turning into a tool for justifying the elimination of such resistance. “Method” has been another potential source of resistance because it urges us to account for our procedure; under the new conditions, however, method becomes performance. Finally, the idea of the aesthetic has been a third source of resistance because it urges us to account for an experience that can be shared and discussed in ongoing acts of communicative interaction.

The current revisionism in literary studies makes sense when it attacks a particular version of the aesthetic and as long as critics claim that this particular historical version must be considered the only legitimate aesthetic norm. But the attacks on the aesthetic are less convincing where they discredit the concept altogether because what they do is confuse the notion of the aesthetic in literary studies with a particular historical version of it. Consequently, the plausible ideas that there is something like an “aesthetic” function and that fiction can be considered a specific mode of communication with its own communicative possibilities and effects are given up in favor of the idea of discourse in order to make the fictional text part of a network of hegemonial or subversive gestures. Such a move suits a state of professionalization in which the idea of a specific aesthetic dimension of the literary text can function as a potential barrier for powerful new performances because it implies a recourse to experience.

How would it be possible, for example, to read a book such as Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1887) as a supreme assertion of the idea of individuality when reading the novel, as a long history of reception shows, tends to evoke experiences of order, conformity, and control? Such a reading may one day become possible, however, because professionalization has a tendency to undermine or even eliminate the authority of such reading effects. After a specialist, let us say on the Progressive period, has dealt with the novel in class for the fiftieth time, there will most likely be very little “experience,” aesthetic or other, left and the more articles, symposia, workshops and anthologies we have on the topic, the more this will be true. This, in turn, sets the interpreter free, indeed challenges him or her, to boldly try out something entirely new and different, perhaps even the opposite of everything that has ever been said before on the subject. And this, in turn, not only narrows down the chance for further “powerfully original” readings, but puts pressure on other critics to become even holder in suggesting new possibilities for reading the text. The result is something for which we already have unmistakable contours: literary (and perhaps other) studies as a form of permanent overstatement.

To use the term overstatement implies that something which may be sound and sensible is exaggerated. One might argue, then, that even in overstating their case readings of this nature add to our knowledge; in fact, one may even extend this argument by claiming – with good reason, I think – that the system, by a cunning logic, thus manages to tease out ever new bursts and waves of insight which can then be sifted through and secured by another (less performance-​minded, boring) scholarly species. In arguing this way, however, one must assume a well working division of labor in the discipline between two different views of its purpose and procedures. In such an argument, each of the two approaches would profit from, but also depend on, the other. Or to put it differently: a professional culture of overstatement could justify itself by tacitly presupposing the corrective force of that which it constantly wants to radicalize and out-​perform for the purpose of professional distinction. But this argument is only valid as long as the radical challenge is not too successful in establishing its own values as the dominant norm. In the current situation, I think, radicalism tacitly depends on what it criticizes harshly.

In talking about “The Americanization of Literary Studies,” there is good news and bad news then. The “bad” news – at least for those who think that some of the recent aspects of professionalization create problems – is that, either on the intellectual or the institutional level, it is hard to imagine an alternative to most of the developments I have sketched out. On the intellectual level, one of the conclusions may lie in an appeal to work against separation and segregation of knowledge, and to encourage linkage and integration. But these have been encouraged (and, to a certain degree, realized) in American studies and yet the professional momentum of the field has ultimately increased its centrifugal tendencies to a point of almost no return. Although desirable, “integrational” moves will thus have their limits; in fact, it seems reasonable to assume that, instead of serving as a remedy, they would most likely lead to a further area of specialization called “Integrational Studies.”

The main problem in arguing for an alternative to overspecialization and performance-​for-​its-​own-​sake may lie, however, in the danger of looking for help in a new moralism, drawing either on a conservative fantasy of moral guardianship, or on a neo-​Marxist insistence on political “relevance.” Ironically enough, if one does not want to do this, the only remaining role is that of the professional itself. In fact, an analysis of the situation that seeks to avoid a new moralism can only be another version of professionalism. If this is the case, an answer to the problems I have outlined can only be found within professionalism, not outside of it. And this may provide, if not exactly a piece of good news, at least a glimmer of hope (and a new source of “resistance” as I have used the term in this essay). Together with an increasing and ever accelerating professionalization, discussions of its goals, function, and changing conditions also increase in quantity and with them the profession’s potential for self-​reflection and self-​criticism. True, it is to be feared that this will soon become just another area of exchange between experts. But it is also to be hoped that such development will in turn generate new responses to, and analyses of, exactly this situation so that the race between tortoise and hare may be kept open, at least for the time being.
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The Continuing “Americanization of Literary Studies”


Leonard Cassuto


Only connect! … Only connect the prose and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in fragments no longer.

 

– E.M. Forster, Howards End 



Reading Winfried Fluck’s “The Americanization of Literary Studies” in 2023 was a resonant experience. Writing more than thirty years earlier, Fluck demonstrated a prescience rarely seen in any form of inquiry. Taking stock of the enterprise during somewhat better times for the humanities, Fluck identified the dominance in literary studies not so much of American ideas as American practice. He called the practice “professionalization,” and he located it in what he called “ever increasing specialization” (“Americanization,” in this volume 10).

That charge is all too familiar today, and that’s one of the reasons that Fluck’s analysis deserves our attention still. Another reason is because of the ethical implications of what he describes, and their continuing relevance not just to our own times but to the whole academic enterprise in the United States. 

Fluck points to “the inner logic of a growing professionalization under market conditions” that leaves scholars “very little choice” but to fall in line and deliver increasingly specialized analysis (9). Fluck doesn’t oppose specialization as such. Instead, he’s concerned about certain uses he saw it being put to. “As a result of specialization,” Fluck says, “we are flooded by observations and interpretations that no longer can be meaningfully related to each other.” As a consequence, we face “an increasing fragmentation of knowledge” whose “quantity minimizes [its] meaningfulness” (11). In other words, everyone does their own particular and specific things without considering how their things relate to other people’s particular and specific things. It’s like a music room full of soloists all playing, fortissimo, at the same time.

I want first to spotlight the terms that Fluck uses. He doesn’t say that “the marketplace” or “the professional arena” has been flooded by unconnected observations. Instead, he says that “we” are vexed by this problem. In Fluck’s eyes, overspecialization is a problem that a community – a “we” – inflicts on itself through the questionable professional practice of its members. At the center of Fluck’s interpretation are the people – ourselves – who do the professional work. I will return to this observation later on.

Since Fluck wrote “Americanization,” the internet has become a permanent amplifier of this cacophony of disjointed interpretation. It has exponentially increased the amount of information that pours out, and it has simultaneously decreased the power and influence of gatekeepers. John Guillory – to whose more recent work I will presently turn – made the absurd but painfully true observation some years ago that scholars these days are writing so fast that they don’t have a chance to read (Guillory 9-13). Everybody is writing, but for whom? If everyone else is also busy writing, who is the reading audience that tries to keep up? 

One of Fluck’s most trenchant points is that the design of the system actually discourages keeping up at all. Because it cuts the scholar off from other scholars and their ideas, professionalized specialization readily enables “new and ‘original’ readings” that don’t have to do with anyone else’s readings. This specialization, Fluck says, produces new knowledge of a lower quality because it lacks outward reach to broaden its community. Instead, this knowledge inhabits “a culture of overstatement” in which “scholars increasingly take note of each other only as comrade or adversary and not as a predecessor who contributed some important insights which ought to be linked to one’s own” (13). Fluck saw in this behavior “a breathtaking balkanization of the field,” a specialization that opposes what he calls “linkage,” an important keyword (17). 

But wait, there’s more. Fluck connects unlinked specialization to a “political and cultural radicalism.” This radicalism displaces “the long-​dominant liberal paradigm” in American academia. Fluck suggests that this academic radicalism isn’t just “a legacy of the Reagan years,” as it may reasonably be viewed, “but it also makes sense to regard it as an effect of professionalization” (14). The reason is expediency: “A radical stance can provide a welcome short-​cut for gaining scholastic visibility” because “It allows and encourages strong statements” (14). In other words, this radicalism isn’t very radical at all. Nor is it especially political, at least not in relation to government or public affairs. Within the economy of the marketplace of ideas, we could even call it conservative: everyone jockeys for position in the prestige game without questioning the rules of that game.6 And those rules construe academic achievement narrowly, exclusively in terms of certain types of publication. 

The connection between literary study and politics has increased in salience since Fluck published his essay. Literary critics in the United States have sought to interject their voices into all manner of political arenas. The well-​chronicled effort of the American Studies Association to have its say about the Middle East is one example among many.7

In his important new book, Professing Criticism, Guillory also critiques the rise of specialization in the practice of modern criticism, and his argument similarly points to the vexed relation of literary study with political engagement. Guillory’s choice of terms conveys his view starkly. He describes specialization as a disability. His name of that disability, which arises from “the specialization of cognitive labor,” is “deformation” (5). For Guillory, “professional deformation” leads to an “overestimation of aim” by literary scholars. As the enterprise of literary study has diminished in size and visibility, Guillory observes, its practitioners have made increasingly strenuous claims for it (79). 

Fluck’s radicalism and Guillory’s overstated claims are two names for the same thing, viewed from different perspectives at an interval of more than thirty years. Where Fluck sees antisocial careerism, Guillory sees errant professional practice on a long-​term, global scale. 

To Guillory, literary studies has veered out of its lane. To get back on course, he suggests, we should “begin with the recognition that literary critics can enter the realm of publicity only as experts on literature.” But this affirmation has a rub: “If literature is the basis of our entitlement to enter the public sphere, what does this imply for our public-​facing representation of what we do?” For Guillory, it boils down to legitimacy (which he calls “justification”) – he thinks that literary critics claim more of it than they’re entitled to (80). 

Guillory’s book has received a remarkable reception, and much engagement with it has centered on the proper place of politics in the critical enterprise. Guillory says that literary critics may certainly encompass politics, but criticism should not be political (or activist) as such. Parsing these distinctions may lead one’s eyes to cross.8 Jonathan Arac cuts meaningfully through the blur when he says, pace Guillory, that “judgments made about literature and its study connect directly to the national culture and carry real political implication” (Arac, in this volume 91). 

Guillory is wary of any such connection. Any hope for solutions to the structural problems that vex literary study lie, for Guillory, in critical practice itself: we should “resist overestimation” and just keep engaging in the study of “literary artifacts” in an open and generous way, and hope for the best. He ends with the idea that we should value this “cultural transmission” for itself, because “society would be the poorer without it” (386). 

Faith in the long-​term value of cultural transmission is pretty thin gruel for a humanities professor whose department is in danger of being eliminated, or for a young Ph.D. who’s teaching four classes a term as a contingent academic laborer, or a graduate student agitated about what the future may hold. But from Guillory’s high-​altitude perspective, it’s the sensible course. From Guillory’s historical-​sociological vantage point, the problems may be imagined as tectonic plates rubbing against each other slowly, with seismic changes resulting only from major events like wars or – though this remains to be seen – pandemics. 

This detached and disembodied overview, however rational it may be, does not effect reform where reform needs effecting. Movement from a dismal status quo can begin with point of view – and here we may turn back to Fluck for inspiration. Unlike Guillory’s, Fluck’s perspective remains gratifyingly earthbound. He looks at the activity of people doing professional work, for when we talk about professions, professionalism, or professionalization, we are necessarily talking about people doing work. There’s no such thing as a profession without workers. 

Fluck does not call for literary critics to refrain from politics. Instead, he suggests that the stridency with which they engage with politics has a venial and antisocial aspect. If people behave badly, we might look for ways to persuade them to behave differently and change their workplace.

The laborers in that workplace demand the attention of anyone who looks at the academic profession. The academic job market had already tightened at the time that Fluck wrote “The Americanization of Literary Studies,” and the contingent academic labor market (that is, the adjunct labor pool) had swelled correspondingly. The situation has worsened since “Americanization” appeared, and it’s dramatically worse now, unrecovered from a collapse in tenured and tenure-​track jobs resulting from the financial crisis of 2008.

But in truth, American academics – including literary studies professionals – have been misunderstanding our own economics since the 1970s. After a decade of full employment amid widespread expansion of the higher-​education sector in the 1960s, the industry contracted beginning in the 1970s. Instead of understanding that the 1960s were an anomaly, U.S. educators responded by waiting out what they believed would be a temporary lull before a presumed return to abundance. Fifty years later, we’re still waiting – but at least now there’s a growing understanding that we must address the reality faced by our students and not their grandparents.9

Guillory says that the problem is not with the market but with the organization of the enterprise. Practicing his own form of historical sociology in which people turn into dots moving pathetically to and fro when viewed from thousands of feet above, Guillory talks himself into an elegiac quietism.

Fluck wants to save the enterprise – and I want to believe with him that we can. We should start with his observation that critical radicalism – political or otherwise – can bring you notice in what even then was a blighted academic job market.10 Fluck describes a contest between two metaphors for humanistic practice. First there is the conversational circle, which features a search for common ground: this leads to linkage, that keyword of Fluck’s essay – and, I realize, my own. Second, there is the courtroom, where one view engages in a contest for survival against another, with the loser sentenced to banishment and exile. From where Fluck was sitting in 1990, the courtroom was winning. Its winning streak extends to the present. This victory leads to a tragedy of the critical commons that Fluck describes this way: “If I make a strong case in my own work for a particular group without considering the claims of others, I may appear to be selfish; if, however, I am assured that this is exactly what everybody else is doing out of a kind of epistemological inevitability, then I can do so with good conscience” (19). Thus does bad practice become enshrined, when well-​intentioned actors see no alternative.

For Fluck, scholarship should instead rely on “community and linkage” (20). We need “to know each other, to interact, and to link our concerns with others” (20). This view is sentimental, in the sense that Joanne Dobson described sentimentalism as life “in-​relation” (267). It’s also moral in its generosity. “Even in conflict and dissent,” Fluck says, “one of the important cultural tools is to establish communication between the members of a community” (20). That’s Fluck’s humanistic creed. It’s a rational and emotional protest against a professionalization that erodes the bonds between people with common purpose. 

Today’s academic culture in the humanities does not address that common purpose very well. The status of the academic humanities in American public discourse has sunk, and philanthropic support has diminished with it (Cassuto and Weisbuch). Reaganism brought with it a widespread tendency to view higher education as a personal investment, not a public good, and this argument – which has persisted – made it easier to cut support to public colleges and universities.11 

The intramural response of humanists to these challenges has not been encouraging. Partly because of staffing cuts and partly because of old habits of being that die hard, departments have mostly failed to come together behind coherent missions to save themselves. The academic job market is both withered and stuck, and is adapting to changed realities only with difficulty. Even now, graduate students still get encouragement to prepare as microspecialists in an educational world that increasingly requires generalist expertise – a particularly cruel irony in the present context. 

Those who seek one of the tiny number of research faculty jobs encounter the same perceived need to stand out that Fluck identified decades ago. Here is a social media post written by a full professor with a lot of publications who is serving on their university’s tenure and promotion committee. I quote it not because it’s exceptional but because it’s such a typical observation of the brutal socialization of young scholars into the ranks:

I see all the extraordinary things these junior faculty are doing. They make me realize that when I went up for tenure and promotion (just 9 years ago), by comparison, I had accomplished hardly anything and was just a nobody. It’s so humbling to be in the presence of this next generation. (Anonymous) 


Years after Fluck described the lack of linkage between scholars at their work, one of the meliorative measures taken by the Modern Language Association has been the creation of a literal (though virtual) “MLA Commons” to promote sharing. It’s a salutary development and I trust it’s doing well, but its recent establishment serves to acknowledge the persistence of the problem that Fluck identified decades ago. In American studies, for example, the readerships of the flagship journals American Literary History and American Quarterly scarcely recognize each other now. And if you’re a graduate student, “American literature” and American studies” are paths that now diverge early. Put simply, professionalization and specialization drive the field now more than they ever did – at a time when humanists can least afford the divisions that they produce. 

So what should we do now? I’ve long believed that the only way we may successfully confront our present problems is to understand where they came from – that is, how we got here.

In his still-​indispensable 1965 book, The Emergence of the American University, Laurence R. Veysey describes the development of the American university through the continuing jockeying for power and influence of three missions, or points of view: research, utility, and what he calls “liberal culture” (roughly speaking, the liberal arts ideal). Writing at a time of unprecedented prosperity for academia, Veysey – who was a stubborn utopian at heart – was dismayed to see that instead of engaging with each other, the three points of view tended to retreat and separate from each other. Given sufficient acreage and rainfall, each camp retreated to its own corner and tended its own garden. As long as there were enough resources, the university could promote research, utility, and liberal arts education at the same time – and that’s still the model for the typical American research university.

But this isn’t the 1960s, and acreage and rainfall are surely not plentiful. Climate change-​related drought is surfacing long-​ago sunk shipwrecks in the Mississippi River (Rojas).12 The situation in academia is figuratively similar: there isn’t enough rain, and the academic resource base has turned sere. Without enough money to go around, the different sectors of the university compete for fundamental resources. In Veysey’s terms, we may say unequivocally that utility is winning the competition right now. Underperforming humanities departments are the biggest losers – and such a situation only encourages the sort of competitive “professionalization” in literary studies that Fluck rightly deplores.

I want to extend this environmental metaphor in search of a way out of this, but first I turn to a proposal by Kathleen Fitzpatrick. In a formulation that recalls for me Fluck’s ideal of linkage, Fitzpatrick calls for a university that is centered on community and collaboration. “The university,” she says, “has the potential to model a more generous public sphere” (235). 

Fitzpatrick acknowledges that this change won’t be easy. The “inner logic” of professionalized specialization, Fluck says, lies in “market conditions,” and the neoliberal beast is a many-​headed hydra. All of our higher-​minded values are baked into a system that prizes individual achievement centered in published research. I often remember that I get more credit for writing an article about teaching or institutional service than I do for actually doing these things. 

Fitzpatrick knows that academics are unlikely to engage in “generous thinking” unless something changes – she says it will take a revolution, or in Thomas Kuhn’s terminology, a paradigm shift (194). But where would we find one? How can the public recover an active sense of higher education – especially the humanities, along with the liberal arts generally – as a public good?

Nor is this simply a matter of persuading everyone else to believe that. We’re have the same problem ourselves. We inhabit a system of values in which we get more credit for publishing our research in than we do for teaching it to students. In the spirit of Fitzpatrick’s vision, how might we begin to think more collectively and communally about our own enterprise? Education centers on caretaking – that’s the real business we’re in. But as Fitzpatrick wisely points out, “focusing an institution or community around principles of care” is risky (209). 

I’m aware that I’ve expanded the field here. Fluck (and also Guillory) scrutinize the field of literary study, as practiced in the United States. I’m now taking in the larger territory of American higher education generally. That’s because the problem of fractured, unlinked community that Fluck identified in American literary study extends to higher education as a whole. 

Like Fluck – and Fitzpatrick – I believe in the power of committed community. And as a humanist, I believe in the power of rhetoric to enable change. I’m looking for a rhetoric that can dislodge the market-​driven message that leads incoming freshman to believe that a humanities major will lead them to the unemployment line (even though there’s solid and easy-​to-​find data that suggests otherwise). More and more people think that literary study, and the rest of the humanities, are useless. This problem of perception was extant, though not as serious, when I first started thinking about the culture of higher education years ago. I noticed that in all of United States public policy, there was a single example in which a rhetoric of caretaking overturned one of business. The field where that happened was environmentalism.

Until relatively recently, the American environment was seen almost entirely in financial terms. Today, most people would agree that we are stewards of the land, and even the opponents of environmental measures are obliged to argue in terms of the dominant governing metaphor of caretaking. The environmental movement faces many obstacles at the moment, and I don’t want to be accused of unfounded optimism in the face of riverbed shipwrecks, but my point is that environmental rhetoric retains the power to guide the narrative. 

The rhetorical victory of environmentalism involved the imposition of a modern caretaking metaphor over a business one. That’s exactly what academia needs. The key concept for environmentalists was ecology, the idea that organisms live together in an interlocking equilibrium. Clearly, higher education would benefit from the same sort of awareness – because higher education exists in an ecosystem with the government, the tuition-​paying middle class, and the businesses that hire our credentialed graduates. So how might we impose an ecological consciousness on higher education policy? 

I think that useful answers lie in the recent history of the American environmental movement. From the utilitarian thinking that prevailed at first, a rhetorical change took place during the first half of the twentieth century. That change signals the evolution of a philosophy of collective responsibility to the planet – it’s an ethic, which is simply a community-​based way of thinking. Aldo Leopold articulated the environmental ethic in a classic book in 1949. “We abuse land,” he said, “because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect” (4). The breakthrough of ecology into policy came in the 1970s, fueled by the public debate catalyzed by Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, but that debate was made possible by Leopold – who was in turn responding to the arguments of an earlier generation.13 Much of the landmark environmental legislation in the U.S. of the past three generations has been passed and renewed during Republican administrations, with a great initial burst during the Nixon administration (Wilderness Act, Endangered Species Preservation Act, Clean Water Act, Clean Air Act, National Environmental Preservation Act). The Environmental Protection Agency was also formed during the Nixon administration. Obviously this was a synergistic moment, but it didn’t arise out of nowhere. These were victories for ecological consciousness, a sense that we live within a system that we need to take care of together.14 

The land ethic led to a triumph of the caretaking metaphor – followed by the assumption of collective responsibility for that caretaking. A higher education ethic needs to do the same. In particular, we should pay attention to the most important feature of an ethic: collective obligation. Leopold calls for “responsibility for the health of the land” (258). Reformers of American literary study, and of higher education writ large, have to build a similar collective responsibility. A higher education ethic would define a relation between the university and the community – and also within the university itself, from graduate students through faculty and administrators. There’s no consensus on that in the United States today, either outside universities or within them.

Winfried Fluck seeks that community within American literary studies. Accordingly, he advises that we consider specialization as “an institutionalized mode of dealing with knowledge” rather than “a temporary research strategy” ( 11) so that we might avoid its anti-​communal effects. Fluck’s call for a reformed professionalism ought to be an ethical imperative in a profession whose ideals (rooted more than a century ago in German ‘Wissenschaft’) are balanced by the practical need to do right by the young professionals we train. American literary studies is already “as a city on a hill,” visible to all. So let’s try to set a good example.

Winny Fluck himself offers a model for how American literary studies might proceed. In Europe, Fluck points out, “a professor is expected to represent his or her field more broadly” than in the specialized world of American literary studies in the United States (12). Fluck’s amazing career demonstrates the rich rewards that come from doing that – and those rewards come from – and produce! – the linkage he values. For Fluck, linkage is the textual equivalent of community, where scholars talk to each other, as they talk to Fluck in this volume. This is my second response to Winny’s work.15 For my own part, I can scarcely imagine a more educational or enjoyable form of intellectual community.
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Literature, Liberalism, and the Current Cultural Radicalism*


Winfried Fluck


I.


As discussions of contemporary literary theory point out in fascination as well as frustration, the present situation in literary studies is dominated by an unusual variety of approaches and literary theories, ranging from the rediscovery of (Russian) formalism and the work of Bakhtin, to narratology, structuralism, hermeneutics and reader response criticism, poststructuralism and deconstruction, the new historicism, cultural materialism, various forms and stages of psychoanalytical criticism, the new pragmatism, the so-​called race, class, and gender studies (not to be confused with an earlier women’s studies, ethnic studies, or queer studies), colonial studies, and a newly emerging field of cultural studies in which the study of high and popular culture is supposed to merge. In the last two decades, these approaches have followed – and often replaced – each other in quick succession. They confront the student of literary theory and American literary criticism with a bewildering array of possibilities – and the daunting, seemingly never-​ending task of trying to catch up with the latest developments in the field. And yet, despite the pleasing self-​image of a postrnodern plurality of approaches, carefully nurtured by a new academic “theory-​industry,” it is striking to realize that, at a closer look, this Babel-​like diversity of voices is linked by a surprising similarity of premises and critical purposes. This common purpose is, in fact, acknowledged in the frequent use of the term “critical theory” as a welcome umbrella concept for contemporary literary theory, and the fact that there is such a link is not really that surprising after all. New positions and approaches in the humanities do not just represent a progress in methodology. Inevitably, they also function as cultural acts of self-​definition and self-​empowerment. They present new research, but also, and even more importantly so, its cultural interpretation. They are, in other words, developed in the service of certain values by which they are decisively shaped and for which they function as a source of authorization and legitimation. 

Seen from this point of view, what we are witnessing today in American literary theory and American literary criticism is a confrontation of, and struggle between, two major sets of premises and systems of value: a post-​War liberalism that emerged in reaction to the political radicalism of the Thirties, and a new form of radical thought which I want to call cultural radicalism in contrast to prior forms of political radicalism because it is no longer the realm of politics, but that of culture, which is considered the major tool of domination as well as the major resource for resistance. Both positions, liberalism and cultural radicalism, have developed a wide variety of different and often conflicting critical approaches, ranging, in the case of American liberalism, from new critical formalism and the so-​called myth and symbol school in American Studies to the cultural analysis of a Lionel Trilling or Irving Howe, and, in the case of cultural radicalism, from the linguistic play of deconstruction to such explicitly political approaches as cultural materialism, the new historicism, and recent forms of race, class, and gender studies. Different though as these approaches may be in many important respects, they share basic assumptions about society, power, and the role of culture which do, in turn, shape their characteristic attitude toward literature. This common set of assumptions makes contemporary critical theory far more homogeneous and predictable than it itself wants to acknowledge. In the following essay, I shall try to describe contemporary American literary criticism from the point of view of intellectual and cultural history, that is, as an intellectual system, in order to compare its views about society, literature, and individual identity with those of the liberal consensus that dominated American literary criticism in the post-​War years and shaped the study of American literature as a field of academic study decisively. 

Such an approach seems to me to hold two advantages. To start with, it provides a certain degree of distance from the current flood of positions by discussing them not primarily on their own terms and with the concepts they have introduced themselves. As long as one remains within the self-​definition, and thus the self-​fashioning, of a critical approach, one is also at its mercy, because one cannot escape its terminology, and hence cannot arrive at an outside perspective which would make it possible to describe it as a cultural strategy. If the major disagreement in interpreting a literary text is that of whether this text is affinnative or subversive, for example, then certain premises about society and the function of literature are already accepted as given and their dimension as a rhetorical strategy is easily obscured. This, in fact, is the current situation in literary theory and American literary criticism in which concepts such as resistance, opposition, subversion, deconstruction, or cultural critique have gained such seemingly self-​explanatory and self-​evident authority that their underlying political analysis, rhetorical purpose, and tacit aesthetic premises are hardly ever examined. There clearly exists a tendency at present to suppose that the critical or marginal perspective automatically represents a privileged, self-​authorizing position.16 In contrast, a discussion of contemporary American literary criticism as a cultural strategy (in the sense of Kenneth Burke) may provide a new base for comparing the strengths and weaknesses of the two dominant critical perspectives and their different versions of why literature matters. This comparison is not committed to either one of these positions. There must be a good reason why a liberal view of literature was held by a whole generation of leading post-​War intellectuals, just as there must be a good reason why the next generation finds a more radical vision more plausible. It is one of the major shortcomings of current debates that they hardly ever try to take such questions of historical and cultural function into account. In contrast, my claim is that the question of why literature matters must be placed in the context of cultural and intellectual history. 


II.


The new cultural radicalism in American literary criticism is right in arguing that the view of literature which dominated literary studies in its professional take-​off phase after World War II until roughly the 1970s was not just the result of a growth in serious, “non-​ideological” scholarship. In the U.S., the post-​War version of why literature matters emerged in response to a dramatic disillusionment about the political conunitments of the pre-​War period. After the sobering realization of the naivete of one’s own ideological position, literature promised to lead the way out of this ideological entrapment. For many, it emerged as the only possibility to show commitment in an apparently nonideological fashion. Liberal criticism thus reconstituted itself anew out of the radicalism of the Thirties and the fonnalism of the New Criticism.17 From the one, it retained the idea of an ultimately moral or social purpose of literature, from the other, a set of procedures of literary analysis that could professionalize literary criticism and provide it with interpretive know-​how as well as institutional legitimation. 

This promise of professionalism was desperately needed because a directly mimetic interpretation of literature had become an embarrassment after the utopian ideals of communism had turned into the cruel realities of Stalinism. In this context of disillusionment and self-​doubt, literature gained an important new function. It was redefined as a unique form of communication that had the potential to complicate simple, single-​minded, that is, “ideological” interpretations of the world. As a privileged source of what Lionel Trilling called the moral imagination, literature thus reemerged as one of the few credible bulwarks against the deceptive simplicities of ideology.18 “Complex” literature seemed to provide a chance to counter the reductionist versions of the world provided by political parties. To protect the integrity of literature as an independent, non-​ideological realm of communication became an important act of engagement. The promise of art replaced the promise of socialism. 

From these premises, all significant theoretical claims of the liberal view of literature follow quite plausibly: Its often misunderstood or polemically reduced argument for aesthetic “autonomy” was directed against the political instrumentalization of literature.19 The turn toward the analysis of literary form was necessary, because there had to be a convincing description of the different, unique ways in which the literary work created meaning. Furthermore, it was equally important to insist on the distinguishing power of aesthetic value, for only if literature had a structure of its own could it be sufficiently “complex” to defy ideology. This led to an often scathing criticism of popular culture as, principally, a form of kitsch. Where resistance to ideology is linked to literary forms of defamiliarization or negation, popular culture betrays this potential of negation for conunercial reasons. This typically “modernist” bias, which looks to literature to battle the suffocating reign of social and intellectual convention, also explains an increasing distance to realism and a mimetic theory of literature, because its appropriation by Marxism had turned realism into an example of what literature should not be or should not become. Instead, post-​War liberalism created a theory of American literature centered around the idea of “the American romance” in which the shallow optimism of American culture was subtly questioned and undermined by indirect, symbolic, and thus ambiguous, modes of representation that supported the theory of an inherently “complex” and non-​referential potential of literary language.20 At the same time, this theory of language contained a theory of effect: It was embedded in the vision of a reader “growing” in competence and independence in the encounter with a text that offers resistance to conventional explanations of the world and therefore challenges the individual to throw away the crutches of cultural orthodoxy. The experience of a generation of critical intellectuals, regretting in retrospect their own or their culture’s tacit acceptance of the claims of a political party and a political cause, led to a renewed emphasis on the liberal idea of individual autonomy and an identity that would be stable enough to resist the conformist pressures of society. Finally, this promise of individual growth and social regeneration through literature became the basis for the liberal project to institutionalize the study of literature as an academic pursuit. This elevation of literary studies to the level of a legitimate academic discipline in higher learning, from which following generations profited enormously, can be considered as, ultimately, the major impact of post-​War liberalism on literary studies. Liberalism had succeeded in convincing society that not only the individual, but society as a whole would profit and be strengthened by the special potential of literature to instigate and further individual growth.21 

It was this promise of individuality, however, which also created a major problem for liberalism when the student movement and the counter-​culture began to carry the search for individual freedom further than liberalism itself had ever thought of doing. A generation raised on a rhetoric of individual self-​determination became aware of the boundaries that post-​War liberalism actually set to self-​realization, and they challenged liberalism by a penetrating and relentless critique of the actual economic, social, and cultural limits posed to individual choice. Individual identity, it was realized, was really a normative idea tied to a restrictive set of social and discursive rules in which the much vaunted “pluralism” excluded many manifestations of difference. From this point of view, cultural constructions of a social, ethnic, racial, sexual or “engendered” identity are always already there before the individual “grows” into them, and they function as seemingly natural forms of defining individual possibilities.22 “Identity” thus becomes social ascription, and to achieve “autonomy” inevitably means to draw arbitrary boundaries. From this point of view, “identity” is a concept based on exclusion and the continuing cultural presence of racism, sexism, or homophobia, which stigmatize “other” forms of identity flatly contradict, and ultimately render hypocritical, the egalitarian promise of liberal democracy.

The discovery of these subtle, seemingly natural effects of hierarchization and exclusion through the “invisible” power of discursive regimes led to a radical re-​definition of what constitutes social control and paved the way for a radical theory ideally suited to explain the vexing problem of why capitalism had been able to avoid the often predicted class conflict despite glaring economic and social inequalities. In this redefinition, the work of Herbert Marcuse played a crucial role in leading the student movement and the New Left from political to cultural radicalism. In fact, Marcuse’s idea of repressive tolerance can be said to stand at the beginning of contemporary cultural radicalism. For what unites this cultural radicalism in the final analysis is its reconceptualization of what constitutes power. As long as the exertion of power was equated with force and violent acts of suppression, arguments about the repressive nature of liberal democracies were not terribly convincing. Taking its cue from Marcuse’s concept of repressive tolerance – reemerging, for example, in Sacvan Bercovitch’s argument about the shrewd containment achieved by a liberal rhetoric of consensus23 – political power is thus severed from its equation with force and broadened into a concept that includes the creation of consent by language, symbolic systems, and discursive practices.24 In this view, power is not primarily exercised from the outside. Rather, it is embedded in cultural forms and creates consent from “within” without the need of physical coercion. For liberalism, culture is primarily of interest as a potential realm of creativity, for the new radicalism it is the major source of the “naturalization” of oppressive social hierarchies. 

By the term cultural radicalism, I thus want to designate all those approaches in literary criticism after the linguistic turn which regard culture (and hence literature) as an “invisible” form of social control and domination. While earlier forms of “left-​wing” political radicalism placed their hopes in radical change on a Marxist analysis of capitalist society, the subsequent disappointment over its lack of acceptance by the “masses” pushed radicalism toward the analysis of “systemic effects” of the social order that are beyond the comprehension of those who are subjected to them. Political radicalism tied its analysis to a particular political movement or party within the spectrum of political possibilities, and, more specifically, to the eventual ability of the oppressed to gain a certain measure of awareness and political consciousness through the experience of their oppression or disenfranchisement. In contrast, the various forms of cultural radicalism, in one way or another, emphasize fundamental “systemic” features such as the prison house of language, the ideological state apparatus, the symbolic order, ideology redefined as semiotic system, the discursive regime, logocentrism, patriarchy, or “Western” thought which pervade all acts of sense-​making and thus also determine political behavior and individual identity, because they constitute the very concepts and modes of experience through which the social order is perceived. This systemic exertion of power can be especially effective because there is no way of experiencing the real power relations of the system outside of its cultural categories. The theories which the various critical manifestations of cultural radicalism hold about the actual source of this “invisible” power vary considerably. But the basic reliance on the idea of structural power (strukturelle Gewalt) is always the same. 

What stands at the center of the current conflicts between liberal and radical interpretations of American literary history is, in other words, not a disagreement between one position that denies social meaning and function to art and another one that reaffirms it, but a struggle between two different versions of that relation, and, linked with it, a fundamental disagreement about the “real” condition of American society, the possibilities of individual choice, and, as a consequence, the potential of literature. For liberalism, the individual is challenged to struggle against the coercive powers of a society which needs the constant challenge of art to prevent itself from becoming ossified, but which is also sufficiently liberal and far-​sighted to grant spaces of individual self-​determination. For this development of individual identity, literature can offer major forms of inspiration and encouragement. In contrast, the common denominator of the various approaches within the current cultural radicalism in literary studies lies in their focus on a systemic limit to this struggle for self-​realization, because the individual, including the writer, is subject to forces quite beyond his or her comprehension. This is true to such an extent that even oppositional gestures must be considered mere effects of the system and the promise of reform its shrewdest strategy of containment.

Within this context, radical approaches can be distinguished according to their different versions of what constitutes this systemic effect. A history could be written, in fact, about the continuous redefinition and radicalization of the fundamental idea of an “invisible” systemic source of power: While structuralism’s description of the prison-​house of language is still content to demonstrate the inner operating logic of the linguistic (or semiotic) system itself (already attacked by liberalism for its “anti-​humanist” elimination of the idea of individual agency), the various forms of post-​structuralism, including deconstruction, provide this prison-​house of language with a political meaning by redefining it as major manifestation of Western rationalism or logo-​centrism. And while poststructuralism still sees language (and with it literature) as a potentially anarchic counter-​force which it hopes to liberate by deconstructing its binary systemic logic25, the various recent forms of a new historical and political turn in literary studies – which have quickly relegated deconstruction to a radical has-​been – criticize such hopes as illusory and, by either following the lead of Althusser, Foucault or Lacan, point to the effect of such all-​pervasive structures as “the ideological apparatus,” the discursive regime, the “political unconscious,” or, more recently, the cultural construction of race, gender, and sexual preference. This trajectory of radicalization was, in fact, anticipated in Marxist literary studies by the transition from class analysis to marketplace criticism which, in retrospect, emerges as something like a connecting link between older and newer forms of radicalism. The radical promise of marketplace criticism already lay in the ubiquitous presence of the market as a systemic feature that seemed able to explain the effective neutralization of resistance by the system. At the same time, however, this version of systemic cooptation still implied a choice between resisting the temptations of the market or “selling out” to it, and thus retained an ultimately moralistic stance. In American literary criticism, marketplace criticism played an important role in the emergence of a new revisionist view of American literary history. In the final analysis, however, it remained an episode because it was not yet “systemic” enough.26 

In American literary criticism, the “systemic” approach of cultural radicalism has had interesting consequences for literary interpretation. Guided by the goal to revise liberal versions of American literary history, the new revisionist versions are almost exclusively concerned with the possibility or impossibility of cultural opposition.27 If the major heroes of liberalism, such as, for example, the writers of the American Renaissance, stand for the heroic possibility of saying “No! in Thunder” to the conformist pressures of the social system, then it must be the major task of cultural radicalism to unmask the unwitting complicity of these liberal heroes with an inhuman capitalist, racist, sexist, and homophobic system.28 In keeping with the different stages in the development of cultural radicalism, this oppositionalism has two basic choices and two characteristic manifestations: Critics can either demonstrate to what extent the cooptive powers of the system are at work in the literary text (and, preferably and ideally, in its very gestures of opposition),29 or point to a subversive potential of literature, but now to one that derives from the “violence” or inner contradiction of the very systemic aspect that undermines liberal visions of individual agency. If there is subversion or “deconstruction” at work in the text, then not by the individual but by the systemic feature that shapes the individual’s self-​definition, so that the presence of a larger systemic force is confirmed even in the description of subversion. 

A summary of the new, revised American literary history could thus be short: Most of the classical texts of American literature are complicit with the system. Some seem to resist complicity by deconstructive effects of language, or by the unforeseen, explosive effect of the literary representation of such phenomena as sexuality, desire, the body, or, most often, “the other.” However, some of those texts which seem to resist do not really do so at a closer look and thus have to be unmasked. And finally, some which look fairly conventional or surprisingly realistic in their mode of literary representation are excused, because this representation stands in the service of a therapeutic search for new, not yet established forms of selfhood. Basically, however, the two choices remain unwitting complicity or subversion.30 Either Hawthorne’s writing questions the concepts of the culture in which he wrote, or its apparent stance of resistance remains, as Sacvan Bercovitch argues in exemplary fashion, part of a ritual of consent, so that the American Renaissance, in contrast to liberalism’s celebration of its nonconformism, is unmasked as a force against basic social change.31 Both of these radical options have their usefulness and professional pay-​off. In the first case, one has the authority of the famous writer on the side of one’s own critique of the system, in the second, the radical critic can assert his or her own superior radicalism by unmasking even the purported nay-​sayer. Between these options, cultural radicalism moves back and forth in a kind of see-​saw logic: Whenever a radical analysis points to possibilities of opposition, somebody else will criticize it for being naive in view of the sweeping cooptive powers of the system. Where this leads, on the other hand, to an insistence on the effective systemic containment of opposition, still somebody else will criticize this claim as a universalization of power and hence as defeatist in its implications.

As I have written in a different context, “in this debate, diametrically opposed answers to the question whether a past text was complicit or subversive seem to coexist as equally valid options” (223).32 Both positions can argue their case with equal plausibility (or implausibility) because of a new conception of the literary text and the task of interpretation. For liberalism, literary form became a major focus of literary studies, because it was form that distinguished literature from other, more directly referential modes of conununication and thus held the key to its potential for a complication of meaning. These complex meanings of literature were accessible only to the degree that one knew how to interpret its form. The interpretation of form thus became essential for an adequate understanding of literature and the codification of a body of knowledge about narrative structure and formal strategies the center-​piece of a professional literary education. For cultural radicalism, the formal level is crucial as well, but for different reasons: Form is important not as a self-​contained structure with its own potential for the transformation of meaning, but as the element into which the power effect is inscribed. Since the systemic effect derives its power from the fact that it is not visible, it cannot be represented and identified on the level of content. To identify the political meaning of a literary text on its content level was the major mistake of political radicalism. To repeat this mistake would not only mean to retreat to a pre-​professional stage of literary studies. It would also mean to betray one’s own political analysis of the system. 

Thus, one of the major revisions of an earlier political radicalism by the new cultural radicalism is to shift the search for political meaning from the representation of politics to the politics of representation.33 In keeping with cultural radicalism’s focus on discursive practices as forms of exclusion, any “representation” is conceived as, in principle, already an attempt to impose boundaries and thus functions as a form of cultural coercion in which the metaphysics of a culture are naturalized and skillfully upheld. For liberalism, art promises to transcend politics, for cultural radicalism, everything, and especially an apparently non-​political element like literary form, is inevitably political. The analysis of form therefore remains crucial for a political interpretation. It can only be considered successful, however, if it manages to lay bare the power effect that is inscribed in the mode of representation itself. “Formal” analysis thus becomes a search for manifestations of that which is hidden from view, and since it is not a particular form of representation or representation in a particular generic context, but representation per se, which exercises power, the most rewarding targets for such an analysis are those elements of the text where the systemic closure of literary representation is disrupted by absences, inconsistencies, contradictions or other disparities that reveal the tyranny or “violence” of the representation itself.34 

In this type of “symptomatic” interpretation, there is no need for an innertextual contextualization which would ask how recurrent and thus representative an instance of textual disruption is for the text as a whole. For liberalism, this innertextual context is a most important point of reference in the interpretation of a literary text, because it is also the potential source of a creative transformation of the referential dimension of language. For cultural radicalism, on the other hand, a case of textual disruption is of interest because it is regarded as symptomatic of the system. The context that matters is thus not that of the literary text but that of a prior political analysis of this system. One striking consequence is the devaluation of experience as a source of knowledge and meaning. The implied reader of liberalism must be shaken out of the habitualized acceptance of cultural conventions in order to revive the possibility of genuine, that is, “unconventional” and hence authentic, experience. The greater the potential for authentic experience, the greater the potential for individual growth (and, correspondingly, for aesthetic experience). For cultural radicalism, on the other hand, there is no way of experiencing the “real” power relations of a system outside of its cultural and ideological categories. Since there is no way of being “outside” language, ideology, or discourse, our experiences, including those called aesthetic experiences by liberalism, can only reenact invisible systemic effects. If experience can no longer provide knowledge, however, what can? Only critical theory can. It alone can tell us in what way textual inconsistencies and contradictions reenact or deconstruct power relations of the system. In consequence, critical theory becomes a precondition for the intelligibility of literary texts.35 

Cultural radicalism’s substitution of aesthetic experience by theory, or, to put it differently, its redefinition of literary form as ideological mimesis, has a price, however: These textual disparities which are read as symptomatic manifestations of a power effect, are always already determined in their meaning and will, in principle, always signify the same thing.36 In a certain sense, liberal readings are also highly predictable. When liberalism searches for the meaning of literary form, one can predict a focus on such aspects as complexity or ambiguity. But the way in which this com plexity is described depends on the formal strategies of the text and thus has to be determined in a close reading. When cultural radicalism interprets the meaning of textual disparities, one also knows what it will find, namely manifestations of power relations. This time, however, there is no need to go into a detailed reading of formal strategies. All one has to do is to identify the contradiction as such, in order to be able to claim that there is an “absent cause” at work in the text. As Wolfram Schmidgen has shown in a brilliant analysis, the interpretive practice of cultural radicalism is anchored by this confirmation of an “absent cause” which critical theory tells us must be there. This means, in turn, that the plausibility of an interpretation is not determined by the plausibility and skill of a close reading of the text, but – since the absent cause is, in principle, everywhere and thus need not be pursued in detail – by the “powerfulness” and the radical credentials of the theory that anchors the interpretation and of which the interpretation presents an allegorical version. Interpretive disagreements nowadays are therefore most often disagreements about how radical an analysis really is.

What role can literature still play in such an intellectual system? Does it, can it, still matter? At first glance, the answer seems only too obvious. Cultural radicalism constitutes itself against liberalism’s sacralization of art and literature in order to show that literature is not, as liberalism claims, a source of authentic regenerative experience, but, quite on the contrary, an – often unwitting – accomplice in the ideological formation of a society through discursive regimes. The role of literature in cultural radicalism is to be part of a linguistic system, symbolic order, system of representation, ritual of consent, or discursive practice, in short, of a disciplinary practice. This conflation of text and context explains a very characteristic move of cultural radicalism to downplay the importance and function of the fictive as a special mode of communication with specific conditions and possibilities of its own. For liberalism, literature defines human potential, including the potential to gain a certain measure of freedom against the pressures of the social and cultural system. For cultural radicalism, literature offers an object lesson on the working of the linguistic or ideological system. It is primarily of interest as a discourse that participates in, and reinforces, the system’s power relations. Accordingly, the concept of the aesthetic – in liberalism the key term for an exceptional creative achievement – loses its special status. Many critics within cultural radicalism can only conceive of the aesthetic as a term which obfuscates questions of ideological effect, so that rhetoric replaces aesthetics as the crucial category of analysis. If used at all, the attribute “aesthetic” has thus come to refer to a powerful rhetorical effect at best, that is, to the experience of a special power of the literary text which may very well signal that an ideological  effect is transmitted with special skill and efficacy. Hence, in another memorable chiasm, the power of art has become the art of power.37 

Why not give up on literature, then? It is here that one encounters an interesting paradox in current cultural radicalism. For although the classical American texts and writers have been repeatedly unmasked as unwitting accomplices to a system of invisible power relations, radical critics return to them again and again, instead of dismissing and relegating them to obscurity. If one reason for this remarkable case of repetition compulsion lies, as these critics would undoubtedly claim, in the continuing cultural authority and presence of these classical writers, then such interpretations must do their own share in perpetuating this presence. What would be the alternative, however? To ask the question is to recognize the inherently parasitic nature of the new cultural radicalism in literary studies. Since cultural radicalism constitutes itself in the rejection of the political and literary theories of liberalism, it needs liberalism’s work and results to be able to do its own work. Of course, it could also, as it frequently does, move to those writers on the margin whose marginalization seems to allow them to stand outside the grip of discursive regimes, but such revised priorities have their limit in the restricted usefulness of this literature for an analysis of systemic effects. Cultural radicalism needs literary texts that can be described as enacting this systemic effect. It angrily questions or rejects their presumed aesthetic superiority, it dismisses claims about the regenerative and individualizing power of literature as illusory, it denies literature’s uniqueness by analyzing literary texts as yet another manifestation of a discursive regime, but it needs them in order to be able to do all this. If it would terminate this practice, on the other hand, and offer its own body of exemplary works, it would have to develop criteria for selection, analysis, and evaluation that would have to do more than to stand in contrast to a liberal theory of literature.


III.


The interpretive consequences of the debate I have traced can be clarified by considering, in brief, the changes in the critical reception of one of the “classics” of American literature, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter. For liberalism, the novel was a godsend for its theory of American literature, because it tells the exemplary story of a nonconformist individual who asserts herself against Puritan pressures of social stigmatization, learns to speak for herself, and acquires a “heroic” individual identity in this process. Melville’s enthusiastic comments on the “power of blackness” in Hawthorne’s work provided welcome support for the liberal view of a courageously rebellious, if not shrewdly subversive, form of literature that did not, however, merely indulge in a fantasy of individual liberation, but also dealt with the problem of social responsibility. For Hawthorne, individualization is a process in which one not only learns to take on responsibility for oneself and the interpretation of one’s own life but also for the community. In contrast to an official American ideology of individualism, Hawthorne’s narrative of victorious self-​assertion was thus linked to the complication of a conventional promise of individualism. This exemplary “moral realism” finds its expression in Hawthorne’s programmatic rejection of the realistic novel of manners and in his plea for the romance which penetrates the deceptive surface of reality and gets to the “truth of the human heart.” 

Hawthorne’s celebrated ambiguity, his continuous oscillation between allegorical and symbolic modes of representation, can be connected with the cultural meaning of his work. His resistance against the power of cultural convention and the emphasis on the individual’s right for determining meaning against the orthodoxies of her culture are acted out in the changing interpretation of the letter A which the adulteress Hester Prynne has to wear on her dress as a punishment for her deed. As a form of “conventional” signification, the scarlet letter stigmatizes Hester’s gradual transformation of the meaning of the letter, until it is no longer conceived as a mere allegory of sin but as a symbol with multiple and ever growing possibilities of meaning. For the liberal critic, this individualization through interpretive struggles exemplifies literature’s best potential: As Hester transforms the meaning of the letter A, she also transforms Puritan society and creates a space for individual self-​determination. By resisting a realistic mode of representation and thus complicating the perception of moral meaning, Hawthorne skillfully draws the reader into his struggle for interpretation, so that a negotiation between an individual’s transformation of meaning on the one hand and communal claims on the other may also be enacted on the level of reception. Here, too, individualism is thus encouraged as well as complicated.

Liberalism could not hope for a text that would be better suited to illustrate its basic view of the relation between literature and society, individualism and social responsibility. There is therefore hardly a major study of American literary history in the 50s and 60s which does not put The Scarlet Letter at its center. And there is hardly a radical revision of American literary history that does not feel challenged to address the question of Hawthorne again. As in the case of other writers, the first attacks on the liberal Hawthorne are made from the perspective of marketplace criticism. Hawthorne, it turns out, was not aloof from the market, so that it seems that his critique of the power of social convention is severely compromised by his wish to be accepted by the public. His ambiguities reflect his own predicament to be successful and yet to preserve the integrity of his art: “Hawthorne’s predicament shapes the novel’s characters and structures and can be discerned in the very texture of the world he creates (…) For Hawthorne, the effort to articulate a cosmos is intimately bound up with his uncertainty as an artist who has to sell but wants to speak the truth” (Gilmore 72). Clearly, Hawthorne’s anxieties over his lack of success in the marketplace do not fit the image of a supreme nonconformist saying “No! in Thunder.” In addition, the fact that Hawthorne, at one point, called the highly successful competition of domestic novelists “a damn’d mob of scribbling women” reveals that he did not hesitate to act out his anxieties through the hierarchizing effects of gender categories. However, the marketplace represents a systemic effect of co-​optation that the writer can, in principle, still resist, if he fights his own craving for success and public recognition. Co-​optation is bad enough, but it is not yet “policing” or containment through invisible systemic effects. And although marketplace criticism undermines the liberal version of resistance, it does not yet deal with the liberal claim that it was a special aesthetic value of his work that led to Hawthorne’s standing in American literary history. Obviously, this liberal claim posed a special challenge to cultural radicalism, because it implied that the canon of classic American literature was based on considerations of genuine merit and not of power.

For the revisionist challenge of the liberal canon, the question of aesthetic value therefore became central. In a major piece of revisionist criticism, Jane Tompkins drew on anti-​foundationalist debates about literary evaluation to demonstrate that the description of Hawthorne’s novels as “masterpieces” was the result of the clever institutionalization of a national literary tradition by the publisher James T. Fields who needed a suitable candidate for the status of an American classic and skillfully elevated Hawthorne to that role. It was only after Hawthorne’s reputation had been established safely in American literary criticism that the elements of his work that are now considered his true aesthetic achievements were gradually “discovered.” If Hawthorne was not elevated to the level of classical American writer because he was good but is now considered “good” because he was chosen to fill out the role of classical American writer, the apparent aesthetic value of his work must be culture- and institution-​specific and thus “discursively produced.” Tompkins’ argument is supported by Richard Brodhead who points out that “Fields’s real accomplishment is less that he saw how to market literature than that he established ‘literature’ as a market category. (…) Fields found a way to identify a certain portion of that writing as distinguished – as of elevated quality, as of premium cultural value; then to build a market for that writing on the basis for that distinction” (55). 

Tompkins’ and Brodhead’s radical subversion of the liberal belief in aesthetic value has one basic shortcoming. Even if this aesthetic value is not “actually there” in Hawthorne’s novel but was ascribed to it by institutionalizing the category of “literature,” the question remains why a novel like The Scarlet Letter has continuously found readers long after Fields’ skillful maneuver and independent from the changing interpretations of literary criticism. Are people reading and enjoying the novel simply because they are being told that it is a classic? Clearly, it is one thing to say that Hawthorne’s reputation was made by Fields and quite another to claim that it depends on Fields. Inevitably, the next stage of radical revision had to link the question of Hawthorne’s powerful connections to the question of the powerful effects of his work. For Sacvan Bercovitch, who has put Hawthorne at the center of his own influential reevaluation of the American Renaissance as an essential part of the formation of an American liberal middle class ideology, The Scarlet Letter enacts a ritual of consensus exactly by telling a story of dissent whose “free enterprise democracy of symbol-​making” shrewdly guides the reader “toward accommodation” (92) and thus “absorbs and refashions the radical energies of history” (90). In this reading, the novel becomes a case study to demonstrate “the capacities of culture to shape the subversive in its own image” (150): “My assumption is that oppositional forms, like those of cohesion, co- optation, and incorporation, are fundamentally and variously forms of culture” (152).

It is striking to see the changes three decades of Hawthorne-​criticism have brought. For liberal critics, the consistency of Hawthorne’s literary strategies of ambiguation determined the possibilities of articulating a “mature” individualism. The plot level is therefore of little interest. What matters is the complicating of meaning by the suggestiveness of Hawthorne’s imagery, his symbolism, and his ambiguity. For cultural radicalism, discussions of form in such terms are all part of a deceptive promise of the possibility of individual agency. In marketplace criticism, this agency is severely compromised by market pressures. But it is, in principle, still a possibility, so that the question of how Hawthorne met the challenge has to be determined by looking at the actual treatment and fate of “resistance” in his texts. For the “institutional” arguments of Tompkins and Brodhead, on the other hand, considerations of formal strategies remain minimal. Finally, in Bercovitch’s extensive analysis of the dominant ideological system of liberalism, textual aspects are almost exclusively discussed as rhetorical moves in the interest of, or temporary distance to, that ideology. This must also affect the interpretation of central formal aspects of Hawthorne’s work such as his ambiguity. For liberalism, ambiguity is a major term of valorization, because it points to both the polysemic suggestiveness of literature and an awareness of the contradictory nature of life in exemplary fashion. For marketplace criticism, it dramatizes the dilemma of having to decide between two equally tempting sources of self-​esteem, public recognition and the integrity of art. Finally, for Bercovitch’s focus on “structures of consensus founded upon the potential for dissent” (159), ambiguity is part of a “metaphysics of choosing”: “The Scarlet Letter reconstitutes inconclusiveness, in all of its luxurious uncertainty of meaning, into a unified design, grounded in the dynamics of liberal culture: the necessary friction between private interest and the public good; the ironies of personal agency; and the ambiguities of group pluralism through which consensus is established and sustained” (114).38


IV.


Because cultural radicalism is primarily interested in the possibilities of dissent, subverson, and resistance, it hardly ever addresses the question of alternate social organization, that is, of a social order that would be able to accommodate all those radical individualists without establishing new forms of coercion. The reason, I think, lies in a basic assumption of cultural radicalism that makes the political allegorization of literary texts as a form of ideological mimesis possible in the first place: In current cultural radicalism, it is, in the final analysis, the idea and terminology of textuality that provides the basis for political analysis and political vision. Terms developed in the analysis of literary representation or linguistic analysis – such as closure, dialogicity, heterogeneity, semiosis, hybridity or free play – can thus become key terms for the analysis of power relations and power effects. Because of an equation of reality and textuality, textual relations and social relations become interchangeable, if not identical. This equation is useful in two ways. On the one side, it provides the theoretical basis for a political analysis of power relations in which the authoritarian “policing” power of a system can be made transparent by analyzing the control a textual structure or interpretation exerts over meaning. On the other side, the equation can provide something like a mise en abyme for a possible alternative in the organization of social relations. Questions about alternate social arrangements are thus implicitly addressed (and answered) in the valorization or rejection of texts. The argument for another (free, anarchic, multicultural) organization of society comes to rest on the authority of a certain type of textual or semiotic organization. Because a radically dehierarchized model of social relations cannot be imagined on the level of social organization, the experimental text is used as an analogy for such forms of organization. Social justice can thus be relmagined on the model of textual dehierarchization and political commitment can be expressed without actually having to enter the field of politics. It is by no means accidental that literary studies have become one of the last havens for radicalism in our time. 

Ironically enough, cultural radicalism thus still needs literature, maybe even more so than ever. In the analogizing of reality and textuality, semiotic and social system, literature can make the presence of power “visible” and its radical critique of systemic cultural coercion plausible. Inevitably, however, such a “textualization” of power has consequences for the definition of power and its explicit or implicit opposite points of reference, freedom and justice. The instances of power or violence for which textual analysis can shape our awareness are, above all, those arbitrary acts of exclusion and hierarchization that are part of any sense-​making process or identity-​formation. If the exclusion of certain dimensions of semantic free play or the discursive construction of hierarchies become the central standard for identifying power, then this also implies an altogether new, quasi-​semiotic understanding of power: Wherever meaning is created by limiting the free play of semiosis, wherever there is representation in literature governed by the “tyranny” of the referent, wherever texts are interpreted so that meaning is arrested and controlled, there is exclusion and thus coercion at work.39 From this point of view, power is indeed “everywhere” and the universalization of power cogent. Transferred to the level of social relations, power resides, in principle, in any kind of hierarchy, any kind of social interaction, any drawing of boundaries, so that, in a notable rereading of James, and, specifically, The Golden Bowl, Mark Seltzer sees “a power of normalization” at work, “a disciplinary method that induces conformity and regulation not by levying violence, but through an immanent array of norms and compulsions (…) an immanent policing so thoroughly inscribed in the most ordinary social practices that it is finally indistinguishable from manners, cooperation, and care” (61). This widening of the meaning of the term power is so all-​embracing that it must ultimately include all forms of intimacy, of inner-​directedness and psychic self-​regulation, and, in the final analysis, all forms of social relations.40

Such a radicalization of the concept of power has as its own tacit norm a utopian egalitarianism based on the promise of a complete dehierarchization in social relations (or, where absolutely unavoidable, asking for only temporary and short-​lived hierarchies). If “power inheres in the structure of relations among characters” (70), however, and the bond thus formed is, in principle, “reciprocally coercive,” power must ultimately be seen as a word for everything that puts requirements on the self and thus stands in the way of one’s own wishes for self-​realization.41 In looking for the vision of freedom and justice that is implied by this redefinition of power, one arrives at a claim for the right of uncoerced and unfettered difference. If power resides in the drawing of arbitrary boundaries, or any kind of asymmetry in relations, freedom must be defined through the right of the individual to be freed from these impositions and to realize his or her individual choice.42 From this point of view, liberal concepts of “identity” and individual growth must be seen as highly restrictive indeed. The idea of “growth,” for example, can only refer to the successful internalization of a social role and thus to another imprisonment of the self. If there is a common denominator in the revisionist discussions of The Scarlet Letter, it is the complaint that Hester does not go “all the way” in her liberation and lets herself become trapped by ideological notions of social responsibility, mutuality etc. A civic notion of individuality is thus contrasted with the idea of an entitlement of individuals to be free of reciprocal obligation and the pressures of social interdependence. Consequently, where individual choice and possibilities of difference become the only undisputed values, the role of literature in history can appear as a series of disciplinary regimes that limit self-​realization without overt repression. 

We are here, it seems to me, at the heart of the current revisionist challenge: Although it sees itself as a political turn in literary studies, cultural radicalism represents, at a closer look, another turn of the screw in the cultural history of individualism. This is its skeleton in the closet, the absent cause it itself cannot and does not want to acknowledge and theorize. However, many of its most characteristic aspects begin to make sense in this context: its vague equation of politics with oppositionalism, its equation of power with rationalism, its “presentism” in interpretation, and, finally, its self-​fashioning through imaginary marginalization, “patchwork” identities, and cultural crossover movements. Radicalism’s universalization of power can be most plausibly explained by the fact that power is now defined as structural, systemic limitation to individual choice. This can help to solve one of the most perplexing, and occasionally vexing, puzzles connected with cultural radicalism: the phenomenon that a movement which claims to be so thoroughly political, is actually surprisingly uninterested in politics, and presents its own politics only in frequently shadowy and rudimentary form.43 Instead, cultural radicalism relies on a basic dualism of the system and the oppressed. It is satisfied to “unmask” manifestations of power, because its politics of individual self-​empowerment quite logically focus on those instances of inequality, asymmetry, coercion and hierarchization that stand in the way of the individual’s desire and entitlement to be different. This epic struggle between systemic effect and unfettered self-​realization, rational control and desire, representation and semiosis, free play and closure, unity of self and fluid self-​fashioning also explains a – for a self-​announced historical criticism – curiously a-​historical, “presentist” approach to literature in which interpretation often consists of little more than measuring past texts against contemporary claims of emancipation or fantasies of “real” dissent. In this way, cultural radicalism’s own agenda is projected into history and becomes the standard for judging literary texts of the past, instead of treating these texts also in their alterity, that is, as manifestations of the different possibilities and limitations of another culture and period. 

Instead of being merely an indulgence in irrationalism, cultural radicalism’s critique of rationalism must also be understood in the context of a politics of individual self-​empowerment, because rationalism establishes norms that censor the free, unrestricted expression of desire, sexuality, or the imaginary as legitimate forms of individual self-​realization. Finally, the wide-​ranging identification of a privileged class of academics with a marginalized “other” can best be explained in the context of the politics of an expressive individualism for which the historically oppressed become the new role models because they can give political authority to the search for cultural difference. The reference to historical victimization, in fact, provides the crucial argument to link the politics of this new expressive individualism with a political critique of society. Again, the important point here is to understand that this individual self-​realization is sought on the semiotic level, on which whiteness or maleness can function as signifiers of power, so that the marginal can move into the position of a symbolic alternative for a process of imaginary refashioning. Hence the striking paradox that the culture of African Americans or Native Americans is appropriated for the society at large while they themselves remain socially excluded from it. 

What we encounter in cultural radicalism, then, is the paradox of a radicalized form of individualism pursued in the name of a radical egalitarianism. This egalitarianism needs radical dehierarchization to eliminate remaining cultural restrictions, but it also needs the cultural construction of difference to escape from the consequences of radical equality. Thus, contrary to its own self-​perception, “cultural radicalism does not provide a political critique of individualism, but a more radicalized version of this individualism, not a critique of individualism by ‘politics’ but a critique based on the politics of expressive individualism” (“Cultures of Criticism” 226). This expressive individualism can best be described by comparing it with a prior form of utilitarian or “economic” individualism. What distinguishes the two stages are different sources of self-​esteem and hence different ideals and models of self-​realization. In this development from economic to expressive individualism, the essential point is the new and historically unheard-​of usefulness of culture for matters of self-​definition and self-​empowerment. While in economic individualism, hard work and self-​discipline were considered preconditions for economic success and social recognition, it is now the assertion of cultural difference which has become the major source of self-​esteem. This change in the sources of self-​esteem is the logical outcome of an ever intensified process of individualization and, coming along with it, of an increasingly radical cultural dehierarchization. In this process of individualization the individual has to assert his or her self-​worth in opposition to those forces that stand in the way. Initially, these were obvious sources of inequality such as caste, class, or patriarchy. With the increasing democratization of Western societies – in itself a result of individualization – these structural sources of inequality have been undermined in authority, and have, in fact, often been dissolved or weakened decisively. Inequality remains, but it can no longer be as easily attributed to institutionalized social structures. Hence the search for new “systemic effects” of inequality, and hence an increased importance of self-​fashioning by cultural difference. If the source of power is cultural, then culture must also serve as the source of counter-​definition and the search for self-​realization must become the search for alternate cultural options, including those of politics. Ironically, it is thus not a ritual of consent that “absorbs and refashions the radical energies of history,” as Bercovitch has it, but a new stage of expressive individualism, articulated most forcefully by cultural radicalism, that redefines political engagement as one cultural option of self-​realization among many. The individual that is liberated from systemic power effects by evading a stable identity in a new flexibility and fluidity of the self is also in a position to treat forms of social or political engagement as optional extras on a menu of individual choice and to exchange them rapidly for other pursuits.44 This situation is, in fact, enacted in current literary criticism in exemplary fashion in which new oppositional options are constantly “tried out” and replaced by more recent and more promising possibilities. In this sense, the current cultural radicalism actually fuels the condition it deplores because it has contributed its own share to the transformation of “politics” into a cultural practice of self-​definition.

Liberalism, then, seems right in its often harsh criticism of cultural radicalism. Unfortunately, however, this criticism has been largely defensive. It has neither acknowledged the cultural logic of individualization that leads from the modernist challenge of cultural conventions to radicalism’s focus on structural effects which liberalism itself ignored, such as, for example, the hierarchizing effects of gender categories. Nor has liberalism been able or willing to acknowledge the immensely productive side of the radical revision of literary history which have drawn our attention to manifestations of power and politics in supposedly neutral debates about aesthetic value, or to the presence of a liberal interest in self-​definition in “classical” American literary history. The current cultural radicalism in American literary studies has unearthed a number of important political, historical, discursive, and literary contexts of which liberalism simply did not appear to have been aware or which it did not want to acknowledge.45 The major analytical gain, however, lies in the awareness to what extent discursive practices entail hierarchies of power, structures of domination, and forms of subtle coercion, that is, in the awareness to what extent every discursive practice contains elements of coercion.

But what are the consequences of this insight? It seems to me that cultural radicalism often forgets the heuristic status of its own claims. If identity would really be radically “plural” or heterogeneous, there would be no continuity of self and thus only schizophrenia. If there were no social glue provided by a ritual of consensus, the logical consequence would be civil war.46 If history and fiction were both nothing but “textualizations,” it would not be possible to “unmask” certain approaches to literary history as ideological. If the claim for truth were nothing but a claim for power, what sense would it make to argue with liberalism? If the aesthetic is the political, on what basis can one distinguish between literary texts of the same political persuasion? In each case, a genuine insight – made possible by cultural radicalism’s new sensitivity to power effects – is turned into a false generalization that fails to consider questions of degree, context, creative response, and the possibility of transformation. 

Which finally brings us back to The Scarlet Letter and its interpretation. As long as one reads the novel only as a shrewd liberal version of containment, one may out-​radicalize the book but one also silences it as a historical voice of its own. In particular, one ignores that the novel itself offers its own analysis of the social and cultural forces of coercion, as does almost all of Hawthorne’s work which focuses on questionable historical genealogies, the tyranny of moral convention, or the self-​destructive consequences of (male) self-​authorization. In all of these instances, however, there is one major difference to radical readings of the novel: Although Hawthorne shows the tyranny of moral principles, he also insists that they are needed, albeit in a humanized, “liberalized” form. Otherwise, as the Custom House-​Preface to The Scarlet Letter implies, the result will be a corrupt state of interest group politics which does no longer acknowledge any principles whatsoever. For Hawthorne, a compromise between the claims of the individual and the moral and social order is thus vital. One can either regard this view as “dated” (or, typically liberal), or take the work seriously as a form of cultural commentary with good reasons of its own. In the first case, one can in fact dispense with literature. In the second, it becomes a challenge exactly because it offers a different view and version. If cultural radicalism is not content to act out yet another “power effect,” namely the rewriting of The Scarlet Letter according to the discursive regime of expressive individualism, it would thus have to interpret the novel not only on the basis of its own radical convictions but also take it seriously as a challenge to these convictions.

If the radical view of literature is parasitic in the sense that it has no explanation of its own on how the art of power is related to the power of art, then we must go back to the liberal view, that is, to a view of literature as an expression of human potential. If the radical analysis of the subtle power and hierarchizing effects of language and literature appear convincing, on the other hand, then we must add an awareness of the regulatory and disciplinary effects of that kind of human potential. However, if it does not appear sufficient to limit the interpretation of literature to an analysis of its power effects, because such an exclusive emphasis erases fiction’s transgressive potential for creative boundary-​crossing, then the task would seem to set literature’s potential for exploration and experimentation in relation to its potential for “containment” and to trace the interaction between these two functions of fiction. Clearly, containment restrains, but it is also, in a very elementary sense, necessary for the creation of society and identity and, thus, provides a necessary precondition for an extension and liberation of the self. Such “boundary-​crossing,” on the other hand, inevitably takes the transgressive energies of the self in a certain direction and thereby also channels and  contains them.

The current cultural radicalism is not willing to admit this dialectical dependence because it argues exclusively from the point of view of individual liberation from which containment can only appear as a barrier to the self. There are, it seems to me, two options available at this point: One is to defend this position at all cost and to remain trapped in the endless reenactment of a radical critique that can only treat literature as a political allegory of co-​optation, coercion, and containment. The other choice lies in addressing also the social side of the self, that is, its dependence on containment. For this project, literature, as a supreme articulation of individual desire and self-​empowennent, and, at the same time, as a supreme medium of cultural socialization through aesthetic effects, provides an exemplary object of study and an overwhelming wealth of material. In that sense, literature continues to matter a lot.
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